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Foreword
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Fallacy List
Ad Hominem Advocate mounts a personal attack on the opponent rather than the
argument put forward by the opponent. PAGE 4

Appeal to Authority Advocate makes an unwarranted appeal to an authoritative
person or organiz#on in support of a proposition. PAGE 8

Argument by Artifice Advocate puts forward convoluted and weak assertions which
any disinterested observer would perceive as artificially constructed in order to

make a case. PAGE 2

Argument by SloganAdvocate uses a simplistic statement or slogan rather than
logical argument in a debate or discussion. PAGE 16

Argument to Consequence#édvocate claims that a proposition carnre true
because ibughtnot to be true (or vice versa). PAGE 20

Beqgaing the QuestioMdvocate makes a circular argument where the conclusion is
in essence a restatement or paraphrase of the premise. PAGE 24

Browbeating Advocate is threatening and overbearing in argument and doesn't
allow the opponent the opportunity to state his or her case. PAGE 28

Burden of Proof Advocate fails to take responsibility for argumgase by claiming
that the opponent must first prove that the opposite case is triRAGE 32

Burden of SolutionAdvocate denigrates a suggested solution to a problem but fails

to propose a viable alternative. PAGE 8
Cultural OriginsAdvocate makes an unwarranted claim that a particular way of
doing things is best because of its cultural origins. PAGE 40

Exaggerated ConflicAdvocate claims thehecause there is some degree of
uncertainty in a domain of knowledge, nothing at all is certainPAGE 44

Factoid PropagationAdvocate asserts the truth of a proposition that is commonly
assumed to be true, when it /ot in fact established as true. PAGE 48

False AnalogyAdvocate puts forward an analogy in support of a case, but the
analogy only has superficial similarities to the case in questioRPAGE 52



HUMBUG! the skeptic's field guide to spotting fallacieghinking

False Attribution Advocate appeals to an irrelevant, unqualified, unidentified,
biased or fabricated source in support of an argument. PAGE 56

False Cause; Correlation Errérdvocate asserts that there is a causal liekieen
phenomena, when the link is only apparent rather than real. PAGE 60

False CompromiseéAdvocate seeks to reconcile two differing views by "splitting the
difference" and falsely claiming that the result reflects tyali PAGE 64

False DichotomyAdvocate represents an issue as "black or white" when in fact the

reality is "shades of grey". PAGE 68

False DilemmaAdvocate portrays one option as necesseekcluding another

option, when in fact there is no necessary connection. PAGE 72

Gibberish Advocate presents an argument or assertion that is so garbled in its
presentation that it is essentially meaningless. PAGE 76

Impugning Motives Advocate makes an unwarranted claim that the opponent has
devious motives. PAGE 80

Misuse of Information Advocate misunderstands or deliberately misuses a statistic,
fact or theory to support an argument. PAGE 84

Moral EquivalenceAdvocate seeks to draw false moral comparisons between two
phenomena which are not morally equivalent. PAGE 88

Moving the GoalpostsAdvocate changes the discussion focu$digingthe
opponent to tackle a more difficult version of the topic. PAGE 92

Observational SelectionAdvocate pays close attention to confirming evidenmat
ignores evidence which is contrary to his or her position. PAGB6

Poisoning the WellAdvocate seeks to undermine an opponent's position by linking
the position to an original source which is unjustly denigrated PAGE 100

Popular Opinion Advocate makes an unwarranted appeal to popular opinion (e.g.
"most people agree that...") in support of a proposition. PAGE 104

Sanctimony Advocate makes an unwarrarteslaim that his or her position is
morally superior to the opponent's position. PAGE 108

SimpleMinded Certitude Advocate has an unshakeable belief which remains
unchanged even in the face of overwhelming contrridence. PAGE 112
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Single CauseAdvocate asserts that there is only one cause of a phenomenon or

problem, when the evidence suggests multiple factors. PAGE 116
Slippery SlopeAdvocate assestwithout evidence that if we take "one step in the
wrong direction", it will inexorably lead to catastrophe. PAGE 120
Special Pleadingddvocate claims special insights into an issue, and that the
opponent is incapable @fchieving. PAGE 124
Stacking the DeckAdvocate is aware of count@rguments to his or her position,
but conceals them in order to defeat the opponent. PAGE 128

Straw Man Advocate attaks a weakened, exaggerated, or ogémnplified form of
the opponent's position rather than the real position. PAGE 132
Unfounded GeneralizationAdvocate draws a general conclusion about a
phenomenon based on unpeesentative examples. PAGE 136
Weasel WordsAdvocate uses emotionally loaded labels to boost his or her position
or to denigrate the opponent's position. PAGE 140

See theexpanded fallacy list @ww.skepticsfieldguide.net
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Forewordto the eBook Hlition
¢ KA&a Aa ( KBookeddideiof | RI2ZYgoyded HS G KS a1 Sl
field guide to spotting fallacies in thinkinly has all the fallacies
from the original paperback. It does not include the
introduction. The cartoons in the Book edition are of lower
image quality than the paperback editiomostare early drafts.
We make no apologies for thi¥he paperback needs be the
GoSaiée GASMEA2Y 27F
So why make anBook edition?We are currently working on
an expandedbook on humbug (deceptive talk, and/or false
behaviour). As we are doing this, we wisinther the goals of
the skeptic movement by disseminatikgowledge of fallacies
as easilyand effectivelyas possible. T is the purpose of the
eBook edition.

Whilst we still reserve copyright, we ateappy for fallacies
from this eéBook to be printeéphotocopied and used for
educational purposes with appropriae acknowledgement
(Each fallacy prints nicelgt two or four pages per sheet.)
Electronic versions shouldot be uploaded to an alternate
server. You can easily create a link to the eBaodven embed

it in a webpage vigcribd You may downloado a personal
computer or other devicefor personal se; however, it is our
preference that this eBook should not be shared directly. Share
it by all meang; by sending the link we like usage statistics!

For information orhow to purchase the paperback edition, see
www.skepticsfieldguide.nefThere you will also find our full
and expanded list dbgical fallaciegwith real examples), as
well as some techniques flwmbug huntingtechniques for

Back to contents
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arguing effectively and spotting faultgasoningymore of WS F Q &
cartoonsand our fallacy podcastunting Humbug 101

Forewordto the PaperbackEdition

Jef is an academic in teacher education. Theo is a secondary
science and mathematicseducator As father and son
(respectively), we have shared a lestgnding interest in
critical thinking, informal logic and fallacies. This book is the
most tangible product of an engaging dialogue we have
pursued over many years.

The specific genesis of our book project began several years
ago, when Jef found that he couldn't assume that his
undergraduate teacheeducation students brought generic
skills in analysis and argument with them when they came to
his courses. It also became apparent to Jef that the available
books on critical thinking, informal logic and related topics
were largely unsitable for use in generalist courses at
undergraduate level. Some were textbooks intended to support
specialized courses in informal logic and critical thinking. Some
books assumed prior knowledge. Others treated "fallacies in
thinking" within an esotericcontext such as epistemology,
formal logic or argument analysis. There was also a lack of
consistency across publicationsn particular, the labels given

to fallacies, their classification and typology.

In order to meet what we perceived to be an emergered in
both tertiary and secondary education, we decided to write a
book on logical fallacies in a "commonsense" style which would
be accessible to nespecialist undergraduate students. This
book is the result.

Back to contents
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Ad Hominem
Other Terms and/or Related Concepts
Personal abusepersonal attack.
Descrption

Ad Hominemh & | [ Ay SELINBaA&AZ2Y 6KAO
The advocate attacks his or her opponent rather than the
argument put forward by the opponent. When personal abuse

of this kindis used, the content of the attack does not relate to

objective facts about such things as the opponent's
membership of a particular group, or the profession they

practise (e.g. environmentalist, lawyer). Rather, the abuse is

directed at the person's character or other personal attributes.

Example

Phil Schnotter and ijel Pennyweight are having a heated
conversation in the pub about banks when Phil (the advocate)

says: "I know why you think bank profits are too high Nigel...

@2dz I NB 2dzad LINB2dzZRAOSR |3k Ayal
would be prejudiced against banda (22X |, 2dz 2dzi

hardworking, successful people who happen to have enough
money to invest."

Comment

At times this fallacy may be hard to distinguish from other
common fallacies such @pugning motivesnd poisoning the
well. In fact, all three fallacies may be closely associated with
each other and may even occur in the one sentence. The key
characteristic of Ad hominem (personal abusgis that an
abusive label is directed at the iivitlual and used as a

Back to contents
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gratuitous insult (that is, an insult which really has no bearing
on the subject under discussion).

In the example given above, the use of the word "loser" is the
key indicator that personal abuse is taking place. The label is
simply a term of abuse, and Phil clearly intends to hurt and
belittle Nigel by calling him a "loser". Use of such terms is likely
to raise the emotional temperature of the discussion and result
in an unproductive trading of insults. Note that immediately
after the personal abuse in the example above, Phil then
impugns Nigel's motives in the words that follow the personal
FodzaSed® 1S &ale&ay bX ,2dz 2dzad
people..."

A form of Ad hominemwhich is particularly common today is
the unjustifieduse of a negative label associated with the topic
under consideration. For example, vaitless advocate might
label a proponent of zero population growth a "racist" without
justification. In doingthis, he or sheis actually seeking to
undermine the proponet's credibility in order toevade
discussion of the issue, rather than engaging in considered
debate.

It is commonly the case that for each term of abuse that may
be directed at a person advocating one side of an argument,
there is a term of abuse whicinay be directed at the other
side. For every "greenie", there is a "redneck", for every
"misogynist" there is a "feminazi", for every "fascist" there is a
"stalinist”, for every "homophobe" there is a "queer". Any
advocate of a point of view should avoabklling an opponent
with emotionally laden, abusive and grossly simplistic terms.
Labelling invites retaliation, and the intellectual level of the
debate plummets beyond any hope of recovery. The authors of

Back to contents
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this book are particularly averse to puerile neszalling and
gratuitous slander directed at individuals during any
disagreement. It is our considered view that anyone who
deliberately uses personal abuse in an attempt to win an
argument is engaging in unconscionable conduct.

No matter what the circuntances, any persowho descends
to ad hominemis astupid bastard

Back to contents
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THE SENATE, ANCIENT ROME:
ONE FATEFUL DAY IN MARCH  zef)

Personal Abus@® www.skepticsfieldguide.net
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Appeal to Authority
Other Terms and/or Related Concepts

Appeal to eminence; appeal to "the great and the good".

Description

This fallacy in reasoning occurs when an advocate appeals to an
"authoritative" person or agency in support of his or her own
viewpoint. The authoritatig source may —have some
prominence in the field under consideration or the
person/agency may be prominent in ‘an unrelated field. In the
latter case, the gullible advocate is relying on the generalized
"eminence" of the authority in an attempt to sway the
opponent, rather than the presumed expertise of the authority.

Example

Bryan Bladderpocket is an academic with an interest in social
policy. He is giving a seminar on multiculturalism to a small
group of postgraduate students. One of the students, Mark
Gono, says: "You claim you're an advocate of multiculturalism,
but you're not really- any immigrant group which doesn't
conform to liberal middleclass values is anathema to you.
Many values of many different cultures conflict with Western
conceptions of huran rights." Bryan (the advocate) replies: "I
don't accept your point¢ just last Wednesday, Sir Ernest
Willynillly wrote in his opinion column in th&ast Coast
Thundererthat the norms of all known cultures are consistent
with universal human rightg and | shouldn't have to remind
you that Sir Ernest is a Nobel Prizewinner."

Back to contents
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Comment

Bryan has cited Sir Ernest Willynilly's views on human rights in
support of his own position. What he hasn't said is that the
Nobel Prize Sir Ernest won was for Physics.dh aiwcase, there

is no reason for presuming Sir Ernest's views on any social
issues have any more weight than anyone else's views. The
seeker after truth isin principle unimpressed by the
prominence of the person expressing a viewpoint on an issue.
Even fi Sir Ernest did have qualifications in relevant social
research, Mark would be entitled to be skeptical about his
opinions. After all, there are many historical examples where
the consensus views of experts in a field of enquiry have been
completely overtirned in the light of later investigation by
more competent researchers.

Deceitful advocatesoften appeal to authority in order to
bolster their position. The appeal to authority fallacy is a
significant problem in contemporary debate on social issues.
Jounalists and editorial staff in the news media often seek the
views of "eminent persons” for no better reason than their
availability -and visibility. Journalists are under pressure of
remorseless deadlines. Print and electronic media proprietors
are naturdly concerned with circulation figures and ratings
respectively. Under such circumstances, it is not surprising that
the lazy option is often takerg contact one of the "usual
suspects" who can be depended on to comment with affected
gravitas on any subjéec Preferably a public figure who is
popularly seen as humble and seffacing despite having
ruthlessly collected honours, distinctions and personal wealth
all his or her working life.

Back to contents
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The skeptical viewer will realise (for example) that when Sir
Dean Slybilly, an obscenely rich former supreme court judge
and retiring Governor of New South Holland is pontificating on
remedies for the plight of the poor during a valedictory

television interview, he is more likely to have been part of the
problem than pat of the solution.

Similarly, the skeptic will realise that when the recently and
widely acclaimed Father of the YeqrJustice Gustav Flatus
OAM, presumes to lecture the rest of us on chigadring
practices, he may not be doing so from credible standpoi
Despite his recent honour, he may not in fact be an exemplary
parent. He is in a position to pontificate on parenting because
he has managed to achieve a high level of visibility in the
community through his "noffathering” activities. Perhaps he
has atually been a workaholic absent father whose long
suffering wife has had to be both mother and father to their
children. There is no'way of knowing for sure. But we do know
that some past recipients of the "Father of the Year" award
have put their own cagers before the needs of their children.

The prominence of a person is evidence that the person is
capable of securing prominence, quite possibly through a
meticulously planned, singlminded campaign of self
aggrandizement. It is not evidence that he fiesspeaks with
genuine authority on any matter.

Back to contents
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ISN'T THE MAYOR THE
MAJORITY SHARE-
HOLDER IN YOLR
DEVEL OPMENT

(" FLL HAVE YOU KNOW THAT
NO LESS AN ALITHORITY

THAN THE MAYOR AGREES
WITH ME ON MY PROPOSAL
FOR REZONING

TN
: b
3t

THE SHONKY COUNCILLOR
APPEALS TO AUTHORTY Jaf

Appeal to Authority@ www.skepticsfieldguide.net
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Argument by Artifice
Other Tams and/or Related Concepts

Rationalization; asserting an unwarranted conclusion; argument
by deception.

Description

The conclusion is all, and drives the argument. In order to make a
case the advocate puts forward contrived, convoluted and
unfounded assedions which any faiminded and objective
observer would perceive as  artificially constructed. The
reasoning may be specious, tendentious, flawed in logic and
unjust in effect.

Example

Noel Maggot is the Director of Finance for the Faculty of Health
at the University of Wooloomooloo. Noel is a bitter man, in part
because neone takes the trouble to pronounce his unfortunate
surname correctly. (He insists it is French in origin, and should be
pronounced"Mahjay".) Mr Maggot is writing a letter to Ivana
Bugaov, formerly a lecturer in occupational health and safety in
the School of Nursingt Wooloomooloo. The letter begins: "This
is to inform you that the Faculty of Health will be asserting that it
has a right to royalties on revenue generated by yourdating
device. Our legal office has determined that although you
patented the secalled Bugarov LeBuller two years after you
resigned from the Universityyou must have conceived the
design of the device while an employee of the university.
Further, it hasbeen established that one of your lectures dealt in
part with the therapeutic application of traction to sports injuries

Back to contents
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to the tibia and patella. Given this history, the university legal
office has determined that you were not entitled to take out a
patent on this device."

Comment

Devious and mendacious advocates such as Maggot attempt to
use any number of selferving obfuscations to achieve their
ends ¢ in this case an unearned financial benefit for the
University. This is consistent with his role. Ae&or of Finance,

he is tasked with earning an additional one million dollars for the
Faculty of Health each year. If he fails, he will be sacked. So he is
always driven by the bottom line, and his "arguments" are
always selserving. More often than netthey are also shonky
and disingenuous. At times they are risible.

He was appointed to his position as Director of Finance not
because he had a background in research and scholarship, but
because he had made lots of money in all his previous positions
(telemarketing of skircare products, car sales, tinshare real
estate, and pyramid marketing of magnetic underlays).

In the present case, and if his bullying is successful, he will ensure
that the intellectual property produced by the creative mind and
hard work of ‘an individual is appropriated by an entity (the
university) which made no contribution to the work.

The question of whether or not the university has valid legal
grounds for its claim could only be tested in a court of law. Given
that the legal esources of the university are apparently behind
Maggot's claim, Ivana is unlikely to have her day in court. She
would be wary of undertaking a legal defence of her position
given the high cost of civil litigation and the uncertainty of the

Back to contents
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outcome. Whateer the legal position, it is clear that anrtifice
has been used to bully Ivana into submission.

Argument by artifice may be difficult to detect. It is a
commonplace fallacy used by large organisations to further their
interests. In higher education, is often embedded in public
documents put out by tertiary institutions. Particularly those
documents which employ overblown rhetoric as the authors seek
to position institutional policy according to the imperatives of
the day.

A good example is assessmeaatdicy. Most institutions of higher
learning take great pains to convince students and the general
public that the assessment of students enrolled in degree
programs is fair, equitable and "objective". In practice, such
claims may be difficult to meet. THigtion of objectively defined
student learning outcomes is- often maintained through
rhetorical claims rather than reasoned argument. Policies
emphasise a focus on clearly specified criteria of achievement.
These criteria are represented as "objective'darerifiable, and

the notion of comparing students to each other is rejected as a
basis for assessment. In practice, any assessment of whether a
student has achieved a "criterion" is usually left to the subjective
opinion of the marker. A subjective opimidormed through the
development ofnormativeexpectations.

Back to contents
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(7 used the damn essay criteria to
mark this troublemaker's

assignment and he still passed.
This result is clearly wrong.

So... I need to go back
over the criteria
and knock a
Sfew marks off
each one until
he gets the
result he so
richly deserves.

The essay marker avoids a crisis of
conscience by using an artifice.

Argument by Artifice® www.skepticsfieldguide.net
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Argument by Slogan
Other Terms and/or Relate€oncepts

Mantra argument; using emotive language; appealing to
sentiment; cliché thinking; reflex thinking; mindless repetition.

Description

Argument by slogan and the family of fallacies associated with
argument by slogan (seeth®r terms above) all have in
common an intent on the part of thadvocateto sidestep the
issue under discussion and to "wrof@pt” the opponent.
Instead of logically advancing a viewpoint and dealing with any
challenges to that viewpoint, theadvocate seeks to wear
opposition down by repeatedly asserting a simplistic view of
the issue.

Example

At a rally to protest a meeting of the World Economic Forum,
Brenda Dudgeon is challenged by a forum delegate from the
Seychelles, who asserts that his country deeforeign
investment to progress. She picks up her megaphone and
begins to chant: "Global capital oppresses the poor! Global
capital..." In due course, other protesters take up the chant and
the delegate from the Seychelles is drowned out.

Comment

Theremay or may not be some validity in the assertion that
"global capital oppresses the poor". Whatever the truth of the
matter, the issue is far more complex than the slogan; and use

Back to contents
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of the slogan will not advance understanding. If Brenda's
behaviour is extrmely confrontational, she may even appear
on television coverage of the event. If this is keteaim, she
has been successful. But her behaviour is maslikely to
persuade the uncommitted to her view and it is very likely to
entrench opposition to herview. Arguably (and ironically), the
group least likely to benefit from her sloganeering is "the poor".

If Brenda's beliefs are sincere, and if she wishes to address the
causes of poverty in the third world, she needs to engage in
productive debate after @ame thorough seleducation on the
issues. She needs to break out of her coterie of-titieded
activists and to substitute sober reflection and hard work for
the "warm inner glow" of sloganeering. If after sober reflection,
Brenda has concluded that thenfettered flow of capital
around the world is a primary cause of poverty, she will be able
to mount a convincing argument. In advancing the argument,
she will have supporting evidence for her views and practical
suggestions for capital regulation. The umuuitted will
seriously consider her perspective. In due course, and in her
own small way, she might even advance the plight of the
world's poor. It won't be as much fun as public posturing,
chanting and sloganeering, but she might actually get results.

The sight of a large group of sedftisfied demonstrators
marching under a banner and chanting: "What do we want?" is
now a commonplace. This ritual public performance may be
boring, alarming, amusing or inspirational to the onlooker
depending on his or hepolitical beliefs, and on what answer
the demonstrators give to their rhetorical question ("what do
we want?"). To the critical thinker however, participation in a
mindless crowd of sloganeers is not an effective vehicle for
productive engagement with aubstantive and difficult issue.

Back to contents
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Often a march under banners, accompanied by an orchestrated
chant is more about socialising and group cohesiorather
than a serious attempt to right a wrong, or to initiate political
or social change. In most such "derfyogisceral posturing has
triumphed over intellectual engagement.

It is possible for argument by slogan to manifest itself in even
more mindless ways. One of the most outstandingly mindless is
the massproduced "bumper sticker". Sloganeering marches
may ke futile, but at least walking and chanting is a mild form
of healthy exercise. Political bumper stickers really only have
one message, whatever the actual words on the sticker itself.
The message? "l am a clueless poseur and | apparently believe,
in the face of overwhelming evidence to the contrary, that an
infantile declarative statement stuck on the outside of my car
amounts to a persuasive argument. Further, | am so bereft of
wit, imagination, initiative and literary skills that | have to
purchase the ticker off the shelf, rather than creating one of
my own."

We know that this might seem to some to be a harsh judgment.
But truth must prevail, even if the truth offends those asinine
advocates who are also sticklers for stickers.

Back to contents
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p

WHAT DO WE WANT?
A MINDLESS SLOGAN
WHEN DO WE WANT IT?

; JARVIS GINGERS UP THE
" CROWDATTHEDEMO )

Argument by Sloga@ Www.skebticsfieldguide.net
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Argument to Consequences
Other Terms and/or Related Concepts

Argument to repercussions; appeal to feawinging the big
stick; wishful thinking.

Description

The "classic" version of this fallacy is the common case where
an advocate will not entertain the possibility that an
opponent's argument is correct, because if it is correct there
will be adverse casequences.

Example

Margaret Chemise says to Claude Nads: "I was reading about a
sociologist who has found that there are differences in the
average intelligence of different racial groups. She found this
out by conducting what she claims was a culturakytmal 1Q
test.” Claude responds: "Well she must have got it wrong.
There isn't an average difference in IQ between different races
of people because if there was, it would allow bigots to justify
their racism."

Comment

When delusional advocates believensething to be true or
false because thewant it to be true or false, an argument to
consequences is involved. When they are hopeful for a positive
consequence, they are engaging in a particular version of
argument to consequences calledishful thinking In the
example above however, Claude invokes armgument to
adverse consequences

Back to contents
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He reasons that differences in IQ between racial groups must
not exist, becausd they did exist it would adversely affect race
relations. In doing so he is making an unjustifiable assertion. He
would be better off addressing his core concerns about race
relations by engaging in subtle and complex arguments about:
(@) whether or not alturally neutral IQ tests can ever be
constructed; and (b) whether statistically significant differences
between populations are relevant to public policy. In the end,
there may be an argument famot conductinglQ tests across
racial and cultural groupshut there cannot be a reasoned
argument for simply declaringd priori that there are no
differences in 1Q.

The key factor here is not whether the proponent agrees or
disagrees with a study, assertion, argument, proposition or
conclusion (because afhat it says). It is the quality of the
reasoning behind the agreement or disagreementhy it says

it) that is important. If the reasoning boils down to a general
case of the following form: "X cannot be true becauseuight

not to be true,” (or "Y must be e because ibught to be
true™) then the wishful (non)thinker is wallowing in the fallacy
and fantasy world of argument to consequences.

A pernicious form of the argument to adverse consequences
fallacy occurs when researchers engaged in some form of
advacacy research in the social sciences, assume that results
which do not agree with their cherished hypothesennotbe
"true". The individual in such circumstances is forced to
contemplate a very unpleasant proposition, which might be put
as follows: "My areer to date has been based on false
assumptions, and | have therefore wasted years of diligent
effort.”
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Under such circumstances, the temptation is for the
disillusioned  advocaesesearcher to assume some
methodological fallacy, rather than to seriousjyestion his or
her hypothesis. Disillusioned and desperate researchers
redesign and repeat their research until they obtain the desired
result. "Failed" surveys or experiments are not of course
published in "the literature". Rather, they are discarded anel

not ultimately reported to the research community. This
phenomenon is sometimes known as "publication bias".
Publication bias means that from time to time the corpus of
knowledge in a particular discipline is distorted. "If at first you
don't succeed,try, try and try again," is probably not an
advisable precept for a researcher who claims to be a
disinterested seeker after truth.
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MY CONSIDERED OPINICN IS THAT )
THE CHAMBER OF THIS PISTOL
I5 EMPTY ~ IF IT IN'T ILL
NEVER KNOW ANYWAY..
_S0IT'5 REALLY A
WIN-WIN SITUATION

AN OPTIMIST ENGAGESIN .-
WISHFUL THINKING Jef)

Argument to Consequers @ www.skepticsfieldguide.net
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Begging the Question
Other Terms and/or Related Concepts

Circular argument; assuming the premise; assuming the
conclusion.

Description

The advocate uses the conclusion, or rather the poinobhehe

is attempting to make, as the premise for his or her argument.

The circularity of the claim is usually disguised, as the premise
and the conclusion are stated in different ways (one is a

paraphrase of the other). When advocates "beg the question”,

they fail to seek external support for their claims. The point

under discussion is assumed, rather than demonstrated to be
true.

Examples

1. Dotty Pymplebaume is President of the MaRiayer
Financial Syndicate. She is giving the keynote address to the
Sodety for Currency Remuneration and Excessive Wealth
Underwriting (SCREWU), at their sesiénnial conference. Her
address is entitledrreeTrade: Why it's good for everyonghe
closes her speech with the following summary of her position:
"People and orgaizations opposed to free trade clearly don't
understand its logic. To me it's selident that free trade is
goodfor everyone The progress being made by politicians and
economists towards the unrestricted flow of goobtistween
countries will result irgreat benefits to this country and to the
whole world."
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2. Russell Farside is explaining gender issues to his friend Mitch
Grinspoon: "Men need to get in touch with their feminine side."
"Why?" asks Mitch. "I'm perfectly happy being masculine.
Shouldn't nren and women just behave how they feel?" "l don't
think that is a healthy way of living," responds Russell. "It's
good for men to gain a better balance of their masculine and
feminine selves."

Comment

The fallacy of begging the question assumes (as "evilefor

the argument) the claim or point that is in question. Dotty's
argument, when dissected, is a clear example of begging the
guestion. She has assumed without any external evidence that
her claim (free trade is good is correct. She attempts to
justify this claim by restating this in a different form. First she
says: "...the unrestricted flow of goods between countries..."
This is a longvinded reiteration of "free trade". Free tradis

the unrestricted flow of goods between countries. She then
follows up with the claim that this "..will result in great
benefits to this country and to the whole world." This is merely
a paraphrase of her original claim that "...free trade is good for
everyone."

In the second example, the same kind of specious reagoisi
used. Stripped of its rhetoric, Russell believes that "men need
to get in touch with their feminine side" because it is good for
them. He gives no actual evidence for this claim; he merely
asserts an opinion.

Begging the question is an easily idertf fallacy once an
argument has been dissected. The conclusion and the premise
are identical in all but their expression. Reasonably adroit
proponents are able to disguise this reiteration well. But this
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deception is readily exposed for dissection when tledicated
debunker points out that the advocate is simply restating the
premise as the conclusion.

It should be noted that the expression "begging the question" is
routinely misused by journalists (particularly those working in
the electronic media). Whe a journalist, or interviewee or
commentator says (for example) that: "The government is
begging the question," they often intend to mean something
like: "The government is avoiding the question.” This corrupted
usage should be resistepunless the origial meaning of useful
words and phrases is preserved, we lose precision in language.
Lack of precision in language is often symptomatic of a parallel
lack of precision in thinking. When the phrase "begging the
question” is used incorrectly in our presendejs worthwhile
pointing this out. At the same time, it might be useful to point
out that careless word usage often signifies careless reasoning.
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SINGE | AM BY DEFINITION ALWAYS RIGHT,
| HAVE WON THIS ARGUMENT BEFORE
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A UNIQUE VERSION OF _
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Begging the Qestion @ www.skepticsfieldguide.net
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Browbeating
Other Terms and/or Related Concepts
Overtalking; vituperation; bullying; polemics.
Description

This fallacy usually occurs in faoeface discussion. A
discussion in which this falbaoccurs is likely to be heated and
aggressive in tone. Thadvocate is loud, threatening and
voluble. He or she does not allow the opponent an opportunity
to make his or her case. When the opponent seeks to make a
point, he or she is cut off abruptly ambt allowed to finish.
The speech rate of thérowbeating advocatds rapid with
minimal pauses. The fallacy of browbeating can also occur in
print, but the histrionics characteristic of browbeating are
limited by the mode of communication. Browbeating esgsed

in print or writing is better described as polemics.

Example

Gertrude Grimace is an ageing cultural icon and professional
expatriate. She is also a needy exhibitionist who seeks every
opportunity to hold forth on any subject. A compliant and
fawningmedia can always be relied upon to afford her plenty
of opportunities to pontificate during any of her fleeting visits
to the country of her birth. On this occasion she is taking part in
a panel discussion on youth. She calls for the voting age to be
lowered to twelve. Another member of the panel begins his
response: "But don't you think voters need a certain level of
maturity to exercise a responsible vote, after all..." This is as far
as he gets. From this point on Gertrudeertalks him, all the
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other panellists and the moderator. She is loud, obnoxious,
strident and rapiefire in her delivery

Comment

Most interactions would be improved if participants engaged in
more attentive listening. After all, everyone is entitled to
express his or her own pointfoview. But this minimal
entittement is not enough when a point of view is expressed,
the person expressing the idea is entitled to a genuine hearing.
This is common courtesy. It is also an essential requirement for
the amicable resolution of conflict.

When confronted with browbeating, the detached doubter will

make a firm claim for the right to be heard. If this claim proves
fruittess and the pontificating browbeater continues to be

intransigent, the opponent should terminate the interaction

and explainwhy this proved to be necessary.

In the example given, the moderator of the hijacked discussion
could turn off Gertrude's microphone after a minute or two of
her tirade and calmly point out that he will not accept such
hostility in-response to honest opons freely expressed by
other members of the panel. Gertrude's pattern of behaviour
suggests that she is suffering frodAME diseas@ ook At Me
Everybody). Like most browbeaters, she has an overwhelming
need to "win" an argument through physical suppressof her
opponents' arguments. To the superficial observer, she may
come across as confident and saffsured, but her browbeating
suggests that she has very little faith in the soundness of her
position. The skeptical observer will draw the obvious
conclsion ¢ Gertrude is all hot air, and her browbeating is a
substitute for intelligent analysis and truth seeking.
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Browbeating is a common feature of political interviews on
television news and current affairs programs. Sometimes the
interviewer is the aggresor, sometimes the politician is the
aggressor, and sometimes both are aggressive.

Consider the more common case where the interviewer is
aggressive. He or she will ask a loaded question and interrupt
the answer with a supplementary question. The intgtian

will be cynical and aggressive in tone. More interruptions will
follow and the interviewee will not be permitted to finish an
answer. The interview will conclude without extracting
substantive information. The interviewer will thank the
interviewee br appearing. The thanks will be insincere.

Politicians are often characterized as evasive by the
browbeating commentariat = (political journalists and
commentators). This is ironic. Politicians are circumspect and
guarded in their speech because the comneidt is forever

on the lookout for the unguarded moment. They seize upon
and distort trivial lapses. They quote out of context, "beat up”
and manufacture stories. The ego and career considerations of
the commentariat often outweigh any commitment to
conveying valid information to an informed electorate.
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Burden of Proof
Other Terms and/or Related Concept
Onus of proof; appeal to ignorance (déirden of solutioh
Description

The burden of proof fallacy is a common rhetorical trick
employed in debating and other public forums. It takes place
when the advocate claims théhe opponent needs to prove his

or her case. Further, if he or she cannot prove the case, then
(by default) the advocate's case is made. The situation is
deliberately distorted to tip the balance in favour of the
advocate. In discussions about the burdehproof fallacy in
articles and books on the subject, a particular example is
invariably giverg an atheist advocate makes the claim that the
"absence of proof' for the existence of God is the same as
"proof of absence".

Example

Peter Fantickler is thefficial spokesperson for the Provisional
Wing of the Skeptics SociefilyperRationalist Faction). In an
effort to provide compelling evidence that God doesn't exist, he
sets up an experiment to test intercessory prayer. He has
agreement from several lotachurches to have their
congregations pray for the recovery of half the heart patients
scheduled for bypass surgery in the local teaching hospital. He
ensures that patients are randomly selected for treatment and
control groups, and that they do not hawany knowledge of
which group they are allocated to. When the results are
collated, he writes a first draft of a media release which states,
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inter alia "The outcomes for patients in the two groups was
comparable... this demonstrates that there is no godfter
some critical feedback on his draft from more moderate
skeptics, he changes the wording of the claim to: "This
demonstrates that if there is a god, he has no interest in
humanity, and does not answer prayer."

Comment

Unlike most atheists, Peter haakien up the burden of proof
(of the nonexistence of God). It is usually the other way around
¢ atheists tend to put the burden of proof on believers, viz:
"You can't prove that God exists, therefore he doesn't exist."
However Peter has come up against thsual problem when
the burden of proof is accepted he can't prove a negative
there is simply no way the design of the prayer study could
prove the nonexistence of God. The failure of intercessory
prayer could be due to the neexistence of God, or &ould be
because God doesn't answer prayer, or it could be because God
is the one who decides whether or not he answers prayer (it is
axiomatic that if there is an gllowerful, omniscient being, he
has free will, and an agenda of his own). To the dedtat
debunker, Peter's study has only shown that if there is a God
who does answer prayer (working premise) he is not a
compliant automaton who slavishly follows orders from human
beings.

When any propositiorg e.g. aliens visit the Earth to observe us;
indigenous people are more spiritual; problems in this life are
due to events in past lives; dreams are a form of astral trqvel

can't be disproved, it doesn't mean that the proposition is
therefore proved. To claim that it does, is to employ the burden
of proof fallacy.
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It is perfectly appropriate for each of two parties to a dispute to
ask for compelling evidence from the other person to support
his or her case. This is skepticism in action. The problem only
arises when the advocate takes the position thé or her own
case isnecessarilymade if the opponent's case cannot be
made.
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Burden of Solution
Other Terms and/or Related Concepts

"That's your/their problem... not my problem" (clurden of
proof).

Description

The advocatedenigrates a particular action an organization, a
government, or an opponent wishes take to address an
acknowledged problem. At the same time, thedvocate
doesn't attempt to provide any alternative solution. He or she
tends to characterize any deficiencies or limitations in the
opponent's proposed solution as morally reprehensible or
fatally flawed.

Example

It is morning tea in the Faculty of Applied Sociol@gythe
University of Wooloomooloo. Dr Roni Tunnell, a lecturer in
holistic cultural autoeroticism is railing against a request from
the Faculty Board. The board has asked him twmis cause”
why his elective on Gendered Psychic -Béasuringshould
not be cancelled. The board has pointed out that his average
enrolment of three students over the last six semesters is not
really viable in times of financial stringencit's not myjob to
justify my course, or to find ways of increasing enrolments, or
to find external sources of funding, that's their job... that's what
those stupid lazy bastards are paid for."

Comment

While we can understand the vehemence of Roni's response to
a posible threat to his sinecure, he is not doing himself any
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favours with his intransigence. The board has put forward the
obvious solution to this type of financial crigiscancel non
viable electives to increase efficiencies in staffing. Roni is
refusing een "partownership" of the problem. He is rejecting
the board's solution. At the same time he is refusing to provide
any viable suggestions of his own. He is avoiding the burden of
solution by attempting to place the responsibility for finding a
solution on the board. Further, any solution coming from the
board must meet with his approval.

The burden of solution fallacy is commonly encountered in
contributions to public debate on sensitive and difficult issues.
Individuals who are fond of displaying ethlicsensibilities in
public forums are sometimes so seiflulgent that they
condemn possible solutions of others and yet offer none of
their own. They perceive mere opposition as a "principled
stance". They presume to tell others whadt to dg but offer

no solutions of their own, or they offer "solutions" which are
mere wishful thinking. If (for example) an advocate doesn't
agree with economic sanctions to enforce compliance with
human rights in a dictatorship, then he or she should offer a
better altermative and argue its merits. If he or she is unable or
unwilling to do so, then the case must be made that "leaving
things as they are" is better than attempting the economic
sanctions solution.

If the advocate does attempt to make the claim that ttatus
quo is better than the proposed intervention, the skeptical
opponent should be alert to the possibility wfishful thinking
(seeargument to consequencgsThe advocate may claim for
example that "left to themselves" dictatorships will evolve into
pluralist democracies without the application of significant
external pressures or interventiomsthat terror and oppression
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will eventuallyfade away in the police state if the leaders of
liberal democratic nations engage with, and sw&ak the
dictator. This argument is easily countered by opponents. They
can simply ask for examples of dictatorships which have
become liberal democracies ewv a reasonable timérame
without the application of external pressures.

In burdening the opponent with the solution, séfidulgent
advocates are mere naysayers, and their opinions have little
merit. Further discussion is likely to be fruitless.
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