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A WORD TO STUDENTS

Let’s be honest. Very few of your college textbooks will change your life.
But this one truly can.

This book will make you a better thinker. It will sharpen your mind,
clarity your thoughts, and help you make smarter decisions.

We’ll teach you—step by step—how to analyze issues, reason logically,
and argue effectively. With effort on your part, this book will hone the think-
ing and reasoning skills you need to succeed in college, in your career, and in
life.

Critical thinking is what college is all about. College is not about cram-
ming students’ heads with facts. It’s about teaching students to think. And
that’s precisely what this book is designed to do. It will help you develop
the skills and dispositions you need to become an independent, self-directed
thinker and learner.

Collectively, the four authors of this textbook have been teaching criti-
cal thinking for over 60 years. Teaching critical thinking is what we do. It’s
our passion. We’ve seen how critical thinking can change lives.

But you’ll only get out of this course what you put into it. Becoming a
critical thinker is hard work. Sometimes working through this book will feel
a little like boot camp. There’s a reason for this: No pain, no gain. Becoming
a master thinker means toning up your mental muscles and acquiring habits
of careful, disciplined thinking. This requires effort, and practice.

That’s why the heart of this textbook is the exercises. There are lots of
these, and all have been carefully selected and class-tested. You need to do the
exercises. As many as you can. (Or at least all that your instructor assigns.) Do
the exercises, then check the answers at the back of the book. Practice. Make
mistakes. Get feedback. And watch yourself improve. That’s how you’ll work
the mental flab oft and develop lasting habits of clear, rigorous thinking.

Critical thinking is an adventure. Becoming mentally fit is hard work.
And thinking independently can be a little scary at times. But in the end
you’ll be a smarter, stronger, more confident thinker.
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PREFACE

Nothing is more powerful than reason.
—Saint Augustine

The first edition of Critical Thinking: A Student’s Introduction grew out of
our conviction that a critical thinking text that works—that produces real,
measurable improvement in students’ critical reasoning skills—must have
two essential features:

e It must be a text that our increasingly gadget-oriented students
actually read.

e It must provide abundant, class-tested exercises that give students
the practice they need to develop as maturing critical thinkers.

In revising Critical Thinking: A Student’s Introduction for this edition,
we've tried to remain faithful to this original vision. Many passages have
been rewritten to make the book clearer and (we hope) more engaging and
accessible. In addition, dozens of new exercises have been added to give stu-
dents even more opportunities to hone their critical reasoning skills.

OVERVIEW OF THE TEXT

Critical Thinking: A Student’s Introduction is designed to provide a versatile and
comprehensive introduction to critical thinking. The book is divided into
seven major parts:

1. The Fundamentals: Chapters 1-3 introduce students to the basics
of critical thinking in clear, reader-friendly language.

2. Language: Chapter 4 discusses the uses and pitfalls of language,
emphasizing the ways in which language is used to hinder clear,
effective thinking.

Xiii
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3. Fallacies: Chapters 5 and 6 teach students how to recognize and
avoid twenty of the most common logical fallacies.

4. Argument Analysis and Evaluation: Chapters 7 and 8 offer a clear,
step-by-step introduction to the complex but essential skills of
argument analysis and evaluation.

5. Traditional Topics in Informal Logic: Chapters 9—11 offer a clear, sim-
plified introduction to three traditional topics in informal logic:
categorical logic, propositional logic, and inductive reasoning.

6. Researching and Writing Argumentative Essays: Chapters 12 and 13
provide students with specific, detailed guidance in producing
well-researched, properly documented, and well-written argumen-
tative essays.

7. Practical Applications: Chapters 14 and 15 invite students to
apply what they have learned by reflecting critically on two
areas in which wuncritical thinking is particularly common: the
media (Chapter 14) and pseudoscience and the paranormal
(Chapter 15).

The text can be taught in a variety of ways. For instructors who stress
argument analysis and evaluation, we suggest Chapters 1-8. For instructors
who emphasize informal logic, we recommend Chapters 1-6 and 9—-11. For
instructors who focus on writing, we suggest Chapters 1-6 and 12 and 13.
And for instructors who stress practical applications of critical thinking, we
recommend Chapters 1-6 and 14 and 15.

STRENGTHS AND DisTINeTIVE FEATURES OF THE TEXT

There are a number of features that set this book apart from other critical
thinking texts:

e A versatile, student-centered approach that covers all the basics of
critical thinking—and more—in reader-friendly language

* An abundance of interesting (and often humorous or thought-
provoking) classroom-tested exercises

* An emphasis on active, collaborative learning

e A strong focus on writing, with complete chapters on using and
evaluating sources (Chapter 12) and writing argumentative essays

(Chapter 13)

* An emphasis on real-world applications of critical thinking, with
many examples taken from popular culture, and complete chapters
on the media and pseudoscientific thinking
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* An extensive treatment of critical thinking standards, hindrances,
and dispositions

¢ A clear and detailed discussion of the distinction between deductive
and inductive reasoning

* An abundance of thought-provoking marginal quotes, as well as
“Critical Thinking Lapses”™—outrageous errors in reasoning and
thinking

e An Online Learning Center that includes detailed chapter summa-
ries, tutorials, and quizzes on the Web at www.mhhe.com/bassham4e

* For the instructor, a password-protected, user-friendly Instructor’s
Manual that includes complete answer keys, teaching tips, sample
tests and quizzes, and PowerPoint lecture notes

WHAT's New 10 THE FOURTH EDITION

In preparing this edition, we have benefited tremendously from suggestions
from users and reviewers of previous editions. The major changes in this
edition are these:

e A new Appendix has been added, featuring seven new essays for
critical analysis.

* A new chapter on critical reading is available to course adopters on
the Instructor’s part of the book’s Web site.

e Chapter 12 features an expanded and reorganized discussion of
evaluating Internet sources.

* A new sample critical essay has been added, and the sample argu-
mentative essay has been substantially revised.

e New readings have been added to Chapters 7 and 8.
e Many new marginal quotes and boxed passages have been added.
e Several chapters have been streamlined.

e New and updated exercises and examples have been added
throughout the book.

* Both the Instructor’s Manual and student online support resources
have been updated and expanded.

* A module on the counterexample method of proving invalidity has
been added to the Instructor’s Manual.


http://www.mhhe.com/bassham4e
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CHAPTER 1

INTRODUCTION TO
CRriTicAL THINKING

This book is about the power of disciplined thinking. It’s about learning to
think for yourself and being your own person. It’s about the personal empow-
erment and enrichment that result from learning to use your mind to its fullest
potential. In short, it’s about critical thinking.

Critical thinking is what a college education is all about. In many high
schools, the emphasis tends to be on “lower-order thinking” Students are simply
expected to passively absorb information and then repeat it back on tests. In col-
lege, by contrast, the emphasis is on fostering “higher-order thinking”: the active,
intelligent evaluation of ideas and information. This doesn’t mean that factual
information and rote learning are ignored in college. But it is not the main goal
of a college education to teach students what fo think. The main goal is to teach
students how fo think—that is, how to become independent, self-directed think-
ers and learners.

WHAT Is CriTicAL THINKING?

Often when we use the word critical we mean “negative and fault-finding.”
This is the sense we have in mind, for example, when we complain about a
parent or a friend who we think is unfairly critical of what we do or say. But
critical also means “involving or exercising skilled judgment or observation.”
In this sense critical thinking means thinking clearly and intelligently. More
precisely, critical thinking is the general term given to a wide range of cogni-
tive skills and intellectual dispositions needed to eftectively identity, analyze,
and evaluate arguments and truth claims; to discover and overcome personal
preconceptions and biases; to formulate and present convincing reasons in sup-
port of conclusions; and to make reasonable, intelligent decisions about what
to believe and what to do.

Put somewhat differently, critical thinking is disciplined thinking governed
by clear intellectual standards. Among the most important of these intellectual

The function of
education is to
teach one to think
intensively and to
think critically.

—Martin Luther
King Jr.

The purpose
which runs
through all other
educational
purposes—the
common thread
of education—is
the development
of the ability to
think.

—Educational
Policies
Commission
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Everything that
can be said can be
said clearly.

—Ludwig
Wittgenstein

Confusion has its
costs.

—Crosby, Stills,
and Nash

Clarity is not

a mere embel-
lishment of the
intellect; it is the
very heart of intel-
lectual virtue.

—Charles Larmore

Introduction to Critical Thinking

standards are clarity, precision, accuracy, relevance, consistency, logical cor-
rectness, completeness, and fairness.' Let’s begin our introduction to critical
thinking by looking briefly at each of these important critical thinking standards.

CRiTICAL THINKING STANDARDS
Clarity

Before we can effectively evaluate a person’s argument or claim, we need to
understand clearly what he or she is saying. Unfortunately, that can be difficult
because people often fail to express themselves clearly. Sometimes this lack of
clarity is due to laziness, carelessness, or a lack of skill. At other times it results
from a misguided effort to appear clever, learned, or profound. Consider the
following passage from philosopher Martin Heidegger’s influential but notori-
ously obscure book Being and Time:

Temporality makes possible the unity of existence, facticity, and falling, and in
this way constitutes primordially the totality of the structure of care. The items
of care have not been pieced together cumulatively any more than temporality
itself has been put together “in the course of time” [“mit der Zeit”] out of the
future, the having been, and the Present. Temporality “is” not an entity at all. It is
not, but it femporalizes itself. . . . Temporality temporalizes, and indeed it tempo-
ralizes possible ways of itself. These make possible the multiplicity of Dasein’s
modes of Being, and especially the basic possibility of authentic or inauthentic
existence.’

That may be profound, or it may be nonsense, or it may be both. Whatever
exactly it is, it is quite needlessly obscure.

AsWilliam Strunk Jr. and E. B.White remark in their classic The Elements
of Style, “|M]uddiness is not merely a disturber of prose, it is also a destroyer
of life, of hope: death on the highway caused by a badly worded road sign,
heartbreak among lovers caused by a misplaced phrase in a well-intentioned
letter. . . * Only by paying careful attention to language can we avoid such
needless miscommunications and disappointments.

Critical thinkers not only strive for clarity of language but also seek max-
imum clarity of thought. As self-help books constantly remind us, to achieve
our personal goals in life we need a clear conception of our goals and priori-
ties, a realistic grasp of our abilities, and a clear understanding of the problems
and opportunities we face. Such self-understanding can be achieved only if we
value and pursue clarity of thought.

Precision

Detective stories contain some of the most interesting examples of critical
thinking in fiction. The most famous fictional sleuth is, of course, Sherlock
Holmes, the immortal creation of British writer Sir Arthur Conan Doyle. In
Doyle’s stories Holmes is often able to solve complex mysteries when the
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bungling detectives from Scotland Yard haven’t so much as a clue. What is the
secret of his success? An extraordinary commitment to precision. First, by care-
ful and highly trained observation, Holmes is able to discover clues that others
have overlooked. Then, by a process of precise logical inference, he is able to
reason from those clues to discover the solution to the mystery.

Everyone recognizes the importance of precision in specialized fields
such as medicine, mathematics, architecture, and engineering. Critical thinkers
also understand the importance of precise thinking in daily life. They under-
stand that to cut through the confusions and uncertainties that surround many
everyday problems and issues, it is often necessary to insist on precise answers
to precise questions: What exactly is the problem we’re facing? What exactly
are the alternatives? What exactly are the advantages and disadvantages of each
alternative? Only when we habitually seek such precision are we truly critical
thinkers.

Accuracy

There is a well-known saying about computers: “Garbage in, garbage out.”
Simply put, this means that if you put bad information into a computer, bad
information is exactly what you will get out of it. Much the same is true of
human thinking. No matter how brilliant you may be, youre almost guaran-
teed to make bad decisions if your decisions are based on false information.

A good example of this is provided by America’s long and costly involve-
ment in Vietnam. The policymakers who embroiled us in that conflict were
not stupid. On the contrary, they were, in journalist David Halberstam’s oft-
quoted phrase, “the best and the brightest” of their generation. Of course, the
reasons for their repeated failures of judgment are complex and controversial;
but much of the blame, historians agree, must be placed on false and inad-
equate information: ignorance of Vietnamese history and culture, an exagger-
ated estimate of the strategic importance of Vietnam and Southeast Asia, false
assumptions about the degree of popular support in South Vietnam, unduly
optimistic assessments of the “progress” of the war, and so on. Had American
policymakers taken greater pains to learn the truth about such matters, it is
likely they would not have made the poor decisions they did.

Critical thinkers don’t merely value the truth; they have a passion for
accurate, timely information. As consumers, citizens, workers, and parents,
they strive to make decisions that are as informed as possible. In the spirit of
Socrates’ famous statement that the unexamined life is not worth living, they
never stop learning, growing, and inquiring.

Relevance

Anyone who has ever sat through a boring school assembly or watched a
mud-slinging political debate can appreciate the importance of staying
focused on relevant ideas and information. A favorite debaters’ trick is to
try to distract an audience’s attention by raising an irrelevant issue. Even

Really valuable
ideas can only be
had at the price of
close attention.

—Charles S. Peirce

No one can navi-
gate well through
life without an
accurate map by
which to steer.
Knowledge is the
possession of such
a map, and truth
is what the map
gives us, linking us
to reality.

—Tom Morris
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No tedious and
irrelevant dis-
cussion can be
allowed; what is
said should be
pertinent.

—Plato

The guiding prin-
ciple of rational
behavior is consis-
tency.

—Deborah J.
Bennett

Introduction to Critical Thinking

Abraham Lincoln wasn’t above such tricks, as the following story told by his
law partner illustrates:

In a case where Judge [Stephen T.] Logan—always earnest and grave—opposed
him, Lincoln created no little merriment by his reference to Logan’s style of
dress. He carried the surprise in store for the latter, till he reached his turn before
the jury. Addressing them, he said: “Gentlemen, you must be careful and not
permit yourselves to be overcome by the eloquence of counsel for the defense.
Judge Logan, I know;, is an effective lawyer. I have met him too often to doubt
that; but shrewd and careful though he be, still he is sometimes wrong. Since this
trial has begun I have discovered that, with all his caution and fastidiousness, he
hasn’t knowledge enough to put his shirt on right.”” Logan turned red as crim-
son, but sure enough, Lincoln was correct, for the former had donned a new
shirt, and by mistake had drawn it over his head with the pleated bosom behind.
The general laugh which followed destroyed the effect of Logan’s eloquence
over the jury—the very point at which Lincoln aimed.*

Lincoln’s ploy was entertaining and succeeded in distracting the attention of
the jury. Had the jurors been thinking critically, however, they would have real-
ized that carelessness about one’s attire has no logical relevance to the strength
of one’s arguments.

Consistency

It is easy to see why consistency is essential to critical thinking. Logic tells us that
if a person holds inconsistent beliefs, at least one of those beliefs must be false.
Critical thinkers prize truth and so are constantly on the lookout for inconsisten-
cies, both in their own thinking and in the arguments and assertions of others.

There are two kinds of inconsistency that we should avoid. One is logical
inconsistency, which involves saying or believing inconsistent things (i.e., things
that cannot both or all be true) about a particular matter. The other is practical
inconsistency, which involves saying one thing and doing another.

Sometimes people are fully aware that their words conflict with their
deeds. The politician who cynically breaks her campaign promises once she
takes oftice, the TV evangelist caught in an extramarital affair, the drug coun-
selor arrested for peddling drugs—such people are hypocrites pure and simple.
From a critical thinking point of view, such examples are not especially inter-
esting. As a rule, they involve failures of character to a greater degree than they
do failures of critical reasoning.

More interesting from a critical thinking standpoint are cases in which
people are not fully aware that their words conflict with their deeds. Such cases
highlight an important lesson of critical thinking: that human beings often
display a remarkable capacity for self-deception. Author Harold Kushner cites
an all-too-typical example:

Ask the average person which is more important to him, making money or
being devoted to his family, and virtually everyone will answer family without
hesitation. But watch how the average person actually lives out his life. See
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Speaking of Inconsistency . ..

Philosophy professor Kenneth R. Merrill trap and has kept his shoulder to the
offers the following tongue-in-cheek ad- wheel.

vice for writers. What kind of inconsistency 6. Keep your language simple. Eschew ses-
does Merrill commit? quipedalian locutions and fustian rhet-

oric. Stay clear of the crepuscular—nay,
tenebrific and fuliginous—regions of
orotund sonorities.

7. Avoid vogue words. Hopefully, the writer
will remember that her words basically
impact the reader at the dynamic inter-
face of creative thought and action. To
be viable, the writer’s parameters must
enable her to engage the knowledgeable
reader in a meaningful dialogue—
especially at this point in time, when
people tend to prioritize their priorities

1. Watch your spelling. Writters who mis-
pele a lott of words are propperly re-
guarded as iliterate.

2. Don’t forget the apostrophe where its
needed, but don’t stick it in where
theres no need for it. A writers reputa-
tion hangs on such trifle’s.

3. Don’texaggerate. Overstatement always
causes infinite harm.

4. Beware of the dangling participle. For-
getting this admonition, infelicitous
phrases creep into our writing. ;

5. Clichés should be avoided like the eppidimell,

8. Avoid profane or abusive language. It is
plague. However, hackneyed language
! . a damned outrage how many knuckle-
is not likely to be a problem for the

writer who, since he was knee-high to a dragging slobs wilify people they dis-

. agree with.®
grasshopper, has built a better mouse- &

where he really invests his time and energy, and he will give away the fact that he o
really does not live by what he says he believes. He has let himself be persuaded There is a dif-
that if he leaves for work earlier in the morning and comes home more tired ~ ference between
at night, he is proving how devoted he is to his family by expending himself to  knowing the path

provide them with all the things they have seen advertised.® and walking the
Critical thinking helps us become aware of such unconscious practical incon-  Path:
sistencies, allowing us to deal with them on a conscious and rational basis. *MOQ_F/’?heA‘jIS:t in
e Viatrix

It is also common, of course, for people to unknowingly hold inconsis-
tent beliefs about a particular subject. In fact, as Socrates pointed out long ago,
such unconscious logical inconsistency is far more common than most people
suspect. As we shall see, for example, many today claim that “morality 1s rela-
tive,” while holding a variety of views that imply that it is not relative. Critical
thinking helps us recognize such logical inconsistencies or, still better, avoid

Intelli
them altogether. ntelligence means

a person who can

Logical Correctness see implications
and arrive at con-

To think logically is to reason correctly—that is, to draw well-founded conclu-  ,sions.
sions from the beliefs we hold. To think critically we need accurate and well- _Talmud
supported beliefs. But, just as important, we need to be able to reason from those



Man is the Rea-
soning Animal.
Such is the claim.
I think it is open
to dispute. Indeed,
my experiments
have proven to me
that he is the Un-
reasoning Animal.
Note his history.
... His record is
the fantastic re-
cord of a maniac.
—Mark Twain

It is only when
there is complete-
ness and exhaus-
tiveness that there
is scholarship.

—Hsiin Tzu

It is not much
good thinking of
a thing unless you
think it out.

—H. G. Wells
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The human race are masters of the ridiculous. There was actually a story
in our newspaper of a man who was bitten on the tongue while kissing a
rattlesnake. He decided to try a nonscientific remedy he heard about to
counteract a snakebite. So he wired his mouth to a pickup truck battery
and tried to jump-start his tongue. It knocked him out and he ended up
in the hospital, where he lost part of his tongue and one lip.’

- J

beliefs to conclusions that logically follow from them. Unfortunately, illogical
thinking is all too common in human affairs. Bertrand Russell, in his classic
essay “An Outline of Intellectual Rubbish,” provides an amusing example:

I am sometimes shocked by the blasphemies of those who think themselves
pious—tor instance, the nuns who never take a bath without wearing a bathrobe
all the time. When asked why, since no man can see them, they reply: “Oh, but
you forget the good God.” Apparently they conceive of the deity as a Peeping
Tom, whose omnipotence enables Him to see through bathroom walls, but who
is foiled by bathrobes. This view strikes me as curious.®

As Russell observes, from the proposition
1. God sees everything.

the pious nuns correctly drew the conclusion
2. God sees through bathroom walls.

However, they failed to draw the equally obvious conclusion that
3. God sees through bathrobes.

Such illogic is, indeed, curious—but not, alas, uncommon.

Completeness

In most contexts, we rightly prefer deep and complete thinking to shallow and
superficial thinking. Thus, we justly condemn slipshod criminal investigations,
hasty jury deliberations, superficial news stories, sketchy driving directions,
and snap medical diagnoses. Of course, there are times when it is impossible or
inappropriate to discuss an issue in depth; no one would expect, for example, a
thorough and wide-ranging discussion of the ethics of human genetic research
in a short newspaper editorial. Generally speaking, however, thinking is better
when it is deep rather than shallow, thorough rather than superficial.

Fairness

Finally, critical thinking demands that our thinking be fair—that is, open-
minded, impartial, and free of distorting biases and preconceptions. That can be
very difficult to achieve. Even the most superficial acquaintance with history
and the social sciences tells us that people are often strongly disposed to resist
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unfamiliar ideas, to prejudge issues, to stereotype outsiders, and to identify
truth with their own self-interest or the interests of their nation or group. It
is probably unrealistic to suppose that our thinking could ever be completely
free of biases and preconceptions; to some extent we all perceive reality in
ways that are powerfully shaped by our individual life experiences and cultural
backgrounds. But as difficult as it may be to achieve, basic fair-mindedness is
clearly an essential attribute of a critical thinker.

Exercise 1.1

I. Break into groups of four or five. Choose one member of your group to
take notes and be the group reporter. Discuss your education up to this point.
To what extent has your education prepared you to think clearly, precisely, ac-
curately, logically, and so forth? Have you ever known a person (e.g., a teacher or
a parent) who strongly modeled the critical thinking standards discussed in this
section? If so, how did he or she do that?

II. Have you ever been guilty of either practical inconsistency (saying one thing
and doing another) or logical inconsistency (believing inconsistent things about
a particular topic or issue)? In small groups think of examples either from your
own experience or from that of someone you know. Be prepared to share your
examples with the class as a whole.

THEe BeENEFITS OF CRITICAL THINKING

Having looked at some of the key intellectual standards governing critical
reasoning (clarity, precision, and so forth), let’s now consider more specifically
what you can expect to gain from a course in critical thinking.

Critical Thinking in the Classroom

When they first enter college, students are sometimes surprised to discover
that their professors seem less interested in how they got their beliefs than
they are in whether those beliefs can withstand critical scrutiny. In college the
focus is on higher-order thinking: the active, intelligent evaluation of ideas and
information. For this reason critical thinking plays a vital role throughout the
college curriculum.

In a critical thinking course, students learn a variety of skills that can
greatly improve their classroom performance. These skills include

e understanding the arguments and beliefs of others
e critically evaluating those arguments and beliefs

* developing and defending one’s own well-supported arguments and

beliefs
Let’s look briefly at each of these three skills.

Closed-mindedness
means premature
intellectual old
age.

—John Dewey

The main aim of
education is prac-
tical and reflective
Jjudgment, a mind
trained to be
critical everywhere
in the use of evi-
dence.

—Brand Blanchard
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To succeed in college, you must, of course, be able to understand the ma-
terial you are studying. A course in critical thinking cannot make inherently
difficult material easy to grasp, but critical thinking does teach a variety of
skills that, with practice, can significantly improve your ability to understand
the arguments and issues discussed in your college textbooks and classes.
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In addition, critical thinking can help you citically evaluate what you are
learning in class. During your college career, your instructors will often ask
you to discuss “critically” some argument or idea introduced in class. Critical
thinking teaches a wide range of strategies and skills that can greatly improve
your ability to engage in such critical evaluations.

You will also be asked to develop your own arguments on particular topics
or issues. In an American Government class, for example, you might be asked
to write a paper addressing the issue of whether Congress has gone too far
in restricting presidential war powers. To write such a paper successfully, you
must do more than simply find and assess relevant arguments and information.
You must also be able to marshal arguments and evidence in a way that con-
vincingly supports your view. The systematic training provided in a course in
critical thinking can greatly improve that skill as well.

Critical Thinking in the Workplace

Surveys indicate that fewer than half of today’s college graduates can expect
to be working in their major field of study within five years of graduation.
This statistic speaks volumes about changing workplace realities. Increasingly,
employers are looking not for employees with highly specialized career skills,
since such skills can usually best be learned on the job, but for employees with
good thinking and communication skills—quick learners who can solve prob-
lems, think creatively, gather and analyze information, draw appropriate con-
clusions from data, and communicate their ideas clearly and eftectively. These
are exactly the kinds of generalized thinking and problem-solving skills that a
course in critical thinking aims to improve.

Critical Thinking in Life

Critical thinking is valuable in many contexts outside the classroom and the
workplace. Let’s look briefly at three ways in which this is the case.

First, critical thinking can help us avoid making foolish personal decisions.
All of us have at one time or another made decisions about consumer purchases,
relationships, personal behavior, and the like that we later realized were seriously
misguided or irrational. Critical thinking can help us avoid such mistakes by teach-
ing us to think about important life decisions more carefully, clearly, and logically.

Second, critical thinking plays a vital role in promoting democratic pro-
cesses. Despite what cynics might say,in a democracy it really is “we the people”
who have the ultimate say over who governs and for what purposes. It is vital,
therefore, that citizens’ decisions be as informed and as deliberate as possible.
Many of today’s most serious societal problems—environmental destruction,
nuclear proliferation, religious and ethnic intolerance, decaying inner cities,
failing schools, spiraling health-care costs, to mention just a few—have largely
been caused by poor critical thinking. And as Albert Einstein once remarked,
“The significant problems we face cannot be solved at the level of thinking we
were at when we created them.”

We don’t want
you to axiom-
atically accept

the conventional
wisdom on a
particular subject.
Indeed, your first
instinct should be
to question it.

—John J.
Mearsheimer

There is nothing
more practical
than sound
thinking.
—Foundation for
Critical Thinking
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Citizens who
think for them-
selves, rather than
uncritically ingest-
ing what their
leaders tell them,
are the absolutely
necessary ingredi-
ent of a society
that is to remain
truly free.

—Howard Kahane

Introduction to Critical Thinking

Third, critical thinking is worth studying for its own sake, simply for the
personal enrichment it can bring to our lives. One of the most basic truths of
the human condition is that most people, most of the time, believe what they
are told. Throughout most of recorded history, people accepted without ques-
tion that the earth was the center of the universe, that demons cause disease,
that slavery was just, and that women are inferior to men. Critical thinking,
honestly and courageously pursued, can help free us from the unexamined
assumptions and biases of our upbringing and our society. It lets us step back
from the prevailing customs and ideologies of our culture and ask, “This is
what I've been taught, but is it frue? In short, critical thinking allows us to lead
self-directed, “examined” lives. Such personal liberation is, as the word itselt
implies, the ultimate goal of a liberal arts education. Whatever other benefits it
brings, a liberal education can have no greater reward.

BARRIERS TO CRITICAL THINKING

The preceding section raises an obvious question: If critical thinking is so
important, why is it that uncritical thinking is so common? Why is it that so
many people—including many highly educated and intelligent people—find
critical thinking so difficult?

The reasons, as you might expect, are quite complex. Here is a list of
some of the most common barriers to critical thinking:

e Jack of relevant background information

e poor reading skills

e bias

e prejudice

® superstition

e egocentrism (self-centered thinking)

* sociocentrism (group-centered thinking)

* peer pressure

e conformism

* provincialism

* narrow-mindedness

¢ closed-mindedness

e distrust in reason

e relativistic thinking

* stereotyping

e unwarranted assumptions

® scapegoating

e rationalization
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* denial

 wishful thinking

e short-term thinking

* selective perception

e selective memory

* overpowering emotions
e self-deception

* face-saving

e fear of change

Let’s examine in detail five of these impediments—egocentrism, sociocen-
trism, unwarranted assumptions, relativistic thinking, and wishful thinking—
that play an especially powerful role in hindering critical thinking.

Egocentrism

Egocentrism is the tendency to see reality as centered on oneself. Egocentrics
are selfish, self~absorbed people who view their interests, ideas, and values as
superior to everyone else’s. All of us are aftected to some degree by egocentric
biases.

Egocentrism can manifest itself in a variety of ways. Two common forms
are self-interested thinking and self-serving bias.

Self-interested thinking is the tendency to accept and defend beliefs that
harmonize with one’ self-interest. Almost no one is immune to self-interested
thinking. Most doctors support legislation making it more difficult for them
to be sued for malpractice; most lawyers do not. Most state university profes-
sors strongly support tenure, paid sabbaticals, low teaching loads, and a strong
faculty voice in university governance; many state taxpayers and university
administrators do not. Most factory workers support laws requiring advance
notice of plant closings; most factory owners do not. Most American voters
favor campaign finance reform; most elected politicians do not. Of course,
some of these beliefs may be supported by good reasons. From a psychologi-
cal standpoint, however, it is likely that self-interest plays at least some role in
shaping the respective attitudes and beliefs.

Self-interested thinking, however understandable it may seem, is a major
obstacle to critical thinking. Everyone finds it tempting at times to reason
that “this benefits me, therefore it must be good”; but from a critical thinking
standpoint, such “reasoning” is a sham. Implicit in such thinking is the assump-
tion that “What is most important is what I want and need.” But why should
I, or anyone else, accept such an arbitrary and obviously self-serving assump-
tion? What makes your wants and needs more important than everyone else’s?
Critical thinking condemns such special pleading. It demands that we weigh
evidence and arguments objectively and impartially. Ultimately, it demands
that we revere truth—even when it hurts.

How quick come
the reasons for
approving what
we like!

—Jane Austen

Admit your
faults. | would if
I had any.

—Milton Berle
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Calvin and Hobbes
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The one thing
that unites all
human beings,
regardless of age,
gender, religion,
economic status,
or ethnic back-
ground, is that,
deep down inside,
we all believe that
we are above-
average drivers.

—Dave Barry

CALVIN AND HOBBES © Watterson. Reprinted with permission of Universal Press Syndicate.
All rights reserved.

Self-serving bias is the tendency to overrate oneself—to see oneself as
better in some respect than one actually is. We have all known braggarts or
know-it-alls who claim to be more talented or knowledgeable than they really
are. If you are like most people, you probably think of yourself as being an un-
usually self-aware person who is largely immune from any such self-deception.
If so, then you too are probably suffering from self-serving bias.

Studies show that self-serving bias is an extremely common trait. In one sur-
vey one million high school seniors were asked to rate themselves on their “ability
to get along with others.” Not a single respondent rated himself below average in such
ability.” Other surveys have shown that 90 percent of business managers and more
than 90 percent of college professors rate their performance as better than average.
It is easy, of course, to understand why people tend to overrate themselves. We all
like to feel good about ourselves. Nobody likes to think of himself or herself as
being “below average” in some important respect. At the same time, however, it
is important to be able to look honestly at our personal strengths and weaknesses.
We want to set high personal goals, but not goals that are wildly unrealistic. Self-
confidence grounded in genuine accomplishment is an important element of suc-
cess. Overconfidence is an obstacle to genuine personal and intellectual growth.

Exercise 1.2

Are you overconfident in your beliefs? Here’s a simple test to determine if you are.
For each of the following ten items, provide a low and a high guess such that you
are 90 percent sure the correct answer falls between the two.Your challenge is to
be neither too narrow (i.e., overconfident) nor too wide (i.e., underconfident). If
you successfully meet the challenge, you should have 10 percent misses—that is,
exactly one miss."”
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90% Confidence Range
LOW HIGH

1. Martin Luther King’s age at death
2. Length of Nile River (in miles)

3. Percentage of African Americans in the
United States

4. Number of books in the Old Testament

5. Diameter of the moon (in miles)

6. Weight of an empty Boeing 747
(in pounds)

7. Current population of California

8. Year in which Wolfgang Amadeus
Mozart was born

9. Air distance from London to Tokyo
(in miles)

10. Deepest known point in the ocean
(in feet) "

Sociocentrism

Sociocentrism is group-centered thinking. Just as egocentrism can hinder ra-
tional thinking by focusing excessively on the self, so sociocentrism can hinder
rational thinking by focusing excessively on the group.

Sociocentrism can distort critical thinking in many ways. Two of the
most important are group bias and conformism.

Group bias is the tendency to see one’s own group (nation, tribe, sect,
peer group, and the like) as being inherently better than others. Social scientists
tell us that such thinking is extremely common throughout human history and
across cultures. Just as we seem naturally inclined to hold inflated views of our-
selves, so we find it easy to hold inflated views of our family, our community,
or our nation. Conversely, we find it easy to look with suspicion or disfavor on
those we regard as “outsiders.”

Most people absorb group bias unconsciously, usually from early child-
hood. It is common, for example, for people to grow up thinking that their
society’s beliefs, institutions, and values are better than those of other societ-
ies. Consider this exchange between eight-year-old Maurice D. and the well-
known Swiss scientist and philosopher Jean Piaget:

Maurice D. (8 years, 3 months old): If you didn’t have any nationality and you
were given a free choice of nationality, which would you choose? Swiss nationality.
Why? Because I was born in Switzerland. Now look, do you think the French and

13

He who knows
most, knows
best how little he
knows.

—Thomas
Jefferson

Custom and
example have

a much more
persuasive power
than any certitude
obtained by way
of inquiry.

—René Descartes
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> Pop Culture Connection —

Poker and Critical Thinking

Poker players fall victim to critical thinking barriers like wishful think-
ing and self-serving bias just like anybody else.’> One barrier that can
be particularly costly to poker players is overconfidence. Overconfi-
dent players think that they’re better, or luckier, than they actually
are. This often leads them to play with far superior opponents, to
stay in too many hands, and to bet recklessly. The result: Players who
overrate their abilities quickly become ATMs for their tablemates.

Poker legend Doyle Brunson tells a cautionary tale about the dan-
gers of overconfidence. A cocky New Yorker calling himself “Roches-
ter Ricky” and flashing a big bankroll walked into a Fort Worth poker
parlor. Around the table sat Amarillo Slim, Puggy Pearson, Johnny
Moss, Sailor Roberts, Brunson himself, and a couple of Texas busi-
nessmen. Two things quickly became apparent. Though he knew his
game, Rochester hadn’t played much no-limit poker, and he hadn’ta
clue he was playing against some of the best no-limit Hold’em poker
talent in the world.

Rochester didn’t realize that strategies that work well in limit
games (for example, calling frequently and bluffing cautiously) often
backfire in no-limit games. His parting words as he gathered up the
paltry remnants of his $10,000 bankroll were “If you guys are ever in
Rochester, don’t bother to look me up. You won’t see me playing
Hold’em against Texans as long as | live.”

As the great American philosopher Clint Eastwood said, “A man’s
got to know his limitations.”

J

To those who
would investigate
the cause of exist-
ing opinions, the

the Swiss are equally nice, or the one nicer or less nice than the other? The Swiss
are nicer. Why? The French are always nasty. Who is more intelligent, the Swiss or the
French, or do you think they’re just the same? The Swiss are more intelligent. Why?
Because they learn French quickly. If T asked a French boy to choose any nationality
he liked, what country do you think he’d choose? Hed choose France. Why? Because
he was born in France. And what would he say about who’s nicer? Would he think
the Swiss and the French equally nice or one better than the other? He'd say the
French are nicer. Why? Because he was born in France. And who would he think more
intelligent? The French. Why? He’d say that the French want to learn quicker than the
Swiss. Now you and the French boy don’t really give the same answer. Who do
you think answered best? I did. Why? Because Switzerland is always better.™*

study of predis-
positions is much Although most people outgrow such childish nationalistic biases to some
more important extent, few of us manage to outgrow them completely. Clearly, this kind of
than the study of “mine-is-better” thinking lies at the root of a great deal of human conflict,
argument. intolerance, and oppression.

_W. E. H. Lecky Conformism refers to our tendency to follow the crowd—that is, to

conform (often unthinkingly) to authority or to group standards of conduct
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and belief. The desire to belong, to be part of the in-group, can be among the
most powerful of human motivations. As two classic experiments demonstrate,
this desire to conform can seriously cripple our powers of critical reasoning
and decision making.

In the first experiment, conducted in the 1950s by Solomon Asch, groups
of eight college students were asked to match a standard line like the following

with three comparison lines such as these:
A
B
C
In each group, only one of the eight participants was unaware of the true na-
ture of the experiment; the other seven were confederates working in league
with the experimenter. In each case the single true subject was seated at the
end of the table and asked to answer last. In some trials the seven confederates
unanimously gave the correct answer (B); in others they unanimously gave
an incorrect answer. The results: When no pressure to conform was present,
subjects gave the correct answer more than 99 percent of the time. When
faced with the united opposition of their peers, however, almost one-third
(32 percent) of the subjects refused to believe their own eyes and gave answers
that were obviously incorrect!

Another famous experiment was conducted by Stanley Milgram in the
1960s." In Milgram’s experiment, subjects were asked to administer a series of
increasingly severe electrical shocks to people whom the subjects could hear
but couldn’t see. (In fact, no actual shocks were given; the shock “victims” were
actually confederates who merely pretended to be in pain.) Subjects were told
that they were participating in a study of the effects of punishment on learn-
ing. Their task was to act as “teachers” who inflicted progressively more painful
shocks on “learners” whenever the latter failed to answer a question correctly.
The severity of the shocks was controlled by a series of thirty switches, which
ranged in 15-volt intervals from 15 volts (“Slight Shock”) to 450 volts (“XX
Danger: Severe Shock”). The purpose of the study was to determine how far
ordinary people would go in inflicting pain on total strangers, simply because
they were asked to do so by someone perceived to be “an authority.”

The results were, well, shocking. More than 85 percent of the subjects
continued to administer shocks beyond the 300-volt mark, long after the point
at which they could hear the victims crying out or pounding on the walls in
pain. After the 330-volt mark, the screaming stopped, and for all the subjects
knew, the victims were either unconscious or dead. Despite that, nearly two-
thirds (65 percent) of the subjects continued to administer shocks, as they were
instructed, until they had administered the maximum 450 volts.

The lesson of these studies is clear: “Authority moves us. We are im-
pressed, influenced, and intimidated by authority, so much so that, under the
right conditions, we abandon our own values, beliefs, and judgments, even
doubt our own immediate sensory experience.”'® As critical thinkers, we need

When fifty million
people say a fool-
ish thing it is still
a foolish thing.

—Anatole France

When all think
alike, then no one
is thinking.
—Walter
Lippmann

Man is born to
think for himself.

—Denis Diderot
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to be aware of the seductive power of peer pressure and reliance on authority
and develop habits of independent thinking to combat them.

Unwarranted Assumptions and Stereotypes

An assumption is something we take for granted, something we believe to be
true without any proof or conclusive evidence. Almost everything we think
and do is based on assumptions. If the weather report calls for rain, we take
an umbrella because we assume that the meteorologist is not lying, that the
report is based on a scientific analysis of weather patterns, that the instruments
are accurate, and so forth. There may be no proof that any of this is true, but
we realize that it is wiser to take the umbrella than to insist that the weather
bureau provide exhaustive evidence to justify its prediction.

Although we often hear the injunction “Don’t assume,” it would be im-
possible to get through a day without making assumptions; in fact, many of
our daily actions are based on assumptions we have drawn from the patterns in
our experience.You go to class at the scheduled time because you assume that
class is being held at its normal hour and in its same place. You don'’t call the
professor each day to ask if class is being held; you just assume that it is. Such
assumptions are warranted, which means that we have good reason to hold
them. When you see a driver coming toward you with the turn signal on, you
have good reason to believe that the driver intends to turn.You may be incor-
rect, and it might be safer to withhold action until you are certain, but your
assumption is not unreasonable.

Unwarranted assumptions, however, are unreasonable. An unwarranted as-
sumption is something taken for granted without good reason. Such assump-
tions often prevent our seeing things clearly. For example, our attraction for
someone might cause us to assume that he or she feels the same way and thus
to interpret that person’s actions incorrectly.

One of the most common types of unwarranted assumptions is a stereo-
type. The word sfereotype comes from the printing press era, when plates, or
stereotypes, were used to produce identical copies of one page. Similarly, when
we stereotype, as the word is now used, we assume that individual people have
all been stamped from one plate, so all politicians are alike, or Muslims, or Afri-
can Americans, professors, women, and so forth. When we form an opinion of
someone that is based not on his or her individual qualities but, rather, on his
or her membership in a particular group, we are assuming that all or virtually
all members of that group are alike. Because people are not identical, no matter
what race or other similarities they share, stereotypical conceptions will often
be false or misleading.

Typically, stereotypes are arrived at through a process known as hasty
generalization, in which one draws a conclusion about a large class of things
(in this case, people) from a small sample. If we meet one South Bergian who
is rude, we might jump to the conclusion that all South Bergians are rude.
Or we might generalize from what we have heard from a few friends or read
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in a single news story. Often the media—advertisements, the news, movies,
and so forth—encourage stereotyping by the way they portray groups of
people.

The assumptions we need to become most conscious of are not the ones
that lead to our routine behaviors, such as carrying an umbrella or going to
class, but the ones on which we base our more important attitudes, actions,
and decisions. If we are conscious of our tendency to stereotype, we can take
measures to end it.

Exercise 1.3

I. Read this story and answer the questions that follow.

When it happened, a disturbing mix of feelings bubbled inside you. It sickened
you to watch the boat slip beneath the waves and disappear forever; so much
work had gone into maintaining it and keeping it afloat, but at least everyone
was safe in the tiny lifeboat you’d had just enough time to launch. You secretly
congratulated yourself for having had the foresight to stock the lifeboat with a
few emergency items, such as a small amount of food and water, but you knew
that a boat built to hold three, maybe four people wasn’t going to survive too
long with such an overload of passengers.

You looked around at your companions: the brilliant Dr. Brown, whose
cleverness and quick wit had impressed you on many occasions; Marie Brown,
pregnant and clearly exhausted from the climb into the lifeboat; Lieutenant
Ashley Morganstern, a twenty-year veteran who’d seen the most brutal sorts of
combat; the lieutenant’s secretary and traveling companion, whose shirt you
noticed for the first time bore the monogram LB, but whom everyone called,
simply, “Letty”; and Eagle-Eye Sam, the trusted friend who’d been at your side
for many years as you sailed the oceans in your precious, now-vanished boat
and whose nickname came from his ability to spot the smallest objects seem-
ingly miles away at sea.

Seeing the fear on your passengers’ faces, you tried to comfort them: “Don’t
worry; we’ll be fine. They’ll be looking for us right away. I’m sure of it.” But
you weren’t so sure. In fact, you knew it wasn’t true. It might be days before
you were found, since you’d had no time to radio for help. Rescuers probably
wouldn’t be dispatched until Friday, five days from now, when your failure to
show up in port would finally arouse concern.

On the third day, your passengers showed increasing signs of frustration,
anger, and fear. “Where are they?” Marie cried. “We can’t go on like this!”

You knew she was right. We can’t, you thought, not all of us anyway.

On the fourth day, the food was completely gone, and just enough water
remained to keep perhaps three people alive for another day, maybe two. Sud-
denly, things got worse. “Is that water?!” Marie screamed, pointing a shaking
finger at the bottom of the lifeboat. Horrified, you looked down to see a slight
trickle of water seeping in at the very center of the boat. Dr. Brown grabbed
a T-shirt that was lying in the bottom of the boat and used it like a sponge to
absorb the water, wringing it out over the side and plunging it into the invad-
ing water again and again. But it was no use; the water began to seep in faster
than Brown could work.

General notions
are generally
wrong.

—Mary Worthley
Montague
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“We’re too heavy,” the lieutenant insisted without emotion. “We’ve got to

lighten the load. Someone has to get out and swim.”
8 8
“Swim?!” Marie gasped in disbelief. “Are you insane?! There are sharks in
gasp i

these waters!”

“Who’s it going to be, Captain?” the lieutenant asked almost coldly, staring
you square in the eye. “Which one of us swims?”

“Me. I'll go,” you say, swinging your leg out over the side of the boat.

“No,” Letty insisted. “You’re the only one who knows how to navigate. If you
go, we’ll all die. You must choose one of us to sacrifice.”

And so you did.

A. Answer the following questions individually.

1. Which one did you choose? Why? Why didn’t you choose the others?

2. As you read, you probably imagined what the characters looked like. From
the image you had of them, describe the following characters in a few
sentences:

The Captain
Dr. Brown
Marie Brown
Lieutenant Ashley Morganstern
Letty
Eagle-Eye Sam
3. Do you think Dr. Brown is related to Marie Brown? If so, how?
B. Now form groups of three and complete the following tasks:

1. Compare your responses to question 1 in part A. Discuss the reasons for
your decisions. Is there any consensus in the group?

2. Do you all agree on the relationship between Dr. Brown and Marie
Brown?

3. What evidence i1s there in the story to support your answer for
question 3 in part A? Is it possible that they are related in another way
or not at all?

4. Look at your portraits of Dr. Brown. How many assumptions did you and
your group members make about the doctor’s gender, age, appearance, and
profession? What evidence in the story supports your image of the doctor?
If your images are similar, what do you think accounts for that similarity?
Are your mental images similar to ones we normally see in the media, for
example?

5. Look at your portraits of the other characters. First, what similarities do
you find among your group’s members? Second, what evidence is there
in the story to support your assumptions? Are other assumptions possible?
Finally, where do you think your mental images came from?

II. In groups of three or four, name and explain a stereotypical conception

people may have had about you over the years. Note how that stereotypical con-

ception keeps others from coming to know you more accurately. Turn your page
over and exchange papers with other members of your group. See if the other
members can determine which stereotype description goes with what member
of your group.
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Relativistic Thinking

Virtually every college professor has had at least one conversation like the
following:

Janie: Professor X, I don’t understand why you gave me a D on this paper.
Prof X: Well, as I noted in my written comments, you state your
opinions, but you don’t offer any reasons to back them up.

Janie: Do you mean you gave me a low grade because you disagree
with my opinions?

Prof. X: No, not at all, Janie.You received a low grade because you
didn’t give any reasons to support your opinions.

Janie: But isn’t everyone entitled to his or her own opinion? And can
anyone ever really prove that his or her opinion is right and everyone
else’s is wrong? Why, then, do I have to give reasons for my opinions when
I’'m entitled to hold them and no one can prove that they’re wrong?

Janie, here, has fallen into the trap of relativistic thinking. It is crucial to under-
stand why this is a trap, because once one has fallen into it, it is very difficult
to see any point in studying critical thinking at all.

Relativism is the view that truth is a matter of opinion. There are two
popular forms of relativism: subjectivism and cultural relativism. Subjectivism
is the view that truth is a matter of individual opinion. This is the view Janie
apparently holds. According to subjectivism, whatever an individual believes
is true, is true for that person, and there is no such thing as “objective” or
“absolute” truth, i.e., truth that exists independent of what anyone believes.
For example, suppose Bobby believes that abortion is wrong and Alice believes
that abortion is not always wrong. According to subjectivism, abortion is always
wrong for Bobby and not always wrong for Alice. Both beliefs are true—for
them. And truth for one individual or another is the only kind of truth there is.

The other common form of relativism is cultural relativism. This is the
view that truth is a matter of social or cultural opinion. In other words, cultural
relativism is the view that what is true for person A is what person A’s culture
or society believes is true. Drinking wine, for example, is widely considered to
be wrong in Iran but is not generally considered to be wrong in France. Ac-
cording to cultural relativism, therefore, drinking wine is immoral in Iran but
1s morally permissible in France. Thus, for the cultural relativist, just as for the
subjectivist, there is no objective or absolute standard of truth. What is true is
whatever most people in a society or culture believe to be true.

Relatively few people endorse subjectivism or cultural relativism in the
pure, unqualified forms in which we have stated them.Almost everybody would
admit, for example, that 1 + 1 = 2 is true, no matter who might be ignorant
or deluded enough to deny it. What relativists usually claim, therefore, is not
that all truth is relative, but that truth is relative in some important domain(s).
By far the most common form of relativism is moral relativism. Like relativism
generally, moral relativism comes in two major forms: moral subjectivism and
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cultural moral relativism. Moral subjectivism is the view that what is morally
right and good for an individual, A, is whatever A believes is morally right and
good. Thus, if Andy believes that premarital sex is always wrong, and Jennifer
believes that it is not always wrong, according to moral subjectivism premarital
sex 1s always wrong for Andy and is not always wrong for Jennifer.

The other major form of moral relativism is cultural moral relativism,
the view that what is morally right and good for an individual, A, is whatever
A’s society or culture believes is morally right and good. Thus, according to
cultural moral relativism, if culture A believes that polygamy is wrong, and cul-
ture B believes that polygamy is right, then polygamy is wrong for culture A
and right for culture B.

Cultural moral relativism is a very popular view today, especially among
the young. There are two major reasons people seem to find it so attractive.
One has to do with the nature of moral disagreement, and the other concerns
the value of tolerance.

Ethics, obviously, is very different from math or science. In math and sci-
ence, there are arguments and disagreements, but not nearly to the extent there
are in ethics. In ethics there is widespread disagreement, the disagreements
often go very deep, and there seems to be no rational way to resolve many
of them. What this shows, some people conclude, is that there is no objective
truth in ethics; morality is just a matter of individual or societal opinion.

Another reason people find cultural moral relativism attractive is that it seems
to support the value of tolerance. Throughout history, terrible wars, persecutions,
and acts of religious and cultural imperialism have been perpetrated by people
who firmly believed in the absolute righteousness of their moral beliefs and prac-
tices. Cultural moral relativism seems to imply that we must be tolerant of other
cultures’ moral beliefs and values. If culture A believes that polygamy is wrong, and
culture B believes that it is right, then culture A must agree that polygamy is right
for culture B, no matter how offensive the practice may be to culture A.

Despite these apparent attractions, however, there are deep problems with
cultural moral relativism, as the following exercise (adapted from a set of role-
playing scenarios developed by Professor Grant H. Cornwell?) will illustrate.

Exercise 1.4

In groups of four or five, choose a group reporter to take notes and be the group
spokesperson. Read and discuss one of the following case studies as assigned by
your instructor.

Case 1

Definition: A cultural moral relativist is one who maintains the following thesis:
Whatever members of a culture believe is morally right and good is morally right and good
for them.

You are a member of culture C studying cultures A and B.You are a
committed cultural moral relativist, i.e., you maintain wholeheartedly the
relativist thesis.
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Culture A is a pacifist culture and believes that it is always morally wrong
to commit a violent act against another human being for any reason.
Culture B is a militaristic and slaveholding culture. Its members believe that
it is morally good and right to invade, subjugate, and enslave other cultures.
‘While you are observing them, culture B invades culture A.

DiscussioN QUESTIONS

1. What can you consistently believe with regard to the morality of culture A?
The morality of culture B? Specifically, as a consistent moral relativist, can you
criticize or condemn the morality of culture A? Of culture B?

2. What can you consistently do with regard to culture B’s invasion and at-
tempted subjugation of culture A?
Case 2
Definition: A cultural moral relativist is one who maintains the following thesis:
Whatever members of a culture believe is morally right and good is morally right and good
for them.
You are a member of culture B and a committed cultural moral relativist,
i.e., you maintain wholeheartedly the relativist thesis.
Culture B is a militaristic and slaveholding culture. A majority of its mem-
bers believe that it is morally right and good to invade, subjugate, and en-
slave other cultures.
Culture A is a pacifist culture. A majority of its members believe that it is
always wrong to commit any act of violence against another human being
for any reason.
Culture B believes that it is morally wrong for culture A to practice pacifism.
Culture B invades culture A. Its aim is to subjugate and enslave members
of culture A and force some of them to participate in gladiatorial bouts for
the amusement of members of culture B.

DiscussioN QUESTIONS

1. Is there any logical inconsistency in being a cultural moral relativist and also
belonging to culture B? (Hint: Consider not only what culture B believes is right
and good for its own members to do but also what it believes is right and good
for other cultures to do.) If so, which beliefs, precisely, are inconsistent?

2. What can you consistently believe with regard to the morality of culture A?
The morality of culture B? Specifically, as a consistent moral relativist, can you
criticize or condemn the morality of culture A? Of culture B?

3. What can you consistently do with regard to culture B’s invasion and
attempted conquest of culture A?
Case 3

Definition: A cultural moral relativist is one who maintains the following thesis:
Whatever members of a culture believe is morally right and good is morally right and good

for them.
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Culture B consists of two subcultures: the Alphas and the Betas. The
Alphas are a ruling majority group. They believe that it is morally right

to randomly select a young child for sacrifice at the beginning of each
year. The Betas are an oppressed minority group with its own distinctive
cultural, moral, and religious practices. Betas believe strongly that child
sacrifice is morally wrong.

You are a member of culture B and a Beta.You are also a committed cultural
moral relativist, i.e., you maintain wholeheartedly the relativist thesis.
Culture A is a pacifist culture. Members of this culture believe that it is
always wrong to commit any act of violence against another human being
for any reason.

The Alphas believe that it is morally right to impose their beliefs and
values on culture A. They believe that it is a moral atrocity that culture A
does not sacrifice children, and they believe that they have a moral duty to
use whatever means are necessary to change the beliefs of culture A and
have its members comply with this practice.

Culture B invades culture A and begins its program of subjugation and
indoctrination.

DiscussioN QUESTIONS

1. Is it possible for an individual to belong to more than one culture at the same
time? If so, does this pose any logical difficulty for the cultural moral relativist?

2. Is there any logical difficulty in being a moral relativist and belonging to
culture B? (Hint: Consider not only what culture B believes is right and good
for its own members to do but also what it believes is right and good for other
cultures to do.)

3. What can you consistently believe with regard to the morality of culture A?
The morality of culture B? Specifically, as a consistent moral relativist, can you
criticize or condemn the morality of culture A? Of culture B?

4. What can you consistently do with regard to culture B’s invasion and
attempted subjugation of culture A?

5. Suppose that sometime in the future the Betas become the majority subcul-
ture in culture B, and a majority of culture B comes to believe that child sacri-
fice is wrong. Can this be described as “moral progress” from the standpoint of
cultural moral relativism? Why or why not?

These cases highlight several serious problems with cultural moral relativism.

1. Relativism makes it impossible for us to criticize other cultures’ customs
and values, even those that intuitively seem to us to be terribly wrong. We
can no longer say, for example, that a particular culture is wrong to
practice slavery or child sacrifice, as long as that culture believes that
those practices are morally right.
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2. Relativism makes it impossible for us to criticize our own societies” customs and
values. Suppose you personally oppose racial segregation, but a majority
of your society supports it. According to relativism, you must change
your mind and agree that racial segregation is right in your society. In
fact, if relativism is true, anyone who criticizes majority values is aliways
wrong. Total conformity to majority opinion is required.

3. Relativism rules out the idea of moral progress. Moral values can change,
but if relativism is true, they can never become better or worse, for
relativism implies that what is right for a society is what that culture
believes is right at that time. Thus, a relativist cannot say, for example,
that the abolition of slavery or laws outlawing gender discrimination
represented moral progress in the United States.

4. Relativism can lead to conflicting moral duties. There are several ways in
which a relativist might find himself stuck with conflicting moral
beliefs and duties. Cases 2 and 3 highlight two ways in which this
can occur:'®
a. When a relativist is a member of a society that holds beliefs that conflict

with moral relativism (cases 2 and 3). If your society believes, for
example, that child sacrifice is absolutely and objectively right,
then you too, as a moral relativist, must believe that child sacrifice
is absolutely and objectively right, for whatever moral beliefs your
society holds, you must hold as well.

b. When a relativist belongs to two or more cultures and those cultures hold
mutually inconsistent moral beliefs (case 3). Can a person belong to
two different cultures at the same time? It is hard to see why not.
An Amish farmer living in Ohio, for instance, would seem to be
a member of both an Amish culture and a larger American one.

If such dual membership is possible, however, conflicts can clearly
occur between the two cultures’ moral codes. And given relativ-
ism’s claim that what is right for a person is whatever his or her
culture believes is right, this could lead to conflicting moral duties.

Thus, cultural moral relativism has consequences that make it very difticult to
accept. In addition, however, it can be shown that the two main reasons people
are attracted to cultural moral relativism—ethical disagreement and the value
of tolerance—are not good reasons at all.

First, does the fact that there is deep disagreement in ethics show that
there is no objective moral truth—that ethics is just a matter of opinion?
Hardly. Think about another area in which there is deep, pervasive, and seem-
ingly irresolvable disagreement: religion. People disagree vehemently over
whether God exists, whether there is an afterlife, and so forth; yet we don’t
conclude from this that there is no objective truth about these matters. It may
be difticult to know whether God exists. But whether he exists is not simply a
matter of opinion. Thus, deep disagreement about an issue does not show that
there is no objective truth about that issue.
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We all need to be
a little humble in
our certainties.

—Tom Morris

The easiest thing
of all is to de-
ceive one’s self;
for what a man
wishes, he gener-
ally believes to be
true.

—Demosthenes

A man hears what
he wants to hear
and disregards the
rest.

—Paul Simon

The universe is
what it is, not
what | choose that
it should be.

—Bertrand Russell
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Second, as the cases in Exercise 1.4 make clear, cultural moral relativism
does not necessarily support the value of tolerance. Relativism tells us that we
should accept the customs and values of our society. Thus, if you live in an
intolerant society, relativism implies that you too should be intolerant.

Does this mean that cultural moral relativism has nothing at all to teach
us? No. The fact that people disagree so much about ethics does not show
that moral truth is simply a matter of opinion, but it should make us cautious
and open-minded regarding our own ethical beliefs. If millions of obviously
decent, intelligent people disagree with you, how can you be sure that your
values are the correct ones? In this way relativism can teach us an important
lesson about the value of intellectual humility. But we don’t need relativism—
which is a false and confused theory—to teach us this lesson. We can learn it
just by opening our hearts and minds and thinking critically about the chal-
lenges of living an ethical life.

Wishful Thinking

Once, as a Little Leaguer, one of the authors was thrown out at the plate in a
foolish attempt to stretch a triple into a home run, possibly costing the team
the game. Angry and disappointed, he refused to believe that he had really
been thrown out. “I was safe by a mile,” he said plaintively to his disbelieving
coaches and teammates. It was only years later, when he was an adult, that he
could admit to himself that he really had been out—out, in fact, by a mile.

Have you ever been guilty of wishful thinking—believing something not
because you had good evidence for it but simply because you wished it were
true? If so, you're not alone. Throughout human history, reason has done battle
with wishful thinking and has usually come out the loser.

People fear the unknown and invent comforting myths to render the
universe less hostile and more predictable. They fear death and listen credu-
lously to stories of healing crystals, quack cures, and communication with the
dead.They fantasize about possessing extraordinary personal powers and accept
uncritically accounts of psychic prediction, levitation, and ESP. They delight
in tales of the marvelous and the uncanny, and they buy mass-market tabloids
that feature headlines such as “Spiritual Sex Channeler: Medium Helps Griev-
ing Widows Make Love to their Dead Husbands.”" They kid themselves into
thinking, “It can’t happen to me,” and then find themselves dealing with the
consequences of unwanted pregnancies, drunk-driving convictions, drug ad-
diction, or AIDS.

Exercise 1.5

I. Have you ever been guilty of self-interested thinking, self-serving bias, group
bias, conformism, or wishful thinking? Without embarrassing yourself too much,
discuss these critical thinking lapses in groups of three or four, then share with
the class whatever examples you'd like to discuss.
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II. This textbook gives a number of examples of self-interested thinking,
self-serving bias, group bias, conformism, and wishful thinking. Jot down

at least two additional examples of each of these five critical thinking
hindrances. Divide into groups of three or four, discuss your examples with
the group, and share what you think are the best examples with the class as a

whole.

CHARACTERISTICS OF A CRITICAL THINKER

So far in this chapter, we have discussed (1) the nature of critical thinking;
(2) key critical thinking standards such as clarity, precision, accuracy, and fair-
ness; (3) the benefits of critical thinking; and (4) some major impediments to
critical thinking, including egocentrism, sociocentrism, relativistic thinking,
unwarranted assumptions, and wishful thinking. With this as background, we
are now in a position to offer a general profile of a critical thinker. The follow-
ing list contrasts some of the key intellectual traits of critical thinkers with the

relevant traits of uncritical thinkers.?

Critical Thinkers . . .

Have a passionate drive for clarity
precision, accuracy, and other critical
thinking standards.

Are sensitive to ways in which
critical thinking can be skewed by
egocentrism, sociocentrism, wishful
thinking, and other impediments.

Are skilled at understanding,
analyzing, and evaluating arguments
and viewpoints.

Reason logically and draw
appropriate conclusions from
evidence and data.

Are intellectually honest with
themselves, acknowledging what they
don’t know and recognizing their
limitations.

Listen open-mindedly to
opposing points of view and
welcome criticisms of beliefs and
assumptions.

Uncritical Thinkers . . .

Often think in ways that
are unclear, imprecise, and

inaccurate. What is the

hardest task in
the world? To
think.

—Ralph Waldo
Emerson

Often fall prey to egocentrism,
sociocentrism, relativistic
thinking, unwarranted
assumptions, and wishful
thinking

Often misunderstand or
evaluate unfairly arguments and
viewpoints.

Think illogically and draw
unsupported conclusions from
evidence and data.

Pretend they know more
than they do and ignore their
limitations.

Are closed-minded and
resist criticisms of beliefs and
assumptions.
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Character is
destiny.

—Heraclitus

To become a criti-
cal thinker is not,
in the end, to be
the same person
you are now,
only with better
abilities; it is,
in an important
sense, to become
a different person.
—Gerald Nosich

Introduction to Critical Thinking

Base their beliefs on facts and
evidence rather than on personal
preference or self-interest.

Are aware of the biases and pre-
conceptions that shape the way they
perceive the world.

Think independently and are

not afraid to disagree with group
opinion.

Are able to get to the heart of an
issue or a problem, without being
distracted by details.

Have the intellectual courage to face
and assess fairly ideas that challenge
even their most basic beliefs.

Pursue truth and are curious about a
wide range of issues.

Have the intellectual perseverance
to pursue insights or truths despite
obstacles or difficulties

Often base beliefs on mere
personal preference or self-
interest.

Lack awareness of their own
biases and preconceptions.

Tend to engage in “groupthink,”
uncritically following the beliefs
and values of the crowd.

Are easily distracted and lack
the ability to zero in on the
essence of an issue or a problem.
Fear and resist ideas that
challenge their basic beliefs.

Are often relatively indifterent
to truth and lack curiosity.
Tend not to persevere when
they encounter intellectual
obstacles or difticulties.

A course in critical thinking is like most other things in life: You get
out of it what you put into it. If you approach critical thinking as a chore—a
pointless general education requirement you need to get out of the way be-
fore you can turn to more “relevant” courses in your major—a chore it will
be. On the other hand, if you approach critical thinking as an opportunity to
learn habits of disciplined thinking that are vital to success in school, in your
career, and in your life as a liberally educated person, critical thinking can be a
rewarding and even transformative experience.

Exercise 1.6

I. Review the list of critical thinking traits on pages 25-26, then write a 250-word
essay in which you address the following questions: Which of the traits listed do you
think is your strongest critical thinking trait? Why? Which is your weakest? Why?
‘What could you do to improve in this latter regard? Be specific and realistic.

II. In groups of three or four, define the following critical thinking traits: intel-
lectual honesty, open-mindedness, fair-mindedness, intellectual courage, and in-
tellectual perseverance. (See the list of critical thinking traits on pages 25-26 for
some broad hints.) Give an example of each.

III. In groups of three or four, think of examples, either from your experience or
from your knowledge of current events or history, of individuals who possess, or
did possess, the quality of intellectual courage to an unusual degree. What about



them leads you to think of them as being especially intellectually courageous? Do
the same for the qualities of open-mindedness, intellectual honesty, and intellec-
tual perseverance. Be prepared to share your group’s best examples with the class.

SUMMARY

1. Critical thinking 1s the general term given to a wide range of cognitive skills
and intellectual dispositions needed to eftectively identity, analyze, and
evaluate arguments and truth claims; to discover and overcome personal
preconceptions and biases; to formulate and present convincing reasons in
support of conclusions; and to make reasonable, intelligent decisions about
what to believe and what to do. It is disciplined thinking governed by
clear intellectual standards that have proven their value over the course of
human history. Among the most important of these intellectual standards
are clarity, precision, accuracy, relevance, consistency, logical correctness,
completeness, and fairness.

2. Critical thinking is beneficial for many reasons. It can help students do
better in school by improving their ability to understand, construct, and
criticize arguments. It can help people succeed in their careers by improv-
ing their ability to solve problems, think creatively, and communicate their
ideas clearly and effectively. It can also reduce the likelihood of making
serious mistakes in important personal decisions, promote democratic pro-
cesses by improving the quality of public decision making, and liberate and
empower individuals by freeing them from the unexamined assumptions,
dogmas, and prejudices of their upbringing, their society, and their age.

3. Major barriers to critical thinking include egocentrism, sociocentrism,
unwarranted assumptions, relativistic thinking, and wishful thinking.

Egocentrism is the tendency to see reality as centered on oneself. Two
common forms of egocentrism are self-interested thinking (the
tendency to accept and defend beliefs that accord with one’s own
selt-interest) and self-serving bias (the tendency to overrate oneself).

Sociocentrism is group-centered thinking. Two common varieties of
sociocentrism are group bias (the tendency to see one’s culture or
group as being better than others) and conformism (the tendency to
conform, often unthinkingly, to authority or to group standards of
conduct and belief).

Unwarranted assumptions are things we take for granted without good
reason. Often, unwarranted assumptions take the form of stereo-
types. Stereotypes are generalizations about a group of people in which
identical characteristics are assigned to all or virtually all members of the
group, often without regard to whether such attributions are accurate.

Summary 27

To learn is to face
transformation.

—Parker J. Palmer
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Relativistic thinking is thinking that is based on the idea that there is no
“objective” or “absolute” truth because truth is simply a matter of
opinion. The most popular form of relativism is moral relativism, which
holds that what is morally right and good varies from individual to
individual (moral subjectivism) or from culture to culture (cultural moral
relativism).

Wishful thinking is believing something because it makes one feel good,
not because there is good reason for thinking that it is true.

4. Critical thinkers exhibit a number of traits that distinguish them from un-
critical thinkers. Among the most important of these traits are a passionate
drive for clarity, precision, accuracy, and other intellectual standards that
characterize careful, disciplined thinking; a sensitivity to the ways in which
critical thinking can be skewed by egocentrism, wishful thinking, and
other psychological obstacles to rational belief; honesty and intellectual
humility; open-mindedness; intellectual courage; love of truth; and intel-
lectual perseverance.



CHAPTER 2

RECOGNIZING ARGUMENTS

As we saw in the previous chapter, critical thinking is centrally concerned
with reasons: identifying reasons, evaluating reasons, and giving reasons. In
critical thinking, passages that present reasons for a claim are called arguments.
In this chapter we explore the concept of an argument and explain how to
distinguish arguments from nonarguments.

WHAT Is AN ARGUMENT?

When people hear the word argument, they usually think of some kind of
quarrel or shouting match. In critical thinking, however, an argument is simply
a claim defended with reasons.

Arguments are composed of one or more premises and a conclusion.
Premises are statements in an argument offered as evidence or reasons why we
should accept another statement, the conclusion. The conclusion is the state-
ment in an argument that the premises are intended to prove or support. An
argument, accordingly, is a group of statements, one or more of which (called
the premises) are intended to prove or support another statement (called the
conclusion).

A statement is a sentence that can be viewed as either true or false." Here
are some examples of statements:

Red is a color.

Canada is in South America.

God does not exist.

Abortion is morally wrong.

Some of these statements are clearly true, some are clearly false, and some

are controversial. Each of them is a statement, however, because each can be
prefaced with the phrase “It is true that” or “It is false that.”

29
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Four things should be noted about statements. First, a sentence may
be used to express more than one statement. For example, the grammatical
sentence

Roses are red and violets are blue

expresses two distinct statements (“roses are red” and “violets are blue”). Each
of these is a statement because each is capable of standing alone as a declarative
sentence.

Second, a statement can sometimes be expressed as a phrase or an in-
complete clause, rather than as a complete declarative sentence. Consider the
sentence

With mortgage interest rates at thirty-year lows, you owe it to yourself to
consider refinancing your home. (radio ad)

Grammatically, this is a single declarative sentence. The speaker’s intent, how-
ever, is clearly to defend one assertion (“You owe it to yourself to consider
refinancing your home”) on the basis of another (“Mortgage interest rates are
at thirty-year lows”). The fact that we have to rephrase the sentence slightly to
make this explicit should not obscure the fact that two statements are being
offered rather than one.

Third, not all sentences are statements, that is, sentences that either assert
or deny that something is the case. Here are some examples of sentences that
are not statements:

What time is it? (question)

Hi, Dad! (greeting)

Close the window! (command)

Please send me your current catalog. (request)
Let’s go to Paris for our anniversary. (proposal)
Insert tab A into slot B. (instruction)

Oh, my goodness! (exclamation)

None of these is a statement because none of them asserts or denies that
anything is the case. None says, in effect, “This is a fact. Accept this; it is true.”
Consequently, sentences like these are not parts of arguments.

Finally, statements can be about subjective matters of personal
experience as well as objectively verifiable matters of fact. If I say, for
example,

| feel a slight twinge in my left knee

this is a statement because it is either true or false (I might be lying, after all),
even though other people may have no way of verifying whether I am telling
the truth.
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Not all sentences, however, are as they appear. Some sentences that look
like nonstatements are actually statements and can be used in arguments. Here
are two examples:

Alyssa, you should quit smoking. Don’t you realize how bad that is for your
health?

Commencement address: Do not read beauty magazines. They will only make
you feel ugly. (Mary Schmich)

The first example contains a rhetorical question. A rhetorical question
is a sentence that has the grammatical form of a question but is meant to be
understood as a statement. In our example, the person asking the question isn’t
really looking for information. She’s making an assertion: that smoking is very
bad for one’s health. This assertion is offered as a reason (premise) to support
the conclusion that Alyssa should quit smoking.

The second example includes an ought imperative, that is,a sentence that
has the form of an imperative or command but is intended to assert a value or
ought judgment about what is good or bad or right or wrong. Grammatically,
“Do not read beauty magazines” looks like a command or suggestion. In this
context, however, the speaker is clearly making an assertion: that you shouldn’t
read beauty magazines. Her statement that reading such magazines will only
make you feel ugly 1s offered as a reason to support this value judgment.

How can we tell when a sentence that looks like a command or sug-
gestion is really an ought imperative? The key question to ask is this: Can we
accurately rephrase the sentence so that it refers to what someone should or
ought to do? If we can, the sentence should be regarded as a statement.

Consider two further examples. Suppose a drill sergeant says to a new
recruit,

Close that window, soldier! It’s freezing in here!

In this context it is clear that the sergeant is issuing an order rather than ex-
pressing an ought judgment (“You ought to close that window, soldier!”). On
the other hand, if one roommate were to say to another,

Don’t blow-dry your hair in the tub, Bert! You could electrocute yourselfl

it is likely that the roommate is expressing an ought judgment (“You shouldn’t
blow-dry your hair in the tub!”), rather than issuing an order or making a mere
suggestion.

As these examples make clear, it is always important to consider the con-
text in which an expression is used. A sentence such as “Eat your vegetables”
might be a command (nonstatement) in one context and an ought imperative
(statement) in another.

To recap: Imperative sentences are not statements if they are intended as
orders, suggestions, proposals, or exhortations. They are statements if they are
intended as pieces of advice or value judgments about what someone ought
or ought not to do.
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A nineteen-year-old man was hospitalized in Salt Lake City after un-
dertaking a personal investigation into the eternal question of whether
it is possible to fire a .22-caliber bullet by placing it inside a straw and
striking it with a hammer. Answer: Sometimes (including this time); it
went off and hit him in the stomach.?

Exercise 2.1

[. Determine whether, in typical contexts, the following sentences are or are
not statements. Exercises marked with the icon () are answered in the back of
the book.

1. Capital punishment is wrong.

2. Can vegetarians eat animal crackers? (George Carlin)

3. Ted Williams is the greatest hitter in baseball history.

4. What do you say we stop at the next rest stop?

5. Abraham Lincoln was the first president of the United States.

6. Let’s party!

7. Great!

8. Keep off the grass. (sign)

9. If Sally calls, tell her I'm at the library.

10. I hope Peter likes his new job.

11. Can’t you see that pornography demeans women?

12. Holy cow!

13. Please print your name legibly.

14. What will it profit a man, if he gains the whole world and forfeits his life?
(Matt. 16:26)

15. You want mayo on that, right?

16. What a crock!

17. Give me a call if you have trouble downloading the file.

18. Blondes are more attractive than brunettes.

19. I'll have a cheeseburger and fries, please. (said to a fast-food restaurant
employee)

20. Give us this day our daily bread. (said in prayer)

21. Smoke ’em if you've got "em.

22. Mi casa es su casa.

23. Don’t you realize how silly that hat looks?

24. What’ love but a secondhand emotion? (Tina Turner)

25. Yikes!

II. Determine whether the following passages do or do not contain ought

imperatives.

1. Be nice to your kids. They’ll choose your nursing home. (bumper sticker)
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. Toby, never throw a pen at your sister! You could put an eye out! (said by

Toby’s mother)

. Never raise your hands to your kids. It leaves your groin unprotected.

(George Carlin)

. If you consume three or more alcoholic drinks every day, ask your doctor

whether you should take ibuprofen or other pain relievers/fever reducers.
Ibuprofen may cause stomach bleeding. (label)

. Why don’t we eat at El Grande Burrito tonight. I feel like Mexican.
. If you do not get your first meal service choice, please do not be distressed,

as all our entrées taste very much the same. (flight attendant)

. Turn off your engine when waiting to pick up the kids. Idling longer than

ten seconds in park uses more gas than restarting the car. (Al Gore)

. In batting practice you must make a point of leaving the bad pitches alone.

You don’t want your reflexes to get into bad habits. (Mickey Mantle)

. Don'’t bother buying premium gas if your car specifies regular. It won’t make

your car go faster or operate more efficiently—and it’s about 14 percent
more expensive. (Consumer Reports advertising brochure)

Up, sluggard, and waste not life; in the grave will be sleeping enough.
(Benjamin Franklin)

I never use a whistle in practice. I want the players to get used to reacting to
my voice—just like in a real game. (basketball coach Mike Krzyzewski)
Associate not with evil men, lest you increase their number. (George
Herbert)

If you play [poker]| enough, accept that from time to time you are going to
go bust, because from time to time, everyone, even the best of the best, does.
(Doc Holliday)

O Lord, won't you buy me a Mercedes Benz? My friends all drive Porsches;
[ must make amends. (Janis Joplin)

Borrow money from pessimists—they don’t expect it back. (Steven Wright)

IDENTIFYING PREMISES AND CONCLUSIONS

In identifying premises and conclusions, we are often helped by indicator
words. Indicator words are words or phrases that provide clues that premises
or conclusions are being put forward. Premise indicators indicate that prem-
ises are being offered, and conclusion indicators indicate that conclusions are
being offered. Here are some common premise indicators:

since because
for given that
seeing that considering that

inasmuch as as
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in view of the fact that as indicated by

judging from on account of

The following examples illustrate the use of premise indicators:

Having fun can be the spice of life but not its main course, because when it
is over, nothing of lasting value remains. (Harold Kushner)

Since effective reasoning requires reliable information, it’s important to be
able to distinguish good sources and trustworthy experts from less useful
ones. (Drew E. Hinderer)

Women are not by any means to blame when they reject the rules of life,
which have been introduced into the world, seeing that it is men who have
made them without their consent. (Michel de Montaigne)

| think that, as life is action and passion, it is required of a man that he
should share the passion and action of his time, at peril of being judged
not to have lived. (Oliver Wendell Holmes Jr.)

And here are some common conclusion indicators:

therefore thus

hence consequently

sO accordingly

it follows that for this reason
that 1s why which shows that
wherefore this implies that
as a result this suggests that
this being so we may infer that

These examples illustrate the use of conclusion indicators:

There’s probably no God, so stop worrying and enjoy your life. (ad on
London bus)

Rapid economic improvements represent a life-or-death imperative
throughout the Third World. Its people will not be denied that hope, no
matter the environmental costs. As a result, that choice must not be forced
upon them. (Al Gore)

Your life is what your thoughts make it. That is why it is important for all of
us to guard our minds from unhealthy habits of thinking, habits that hold
us back from what we could be accomplishing. (Tom Morris)

As our birth brought us the birth of all things, so will our death bring us
the death of all things. Wherefore it is as foolish to weep because a hundred
years from now we shall not be alive, as to weep because we were not living
a hundred years ago. (Michel de Montaigne)



Identifying Premises and Conclusions 35

Understanding arguments would be easier if the expressions just listed
were used only to signal premises or conclusions. That is not the case, however,
as the following examples illustrate:

| haven’t seen you since high school.

You’ve had that jacket for as long as I’'ve known you.
Thus far everything has been great.

It was so cold that even the ski resorts shut down.

I wouldn’t mind seeing that movie again.

There is water on the floor because the sink overflowed.

In none of these examples does the italicized term function as an indicator
word. This shows once again why it’s so important to consider the context
when determining the meaning of an expression.

Many arguments contain no indicator words at all. Here are two examples:

Cats are smarter than dogs. You can’t get eight cats to pull a sled through
snow. (Jeff Valdez)

| can’t be completely responsible for my life. After all, there are many factors
outside my control, people and forces that create obstacles and undermine my
efforts. And we are subject to pressures and influences from within ourselves:
feelings of greed, fear of death, altruistic impulses, sexual compulsions, need
for social acceptance, and so on. (John Chaffee, emphasis omitted)

In these passages, there are no indicator words to help us identify the premises
and conclusions. Reading carefully, however, we can see that the point of the
first passage is to support the claim,“Cats are smarter than dogs,” and the point
of the second passage is to support the claim,“I can’t be completely responsible
for my life.”

How can we find the conclusion of an argument when the argument
contains no indicator words? The following list provides some helpful hints.

Tips on Finding the Conclusion of an Argument

e Find the main issue and ask yourself what position the writer or
speaker is taking on that issue.

* Look at the beginning or end of the passage; the conclusion is often
(but not always) found in one of those places.

e Ask yourself, “What is the writer or speaker trying to prove?” That
will be the conclusion.

e Try putting the word therefore before one of the statements. If it fits,
that statement is probably the conclusion.

* Try the “because” trick. That is, try to find the most appropriate way
to fill in the blanks in the following statement: The writer or speaker
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L.

believes _ (conclusion) because — (premise). The
conclusion will naturally come before the word because.?

Exercise 2.2

The following exercises will give you practice in identifying premises and

conclusions.

1.

What we have 2
to learn to do we

learn by doing.
—Aristotle 3.
4.
5.
6.
7.

We cannot get

anywhere without

practice. 9
—Thich Thien-An

10.

11.

12.

13.

Since light takes time to reach our eyes, all that we see really existed in the
past. (Louis Pojman, The Theory of Knowledge)

. Life changes when you least expect it to.The future is uncertain. So seize

this day, seize this moment, and make the most of it.(Jim Valvano, quoted in
Mike Krzyzewski, Leading with the Heart)

Take care of a good name: for this shall continue with thee, more than a
thousand treasures precious and great. (Ecclesiasticus 41:15)

I think faith is a vice, because faith means believing a proposition when
there is no good reason for believing it. (Bertrand Russell, “The Existence
and Nature of God”)

You want to be very careful about lying; otherwise you are nearly sure to get
caught. (Mark Twain, “Advice to Youth”)

There is no definitive way to prove any one set of religious beliefs to the
exclusion of all others. For that reason religious freedom is a human right.
(Richard Paul and Linda Elder, The Miniature Guide to Understanding the
Foundations of Ethical Reasoning)

Science is based on experiment, on a willingness to challenge old dogma, on
an openness to see the universe as it really is. Accordingly, science sometimes
requires courage—at the very least the courage to question the conventional
wisdom. (Carl Sagan, Broca’s Brain: Reflections on the Romance of Science)

. Do not play your sound system loudly as you may not be able to hear warn-

ing sirens from emergency vehicles. In addition, hearing damage from loud
noise is almost undetectable until it’s too late. (car owner’s manual)

. The invention or discovery of symbols is doubtless by far the single great-

est event in the history of man. Without them, no intellectual advance is
possible; with them, there is no limit set to intellectual development except
inherent stupidity. (John Dewey, The Quest for Certainty)

You know how I know animals have souls? Because on average, the lowest
animal is a lot nicer and kinder than most of the human beings that inhabit
this Earth. (newspaper call-in column)

Democracy has at least one merit, namely, that a member of Parliament can-
not be stupider than his constituents, for the more stupid he is, the more
stupid they were to elect him. (Bertrand Russell, Autobiography)

Don’t worry about senility. When it hits you, you won’t know it. (Bill Cosby,
Time Flies)

There is nothing wrong with burning crude [oil] like crazy—oil isn’t
helping anyone when it sits in the ground—so long as there’s a plan for
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energy alternatives when the cheap oil runs out. (Gregg Easterbrook,
“Opportunity Costs”)

There is no doubt that certain events recorded at seances are genuine. Who
does not recall the famous incident at Sybil Seretsky’s when her goldfish
sang “I Got Rhythm” —a favorite tune of her recently deceased nephew?
(Woody Allen, Without Feathers)

So far the states are spending more than 90 percent of the tobacco-
settlement money on programs unrelated to smoking, such as building
highways. This is good, because we need quality highways to handle the
sharp increase in the number of Mercedes automobiles purchased by lawyers
enriched by the tobacco settlement. (Dave Barry, “War on Smoking Always
Has Room for Another Lawyer”)

It’s part of human nature to be angry at God when bad things happen, but
what’s the point? If we encourage each other to blame God for injustices,
then aren’t we giving the evil or dark side a victory by keeping God’s
precious children—that’s all of us—away from His loving arms? (letter to
the editor)

In great contests each party claims to act in accordance with the will of
God. Both may be, and one must be, wrong. God cannot be for and against
the same thing at the same time. (Abraham Lincoln, “Meditation on the
Divine Will”)

There seems to be a tacit assumption that if grizzlies survive in Canada and
Alaska, that is good enough. It is not good enough for me. The Alaska bears
are a distinct species. Relegating grizzlies to Alaska is about like relegating
happiness to heaven; one may never get there. (Aldo Leopold, A Sand
County Almanac)

Has it ever occurred to you how lucky you are to be alive? More than
99% of all creatures that have ever lived have died without progeny, but
not a single one of your ancestors falls into this group! (Daniel C. Dennett,
Darwin’s Dangerous Idea)

Men love the suit so much, we’ve actually styled our pajamas to look like a
tiny suit. Our pajamas have little lapels, little cuffs, simulated breast pockets.
Do you need a breast pocket on your pajamas? You put a pen in there,

you roll over in the middle of the night, you kill yourself. (Jerry Seinfeld,
SeinLanguage)

Identify the premises and conclusions in the following arguments.

. When the universe has crushed him man will still be nobler than that which

kills him, because he knows that he is dying, and of its victory the universe
knows nothing. (Blaise Pascal, Pensées)

. Rights are either God-given or evolve out of the democratic process. Most

rights are based on the ability of people to agree on a social contract, the
ability to make and keep agreements. Animals cannot possibly reach such
an agreement with other creatures. They cannot respect anyone else’s rights.
Therefore they cannot be said to have rights. (Rush Limbaugh, The Way
Things Ought to Be)
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10.

11.

12.

13.

. You'd better shape up, "cuz I need a man, and my heart is set on you. (Olivia

Newton-John, Grease)

Since moral responsibility presupposes free-will, since this freedom is not
compatible with universal causal determinism, and since universal causal
determinism appears to be the case, it seems evident that—contrary to what
most people believe—human beings are not morally responsible. (stated but
not endorsed in William H. Halverson, A Concise Introduction to Philosophy,
4th ed. [adapted])

Our faith comes in moments; our vice is habitual. Yet there is a depth in
those brief moments which constrains us to ascribe more reality to them
than to all other experiences. For this reason the argument which is always
forthcoming to silence those who conceive extraordinary hopes of man,
namely the appeal to experience, is forever invalid and vain. (Ralph Waldo
Emerson, “The Over-Soul”)

The travel rule I will stress here is: Never trust anything you read in travel
articles. Travel articles appear in publications that sell large, expensive
advertisements to tourism-related industries, and these industries do not
wish to see articles with headlines like: “URUGUAY: DON’T BOTHER”. So no
matter what kind of leech-infested, plumbing-free destination travel writers
are writing about, they always stress the positive. (Dave Barry, Dave Barry’s
Greatest Hits; emphasis omitted)

. How can anyone in his right mind criticize the state police for the speed

traps? If you're not speeding, you don’t have to worry about them. It could
save your life if some other speeder is stopped. (newspaper call-in column)

. Philosophy is dangerous whenever it is taken seriously. But so is life. Safety

is not an option. Our choices, then, are not between risk and security, but
between a life lived consciously, fully, humanly in the most complete sense
and a life that just happens. (Douglas J. Soccio, Archetypes of Wisdom, 3rd ed.)
Our nation protests, encourages, and even intervenes in the affairs of

other nations on the basis of its relations to corporations. But if this is the
case, how can we dissociate ourselves from the plight of people in these
countries? (Louis P. Pojman, Global Environmental Ethics)

If a man say, “I love God,” and hateth his brother, he is a liar: for he that
loveth not his brother whom he hath seen, how can he love God whom he
hath not seen? (I John 4:20)

Each of us has an intellectual dimension to his experience. We need ideas
as much as we need food, air, or water. Ideas nourish the mind as the latter
provide for the body. In light of this, it’s clear that we need good ideas as
much as we need good food, good air, and good water. (Tom Morris, If
Aristotle Ran General Motors)

What is right in one place may be wrong in another, because the only
criterion for distinguishing right from wrong—and so the only ethical
standard for judging an action—is the moral system of the society in which
the act occurs. (stated but not endorsed in William H. Shaw, Business Ethics,
4th ed.)

Whether you like it or not, you'd better accept reality the way it occurs: as
highly imperfect and filled with most fallible human beings. Your alternative?
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Continual anxiety and desperate disappointments. (Albert Ellis and Robert A.
Harper, A New Guide to Rational Living)

‘We should be emotionally reconciled to the fact of death, rather than fearing
it, once we understand that death is necessary for two important, and very
positive, things. First, it’s necessary for our appreciation of life. The more vivid
our sense of the approach of death, the more we relish the small things in life.
And secondly, death is necessary for the continued march of evolutionary
improvement, an ongoing progress leading to more valuable states of good, to
take place on earth. (Tom Morris, Philosophy for Dummies)

It is a scientific fact that 1974 was the worst year in world history for rock
music. And I am NOT saying this because among the top musical acts to
emerge that year were Abba AND Barry Manilow. [ am saying it because the
hit songs included “Kung Fu Fighting,” “Seasons in the Sun,”“Billy Don’t Be
a Hero,”“The Night Chicago Died” and “(You’re) Having My Baby.” (Dave
Barry, Dave Barry Tisrns 50)

Getting in your run early certainly has its advantages. Those who develop

the first-thing-in-the-morning routine tend to be more consistent in their
training. . . . Morning runs also avoid the heat and peak air pollution.You can
enjoy your run without carrying along all the stress that builds up during

the day. Early-morning runs . . . save time too by combining your morning
and postrun shower. (Bob Glover and Shelly-lynn Florence Glover, The
Competitive Runner’s Handbook)

Guys accuse me of constantly singing the praises of Duke [University’s men’s
basketball program]. Well, what is there not to like? You go there and it has
everything you dream about in college basketball. Guys play hard. They go to
class. They do things the right way. They have discipline. They go out and
win. The crowd is behind them. (Dick Vitale, Campus Chaos)

I wish that someone would give a course in how to live. It can’t be taught in
the colleges: that’s perfectly obvious, for college professors don’t know any
better than the rest of us. (A. Edward Newton, The Book-Collecting Game)
Shop at the farmer’s market. You’ll begin to eat food in season, when they
are at the peak of their nutritional value and flavor, and you’ll cook, because
you won't find anything processed or microwavable.You’ll also be supporting
farmers in your community, helping defend the countryside from sprawl,
saving oil by eating food produced nearby, and teaching your children that

a carrot is a root, not a machine-lathed orange bullet that comes in a plastic
bag. (Michael Pollan, “Six Reasons for Eating Wisely”)

The next time you find yourself in an argument, rather than defend your
position, see if you can see the other point of view first. . .. When you
understand other positions and points of view, several wonderful things
begin to happen. First, you often learn something new . . . [and] expand your
horizons. Second, when the person you are talking to feels listened to, he

or she will appreciate and respect you far more than when you habitually
jump in with your own position. . . . A side benefit is that the person you are
speaking to may even listen to your point of view. (Richard Carlson, Don’t

Sweat the Small Stuff . . . And It’s All Small Stuff’)
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Larry Walters, a thirty-three-year-old truck driver from North
Hollywood, California, had always dreamed about flying. So, on
July 2, 1982, Walters tied forty-two Army surplus weather balloons to
an aluminum lawn chair, strapped himself in, and cut himself loose.

Walters expected to float lazily over the housetops. Instead, he shot
up to 16,000 feet.

Soon Walters found himself drifting into the main approach corridor
of Los Angeles International Airport. Shivering with cold, he managed to
get himself down by shooting out some balloons with a pellet gun.

Eventually, Walters crashed into some power lines, briefly blacking
out a small area in Long Beach.

When asked why he had done it, Walters simply replied, “A man
can’t just sit around.”

WHAT Is NoT AN ARGUMENT?

We encounter arguments everywhere in daily life—at school, at work, in magazine
ads, in newspaper editorials, in political discussions, in television documentaries,
and on radio talk shows. Of course, people don’t use language only to ofter argu-
ments: they also use it to tell jokes, sing songs, recite poetry, express feelings, report
events, ask questions, offer explanations, say prayers, give orders, and exchange
wedding vows. How, then, can we distinguish arguments from nonarguments?

The basic test is quite simple. Something counts as an argument when
(1) it is a group of two or more statements and (2) one of those statements
(the conclusion) is claimed or intended to be supported by the others (the
premises). By applying this simple test, we can usually tell whether a given pas-
sage is or is not an argument. Now let’s look at five types of nonargumentative
discourse that are sometimes confused with arguments:

® reports

e unsupported assertions
¢ conditional statements
e illustrations

e explanations

Reports

The purpose of a report is simply to convey information about a subject. Here
is an example of a report:

Sweeping changes occurred in demographics, economics, culture, and soci-
ety during the last quarter of the 20th century. The nation aged, and more
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of its people gravitated to the Sunbelt. Sprawling “urban corridors” and
“edge cities” challenged older central cities as sites for commercial, as well
as residential, development. Rapid technological change fueled the growth
of globalized industries, restructuring the labor force to fit a “postindustrial”
economy.’

In this passage, the authors are simply reporting a series of events; their aim is
to narrate and inform, not to offer reasons why one statement should be ac-
cepted on the basis of others.

Caution is needed, however, with reports about arguments. Here is an
example of such a passage:

Government is legitimate, according to Hobbes, because living under a gov-
ernment is better than living in a state of nature. The advantages of govern-
ment are so great that it is worth sacrificing some of our freedom in order to
bring about these advantages. For this reason, rational people would consent
to sign a social contract and subject themselves to the laws and powers of a
government.’

This is not an argument because the author is merely reporting another
person’s argument, not endorsing it or putting it forward as his own.

Unsupported Assertions

Unsupported assertions are statements about what a speaker or writer hap-
pens to believe. Such statements can be true or false, rational or irrational, but
they are parts of arguments only if the speaker or writer claims that they follow
from, or support, other claims. Here is an example of a series of unsupported
assertions:

I believe that it is not dying that people are afraid of. Something else, something
more unsettling and more tragic than dying frightens us. We are afraid of never
having lived, of coming to the end of our days with the sense that we were never
really alive, that we never figured out what life was for.”

Because there is no claim that any of these statements follow from, or imply,
any other statements, this is not an argument.

Conditional Statements
A conditional statement is an if-then statement. Here are several examples:

If it rains, then the picnic will be canceled.

You must speak French if you grew up in Quebec.

If at first you don’t succeed, don’t try skydiving.

Conditional statements are made up of two basic parts. The first part, the

statement(s) following the word if, is called the antecedent. The second part,
the statement(s) following the word then, is called the consequent.

Few may think, yet
all have opinions.
—George Berkeley
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Conditional statements need not be explicitly in if-then torm; in fact, in
modern usage, then is usually dropped. For example, the following statements
are conditional statements:

Should it rain, the picnic will be canceled.
In the event of rain, the picnic will be canceled.

Pete will graduate, provided he passes Critical Thinking.

Conditional statements are not arguments, because there is no claim that
any statement follows from any part of a conditional statement. Thus, if I say, “It
it rains, the picnic will be canceled,” I'm not asserting either that it will rain or
that the picnic will be canceled. I'm only asserting that if the first statement is
true, the second statement will also be true. Because there is no claim that any
statement follows from, or supports, this conditional statement, no argument
has been given.

Although conditional statements are not arguments, some conditional
statements do involve a process of reasoning. Thus, if I say, for example,

If Rhode Island were larger than Ohio, and Ohio were larger than Texas,
then Rhode Island would be larger than Texas

it may appear that I have reasoned to a conclusion, and thus oftered an argu-
ment. In fact, however, no argument has been given. All T have asserted is that
if the first two statements are true, then the third statement must also be true.
I have not claimed that any of these statements are true. Thus, I have not put
forward any premises or reasoned to any conclusion. In fact, I have asserted
only a single claim: that one statement is true on the condition that two other
statements are true. Certainly, this claim was arrived at by a process of reason-
ing, but that does not mean that it is an argument. As we have seen, no single
claim by itself is ever an argument.

Conditional statements, accordingly, are not arguments. They can, how-
ever, be parts of arguments. For example:

If Sturdley fails Critical Thinking, he’ll be placed on academic probation.
Sturdley will fail Critical Thinking.

So, Sturdley will be placed on academic probation.
In fact, arguments can be composed entirely of conditional statements:

If Tech scores on this play, I'll eat my hat.
If | eat my hat, I’ll have a bad case of indigestion.

So, if Tech scores on this play, I'll have a bad case of indigestion.

Such arguments are sometimes called chain arguments because the an-
tecedent (the if part) of the first statement is linked to the consequent
(the then part) of the last statement by a chain of intervening conditional
statements.
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Illustrations

Ilustrations are intended to provide examples of a claim, rather than prove or
support the claim. Here is an example:

Many wildflowers are edible. For example, daisies and day lilies are deli-
cious in salads.

Even though the second statement does provide some evidence for the first,
this passage is an illustration rather than an argument. Its purpose is not to pro-
vide convincing evidence for a conclusion but merely to provide a few notable
or representative examples of a claim.

Distinguishing arguments from illustrations can be tricky for two reasons.
First, phrases like for example and for instance sometimes occur in arguments
rather than in illustrations. For example:

Purists sometimes insist that we should say between when two and only two
objects are present, among if there are more than two. This, however, is an
oversimplification. For example, no one would object to between in “The
main stumbling block in the present delicate exchanges between Paris, Athens, London
and Ankara. . . .”®

Second, there is sometimes a fine line between illustrating a claim and
providing sufficient evidence for the claim. Consider the following:

Many of the world’s greatest philosophers were bachelors. For instance,
Descartes, Locke, Hume, and Kant were all unmarried.

This is a borderline case between an argument and an illustration. Without
more information, we cannot tell whether the author’s purpose was to provide
convincing evidence for a claim or merely to illustrate the claim. Such cases
are fairly commonplace and rarely pose any serious difficulty. The general rule
here, as with other borderline cases, is simple. Critical thinkers call it the prin-
ciple of charity (see box on page 44).

Applying this simple principle can resolve many otherwise troublesome
cases quickly and easily. In the previous example, for instance, it is doubtful
whether the four philosophers cited provide sufficient evidence for the claim
that “many” of the world’s greatest philosophers have been bachelors. It is bet-
ter, therefore, to treat these as illustrations of the claim rather than as evidence
intended to prove the claim.

Explanations
Consider the following two statements:

Titanic sank because it struck an iceberg.
Capital punishment should be abolished because innocent people may be
mistakenly executed.

On the surface, these two statements look very much alike. Both give rea-
sons, and both use the indicator word because. There is, however, an important

“For example” is
no proof.
—Yiddish proverb

Read not to
contradict and
confute, nor

to believe and
take for granted
. . . but to weigh
and consider.

—Francis Bacon
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[ The Principle of Charity

When interpreting an unclear passage, always give the speaker or
writer the benefit of the doubt. Never attribute to an arguer a weaker
argument when the evidence reasonably permits us to attribute to
him or her a stronger one. And never interpret a passage as a bad argu-
ment when the evidence reasonably permits us to interpret it as not an
argument at all.

difference between the two: The first statement is an explanation, and the
second is an argument.

An explanation tries to show why something is the case, not to prove
that it is the case. In the first example, for instance, it is clear that the speaker
isn’t trying to argue that Titanic sank—everybody already knows that it sank.
Instead, he is trying to explain why it sank. Of course, you can argue about
whether a given explanation is or is not correct. Consider this example:

Dinosaurs became extinct because of the impact of a large asteroid.

Scientists argue vigorously about whether this is the correct explanation of the
apparently sudden extinction of the dinosaurs sixty-five million years ago. But
the fact that this explanation is controversial (i.e., can be argued about) doesn’t
mean that it is an argument. The purpose of the passage is not to argue that
dinosaurs became extinct but to explain why they became extinct.

Explanations have two parts. The statement that is explained is the
explanandum. The statement that does the explaining is the explanans. Thus,
in the explanation

| fell down because | tripped

the statement “I fell down” is the explanandum, and the statement “I tripped”
is the explanans.

In everyday speech, we often use “argument” and “explanation” almost
interchangeably. Thus, we might say, for example, that the second speaker above
is “explaining” why capital punishment should be abolished. This loose way of
speaking no doubt contributes greatly to the confusion many students feel in
distinguishing arguments from explanations.

Nevertheless, it is important to be able to distinguish arguments from
explanations because the standards for evaluating them are quite different. The
fact that Schlomo likes mystery stories may be a more or less satisfactory ex-
planation of why he is now reading Sir Arthur Conan Doyle’s The Hound of
the Baskervilles, but plainly it is not a good reason for thinking that he is now
reading that particular book.

How then does one distinguish arguments from explanations? There are
four basic tests.
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The Common-Knowledge Test First, is the statement that the passage
seeks to prove or explain a matter of common knowledge? If it is, the pas-
sage is probably an explanation rather than an argument. (There’s usually little
point in trying to prove something that is already a well-known fact.) Thus,
the passage

The North won the American Civil War because it had a larger population
and a greater industrial base

is clearly an explanation rather than an argument because it is common knowl-
edge that the North won the Civil War.

The Past-Event Test Second, is the statement that the passage is seeking to
prove or explain an event that occurred in the past? If so, the passage is prob-
ably an explanation rather than an argument because it is much more common
to try to explain why past events have occurred rather than to prove that they
occurred. Thus, the passage

Mel flunked out because he never went to class

is best viewed as an explanation because the speaker is referring to a past event,
and we usually try to explain such events rather than provide convincing evi-
dence that they have happened.

The Author’s Intent Test Third, is it the speaker’s or writer’s intent to
prove or establish that something is the case—that s, to provide reasons or evidence
for accepting a claim as true? Or is it his intent to explain why something is the
case—that s, fo offer an account of why some event has occurred or why something is
the way it is? If the former, the passage is an argument; if the latter, the passage
1s an explanation. Consider this example:

Kevin is majoring in political science because he wants to go to law school.

Here it is unlikely that the speaker is trying to prove that Kevin is majoring
in political science, for the “evidence” offered (the fact that Kevin wants to go
to law school) would clearly be insufficient to establish that conclusion. It is
therefore more likely that the speaker is offering an explanation rather than
an argument.

The Principle of Charity Test Fourth, the principle of charity, as we
have seen, requires that we always interpret unclear passages generously
and, in particular, that we never interpret a passage as a bad argument when
the evidence reasonably permits us to interpret it as not an argument at all.
This test often proves helpful when the other tests yield no clear answer.
For example:

Jeremy won’t come to the frat party tonight because he has an important
exam tomorrow.
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This claim about Jeremy is not common knowledge, nor does it refer to a past
event. Thus, neither the common-knowledge test nor the past-event test is
applicable to this example. The third test—the author’ intent test—also yields
no clear answer; the speaker might reasonably be interpreted as offering either
an argument or an explanation. If we interpret the passage as an argument,
however, the reasoning is bound to strike us as somewhat weak. Our choice
therefore (assuming that a choice must be made) is to interpret the passage
either as a weak argument or as an apparently satisfactory explanation. In these
circumstances the principle of charity dictates that we interpret the passage as
an explanation.

It should be noted that none of these four tests is foolproof. Consider
this example:

All men are mortal, and Socrates is a man. Therefore, Socrates is mortal.

Here the concluding statement (“Socrates is mortal”) is a matter of common
knowledge. Generally, as we have noted, we don’t argue for conclusions that
are well-known matters of fact; yet, clearly, the passage is an argument.

The past-event test also has exceptions, as this example illustrates:

No single shooter could have shot as quickly and as accurately as Lee
Harvey Oswald is alleged to have done in the Kennedy assassination.
Therefore, Oswald was not the lone assassin.

The statement this passage seeks to prove or explain is about an event that oc-
curred in the past, yet clearly the passage is an argument.

Sometimes none of the four tests yields a clear answer. In real life, of
course, passages don’t come neatly labeled as “argument” or “explanation.” And
the truth is that sometimes we just can’t tell whether a passage is meant to be
an argument or an explanation. Consider this quote from former ACLU presi-
dent Nadine Strossen:

Because civil libertarians have learned that free speech is an indispensable
instrument for the promotion of other rights and freedoms—including
racial equality—we fear that the movement to regulate campus expression
will undermine equality, as well as free speech.®

What 1s the author’s intent here? Is she trying to explain why civil libertarians
fear that campus speech codes may undermine both freedom and equality? Or
is she offering a reason why everyone should be concerned about such possible
consequences? Or is she perhaps doing both? It is very difficult to say, and
none of our four tests yields a clear answer.

Some students find it frustrating that critical thinking doesn’t always pro-
vide definite, clear-cut answers. In this respect, however, critical thinking simply
reflects life. Life is complex and messy, and critical thinking, because it helps us
think intelligently about life, naturally reflects this complexity and messiness.
Sometimes despite our best efforts we can’t be sure whether a passage is an
argument or an explanation. When that happens, we shouldn’t pretend that
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a passage is clear. Instead, we should look at the various possibilities and say,
“Well, it’s unclear whether this is an argument or an explanation. However, if
it’s an argument, it is a good [bad] argument because .And if it’s an
explanation, it is a good [bad] explanation because 2 Tt is often pos-
sible to evaluate a passage in this way, even if we can’t be sure how the passage
should be understood.

Exercise 2.3

Arrange the chairs in the class into a circle. The instructor will give each student
a 3 X 5 index card. On one side of the card, write a very brief example of either
an argument or an explanation. On the other side of the card, write “argument”
or “explanation,” whichever is appropriate to your example. When everyone has
finished writing, pass your card to the student sitting to your right. Read the card
you have received and decide whether it is an argument or an explanation, then
check your answer with the answer indicated on the back. Continue passing the
cards until each card has been read. The instructor will then collect the cards and
discuss the examples with the class.

Exercise 2.4

[. Determine which of the following passages contain arguments and which
do not.

1. T ate because I was hungry.

2. He must be home. His car’s in the driveway.

3. I'm trading in my Ford Explorer for a Toyota Corolla because they’re more
reliable and get better gas mileage.

4. If Christmas is on a Friday, the day after Christmas must be a Saturday.

5. Dinosaurs became extinct sixty-five million years ago, probably as a result of
dramatic global cooling that resulted from the impact of a large asteroid.

6. Dogs make better pets than cats because they’re more intelligent and
obedient.

7. According to baseball statistician Bill James, Stan Musial was a better all-
around baseball player than Ted Williams because Musial was, in addition to
being a great hitter, a better fielder and base-runner than Williams was.

8. The rich and famous tend not to be happy, well-adjusted personalities. Look
at Britney Spears.

9. Istayed home from school because I was sick.

10. The Cascades mountain range contains many majestic peaks. Mt. Rainier
and Mt. Hood, for instance, are both more than ten thousand feet.

11. The death penalty costs too much. Allowing our government to kill citizens
compromises the deepest moral values upon which this country was
conceived: the inviolable dignity of human persons. (Helen Prejean, CSJ,

Dead Man Walking)
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12.

13.

14.

15.

16.

17.

18.

19.

20.

21.

22.

23.

24.

If there were no maldistribution, if everyone shared equally, and if no grain
were fed to animals, all of humanity could be adequately nourished today.
(Paul Ehrlich and Anne Ehrlich, Betrayal of Science and Reason)

The British statesman William Gladstone thought that we would all be
healthier if we chewed each bite of food precisely 32 times. Why else, he
argued, did nature endow us with exactly 32 teeth? (Thomas Gilovich, How
We Know What Isn’t So)

Guys are extremely reluctant to make commitments, or even to take any
steps that might lead to commitments. That is why, when a guy goes out

on a date with a woman and finds himself really liking her, he often will
demonstrate his aftection by avoiding her for the rest of his life. (Dave Barry,
Dave Barry’s Complete Guide to Guys)

You can fool all of the people some of the time, and some of the people all
the time, but you cannot fool all the people all the time. (Abraham Lincoln)
A new study published in the journal Pediatrics found that removing a
child’s tonsils and adenoids can lead to better grades, presumably because the
surgery allows for a better night’s sleep. (Stacey Burling, “Tonsillectomy Can
Hike Grades, New Study Says”)

Productivity and serving the public and taking care of one’s own employees
are neither mere means nor an afterthought of business but rather its very
essence. Then, as every smart entrepreneur knows well enough, the profits
will come as a consequence. (Robert C. Solomon, Ethics and Excellence:
Cooperation and Integrity in Business)

It is clear that there never was a time when nothing existed; otherwise
nothing would exist now. (C. S. Lewis, Miracles)

Children should be taught not to steal because it is wrong. They should not
be taught not to steal because there is a rule against stealing. (J. E Covaleski,
“Discipline and Morality: Beyond Rules and Consequences”)

The wind blows where it wills, and you hear the sound of it, but you do not
know whence it comes or whither it goes; so it is with every one who is
born of the Spirit. (John 3:8)

However “civilized,” however much brought up in an artificially contrived
environment, we all seem to have an innate longing for primitive simplicity,
close to the natural state of living. Hence the city people’s pleasure in the
summer camping in the woods or traveling in the desert or opening up an
unbeaten track. (D.T. Suzuki, Zen and Japanese Culture)

More than any other time in history, mankind faces a crossroads. One path
leads to despair and utter hopelessness, the other, to total extinction. Let

us pray that we have the wisdom to choose correctly. (Woody Allen, Side
Effects)

‘What’s right in the corporation is not what is right in a man’s home or in
his church. What is right in the corporation is what the guy above you wants
from you. That’s what morality is in the corporation. (Robert Jackal, Moral
Mazes)

Never hit your child. Today health professionals agree that hitting children
harms them emotionally as well as physically, fosters rage and self-hate, and
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often does lasting damage to their self-esteem and sense of worth. (Dr. C.
Everett Koop, Dr. Koop’s Self-Help Advisor)

Tradition and folklore contain a large number of fallacious beliefs. For
example, many widespread and popular beliefs such as “Don’t swim for an
hour after eating,”““You should rub snow on frost bite,” “Reading in the
dark will ruin your eyes,” “You can catch cold from being chilled,” and “The
more you cut your hair, the faster it will grow” are not true. (I. W. Kelly et
al.,“The Moon Was Full and Nothing Happened: A Review of Studies on
the Moon and Human Behavior and Human Belief™)

If you don’t listen to radio talk shows, you really should, because it gives you
a chance to reassure yourself that a great many people out there are much
stupider than you are. (Dave Barry, Dave Barry’s Bad Habits)

If a bridge collapses, if a dam breaks, if a wing falls off an airplane and people
die, I cannot see that as God’s doing. I cannot believe that God wanted

all those people to die at that moment, or that He wanted some of them

to die and had no choice but to condemn the others along with them. I
believe that these calamities are all acts of nature, and that there is no moral
reason for those particular victims to be singled out for punishment. (Harold
Kushner, When Bad Things Happen to Good People)

When what is just or unjust is thought to be determined solely by whoever
has the power to lay down the law of the land, it unavoidably follows that
the law of the land cannot be judged either just or unjust. (Mortimer J.
Adler, Six Great Ideas)

The cause of the Millenium Bug dates back to the 1960s, when computer
programmers decided to represent certain types of data in shorthand. Thus
1967 became just “67”’; Missouri became just “Mo.”; a broiled chicken
sandwich with fries and a medium soft drink became just “The No. 4
Combo”; and Charles A. Frecklewanger Jr. became just “Chuck.” The
programmers did this because, in the 1960s, computer memory was very
expensive. Also, back then everybody except Bill Clinton was on drugs.
Many of these programmers didn’t know what century it was. (Dave Barry,
“Come the Millenium, Please Use the Stairs”)

Your manuscript is both good and original; but the part that is good is not
original, and the part that is original is not good. (Samuel Johnson)

Determine whether the following passages are best understood as arguments

or explanations.

1.

2.

Neptune is blue because its atmosphere contains methane. (John Fix,
Astronomy: Journey to the Cosmic Frontier, 2nd ed.)

A good schoolmaster is a far more useful citizen than the average bank
president, politician, or general, if only because what he transmits is what
gives meaning to the life of the banker, the politician, the general. (Clifton
Fadiman, The Lifetime Reading Plan)

. My mother, who graduated from high school at sixteen, had no hope of

affording college, so she went to work in the local post office for a dollar a
day. (Tom Brokaw, The Greatest Generation)
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10.

11.

12.

13.

14.

Since rights claimed against the government should (at least within a
democracy) be held equally by all citizens, and since not every citizen could
be employed by the government, citizens cannot claim a right to a job from
the government. (Joseph DesJardins, An Introduction to Business Ethics)

Why are there laws of gravity? Because, Einstein revealed, large masses
distort space-time, causing objects to move along geodesic paths. (Martin
Gardner, “Science and the Unknowable”)

The Great Lakes area has a concentration of industry because of the
availability of water for manufacturing processes, and because water
transportation is an efficient way to move raw materials and products. (Eldon
E. Enger and Bradley E Smith, Environmental Science, 6th ed.)

True success always starts with an inner vision, however incomplete it might
be. That’s why most of the books on success by famous coaches, business
stars, motivational consultants, and psychologists begin with chapters on goal
setting. (Tom Morris, Philosophy for Dummies)

. It is a fact of life on our beleaguered little planet that widespread torture,

famine, and governmental criminal irresponsibility are much more likely to
be found in tyrannous than in democratic governments. Why? Because the
rulers of the former are much less likely to be thrown out of office for their
misdeeds than the rulers of the latter. (Carl Sagan, The Demon-Haunted World:
Science as a Candle in the Dark)

Men seem to fly around the television more than women. Men get that
remote control in their hands, they don’t even know what the hell theyre
not watching. . .. Women don’t do this. Women will stop and go, “Well

let me see what the show is, before I change the channel. Maybe we can
nurture it, work with it, help it grow into something.” Men don’t do that.
Because women nest and men hunt. That’s why we watch TV differently.
(Jerry Seinteld, SeinLanguage)

A bullet has no conscience; neither does a malignant tumor or an
automobile gone out of control. This is why good people get sick and get
hurt as much as anyone. (Harold Kushner, When Bad Things Happen to Good
People)

We are bound to run into trouble if we seek rational justifications of every
principle we use, for one cannot provide a rational argument for rational
argument itself without assuming what we are arguing for. (A. E Chalmers,
What Is This Thing Called Science? 3rd ed.)

Most of us find the ideal of promoting human happiness and well-being

an attractive one and, as a result, admire greatly people like Mother Teresa
(1910-1997), who devoted her life to working with the poor. (William H.
Shaw, Business Ethics, 4th ed.)

Good hitters have good work habits. They know that practice and lots of it
is the surest way to eliminate slumps. And they know that practice is essential
to maintaining their edge. Consequently, good hitters are usually always
working on something. (Charley Lau, The Art of Hitting .300)

[ always turn to the sports section first. The sports page records people’s
accomplishments; the front page has nothing but man’s failures. (Earl Warren,
quoted in Steve Rushin, “The Season of High Heat”)
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Summary

Men may live more truly and fully in reading Plato and Shakespeare than

at any other time, because then they are participating in essential being and
are forgetting their accidental lives. (Allan Bloom, The Closing of the American
Mind)

Because height is inherited, short people bear shorter children than tall
people on average. (Wendy Northcutt, The Darwin Awards)

Many people are concerned that the chemical and biological weapons that
Saddam Hussein is supposed to be making could be devastating and deadly.
I’'m not denying they are, but I don’t think whatever he manufactures could
have much of an effect on the United States, being that we’re already tearing
ourselves apart and destroying the very fiber that founded this country.
(newspaper call-in column)

I wear glasses primarily so I can look for the things that I keep losing. (Bill
Cosby, Time Flies)

[NBA] superstars with dramatic, eye-catching moves are paid vast sums of
money, while players who contribute to the team effort in less lamboyant
ways often make close to the minimum salary. As a result, few players come
to the NBA dreaming of becoming good team players. (Phil Jackson and
Hugh Delehanty, Sacred Hoops: Spiritual Lessons of a Hardwood Warrior)

I come from the Lower East Side of New York City and from very rough
circumstances. As a matter of fact, I came from a family of fourteen children.
Fourteen children. It’s true. It happened because my mother was hard of
hearing. I'll explain this to you.You see, every night when it was time to
retire, my father would turn to my mother and say, “Would you like to go to
sleep or what?” My mother, who couldn’t hear very well would say, “What?”
And that’s how it happened. (Jackie Mason, Jackie Mason’s America)

SUMMARY

Because critical thinking is concerned primarily with understanding,
constructing, and critically evaluating arguments, one of the most basic
critical thinking skills is that of recognizing arguments.

An argument, as that term is used in critical thinking, is a claim defended
with reasons. Arguments are composed of one or more premises and a
conclusion. Premises are statements in an argument offered as evidence
or reasons in support of another statement. A statement is a sentence that
can be viewed as either true or false. A conclusion is the statement in an
argument that the premises are intended to support or prove.

. Indicator words provide clues that premises or conclusions are being offered.

Common indicator words include therefore, consequently, thus, because,

and since. Premise indicators provide clues that premises are being offered,
and conclusion indicators provide clues that conclusions are being offered.
Indicator words, however, should be approached with caution because not
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all arguments contain indicator words, and sometimes indicator words are
used in passages that are not arguments.

4. It is important to distinguish arguments from various kinds of nonargu-
mentative discourse, such as reports, unsupported assertions, conditional
statements, illustrations, and explanations. Reports are statements that
are intended simply to convey information about a subject. Unsupported
assertions are statements that indicate what a person believes but don’t offer
evidence for that belief. Conditional statements are if-then statements. They
claim only that one statement is true if another statement is true. Ilustra-
tions are statements intended to provide examples of a claim, rather than
evidence or proof for the claim. Explanations are statements intended to
explain why something is the case, rather than to prove that it is the case.
None of these types of passages is an argument because none is intended
to prove a claim.



CHAPTER 3

Basic LocicAL CONCEPTS

I the previous chapter, we talked about what arguments are and how we can
distinguish them from nonarguments. In this chapter we introduce some basic
logical concepts needed to distinguish good arguments from bad ones.

In evaluating any argument, one should always ask two key questions:
(1) Are the premises true? and (2) Do the premises provide good reasons to
accept the conclusion?

The first question—how to decide whether an argument’s premises are
true—is discussed in Chapter 8. In this chapter we focus on the second ques-
tion. What does it mean to say that an argument’s premises provide “good
reasons’’ for its conclusion, and how can we know when such reasons are
being oftered?

DebucTioN AND INDUCTION

Before we can effectively evaluate an argument, we need to understand what
kind of argument is being oftered. Traditionally, arguments have been divided
into two types: deductive arguments and inductive arguments. Because the
standards for evaluating deductive and inductive arguments are quite difter-
ent, it is important to understand the difference between these two types of
arguments.

All arguments claim to provide support—that is, evidence or reasons—
for their conclusions. But arguments differ greatly in the amount of support
they claim to provide. Deductive arguments try to prove their conclusions
with rigorous, inescapable logic. Inductive arguments try to show that their
conclusions are plausible or likely given the premise(s).

Here are two examples of deductive arguments:

All humans are mortal.

Socrates is human.

Logic is the great
disperser of hazy
and confused
thinking: it clears
up the fogs which
hide from us our
own ignorance,
and make us be-
lieve that we un-
derstand a subject
when we do not.
—John Stuart Mill
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We think in

logic, as we talk

in prose, without
aiming at doing so.

—John Henry
Newman

The study of logic
appeals to no cri-
terion not already
present in the
learner’s mind.

—C. . Lewis

Therefore, Socrates is mortal.

If the president lives in the White House, then he lives in Washington, D.C.
The president does live in the White House.
So, the president lives in Washington, D.C.

Notice how the conclusions of these arguments flow from the premises with
a kind of inescapable logic. Each argument’s conclusion follows necessar-
ily from the premises. Arguments are deductive when their premises are in-
tended to provide this kind of rigorous, airtight logical support for their
conclusions.

Exercise 3.1

I. Deductive reasoning isn’t some technical and specialized form of reasoning
engaged in only by logicians or mathematicians. It is something we all do easily
and naturally. See if you can solve the following mini-mysteries on your own,
using your own native reasoning abilities. Then discuss your solutions with a
partner.’

1.

[\

Either Moriarty was the murderer, or Stapleton was the murderer.

If Stapleton was the murderer, then traces of phosphorus should have been
found on the body.

No traces of phosphorus were found on the body.

Whodunnit?

. The murder did not occur in the library.

If Adler was the murderer, then the weapon was a revolver.

Either Hope was the murderer, or Adler was the murderer.

If Hope was the murderer, then the murder took place in the library.
Whodunnit? With what weapon?

. The murder was not committed on the moor.

If Windibank was the murderer, then the weapon was a rope.

Either Windibank was the murderer, or Calhoun was the murderer.

If the weapon was a rope, then the murder was committed on the downs.
If Calhoun was the murderer, then the weapon was a crowbar.

If the weapon was a crowbar, then the murder was committed on the moor.
Whodunnit? With what weapon? Where was the murder committed?

II. The following logic problems are slightly more difficult than the ones in the
previous exercise. See if you can solve the problems on your own, then discuss

your solutions with a partner.

1.

At a picnic, Mike went for soft drinks for Amy, Brian, Lisa, and Bill, as well
as for himself. He brought back iced tea, grape juice, Diet Coke, Pepsi, and
7-Up.

Mike doesn’t like carbonated drinks.

Amy would drink either 7-Up or Pepsi.

Brian likes only sodas.
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Lisa prefers the drink she would put lemon and sugar into.
Bill likes only clear drinks.
What drinks did Mike bring for each person??

2. Seth, Maria, Antoine, and JoBeth are college friends in the United States who
plan to spend a semester abroad. They can study in China, Germany, Australia,
Japan, England, or Canada. Seth is willing to go anywhere except Asia. Maria
prefers not to go to a country south of the Equator. Antoine wants to study
in either Europe or Australia. JoBeth doesn’t care where they go, as long as
it’s not England.

Which is the one country that satisfies all of these various preferences?

3. Five college students, Buck, Jennifer, Li, Ursula, and Tyler, are talking about
what they should bring to Patrick’s party. Buck says he’ll bring chips or
mixed nuts unless somebody else wants to bring a salty snack, in which
case he’ll bring some soda. Jennifer says she’s allergic to nuts but would be
happy to bring some pretzels if Buck wants to pick up some soda. Li says
he’ll bring cookies unless somebody else brings a dessert, in which case he’ll
bring some homemade dip. Ursula says if Li brings a dip, she’ll bring chips if
nobody else does. Tyler says he’ll bring soda if nobody else does; otherwise,
he’ll bring ice cream.

If each of these students does what he or she says, what will each bring to the party?

Deductive arguments claim to provide logically conclusive grounds for
their conclusions. That is, they attempt to show that their conclusions must be
true given the premises asserted. Inductive arguments, on the other hand, sim-
ply claim that their conclusions are likely or probable given the premises offered.
Here are some examples of inductive arguments:

Polls show that 75 percent of Republicans favor a school prayer amendment.

Joe is a Republican.

Therefore, Joe likely favors a school prayer amendment.

Every ruby so far discovered has been red.

So, probably all rubies are red.

The bank safe was robbed last night.

Whoever robbed the safe knew the safe’s combination.

Only two people know the safe’s combination: Lefty and Bugsy.

Bugsy needed money to pay his gambling debts.

Bugsy was seen sneaking around outside the bank last night.

It is reasonable to conclude, therefore, that Bugsy robbed the safe.

It is often said that the difference between deduction and induction is
that deduction moves from general premises to particular conclusions, whereas

induction moves from particular premises to general conclusions.’ That, how-
ever, is a misconception.

Much that is
taught in college
classes grows
soon out of date,
but the skills of
correct reason-
ing never become
obsolete.

—Irving M. Copi
and Carl Cohen
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Here, for example, is a deductive argument that moves not from general
premises to a particular conclusion but from particular premises to a general
conclusion:

Lincoln was president from 1861 to 1865. (particular premise)

So, all persons born during Lincoln’s presidency were born in the nineteenth
century. (general conclusion)

Here is an example of an inductive argument that moves from general
premises to a particular conclusion:

All of Stephen King’s previous novels have been good. (general premise)

Therefore, Stephen King’s next novel will probably be good. (particular
conclusion)

In fact, it is possible to find examples of any possible combination of gen-
eral or particular premises or conclusions in deductive or inductive arguments.
Thus, it is a mistake to regard any particular pattern of general or particular
statements as a defining characteristic of deductive or inductive reasoning.

What makes an argument deductive or inductive is not the pattern of
particularity or generality in the premises and conclusion. Rather, it is the
type of support the premises are claimed to provide for the conclusion.The fol-
lowing list summarizes the key difterences between deductive and inductive
reasoning.

Key Differences between Deductive and Inductive Arguments

Deductive arguments claim that . . .

If the premises are true, then the
conclusion must be true.

The conclusion follows necessarily
from the premises.

It is impossible tor all the premises to
be true and the conclusion false.

It 1s logically inconsistent to assert the
premises and deny the conclusion;
if you accept the premises, you must
accept the conclusion.

Inductive arguments claim that . . .

If the premises are true, then
the conclusion is probably true.

The conclusion follows prob-
ably from the premises.

It is unlikely for the premises to
be true and the conclusion false.

Although it 1s logically consis-
tent to assert the premises and
deny the conclusion, the
conclusion is probably true if
the premises are true.

How CAN WE TeLL WHETHER AN ARGUMENT

Is DepucTive oR INDUCTIVE?

We have seen that an argument is deductive if its premises are intended to
provide conclusive grounds for the truth of its conclusion, and inductive if its
premises are intended to provide merely probable grounds for the truth of its
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conclusion. But it is not always easy to know what a given speaker or writer
intends. For that reason it is sometimes difficult to tell whether a particular
argument is deductive or inductive.

Fortunately, there are four tests that greatly simplify the task of determin-
ing whether an argument should be regarded as deductive or inductive:

¢ the indicator word test
e the strict necessity test
* the common pattern test

e the principle of charity test

The Indicator Word Test

Just as we use indicator words to signal the assertion of premises or conclu-
sions, we use indicator words to signal when our arguments are deductive or
inductive. For example, a phrase like “it necessarily follows that” almost always
indicates that an argument is deductive. Here are some other common deduc-
tion indicator words:

certainly it logically follows that
definitely it is logical to conclude that
absolutely this logically implies that
conclusively this entails that

These are some common induction indicator words:

probably one would expect that
likely it is a good bet that

it is plausible to suppose that chances are that

it is reasonable to assume that odds are that

The indicator word test is often extremely helpful. Nevertheless, two
limitations of the test should be noted.

First, many arguments contain no deduction or induction indicator
words. Here are two examples:

Ifyou call a dog’s tail a leg, how many legs does it have? Answer: Four. Calling
a tail a leg doesn’t make it a leg. (Attributed to Abe Lincoln)

Pleasure is not the same thing as happiness. The occasional self-destructive
behavior of the rich and famous confirms this far too vividly. (Tom Morris)

Neither of these arguments contains any indicator words that would help us
decide whether it is deductive or inductive. For arguments such as these, we
must rely on one or more of the other tests discussed in this section.

Second, arguers often use indicator words loosely or improperly. For
example, it is common to hear speakers use strong phrases like “it must be the
case that” and “it 1s logical to assume that” when the context makes clear that
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So logical!

—Supertramp

the argument is not intended to be strictly deductive. For these reasons the
indicator word test must be used with caution.

The Strict Necessity Test

All deductive arguments claim, explicitly or implicitly, that their conclusions
follow necessarily from their premises. Moreover, we know from experience that
most arguers don’t offer obviously bad deductive arguments and that most arguers
don’t offer logically conclusive arguments unless they mean to ofter logically
conclusive arguments. From these simple facts, we can usually determine whether
an argument is meant to be deductive or inductive.

The strict necessity test can be stated as follows:

An argument’s conclusion either follows with strict logical necessity
from its premises or it does not.

If the argument’s conclusion does follow with strict logical necessity
from its premises, the argument should always be treated as deductive.*

If the argument’s conclusion does not follow with strict logical necessity
from its premises, the argument should normally be treated as inductive.
(The few exceptions to this rule are discussed later in this section.)

Now let’s apply this test to a couple of examples. Consider the following
arguments:

Alan is a father. Therefore, Alan is a male.

Jillis a six-year-old girl. Therefore, Jill cannot run a mile in one minute flat.

Does the conclusion of the first argument (“Alan is a male”) follow with strict
necessity from the premise (“Alan is a father”)? Could it possibly be true that
Alan is a father yet false that he is a male? Clearly not, for by definition all
fathers are male. According to the strict necessity test, therefore, the first argu-
ment is clearly deductive.

What about the second argument? Could it be true that Jill is a six-year-
old girl yet false that she cannot run a mile in one minute flat? Yes. Of course,
it’s not physically possible for a six-year-old girl to run a mile in one minute flat.
Six-year-old girls (and human beings in general) just lack the physical equip-
ment to be able to do that. But there is no logical contradiction in thinking that
there could be a six-year-old girl who could run that fast. It is logically possible,
therefore, that the premise is true and the conclusion is false. Thus, the con-
clusion does not follow with strict logical necessity from the premises. So, the
argument should be treated as inductive.

The Common Pattern Test

Because deductive and inductive arguments often occur in characteristic,
telltale patterns of reasoning, we can apply the common pattern test to de-
termine which kind of reasoning we are dealing with.
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Consider this argument:

If we’re in Paris, then we are in France.
We are in Paris.

Therefore, we are in France.

This argument has a particular pattern or form that occurs frequently in de-
ductive reasoning. The general pattern of the argument is this:

If [the first statement] is true, then [the second statement] is true.
[ The first statement] is true.

Therefore, [the second statement] is true.

Because it 1s awkward and wordy to talk about “the first statement,”“the
second statement,” and so on, logicians generally use letfers to stand for the var-
ious parts of an argument. Suppose we let the letter A stand for the statement
“We are in Paris” and the letter B stand for the statement “We are in France.”
We can then state the general pattern of the argument as follows:

If A then B.
A.
Therefore, B.

This is an argument pattern that logicians call modus ponens, a Latin expres-
sion that means “affirmative mode.” Because it is obvious that this is a logically
reliable pattern of reasoning, arguments of this pattern should always be treated
as deductive.

Modus ponens is one very common pattern of deductive reasoning. Later in
this chapter, we discuss several other common patterns of deductive and induc-
tive reasoning. Once you have learned to recognize such patterns, you will find
it easy to identify everyday examples of deductive and inductive reasoning.

The Principle of Charity Test

Suppose you have tried each of the three tests we have discussed and you are
still not sure whether a particular argument should be treated as deductive
or inductive. In that case, it is time to fall back on the important principle
discussed at the end of Chapter 2: the principle of charity. Recall what that
principle says: When interpreting an unclear argument or passage, always give
the speaker or writer the benefit of the doubt. Never attribute to an arguer a
weaker argument when the evidence reasonably permits us to attribute to him
or her a stronger one. And never interpret a passage as a bad argument when
the evidence reasonably permits us to interpret it as not an argument at all.
The principle of charity serves two important goals in critical thinking.
First, it fosters goodwill and mutual understanding in argument by demanding
that we treat the arguments of others with the same generous and respect-
ful spirit that we would like others to treat our own arguments. Even more
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important, it promotes the discovery of truth by insisting that we confront
arguments that we ourselves admit to be the strongest and most plausible ver-
sions of those arguments.

Let’s apply the principle of charity test to an actual example. Consider
the following:

Andy told me that he ate at Maxine’s Restaurant yesterday. But Maxine’s was
completely destroyed by fire less than a month ago. It is certain, therefore, that
Andy is either lying or mistaken.

Should this argument be regarded as deductive or inductive? Let’s apply our
various tests.

First, are there any deduction or induction indicator words? Yes. We have
seen that the phrase “it is certain that” is often used as a deduction indica-
tor. But we have also seen that people often use indicator words—especially
deduction indicator words—loosely or improperly. So this first test, though
it clearly suggests that the argument is meant to be deductive, shouldn’t be
treated as conclusive.

Second, does the conclusion follow with strict necessity from the premises?
No. Although it seems quite unlikely, it is certainly conceivable that the restau-
rant has been quickly rebuilt and has reopened for business. This suggests that
the argument should be regarded as inductive.

Third, does the argument have a pattern of reasoning that is either typi-
cally deductive or typically inductive? Not really, as we shall see. Thus, the third
test doesn’t apply in this case.

In short, the first test suggests that the argument is deductive, the second
test suggests that the argument is inductive, and the third test doesn’t apply. So
where does that leave us? Up the proverbial creek without a paddle?

No, because this is where the principle of charity comes to the rescue.
According to that principle, we should always interpret a doubtful argument in
the way most favorable to the arguer. In this case, we are in doubt as to whether
the argument should be treated as deductive or inductive. But consider: If
we treat the argument as deductive, it is clearly a bad deductive argument
because the conclusion plainly does not follow necessarily from the premises.
On the other hand, if we treat the argument as inductive, the argument is a
good inductive argument because the premises, if true, do make the conclusion
likely. Thus, the most charitable way to interpret the argument is to interpret it
as inductive. This is what the principle of charity requires that we do.

A word of caution, however: The principle of charity should never be used to
reinterpret bad arguments as good ones. The principle of charity is a principle of
interpretation, not a principle of argument repair. Its basic purpose, like that
of the other three tests, is to help us decide what arguments are actually being
offered, not to replace bad arguments with ones we think are better. Thus, the
principle should be used only when there is genuine uncertainty about how
an argument should be interpreted. It should not be used when it is clear what
argument has actually been put forward.
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Exceptions to the Strict Necessity Test

We saw earlier that an argument should generally be treated as inductive if its
conclusion does not follow necessarily from its premises. There are, however,
exceptions to this general rule. Two broad exceptions should be noted.

An argument in which the conclusion does not follow necessarily from
the premises should nonetheless be treated as deductive if either

1. the language or context makes clear that the arguer intended to ofter
a logically conclusive argument, but the argument, in fact, is not
logically conclusive;
or
2. the argument has a pattern of reasoning that is characteristically deduc-
tive, and nothing else about the argument indicates clearly that the
argument is meant to be inductive.

Here is an example of the first exception:

Magellan’s ships sailed around the world. It necessarily follows, therefore, that
the earth is a sphere.

Here the phrase “it necessarily follows that” indicates that the argument is
meant to be deductive. In this case, however, it is clear that the conclusion does
not follow necessarily from the premise, because it would still be possible for
a ship to sail around the world if the earth were, say, egg-shaped or cylindrical
rather than spherical.

Here is an example of the second exception:

If I’m Bill Gates, then I’m mortal.
I’m not Bill Gates.

Therefore, I’m not mortal.

This is a terrible argument. The premises provide no support whatsoever
for the conclusion, much less logically conclusive support. Nevertheless, the
argument is rightly regarded as deductive because, as we shall see, it employs a
pattern of reasoning that is almost invariably deductive.

This has been a rather complex discussion. The following list is the sim-
plest and clearest way we know to sum up the basic guidelines for distinguish-
ing deductive from inductive arguments.

How to Distinguish Deductive from Inductive Arguments

1. If the conclusion follows necessarily from the premises, the
argument should always be treated as deductive.

2. If the conclusion does not follow necessarily from the premises, the
argument should be treated as inductive unless (a) the language or
context of the argument makes clear that the argument is deductive
or (b) the argument has a pattern of reasoning that is characteristically
deductive.
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3. If the argument has a pattern of reasoning that is characteristically

deductive, the argument should be treated as deductive unless
there is clear evidence that the argument is intended to be
inductive.

. If the argument has a pattern of reasoning that is characteristically

inductive, the argument should be treated as inductive unless there is
clear evidence that the argument is intended to be deductive.

. Arguments often contain indicator words—words like probably,

necessarily, and certainly—that provide clues in determining whether
an argument is deductive or inductive. Keep in mind, however, that
indicator words are often used loosely or improperly.

If there is significant doubt about whether an argument is deductive
or inductive, always interpret the argument in the way most favor-
able to the arguer.

ComMmmMoN PATTERNS OF DEbucTIVE REASONING?

Often, the quickest way to determine whether an argument is deductive or
inductive is to note whether it has a pattern of reasoning that is characteristi-
cally deductive or inductive. In this section we discuss five common patterns
of deductive reasoning:

hypothetical syllogism
categorical syllogism

argument by elimination
argument based on mathematics

argument from definition

Hypothetical Syllogism

A syllogism 1s a three-line argument, that is, an argument that consists of exactly
two premises and a conclusion. A hypothetical syllogism is a syllogism that
contains at least one hypothetical or conditional (i.e., if-then) premise.®

Here are two examples of hypothetical syllogisms:

If the Tigers beat the Yankees, then the Tigers will make the playoffs.

The Tigers will beat the Yankees.

So, the Tigers will make the playoffs.

If I want to keep my financial aid, I’d better study hard.

| do want to keep my financial aid.

Therefore, I’d better study hard.
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Notice that these two arguments each have the same logical pattern or form:

If A then B.

A.

Therefore, B.

This pattern, as we have seen, is called modus ponens. Arguments with this
pattern consist of one conditional premise, a second premise that asserts as true
the antecedent (the if part) of the conditional, and a conclusion that asserts as
true the consequent (the then part) of the conditional. Other common variet-
ies of hypothetical syllogisms include

e chain argument

* modus tollens (denying the consequent)

e denying the antecedent

e affirming the consequent

Chain arguments consist of three conditional statements that link to-
gether in the following way:

If A then B.

If B then C.
Therefore, if A then C.

Here is an example of a chain argument:

If we don’t stop for gas soon, then we’ll run out of gas.
If we run out of gas, then we’ll be late for the wedding.

Therefore, if we don’t stop for gas soon, we’ll be late for the wedding.
Modus tollens’ arguments have the following pattern:

If A then B.
Not B.

Therefore, not A.

’

Arguments of this pattern are sometimes called “denying the consequent
because they consist of one conditional premise, a second premise that denies
(i.e., asserts to be false) the consequent of the conditional, and a conclusion
that denies the antecedent of the conditional. Here is an example:

If we’re in Sacramento, then we’re in California.

We’re not in California.

Therefore, we’re not in Sacramento.

Modus ponens, chain argument, and modus tollens are all logically reliable
patterns of deductive reasoning. That is, any argument that has one of these

patterns is absolutely guaranteed to have a true conclusion if the premises are
also true. But not all patterns of deductive reasoning are completely reliable in
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O most lame
and impotent
conclusion!

—Shakespeare

> Pop Culture Connection —

A Poltergeist’s Logic

In J. K. Rowling’s Harry Potter and the Sorcerer’s Stone, the following ex-
change takes place between Peeves, the mischievous resident polter-
geist of Hogwarts School of Witchcraft and Wizardry, and Filch, the
school’s caretaker:

Peeves: Shan’t say nothing if you don’t say please.
Filch: All right—please.

Peeves: NOTHING! Ha Haaa! Told you | wouldn’t say nothing if you
didn’t say please!

Is Peeves’s argument a logically reliable form of if-then reasoning?

- J

this way. Two patterns that are not logically reliable are denying the antecedent
and affirming the consequent.

Denying the antecedent arguments have the following pattern:

If A then B.

Not A.

Therefore, not B.
Here is an example:

If Shakespeare wrote War and Peace, then he’s a great writer.

Shakespeare didn’t write War and Peace.

Therefore, Shakespeare is not a great writer.
Notice in this example that the premises are true and the conclusion is false.
This shows straightaway that the pattern of reasoning of this argument is not
logically reliable.

Another faulty pattern of deductive reasoning is affirming the conse-
quent. Its pattern is as follows:

If A then B.

B.

Therefore, A.

Here is an example:

If we’re on Neptune, then we’re in the solar system.
We are in the solar system.
Therefore, we’re on Neptune.

Given that this argument has true premises and a false conclusion, it is clear
that affirming the consequent is not a logically reliable pattern of reasoning.
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Because modus ponens, modus tollens, and chain argument are logically reli-
able patterns of reasoning, they should always be treated as deductive. Denying
the antecedent and affirming the consequent are not logically reliable patterns
of reasoning; nevertheless, they should generally be treated as deductive be-
cause they have a pattern of reasoning that is characteristically deductive.

Exercise 3.2

For each of the following, indicate which type of hypothetical syllogism it is:
modus ponens, modus tollens, chain argument, denying the antecedent, or affirming
the consequent. In some cases, the argument may need to be rephrased slightly to
make the logical pattern explicit.

1. If we're in London, then we’re in England. We are not in England. So, we are
not in London.

2. If we're in Los Angeles, then we are in the United States. We are in the
United States. So, we are in Los Angeles.

3. If we're in the United States, then we are on Earth. We are in the United
States. So, we are on Earth.

4. If we're in Paris, then we are in France. If we're in France, then we are in
Europe. So, if we are in Paris, then we are in Europe.

5. If we’re in Houston, then we are in the United States. We are not in
Houston. So, we are not in the United States.

6. If were in Shanghai, then we are in China. So, we are in China, because we
are in Shanghai.

7. We are not in Mexico, because if we are in Mexico City, we are in Mexico,
and we are not in Mexico City.

8. Since we’re in India, we are in Calcutta, since we are in India if we are in
Calcutta.

9. If we're in Toronto, then we are in Canada. So, because if we are in Canada,
we are in North America, if we are in Toronto, then we are in North America.

10. We’re in Berlin, given that if we are in Berlin, then we are in Germany, and

we are in Germany.

Categorical Syllogism

Another common pattern of deductive reasoning is categorical syllogism. For
present purposes, a categorical syllogism may be defined as a three-line argu-
ment in which each statement begins with the word all, some, or no.* Here are
two examples:

All oaks are trees.

All trees are plants.

So, all oaks are plants.
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Some Democrats are elected officials.

All elected officials are politicians.

Therefore, some Democrats are politicians.

Because categorical reasoning like this is such a familiar form of rig-

orous logical reasoning, such arguments should nearly always be treated as
deductive.

Argument by Elimination

An argument by elimination seeks to logically rule out various possibilities
until only a single possibility remains. Here are two examples:

Either Joe walked to the library or he drove.

But Joe didn’t drive to the library.

Therefore, Joe walked to the library.’

Either Dutch committed the murder, or Jack committed the murder, or Celia

committed the murder.

If Dutch or Jack committed the murder, then the weapon was a rope.

The weapon was not a rope.

So, neither Dutch nor Jack committed the murder.

Therefore, Celia committed the murder.

Because the aim of such arguments is to logically exclude every possible
outcome except one, such arguments are always deductive.

Argument Based on Mathematics

Mathematics is a model of logical, step-by-step reasoning. Mathematicians
don’t claim that their conclusions are merely likely or probable. They claim
to prove their conclusions on the basis of precise mathematical concepts and
reasoning. In an argument based on mathematics, the conclusion is claimed
to depend largely or entirely on some mathematical calculation or measure-
ment (perhaps in conjunction with one or more nonmathematical premises).'’
Here are two examples:

Eight is greater than four.
Four is greater than two.

Therefore, eight is greater than two.

Light travels at a rate of 186,000 miles per second.
The sun is more than 93 million miles distant from the earth.
Therefore, it takes more than eight minutes for the sun’s light to reach the earth.

Because mathematical arguments are generally models of precise log-
ical reasoning, arguments based on mathematics are usually best treated as
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deductive. Arguments based on mathematics can be inductive, however, as this
example shows:

My blind uncle told me that there were 8 men, 6 women, and 12 kids at the
party.
By simple addition, therefore, it follows that there were 26 people at the party.

Here, the conclusion clearly does not follow from the premise because it is
possible for the premise to be true and the conclusion false. (Maybe my blind
uncle miscounted, for example.) For that reason, the argument is best treated
as inductive.

Argument from Definition

In an argument from definition, the conclusion is presented as being “true
by definition,” that is, as following simply by definition from some key word
or phrase used in the argument. Here are two examples:

Janelle is a cardiologist. Therefore, Janelle is a doctor.

Bertha is an aunt. It follows that she is a woman.

Because a statement that follows by definition is necessarily true if the
relevant definition is true, arguments from definition are always deductive.

Our discussion of common patterns of deductive reasoning can be
summarized as follows:

Arguments by elimination and arguments from definition should always
be treated as deductive.

Logically reliable hypothetical syllogisms, categorical syllogisms, and
arguments based on mathematics should always be treated as
deductive.

Logically unreliable hypothetical syllogisms, categorical syllogisms, and
arguments based on mathematics should be treated as deductive unless
there is clear evidence that they are intended to be inductive.

ComMMoN PATTERNS OF INDUCTIVE REASONING

In this section we look at six common patterns of inductive reasoning:

inductive generalization
predictive argument
argument from authority
causal argument
statistical argument

argument from analogy
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Life is the art of
drawing sufficient
conclusions

from insufficient
premises.

—Samuel Butler

Inductive Generalization

A generalization, as that term is used in critical thinking, is a statement that
attributes some characteristic to all or most members of a given class. Here are
some examples of generalizations:

All wild grizzly bears in the United States live west of the Mississippi River.

Most college students work at least part-time.

Men are so unromantic!

An inductive generalization is an argument in which a generalization is

claimed to be probably true based on information about some members of a
particular class. Here are two examples:

All dinosaur bones so far discovered have been more than sixty-five million
years old.

Therefore, probably all dinosaur bones are more than sixty-five million years
old.

Six montshs ago | met a farmer from lowa, and he was friendly.

Four months ago | met an insurance salesman from lowa, and he was friendly.
Two months ago | met a dentist from lowa, and she was friendly.

| guess most people from lowa are friendly.

Because all inductive generalizations claim that their conclusions are
probable rather than certain, such arguments are always inductive.

Predictive Argument

A prediction is a statement about what may or will happen in the future. In a
predictive argument, a prediction is defended with reasons. Predictive argu-
ments are among the most common patterns of inductive reasoning. Here are
two examples:

It has rained in Vancouver every February since weather records have been kept.

Therefore, it will probably rain in Vancouver next February.

Most U.S. presidents have been tall.
Therefore, probably the next U.S. president will be tall.
Because nothing in the future (including death and taxes) 1s absolutely

certain, arguments containing predictions are usually inductive. It should be
noted, however, that predictions can be argued for deductively. For example:

If Amy comes to the party, Ted will come to the party.
Amy will come to the party.
Therefore, Ted will come to the party.

Even though this argument contains a prediction, it is clearly deductive be-
cause the conclusion must be true if the premises are true.
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Argument from Authority

An argument from authority asserts a claim and then supports that claim by
citing some presumed authority or witness who has said that the claim is true.
Here are three examples:

More Americans die of skin cancer each year than die in car accidents. How do
I know? My doctor told me.

The Encyclopaedia Britannica says that parts of Virginia are farther west than Detroit.
In general, the Encyclopaedia Britannica is a highly reliable source of information.
Therefore, it’s probably true that parts of Virginia are farther west than Detroit.

There are bears in these woods. My neighbor Frank said he saw one last week.

Because we can never be absolutely certain that a presumed authority
or witness is accurate or reliable, arguments from authority should normally
be treated as inductive. Arguments from authority are sometimes deductive,

however. For example:

Whatever the Bible teaches is true.
The Bible teaches that we should love our neighbors.

Therefore, we should love our neighbors.

Because the conclusion of this argument follows necessarily from the premises,
the argument is deductive.

Causal Argument

A causal argument asserts or denies that something is the cause of something
else. Here are three examples:

| can’t log on. The network must be down.

Rashid isn’t allergic to peanuts. | saw him eat a bag of peanuts on the flight
from Dallas.

Medical care is the number-one cause of sudden rapid aging among middle-
aged people. Ask yourself how many times you have heard somebody tell you

a story like this: “Ralph was feeling fine, no problems at all, and then he went
in for a routine physical checkup, and the next thing we heard he was in critical
condition with the majority of his internal organs sitting in a freezer in an
entirely different building.”"

As we shall see in Chapter 11, we can rarely, if ever, be 100 percent cer-
tain that one thing causes, or does not cause, something else. For that reason

causal arguments are usually best treated as inductive.
It cannot be assumed, however, that causal arguments are aliays induc-
tive. The following causal argument, for example, is clearly deductive:

Whenever iron is exposed to oxygen, it rusts.
This iron pipe has been exposed to oxygen.

Therefore, it will rust.
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Statistical Argument

A statistical argument rests on statistical evidence—that is, evidence that some
percentage of some group or class has some particular characteristic. Here are
two examples:

Eighty-three percent of St. Stephen’s students are Episcopalian.

Beatrice is a St. Stephen’s student.

So, Beatrice is probably Episcopalian.

Doctor to patient: Studies show that condoms have an annual failure rate of

2 to 3 percent, even if they are used consistently and correctly. So, you should

not assume that condoms will provide complete protection from the risk of
pregnancy or sexually transmitted diseases.

Because statistical evidence is generally used to support claims that are
presented as probable rather than certain, statistical arguments are usually in-
ductive. It should be noted, however, that statistical evidence can be used in
deductive reasoning. For example:

If 65 percent of likely voters polled support Senator Beltway, then Senator
Beltway will win in a landslide.
Sixty-five percent of likely voters polled do support Senator Beltway.

Therefore, Senator Beltway will win in a landslide.

Argument from Analogy

An analogy is a comparison of two or more things that are claimed to be alike
in some relevant respect. Here are two examples of analogies:

Habits are like a cable. We weave a strand of it every day and soon it cannot be
broken. (Horace Mann)

As man casts off worn-out garments and puts on others that are new, similarly
the embodied soul, casting off worn-out bodies, enters into others, which are
new. (Bhagavad-Gita)

In an argument from analogy, the conclusion is claimed to depend on
an analogy (i.e., a comparison or similarity) between two or more things.

Here are two examples:

Hershey Park has a thrilling roller-coaster ride.

Dorney Park, like Hershey Park, is a great amusement park.

Therefore, probably Dorney Park also has a thrilling roller-coaster ride.

Bill is a graduate of Central University, and he is bright, energetic, and

dependable.

Mary is a graduate of Central University, and she is bright, energetic, and
dependable.

Paula is a graduate of Central University.

Therefore, most likely, Paula is bright, energetic, and dependable, too.
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Note the basic logical pattern of these arguments:

These things are similar in such-and-such ways.

Therefore, they’re probably similar in some further way.

Because the conclusions of arguments of this pattern are claimed to fol-
low only probably from the premises, such arguments are clearly inductive.
Not all analogical arguments are inductive, however. For example:

1. Automobiles cause thousands of deaths each year and produce noxious and
offensive fumes.

2. Smoking causes thousands of deaths each year and produces noxious and
offensive fumes.

3. Thus, if smoking is heavily regulated, automobiles should also be heavily
regulated.

4. But automobiles shouldn’t be heavily regulated.

5. Therefore, smoking shouldn’t be heavily regulated, either.

This is an analogical argument because the main conclusion, statement 5, is
claimed to depend on an analogy between automobiles and smoking. Never-
theless, the argument is deductive because it would be logically inconsistent to
assert all the premises and deny the conclusion.

Our discussion of common patterns of inductive reasoning can be sum-
marized as follows:

Inductive generalizations, by definition, are always inductive.

Predictive arguments, arguments from authority, causal arguments, sta-
tistical arguments, and arguments from analogy are generally, but not
always, inductive.

It takes practice to be able to recognize the patterns of deductive and
inductive reasoning that we have discussed, but it is important to be able to do
so because such patterns often provide the best clue available as to whether an
argument is deductive or inductive.

Exercise 3.3

Determine whether the following arguments are deductive or inductive. For each
argument, state which test(s) you used in reaching your decision (i.e., the indicator
word test, the strict necessity test, the common pattern test, and/or the principle of
charity test). If the common pattern test is used, indicate which specific pattern the
argument exemplifies (e.g., causal argument, argument from authority, and so on).

1. Because x = 3 and y = 5,thenx + y = 8.

2. According to the New York Public Library Desk Reference, the pop-up toaster
was invented by Charles Strite in 1927.The New York Public Library Desk
Reference is a highly reliable reference work. Therefore, it’s reasonable to
believe that Charles Strite did invent the pop-up toaster in 1927.
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10.

11.

12.

13.

14.

15.

16.

17.

18.

19.

20.

21.

22.

23.

24.

. Seventy-three percent of Ft. Gibson residents enjoy fishing. Lonnie is a Ft.

Gibson resident. So, it’s likely that Lonnie enjoys fishing.

. Either Elmo will win the election or Schlomo will win the election. But

Elmo won'’t win the election. Therefore, Schlomo will win the election.

. The burglar is tall and thin. Duncan is short and fat. Obviously, therefore,

Duncan isn’t the burglar.

. There are no visible signs of forced entry. It seems certain, therefore, that the

burglar had a key.

. The sign says it is seven miles to Lake Lily. Therefore, it is approximately

seven miles to Lake Lily.

. Joan is an extrovert. It follows that she is outgoing.
. All inductive generalizations are inductive. Some inductive generalizations

are unreliable. Therefore, some inductive arguments are unreliable.

If it rains, the game will be postponed until next Saturday. According to the
National Weather Service, there’s a 90 percent chance of rain. Therefore,
probably the game will be postponed until next Saturday.

If the batter bunts in this situation, he’ll move the runner over to second
base. But the batter won’t bunt in this situation. Therefore, the runner will
never be moved over to second base.

Hughie is the father of Louie. It follows that Hughie is the grandfather of
Dewey because Louie is the father of Dewey.

Mandatory school uniforms are a good idea because they keep students’
minds focused on their schoolwork rather than on what the kid sitting next
to them is wearing.

Klaus ingested a large dose of rat poison just before he died. Therefore, the
rat poison must have caused Klaus’s death.

All previously observed polar bears have weighed less than 1,500 pounds.
Therefore, all polar bears probably weigh less than 1,500 pounds.

Kevin says he can lift 1,000 pounds over his head. A full-grown cow weighs
less than 1,000 pounds. So, Kevin can lift a full-grown cow over his head.

If my car is out of gas, it won'’t start. My car won't start. Therefore, it is out of gas.
Yale is an Ivy League school, and it has a good library. Harvard is an Ivy
League school, and it has a good library. Therefore, because Brown is an Ivy
League school, it must have a good library, too.

I wouldn’t swim in that water if [ were you. It might be polluted.

This tree is deciduous. It must be the case, therefore, that it periodically sheds
its leaves.

Whatever my church teaches as infallible doctrine is true. My church teaches
as infallible doctrine that God is eternal. Therefore, God is eternal.

Every argument is either deductive or inductive. Because this argument isn’t
deductive, it must be inductive.

Five alleged eyewitnesses have testified that they saw Frank Lane stab Melissa
Jenkins. So, Frank Lane did stab Melissa Jenkins.

Tiger Woods is one of the best golfers in the world. Melvin Rumsley has
never played golf in his life. It is certain, therefore, that Melvin Rumsley
could never beat Tiger Woods in a round of golf.
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25. If Steve is 48 years old and Pam is exactly 19 years younger than Steve, it
necessarily follows that Pam is 29 years old.

DepbucTive VALIDITY

In this section we introduce the most important concept in deductive logic:
the concept of deductive validity.

We have seen that all deductive arguments claim, implicitly or explic-
itly, that their conclusions follow necessarily from their premises. A logically
reliable deductive argument is one in which the conclusion really does follow
necessarily from the premises. In logic, a logically reliable deductive argument
is called a valid deductive argument.

More formally, a valid deductive argument is an argument in which it is
impossible for all the premises to be true and the conclusion false. Put another
way, a valid deductive argument (or valid argument for short) is an argument in
which these conditions apply:

If the premises are true, the conclusion must be true.
The conclusion follows necessarily from the premises.

The premises provide logically conclusive grounds for the truth of the
conclusion.

It is logically inconsistent to assert all the premises as true and deny the
conclusion.

In everyday language, valid often means “good” or “true.” We say, for in-
stance, that a person makes a “valid point” or offers a “valid suggestion.” In
logic, however, valid never means simply “good” or “true.” It is always used in
the precise technical sense indicated above.

Exercise 3.4

Working individually, see if you can determine which statement follows validly
from the statements provided. When you are finished, discuss your answers with a
partner.

1. If alpha, then beta.
Alpha.
Therefore, .

2. Either alpha or beta.
Not beta.
Therefore, .

3. All alphas are betas.
Delta is an alpha.
Therefore,
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10.

. If Delta is an alpha, then Delta is a beta.

Delta is not a beta.
Therefore,

. No alphas are betas.

Delta is an alpha.
Therefore,

. All alphas are betas.

Delta is not a beta.
Therefore, .

. If Delta is an alpha, then Delta is a beta.

If Delta is a beta, then Delta is a theta.
Therefore, .

. If Delta is an alpha, then Delta is a beta.

If Delta is a theta, then Delta is a beta.
Either Delta is an alpha or Delta is a theta.
Therefore, .

. Either Delta is an alpha or Delta is a beta.

If Delta is an alpha, then Delta is a theta.
If Delta is a beta, then Delta is a sigma.
Therefore, .

Some alphas are betas.

All betas are thetas.

Therefore, .

As the preceding exercises make clear, it is not necessary to know whether

an argument’s premises or conclusion are true to know whether the argument
is valid. In fact, some valid arguments have obviously false premises and a false
conclusion. For example:

All squares are circles.
All circles are triangles.

Therefore, all squares are triangles.
Some valid arguments have false premises and a true conclusion. For example:

All fruits are vegetables.
Spinach is a fruit.

Therefore, spinach is a vegetable.

And some valid arguments have frue premises and a true conclusion. For

example:

If you’re reading this, you are alive.
You are reading this.

Therefore, you are alive.
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There is, however, one combination of truth or falsity that no valid argu-
ment can have. No valid argument can have all true premises and a false conclusion.
This important truth follows from the very definition of a valid argument.
Because a valid argument, by definition, is an argument in which the conclu-
sion must be true if the premises are true, no valid argument can have all true
premises and a false conclusion.

A deductive argument in which the conclusion does not follow necessar-
ily from the premises is said to be an invalid deductive argument. Here are
four examples:

All dogs are animals.
Lassie is an animal.

Therefore, Lassie is a dog.

If ’'m a monkey’s uncle, then I’m a primate.
I’m not a monkey’s uncle.

So, I’'m not a primate.

All pears are vegetables.
All fruits are vegetables.

Therefore, all pears are fruits.

All dogs are cats.
All cats are whales.

Therefore, all whales are dogs.

Each of these arguments is invalid. The first argument has true premises and
a true conclusion. The second argument has true premises and a false conclu-
sion. The third argument has false premises and a true conclusion. And the
fourth argument has false premises and a false conclusion.

To recap: An invalid argument can have any combination of truth or
falsity in the premises or conclusion. A valid argument can have any com-
bination except one: No valid argument can have true premises and a false
conclusion.

Because an argument’s conclusion either does or does not follow neces-
sarily from its premises, it follows that all deductive arguments are either valid
or invalid. For the same reason, all deductive arguments are either 100 percent
valid or 100 percent invalid. Either a deductive argument provides logically
conclusive grounds for its conclusion or it does not. If it does, the argument
is valid. If it does not, the argument is invalid. Thus, no deductive argument
can be “mostly valid” or “almost valid.” Deductive validity doesn’t come in
degrees.

Probably the most common mistake students make when they are first
introduced to the concept of deductive validity is to think that valid means
“true.” Remember: Valid does not mean “true.” Talid means that the argument
is well reasoned, that the pattern of reasoning is a logically reliable pattern of

Valid deductive
arguments are
like steel traps.
Once a person
walks into the
trap by accept-
ing the premises,
there is no escape;
the conclusion fol-
lows necessarily.

—Kathleen Dean
Moore
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reasoning, that the conclusion follows necessarily from the premises. Thus, the
basic test of deductive validity is not whether the premises are actually true.
Instead, the key question is this: If the argument’s premises were true, would the
conclusion also have to be true? If the answer is yes, the argument is valid. If the
answer 1s no, the argument is invalid.

Now let’s apply this test of validity to a few examples. Here’s one:

The Eiffel Tower is in Paris.
Paris is in France.

Therefore, the Eiffel Tower is in France.

If the premises of this argument were true (as they are, of course), would the
conclusion also have to be true? Yes, it would be contradictory to assert that
the Eiffel Tower is in Paris and that Paris is in France and yet deny that the
Eiftel Tower is in France. Thus, the argument is valid.

Here is a second example:

All pigs are sheep.
All sheep are goats.

Therefore, all pigs are goats.

Here both the premises and the conclusion are false. Does this mean that the
argument is invalid? No, because if the premises were true, the conclusion
would also have to be true.Thus, the argument is valid.

Here is a third example:

Some people like spinach.
Some people like anchovies.

Therefore, some people who like spinach also like anchovies.

Here the premises and the conclusion are all true. Does the conclusion fol-
low necessarily from the premises? No, it is logically possible that the class of
people who like spinach doesn’t overlap at all with the class of people who like
anchovies. Thus, there is no contradiction in asserting the premises and deny-
ing the conclusion. Hence, the argument is invalid.

Consider a final example:

No dogs are cats.
Some dogs are not housebroken.

Therefore, some things that are housebroken are not cats.

[s this argument valid? Does the conclusion follow necessarily from the prem-
ises? In this case, the logic of the argument is complex, so it is not easy to say.
In fact, the argument is invalid, but most of us have trouble seeing that using
just our seat-of-the-pants logical intuitions. Fortunately, logicians have discov-
ered several nifty ways of testing whether arguments are valid or invalid. We
study two of these techniques (the Venn diagram method and the truth table
method) later in this book.
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- o Critical Thinking Lapse o ~

A small-town emergency squad was summoned to a house where
smoke was pouring from an upstairs window. The crew broke in and
found a man in a smoldering bed. After the man was rescued and
the mattress doused, the obvious question was asked: “How did this
happen?”

“I don’t know,” the man replied. “It was on fire when | lay down
on it.”!?

- J

Why is the concept of validity so important? Because validity is the
basis of all exact, rigorous reasoning directed at the discovery of truth. Much
as a leakproof pipe perfectly preserves whatever fluids flow through it, a valid
argument perfectly preserves whatever truth is contained in the argument’s
premises. In short, validity is important because validity preserves truth. Only by
reasoning validly can we reason rigorously from truth to truth.

Important as the concept of validity is, however, we shouldn’t presume
that every valid argument is a good argument. Consider the following:

All heavenly bodies are made of green cheese.
The moon is a heavenly body.

Therefore, the moon is made of green cheese.

This is a valid argument. It is also clearly a bad argument. What examples like
this show is that we don’t merely want our deductive arguments to be valid; we
also want them to have frue premises. Deductive arguments that combine both
of these desirable features—that is, deductive arguments that are both valid and
have all true premises—are called sound deductive arguments. Deductive
arguments that either are invalid or have at least one false premise, or both, are
called unsound deductive arguments.

INDUCTIVE STRENGTH

Inductive arguments, like deductive arguments, can be well reasoned or poorly
reasoned. A well-reasoned inductive argument is called a strong inductive argu-
ment. More precisely, in a strong inductive argument, the conclusion follows
probably from the premises. Put otherwise, a strong inductive argument is an
argument in which the following conditions apply:

If the premises are true, the conclusion is probably true.

The premises provide probable, but not logically conclusive, grounds for
the truth of the conclusion.

The premises, if true, make the conclusion likely.
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Here are two examples of strong inductive arguments:

Most college students own MP3 players.
Andy is a college student.

So, Andy probably owns an MP3 player.

All recent U.S. presidents have been college graduates.

Thus, it is likely that the next U.S. president will be a college graduate.

An inductive argument that is not strong is said to be weak. In a weak
inductive argument, the conclusion does not follow probably from the prem-
ises. In other words, a weak argument is an inductive argument in which the
premises, even if they are assumed to be true, do not make the conclusion
probable. Here are two examples of inductively weak arguments:

All previous popes have been men.

Therefore, probably the next pope will be a woman.

Fifty-five percent of students at East Laredo State University are Hispanic.

Li Fang Wang, owner of Wang’s Chinese Restaurant, is a student at East
Laredo State University.

Therefore, Li Fang Wang is probably Hispanic.

Because the conclusions of these arguments are not probably true even if we
assume that the premises are true, the arguments are weak.

Like deductively valid arguments, inductively strong arguments can
have various combinations of truth or falsity in the premises and conclusion.
Some strong arguments have false premises and a probably false conclusion. For
example:

All previous U.S. vice presidents have been women.

Therefore, it is likely that the next U.S. vice president will be a woman.

Some inductively strong arguments have false premises and a probably true
conclusion. For example:

Every previous U.S. president has been clean-shaven.

So, the next U.S. president probably will be clean-shaven.

And some inductively strong arguments have frue premises and a probably
true conclusion. For example:

No previous U.S. president has been a native Alaskan.

So, the next U.S. president probably will not be a native Alaskan.

As with valid deductive arguments, however, there is one combination of
truth or falsity no strong inductive argument can ever have. Because, by defi-
nition, a strong inductive argument is an argument in which the conclusion
follows probably from the premises, no strong inductive argument can have true
premises and a probably false conclusion.
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Weak inductive arguments, on the other hand, like invalid deductive ar-
guments, can have any combination of truth or falsity in the premises and
conclusion. Here are some examples:

Most U.S. presidents have been married.

Therefore, probably the next U.S. president will be a man.

Most U.S. presidents have been over fifty years old.
Therefore, probably the next U.S. president will be single.

Most U.S. presidents have been women.

Therefore, probably the next U.S. president will be married.

Most U.S. presidents have been less than 5 feet tall.

Therefore, probably the next U.S. president will be single.

Each of these inductive arguments is weak. That is, each has a conclusion that
does not follow probably from the premise, even if we assume that the premise
is true. The first argument has a true premise and a probably true conclusion.
The second argument has a true premise and a probably false conclusion. The
third argument has a false premise and a probably true conclusion. The fourth
argument has a false premise and a probably false conclusion.

As these examples make clear, whether an inductive argument is strong or
weak generally does not depend on the actual truth or falsity of the premises and
the conclusion. Rather, it depends on whether the conclusion would probably be true
if the premises were true. Thus, the key question we ask about inductive strength
is this: If the argument’s premises were true, would the conclusion probably be true? 1f the
answer is yes, the argument is strong. If the answer is no, the argument is weak.

The concept of inductive strength is similar in many ways to the concept
of deductive validity, but there is one important difference: Inductive strength,
unlike deductive validity, does come in degrees. Deductive arguments, as we have
seen, are either 100 percent valid or 100 percent invalid. Inductive arguments, in
contrast, can be more or less strong or weak. Consider the following examples:

According to the National Weather Service, there is a 60 percent chance of rain
today.

Therefore, probably it will rain today.

According to the National Weather Service, there is a 90 percent chance of rain
today.

Therefore, probably it will rain today.

According to the National Weather Service, there is a 40 percent chance of rain
today.

Therefore, probably it will rain today.

According to the National Weather Service, there is a 10 percent chance of rain
today.

Therefore, probably it will rain today.

79



80

CHAPTER 3 Basic Logical Concepts

The first and second arguments are both strong inductive arguments be-
cause the conclusions are probably true if the premises are true. The second ar-
gument, however, is stronger than the first because its premise provides greater
support for its conclusion than the premise of the first argument provides for
its conclusion. Similarly, the third and fourth arguments are both weak in-
ductive arguments because the conclusions do not follow probably from the
premises. The fourth argument, however, is weaker than the third because its
premise provides less support for its conclusion than the premise of the third
argument provides for its conclusion.

Finally, keep in mind that an inductive argument can be strong and yet
still be a bad argument. For example:

All previous U.S. presidents have worn togas.

Therefore, probably the next U.S. president will wear a toga.

Although this argument is inductively strong, it is a poor argument because
the premise is obviously false. A good inductive argument must both be strong
(i.e., inductively well reasoned) and have all true premises. If an argument
both is inductively strong and has all true premises, it is said to be a cogent
argument." If an inductive argument either is weak or has at least one false
premise, it is an uncogent argument. Consider these examples:

No U.S. president has been a U.S. skateboarding champ.

Therefore, probably the next U.S. president will not be a U.S. skateboarding
champ.

All previous U.S. presidents have been Democrats.

Therefore, probably the next U.S. president will be a Democrat.

All previous U.S. presidents have been professional football players.

Therefore, probably the next U.S. president will be an astronaut.

The first argument is cogent because it meets both conditions of a cogent ar-
gument: Its premise is true and the argument is strong. The second argument
is uncogent because it fails one of the conditions of a cogent argument: Its
premise is false. The third argument is uncogent because it fails both conditions
of a cogent argument: Its premise is false and the argument is weak.

In light of the preceding definitions, arguments may be diagrammed as
follows:

Deductive arguments Inductive arguments
Valid Invalid Strong  Weak
(all are (all are

unsound) uncogent)

Sound Unsound Cogent Uncogent



[ 'Recap of Key Definitions

Argument: A set of statements in which
a claim (called the conclusion) is defended
with reasons (called the premises).

Deductive argument: An argument in which
the conclusion is claimed or intended to
follow necessarily from the premises.

Inductive argument: An argument in which
the conclusion is claimed or intended to
follow probably from the premises.

Valid argument: A deductive argument in
which the conclusion follows necessarily
from the premises—that s, a deductive argu-
ment in which it is impossible for the prem-

Inductive Strength

Sound argument: A deductive argumentthat
both is valid and has all true premises.

Unsound argument: A deductive argument
that either is invalid or has at least one
false premise, or both.

Strong argument: An inductive argument
in which the conclusion follows probably
from the premises—that is, an inductive ar-
gument in which it is unlikely that its con-
clusion is false if its premises are true.

Weak argument: An inductive argument in
which the conclusion does not follow prob-
ably from the premises—that is, an inductive
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ises to be true and the conclusion false. argument in which it is unlikely that if its

Invalid argument: A deductive argument in premises are true, its conclusion is also true.

which the conclusion does not follow nec-
essarily from the premises—that is, a de-
ductive argument in which it is possible for
the premises to be true and the conclusion
false.

Cogent argument: Aninductive argumentthat
both is strong and has all true premises.

Uncogent argument: An inductive argument

that either is weak or has at least one false
premise, or both.

Exercise 3.5

I. The following arguments are deductive. Determine whether the arguments
are valid or invalid. Explain your answer in each case.

1. If Flipper is a dolphin, then Flipper is a mammal. Flipper is a dolphin. So,
Flipper is a mammal.

2. If anything is a trout, then it’s a fish. A dolphin is not a fish. Therefore, a dol-
phin is not a trout.

3. If we’re at the North Pole, then we’re on Earth. We are on Earth. Therefore,
we’re at the North Pole.

4. It Bigfoot is human, then Bigfoot has a heart. Bigfoot is not human. So, Big-
foot doesn’t have a heart.

5. Some people like ice cream. Some people like cake. So, some people who
like ice cream must also like cake.

6. Simba is a lion. Necessarily, therefore, Simba must have four legs.

7. Your mother can’t be a professional race car driver. Only men are profes-
sional race car drivers, and your mother, obviously, is not a man.
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8.

10.

II.

Science student: Science is often defined as the organized arrangement of
known facts. But that cannot be the correct definition because a phone
book is an organized arrangement of facts, and a phone book is not science.

. Bill: T guess some of the seniors were late to practice this morning.

Diane: How do you know?

Bill: Because the coach said that anyone late to practice this morning would
have to do wind sprints, and I just saw some of the seniors doing wind
sprints. That'll teach them.

Frank: I'm going to bring my cell phone with me when I take the logic test
tomorrow. Whenever I don’t know the answer, I'll just call my roommate,
Ted. He aced Logic last semester.

Maria: Are you crazy? Professor Hardy will never allow you to cheat like that!
Frank: Sure he will. I distinctly heard him say, “No notes or books are
allowed during the test,” and phone calls, my friend, qualify as neither. It’s
simple logic: No notes or books may be used during the test; phone calls
aren’t notes or books; so, they are allowed.

Maria: Clearly, youre going to need all the help you can get.

The following arguments are deductive. Determine whether the arguments

are sound or unsound. Explain your answer in each case.

1.
2.
3.

w1l

9.

10.

I1I.

All mosquitoes are insects. All insects are animals. So, all mosquitoes are animals.
Either dogs are cats, or dogs are fish. Dogs are not fish. So, dogs are cats.

If Rome is in Italy, then Rome is in Europe. Rome is in Italy. So, Rome is
in Europe.

. If Bill Gates is a billionaire, then he’s rich. Bill Gates is rich. So, he’s a

billionaire.

. No cars are trucks. A Mazda Miata is a car. So, a Mazda Miata is not a truck.
. California has a larger population than Ohio. Ohio has a larger population

than Vermont. So, California has a larger population than Vermont.

. If the pope plays for the New York Yankees, then he is a professional baseball

player. The pope does not play for the New York Yankees. So, the pope is not
a professional baseball player.

. Some apples are red. Some apples are delicious. So, some apples are red and

delicious.

Los Angeles is west of Chicago. Hence, Atlanta is east of Chicago because
Atlanta is east of Los Angeles.

Halloween is always on a Friday. Therefore, the day after Halloween is always
a Saturday.

The following arguments are inductive. Determine whether the arguments

are cogent or uncogent. Explain your answer in each case.

1.

It tends to be cold in Alaska in January. So, probably it will be cold in Alaska
next January.

. Cigarette smoking causes lung cancer. Therefore, if you have been a heavy

cigarette smoker for many years, you will probably die of lung cancer.

. The vast majority of popes have been Americans. Therefore, the next pope

will probably be an American.
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4. In poker it’s OK to lie and deceive. Business is like poker. Therefore, in
business it’s OK to lie and deceive.

5. Billions of men around the world shave daily. Therefore, somewhere in the
world, someone must be shaving right now.

6. Shakespeare was English, and he was a great poet. Milton was English, and
he was a great poet. Wordsworth was English, and he was a great poet. I
guess most great poets were English.

7. Harvard University has been a leading American university for many years.
Therefore, probably Harvard University will be a leading American univer-
sity ten years from now.

8. Ninety percent of Americans jog daily. Tom Cruise is an American. So, Tom
Cruise probably jogs daily.

9. Very few people in this country are named Obadiah. Therefore, the next
person I meet is unlikely to be named Obadiah.

10. John E Kennedy was a Democratic president, and he cheated on his wife.
Bill Clinton was a Democratic president, and he cheated on his wife. I sup-
pose all Democratic presidents have cheated on their wives.

IV. Determine whether the following arguments are deductive or inductive. If the
argument is deductive, determine whether it is valid or invalid. If the argument is

inductive, determine whether it is strong or weak. Explain your answer in each case.

1. If Boston loses, Cleveland will make the play-ofts. If Cleveland makes the
play-offs, the first play-oft game will be played in Seattle. Therefore, if Bos-
ton loses, the first play-oft game will be played in Seattle.

2. All birds can fly. Penguins are birds. So, penguins can fly.

3. Most college students sleep late on Sunday mornings. Wes is a college stu-
dent. So, Wes probably sleeps late on Sunday mornings.

4. Exercise is good for the vast majority of people. Therefore, it would be good

for my ninety-five-year-old grandfather to run in next year’s Boston Marathon.

5. John’s home address is 47 Riverside Drive. It follows that he must live near a
river.

6. It is totally dark in here, but I know that the only things in the drawer are
socks, ten black, ten white. I had better take out eleven socks to be sure I get
a matched pair."

7. According to the Cambridge Dictionary of Philosophy, philosopher William
James was born in New York City in 1842. So, William James was born in
New York City in 1842.

8. If it rained, then the streets are wet. The streets are wet. So, it rained.

9. This bathwater is tepid. It follows that it is neither extremely hot nor
extremely cold.

10. States were justified in suing tobacco companies to recover the health-care
costs associated with smoking. Similarly, states would be justified in suing
McDonald’s and Burger King to recover the health-care costs associated
with eating fatty foods.

11. There are more than fifty students in this class. It must be the case, therefore,
that at least one of them is a Capricorn.
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12.

13.

14.

15.

16.

17.

18.

19.

20.

1.

In a recent Gallup poll, 72 percent of Americans said they favored the death
penalty. Therefore, approximately 72 percent of Americans do favor the
death penalty.

On Monday I drank ten rum-and-Cokes, and the next morning I woke up
with a headache. On Wednesday I drank eight gin-and-Cokes, and the next
morning I woke up with a headache. On Friday I drank nine bourbon-and-
Cokes, and the next morning I woke up with a headache. Obviously, to
prevent further headaches, I must give up Coke.'

Smedley ran 5 miles in 38 minutes. It follows that he must have run at least
1 mile in less than 8 minutes.

Some Native Americans are Democrats. Some Democrats are Supreme
Court justices. So, some Supreme Court justices must be Native Americans.
Nearly all U.S. presidents were born before 1925. It stands to reason,
therefore, that the next U.S. president will have been born before 1925.

The Empire State Building is taller than the Sears Tower. Therefore, because
the Eiftel Tower is shorter than the Empire State Building, it follows that the
Sears Tower is taller than the Eiftel Tower.

Do most Americans like rap music? Apparently not. In a random survey

of ten thousand nursing home patients around the country, fewer than

5 percent said they enjoyed listening to rap.

Richard Dawkins, the famous scientist, has said that the heavy elements like
iron and zinc that compose human bodies were created billions of years ago
in the interiors of long-extinct stars. Moreover, virtually all scientists agree
with Dawkins on this point. Therefore, it is probably true that the heavy
elements like iron and zinc that compose human bodies were created billions
of years ago in the interiors of long-extinct stars.

Jerry was born on Easter Sunday. It necessarily follows, therefore, that his
birthday always falls on a Sunday.

SUMMARY

All arguments are either deductive or inductive. In a deductive argument, the
conclusion is claimed to follow necessarily from the premises. In an induc-
tive argument, the conclusion is claimed to follow only probably from the
premises.

. In deciding whether an argument is deductive or inductive, one should

apply four simple tests. The indicator word test asks, Are there any indicator
words—words such as probably, necessarily, and likely—that signal whether
the argument is intended to be deductive or inductive? The strict neces-
sity test asks, Does the conclusion follow with strict necessity from the
premises? The common pattern test asks, Does the argument have a pattern
that is characteristically deductive or inductive? The principle of charity test
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urges us to treat doubtful arguments in whatever way is most favorable to
the arguer.

. We looked at five common patterns of deductive reasoning. A hypotheti-
cal syllogism is a three-line argument that contains at least one conditional
(if-then) statement. A categorical syllogism is a three-line deductive argument
in which each line in the argument begins with all, some, or no. An
argument by elimination seeks to logically rule out various possibilities until
only a single possibility remains. In an argument based on mathematics, the
conclusion is claimed to depend largely or entirely on some mathematical
calculation or measurement (perhaps in conjunction with one or more
nonmathematical premises). In an argument from definition, the conclusion is
presented as being true by definition.

. We studied six common patterns of inductive reasoning. An inductive gen-
eralization 1s an argument in which a generalization is claimed to be likely
on the basis of information about some members of a particular class. In a
predictive argument, a prediction is defended with reasons. An argument from
authority asserts that a claim is true and then supports that claim by
alleging that some presumed authority or witness has said that the claim
is true. A causal argument asserts or denies that something is the cause of
something else. A statistical argument rests on statistical evidence—that is,
evidence that some percentage of some group has some particular charac-
teristic. In an argument from analogy, the conclusion is claimed to depend on
an analogy (i.e.,a comparison or similarity) between two or more things.

. Deductive arguments are either valid or invalid. In a valid deductive argu-
ment, the conclusion follows necessarily from the premises. In other words,
it is an argument in which it is impossible for all the premises to be true
and the conclusion false. In an invalid deductive argument, the conclusion
does not follow necessarily from the premises.

. A sound deductive argument both is valid and has all true premises. An
unsound deductive argument either is invalid or has at least one false premise,

or both.

. Inductive arguments are either strong or weak. In a strong inductive argu-
ment, the conclusion follows probably from the premises. In other words,
it is an inductive argument in which, if the premises are (or were) true,
the conclusion would probably be true. In a weak inductive argument, the
conclusion does not follow probably from the premises.

. A cogent argument 1s an inductive argument that both is strong and has all
true premises. An uncogent argument is an inductive argument that either is
weak or has at least one false premise, or both.
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Only where there

is language is

there world.
—Adrienne Rich

The slovenliness

of our language

mabkes it easier

to have foolish

thoughts.
—George Orwell
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CHAPTER 4

LANGUACGE

We take our language for granted. Seldom do we think about how much
we depend on the ability to use words and put them together in phrases and
sentences. With language we plan the day’s events, curse the television, ex-
claim our surprise or frustration (“Damn!”), express pain (“Ouch!”), scribble
reminders on scraps of paper, record our thoughts and feelings in diaries and
journals, recall past conversations and events, talk to ourselves in anxious mo-
ments, pray, wonder, and worry. We could, perhaps, think in other ways—with
images, for example—but that would be very limiting.

Thought and language create our world, and so to think critically about
the world we must pay careful attention to words—the words we choose and
the words others use. In this chapter we focus on the skills of choosing the
right word, defining words, and identifying the emotive and slanted messages
some words carry.

FinpING THE RicHT WORDS: THE NEED FOR PRECISION

Failure to be precise in communicating can result in confusion and misunder-
standing. What makes perfectly good sense to one person might be confusing
to someone else. “My father is a painter,” you tell a friend, but does your father
paint houses or canvases? A professor writes “vague” in the margins of what
you consider your best paper. Whose fault is it that your professor didn’t “get
it”? (Hint: not your professor’s.) To communicate clearly, to defend our claims
without confusing or misleading anyone, and to assess the truth of premises
presented to us in the arguments of others, we must insist that language in the
context of argumentation be clear and precise.

Say, for example, that as support for the claim that college bookstores
should stop selling clothes manufactured in foreign sweatshops, the following
were offered as premises:
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Sweatshop laborers earn minimal pay working in suffocating conditions in
factories owned by American corporations. They claim that economic realities
force them to participate in this practice.

To the writer this may be clear, but the reader will question what is meant by
“sweatshop” and “minimal pay” and may wonder if “suffocating” is a literal
description of the factory (limited fresh air to breathe) or a metaphorical
description of the oppressive working conditions. The reader might also wonder
if “they” in the second sentence refers to the corporations or to the laborers,
both of which could conceivably feel “forced” into such practices. Thinking
critically and arguing effectively often depend on recognizing imprecise
language—that is, language that is vague, overgeneral, or ambiguous.

Vagueness

One kind of imprecision in language is vagueness. A word (or group of words)
is vague when its meaning is fuzzy and inexact. The phrase minimal pay in our
example is vague because it does not indicate precisely how much money is
paid to laborers. Or consider the word rich. It is clear that Bill Gates is rich. It is
equally clear that most welfare recipients are not rich. But what about an NBA
benchwarmer who earns $400,000 a year? Or a plastic surgeon who earns
$1 million a year but has large gambling debts? Are such people rich? It is hard
to say because the word rich isn’t precise enough to provide a clear answer. The
term middle-aged is also vague. Everyone would agree that President Obama is
middle-aged. Everyone would also agree that Lindsay Lohan and former presi-
dent Carter are not middle-aged. But what about Steffi Graf or Mick Jagger?
No definite answer can be given because the word middle-aged has no clear and
distinct meaning.

As these examples suggest, a vague word divides things into three
classes: those things to which the word clearly applies, those things to which
it clearly does not apply, and those things to which it may or may not apply.
In such borderline cases, it is hard to say whether the word refers to those
things or not.

Nearly all words are vague to some degree. Some words, such as indecent
and obscene, are extremely vague: They create lots of difticult borderline cases.
Other words, like vehicle, are moderately vague. Ordinary cars and trucks are
clearly vehicles, but what about roller skates, baby carriages, snow sleds, and
motorized wheelchairs? Still other words, such as triangle and prime number,
have very precise meanings, with little or no vagueness.

Vague language is useful and appropriate in many contexts. It lets us
speak with suitable caution when we lack precise information. (“I think I
did pretty well on the exam.”) It frequently adds richness, subtlety, and com-
plexity to poetry and other literary forms (“a slumber did my spirit seal”). In
diplomacy a certain deliberate vagueness may be needed to avoid disclosing
important information. (“If you invade, there will be severe consequences.”)
And vague language is useful—indeed probably indispensable—in formulating

| like sharp out-
lines. | hate misty
vagueness.

—Bertrand Russell
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suitably broad legal standards (“freedom of speech”) in contexts in which it
would be unwise to attempt to enact a detailed code of laws.

Generally speaking, however, vagueness should be avoided because it
frustrates clear thinking and communication. Imagine, for example, living in a
police state in which the following laws were enacted:

Anyone behaving immorally will be severely punished.

Anyone speaking disloyally will be shot.

Would you have any clear idea what kinds of conduct were prohibited by such
vague laws?

Overgenerality

Vagueness is often confused with overgenerality. There is, however, an impor-
tant distinction between the two. Words are vague if they have fuzzy or inexact
boundaries and hence give rise to unclear borderline cases. In contrast, words
are overgeneral if the information they provide is too broad and unspecific
in a given context.

Consider the following brief dialogues:

Teacher: Johnny, what is seven plus five?
Johnny: More than two.

Dean of students: What were you drinking at this keg party?
Freshman: A beverage.

Mother: Where are you going?
Teenager: Out.

Mother: When will you be back?
Teenager: Later.

None of these replies is particularly vague in the sense of having blurry bound-
aries. The phrase “More than two,” for example, gives rise to no troublesome
borderline cases. The problem with these answers is not vagueness but over-
generality. The answers are not specific enough to count as satisfactory answers
in the context indicated.

Whether an expression is overly general usually depends on the context.
“He’s human” may be a perfectly adequate response to the question “Is your
chess opponent human or a computer?” But it is a poor response to the ques-
tion “What’s your new boyfriend like?”

Sometimes, of course, words may be both vague and overgeneral. Thus,
if I describe my lost luggage simply as “a large black bag,” my description is
too vague (“large,”““black,” and “bag” all have fuzzy, inexact meanings) and too
general (the phrase “large black bag” isn’t specific enough to distinguish my
bag from many others).
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[ 'Walking Naked—As Promised

He wasn’t nude but the mayor of North Platte, Neb., did keep his
promise to walk naked down the street.

Mayor Jim Whitaker said he’d “walk naked” if the Paws-itive Part-
ners Humane Society raised $5,000. When the scheme drew national
attention—and angry calls—Whitaker revealed that he actually planned
to walk a dog named Naked instead of walking in the buff himself.'

Ambiguity

Ambiguity refers to a doubtful sense of a word or phrase. Many words have
more than one meaning. The word star, for example, can mean, among other
things, a Hollywood celebrity or a twinkling celestial object. A word or ex-
pression is ambiguous if it has two or more distinct meanings and the context
does not make clear which meaning is intended. Ambiguity is what makes
puns and many jokes funny, but used unintentionally it can destroy the eftec-
tiveness of an argument.

Ambiguity, like overgenerality, is often confused with vagueness. The basic
difference between ambiguity and vagueness is this: A vague word is imprecise
because it has blurry boundaries and unclear borderline applications. An am-
biguous word is imprecise because it is unclear which of two or more distinct
meanings (each of which may be quite precise) is the one intended by the
author. A handy way to remember the distinction is to keep in mind that ambi
means “both,” as in ambidextrous: “able to use both hands with equal skill.”

Some expressions are ambiguous because it is not clear to what a single
word or phrase in the expression refers:

Joe went to the bank. [“Bank” in the sense of a financial institution or “bank”
in the sense of a slope bordering on a river? Or could it be a sperm bank?]

John called. [John Smith or John Brown?]

Margie sold out. [Did Margie sell her inventory or did she surrender her
ideals?]

Ambiguities that result from uncertainty about the meaning of an indi-

vidual word or phrase are called semantic ambiguities.
Other expressions are ambiguous because of a faulty sentence structure:

As a young girl, her grandfather often told her stories about the Wild West.
[Her grandfather was never a young girl. |?

One morning he shot an elephant in his pajamas. (Groucho Marx) [Those
must have been big pajamas!]

On Monday, Professor Kraus will give a lecture on safer-sex in the college
auditorium. [Students are having sex in the auditorium?!]

If a man is capable
of thinking
anything at all, he
is also always able
to express it in
clear, intelligible,
unambiguous
terms.

—Arthur
Schopenhauer

Sometimes
words have two
meanings.

—Led Zeppelin

Words have a
meaning, whether
we mean that
meaning or not.

—John Henry
Newman



90 CHAPTER 4 Language

When you say
something, make
sure you have said
it. The chances of
your having said it
are only fair.

—William Strunk
Jr. and E. B. White

Zen and the Art of Writing Litigation-Proof

Letters of Recommendations

Recent legal changes have eroded the traditional confidentiality of
letters of recommendation. As a result, it is not uncommon for letter
writters to be sued by disgruntled job candidates. To avoid such law-
suits, letter writers might wish to consider some strategically ambigu-
ous expressions:

To describe a candidate who is extremely lazy: “In my opinion, you will
be very fortunate to get this person to work for you.”

To describe a job applicant who is totally inept: “I most enthusiasti-
cally recommend this candidate with no qualifications whatsoever.”
To describe an ex-colleague who is difficult to get along with: “l am
pleased to say that this candidate is a former colleague of mine.”

To describe a job applicant who is not worth further consideration:
“I would urge you to waste no time in making this candidate an offer
of employment.”

To describe a person with lackluster credentials: “All in all, | cannot
say enough good things about this candidate or recommend him too
highly.”

A little Internet humor.

Newspaper ad: Dog for sale. Eats anything and is especially fond of children.
Newspaper headline: Prostitutes Appeal to Pope.
Headline: Two Sisters Reunited after 18 Years in Checkout Line.

Sign in Laundromat: Customers are required to remove their clothes when
the machine stops.?

Ambiguities that result from faulty grammar or word order are called
syntactical ambiguities.

Some phrases that on their own may be ambiguous are clarified in the
context of an argument. For instance,“Joe went to the bank” creates no confu-
sion in the sentence “Joe went to the bank to complain to the manager about
the increase in ATM fees.”

But miscommunication can result when a word has more than one
meaning and the intended meaning is not clarified by definition or by context.
In some cases, this failure results in what is known as a verbal dispute, which
occurs when people appear to disagree on an issue but in actuality have simply
not resolved the ambiguity of a key term. Suppose two people were asked the
same question: “Is the suspect arrested last night guilty of the crime?” The first
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person answers, “INo, a person is innocent until proven guilty”’ The second per-
son disagrees: “I say he is guilty; he confessed when he was picked up.” There
is really no disagreement here on whether the suspect committed the crime; the
first person is defining guilt in a legal sense (the suspect hasn’t been convicted
yet), and the second is defining it to mean that the suspect did the crime of
which he or she 1s accused.

A factual dispute, on the other hand, occurs when opponents disagree
not over the meanings of words but over the relevant facts. Person A might
say, “That man did not commit the crime; he has an alibi.” Person B might
respond, “He did commit the crime; [ saw him do it.”

In other cases, though, assessing the truth of a claim that hinges on an
ambiguous term can be nearly impossible. If someone claims, without further
elaboration, that on average “men are more powerful than women,” we would
have no way of assessing the claim because powerful has several meanings; and
whereas one of those meanings (physical strength) may be defensible, the oth-
ers may not be.

Exercise 4.1

I. For each of the following, say whether the italicized expression is vague,
overgeneral, or both. Remember that a word or phrase is vague if it gives rise to
debatable borderline cases, and it is overgeneral if the information it provides is too
broad and unspecific in a given context.

1. School principal: Any student wearing inappropriate clothing will receive
detention.
2. Professor: Erik, did you read today’s assignment?
Erik: Some of it.
Advertisement: Save up to 70% on select items throughout the store.
4. Teéacher: Billy, do you know where Norway is?
Billy: In the Northern hemisphere.
. Airline regulation: Overweight passengers must pay a 20% surcharge.

6. Teéssa: 1 promised my boyfriend I would go to the shore with him this
weekend, but my dog is sick, and I may need to take her to the vet. What
should I do?

Crystal: Do what’s ethical.

7. Pablo: Who won the long jump at the track meet?
Ollie: The guy who jumped the farthest.

8. Beri: What's the speed limit on this highway?

Sally: There is no speed limit. But you can be fined or arrested if you drive
at a dangerous or unreasonable speed.

9. Rick: I'm really looking forward to seeing you in New York City on Saturday.
Where do you want to meet?

Ted: I'll meet you in Central Park.
10. Comedian George Carlin: Weather forecast for tonight: Dark. Continued dark
overnight, with widely scattered light by morning.

bl

U1

How many a dis-
pute could have
been deflated into
a single paragraph
if the disputants
had dared to de-
fine their terms.

—Avristotle
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II.

Identify problems of vagueness, overgenerality, and ambiguity in the follow-

ing passages. You’ll notice that many of the examples are comical, whether or not
the writer intended them to be so. See if you can determine which of the comi-
cal passages contain some clever and deliberate use of imprecision and which are
unintentionally funny.

1.

O 3 O Ul A~ W

14.
15.
16.

17.
18.
19.
20.

III.
. Tracy: Sue is really religious. She reads her Bible and prays every day.

College harassment policy: Harassment “includes language to physical acts
which degrades, insults, taunts, or challenges another person by any means of
communication, verbal, so as to provoke a violent response, communication
of threat, defamation of character, use of profanity, verbal assaults, derogatory
comments or remarks, sexist remarks, racists remarks or any behavior that
places another member of the University community in a state of fear or
anxiety.” (From a student handbook (quote is verbatim))

. As a member of Parliament, Anglo-Irish playwright Richard Brinsley

Sheridan (1751-1816) had been asked to apologize for insulting a fellow
member of Parliament. “Mr. Speaker,” replied Sheridan, ““I said the honorable
member was a liar it is true and I am sorry for it. The honorable member
may place the punctuation where he pleases.”

. Headline: Need Plain Clothes Security: Must Have Shoplifting Experience.’

. Weather forecast: Cloudy with a chance of rain.

. Headline: Advice to Teachers and Parents on Drugs.

. He ate his cheesecake with relish.

. With her enormous bottom exposed to the sky, Ellen watched Titanic slowly sink.
. On returning from church one day, President Coolidge was asked on what

topic the minister had preached. After a moment’s thought, he replied, “Sin.”
“And what did he say about the sin?”” his interlocutor asked.“He was against
it,” Coolidge replied.®

. Sign: Dogs must be carried on escalator.
10.
11.
12.
13.

Bob told Devlin he was hot.

Headline: Safety experts say school bus passengers should be belted.
3+5x3="7

St. Louis Cardinals pitcher Dizzy Dean was famous for his strong arm and
weak mind. In the 1934 World Series, Dean was pegged in the head while
sliding into second base. A headline the next day read: “X-rays of Dean’s
Head Show Nothing.”

She cannot bear children.

Headline: Doctor testifies in horse suit.

British Prime Minister Benjamin Disraeli had a standard acknowledgment
tor people who sent him unsolicited manuscripts for his opinion: “Thank
you for the manuscript; I shall lose no time in reading it.”’

Lost: Small brown dog with black collar. Generous reward for return.
Headline: Teacher Strikes Idle Kids.

Jana told her sister she was envious.

Headline: Panda Mating Fails;Veterinarian Takes Over.

Determine whether the following disputes are verbal or factual.

Mark: Sue 1sn’t religious. She never goes to church.
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2. Paul: This is a maple tree. I know because it’s just like the maple tree in my
backyard.

Amy: Maple tree, my foot! Maple trees don’t have acorns!

3. Mitch: Professor Tomkins is a great professor. She tells funny stories, gives
easy exams, and never assigns any homework.

David: On the contrary, a good professor challenges his or her students and
motivates them to do their best.

4. Mike: We better leave now. Coach said the game starts at 1:00.

Lindo: We have plenty of time. He said it starts at 4:00.

5. Hal: Let’s take Highway 6. It’s shorter. We can save at least 10 miles.
Yavonna: It’s not shorter. Highway 6 is always backed up this time of day. It
will take us at least 10 minutes longer.

6. Prosecutor: The defendant was neither legally insane nor coerced when he
shot Frank Smith, mistaking him for a porcupine. Thus, the defendant acted
freely.

Defense attorney: Your honor, my client shot Frank Smith accidentally, not
intentionally. So, my client did not act freely.

7. Belinda: Ty Cobb has the highest single-season batting average—.420.

Ned: Wrong as usual, sports fan. Rogers Hornsby hit .424 one year.

8. Professor: John, it’s clear you didn’t study hard for this test. This was a very
straightforward exam, and you failed every section.

John: But I did study hard! I spent over an hour last night studying for this
exam!

THE IMPORTANCE OF PRECISE DEFINITIONS

A convincing argument often depends on the clear and accurate definition of
language. The failure to define terms carefully can result in a messy battle, with
some partxicipants struggling to find the truth and others fighting to avoid it.
Former president Clinton’s entire political career nearly came to a crashing
halt because he and investigators looking into an alleged affair disagreed on the
definition of the term sexual relations. Prosecutors provided a legal definition
of the phrase, a definition Clinton believed excluded the specific behavior he
had engaged in. He denied the affair on the grounds that the term was inac-
curate. While many observers might argue that Clinton, knowing full well
the meaning of sexual relations, played games with the meaning of the phrase,
others might claim that, like any good lawyer, Clinton held the prosecutor’s
language to the highest standard: It wasn’t as precise as it should have been.
In some respects Clinton’s looking for an escape hatch is understandable. You
would be very aware of the need for clarity if, for example, you were arrested
and charged with an offense. Our radar for undefined terms seems to kick
in quickest when we are on the defensive: “What, exactly,” you might ask, “is
‘reckless driving’?”

The difference be-
tween the almost
right word and
the right word is
really a large
matter—"’tis
the difference
between the light-
ning bug and the
lightning.

—Mark Twain

Definitions are
the foundation of
reason. You can’t
reason without
them.

—Robert M. Pirsig

That depends on

what the meaning

of the word “Is” is.
—Bill Clinton
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If you wish to
converse with me,
define your terms.

—Voltaire

Pop Culture Connection

Language Games in The Simpsons

Imprecise language, especially ambiguity, is the foundation of much
of the humor in movie and sitcom dialogue. Consider these examples
from The Simpsons:

1. In a National Park Service building, Bart encounters a Smokey the
Bear robot equipped with an electronic quiz:

Smokey: Only who can prevent forest fires?

Bart examines the two choices, “you” and “me.” He selects “you.”
Smokey: You pressed “you,” referring to me. That is incorrect. The
correct answer is “you.” (“Mountain of Madness”)

2. According to urban legend in Springfield, Troy McClure, the movie
star, has a strange sexual proclivity involving fish. One day, Troy
walks into the Department of Motor Vehicles, creating a stir:

Dr. Hibbert: Troy McClure? | thought he disappeared after that
scandal at the aquarium.

Louie: Hey, | thought you said Troy McClure was dead.

Tony: No, what | said was, “He sleeps with the fishes.” (“A Fish
Called Selma”)

In many discussions, terms may need to be defined before a position can
be advanced. Take, for example, the issue of whether Congress should approve
an amendment outlawing desecration of the American flag. The attempt to
adopt a flag desecration amendment, in June 2006, failed in the Senate by only
one vote. Such an amendment would make it a crime to deliberately deface
or destroy the flag in certain circumstances. Of course, if such an amendment
passes, individual cases of “desecration” will be decided on the basis of courts’
definition of the term. Clearly, desecration would require defining: Would tying
the flag to your bumper and dragging it through the streets be considered des-
ecration? How about sewing an old flag into a T-shirt or a bathing suit? Using
it as a tablecloth? Flying it upside down? But the word flag would also need
defining. What is a “flag”? Is it only the cloth banner that flies or hangs from a
pole? What if, after a law against desecration has been passed, someone using a
slide projector projects the image of a flag onto a white wall, throws paint or
blood against the wall, and shouts obscenities at the “flag”? What if the same
person projected the image, not against a white wall, but against a wall with
anti-government slogans spray-painted on it?

Clearly, the interpretation of such documents as the Constitution can
depend heavily on our definitions of key terms; and whereas an amendment
might be deliberately left vague, it is up to the courts to decide on a case-by-
case basis whether individual actions fall under the amendment.

In almost any argument, the definition of words can be at the heart of the
debate. In fact, whereas some arguments take place over the truth or falseness
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of'a claim (“The death penalty should be abolished”), other arguments center
on the meaning of the words used to express the claim. Suppose that your for-
mer high school proposes to begin testing students for drug use. Even if you
agree that this is a good idea, you need to know what school officials mean
by “drug.” What specific drugs do they intend to test for? Or suppose that a
local PTA petitions the school board to ban violent movies from classrooms.
Because many of us disagree on the definition of violence, those parents making
the suggestion must clearly define what they mean by “violent movie.” If the
PTA’s proposition were accepted without a clear definition, teachers would
never know whether a film they intended to show fit the category “violent
movie.” Driver-education teachers could be charged with violating the rule
if, in an effort to encourage safer driving, they were to show driving students
films depicting the aftermath of traffic accidents.

Types of Definitions

To use language correctly in an argument, it is important to remain aware that
not everyone reading or listening to your claims has the same background,
experience, and values that you do.Your audience, therefore, might not under-
stand completely what you mean by certain terms. In fact, your audience may
have very different definitions of the terms you are using. Therefore, you need
to present definitions of words that might be misunderstood. There are several
types of definitions you can use.

Stipulative Definitions If you've ever created a new word or used an old
word in an entirely new way, you have provided a stipulative definition; that
is, you tell your readers or listeners what it is you mean by the term. Here are
two examples:

“Buddy-dumped” means dropped from a person’s Internet Buddy List.

“Lottoholic” means someone who is obsessed with playing the lottery.

A stipulative definition is among the most subjective of definitions be-
cause the definition is one you have determined. In other words, a stipulative
definition cannot be true or false, though it can, of course, be more or less
fitting or appropriate. Writers frequently stipulate definitions when they give
labels to cultural trends, political movements, schools of thought, and so forth.
Similarly, scientists and technologists often stipulate definitions when they
make new discoveries or invent new products. Stipulative definitions rarely
create problems unless a writer fails to explain clearly that he or she is coining
a new word or using an old word with a new meaning.

Persuasive Definitions Another kind of subjective definition is a persuasive
definition, in which an arguer defines a term in an effort to persuade a reader
or listener to agree with the arguer’s point of view regarding the thing being
defined. Persuasive definitions usually contain emotional appeals and slanted

He who defines
the terms wins the
argument.

—Chinese proverb

“When | use a
word,” Humpty
Dumpty said in

a rather scornful
tone, “it means
Just what [ choose
it to mean—
neither more nor
less.”

—Lewis Carroll
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terms and are often given in arguments over highly charged political and social
topics on which people have firm views. Here are two examples:

Capital punishment means the state-sanctioned, vengeful murder of helpless
prisoners.

Capital punishment means the infliction of appropriate punishment on
vicious cowards who have no regard for life.

Each of these is a slanted, “loaded” definition, whose point is not to provide an
objective, neutral definition of capital punishment but to persuade the audience
to adopt the speaker’s particular attitude toward the death penalty.

Although persuasive definitions are often presented as objective and au-
thentic, they are convincing only if they are very well defended. For example,
someone claiming that capital punishment is “vengeful murder” would have to
provide strong support for that statement.

Lexical Definitions Less personal definitions include lexical definitions
and precising definitions. In a lexical definition, a word is defined in the way
it is standardly used in the language. In other words, the purpose of a lexical
definition is to state the conventional, dictionary meaning of a word. Here are
two examples:

Pastel means a color having a soft, subdued shade.

Rug means a heavy fabric used to cover a floor.

The second definition accurately states how most people in the United States
define rug. In England, however, rug can also mean a type of blanket used to
cover the legs while a passenger sits in a car or train. Notice that the definition
of rug reflects its general usage, not one person’s use of the word.

Precising Definitions A precising definition is intended to make a vague
word more precise so that the word’s meaning is not left to the interpretation
of the reader or listener. Here are two examples:

From a class syllabus: “Class participation” means attending class, listening
attentively, answering and asking questions, and participating in class
discussions.

A “heavy smoker,” for purposes of this clinical trial, is anyone who smokes
more than twenty-four cigarettes per day.

In general usage, terms like class participation and heavy smoker are vague. In these
examples, they are given comparatively precise meanings to permit clearer un-
derstanding and more accurate assessment.

In giving a precising definition, we should be careful to avoid attach-
ing fanciful, biased, or purely personal qualities to the definition. A professor
could not, for example, claim that bringing gifts is part of “class participation.”
Moreover, a precising definition must be appropriate for the particular context.
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Whereas belting out a rowsing rendition of “YMCA” might be appropriate
participation in a talent show, it would not fit the definition of participation
in a classroom.

Strategies for Defining

Writers rely on a number of strategies that, though not strictly definitions, may
be helpful in clarifying the meanings of certain words. Each of these strategies,
while useful in particular contexts, has limitations of which we should be aware.

Ostensive Definitions Sometimes the simplest way to explain the meaning
of a word is to give an ostensive definition, which consists in simply pointing
to, or demonstrating, the thing being defined. Here are two examples:

Door means this. (as you point to one for the benefit of a foreign visitor)

Popping means this! (as you demonstrate your latest dance moves)

Ostensive definitions are often useful (indeed indispensable) in various
contexts, but they have obvious limitations. For instance, your foreign visitor
might conclude that a door must be made of wood or that anything with
hinges is a door (lids can have hinges). You could take your visitor on a tour
and point to every type of door you come across (elevator doors, sliding glass
doors, car doors, and so forth) to provide a more complete ostensive definition,
but such an exercise would obviously be time-consuming, and in the end the
visitor still might conclude that door means “anything pointed at by my kind
and somewhat obsessive host.”

Enumerative Definitions Another simple way to clarify what you mean
by a word is to use an enumerative definition, that is, to provide specific
examples of what the word refers to. For example, to help someone understand
the meaning of baseball player, you might list some famous baseball players: Babe
Ruth, Joe DiMaggio, and Mickey Mantle.To define river you could mention the
Nile, the Mississippi, the Thames, and so forth. Here are additional examples:

Actor means Tom Cruise, Jack Nicholson, Nicholas Cage, and so on.

Bible-belt state means Texas, Oklahoma, Arkansas, Tennessee, and the like.

The trouble with enumerative definitions is that they tend to be incom-
plete, and hence may give rise to misunderstandings or convey only a very
limited understanding of what the word means. For example, your list of base-
ball players might give the impression that baseball player is synonymous with
Yankee. Sometimes it is possible to provide a complete list of a word’s referents
(Low Countries means Belgium, Luxembourg, and the Netherlands), but even
these may not be very useful if the reader or listener is unfamiliar with the
things being enumerated (Diencephalon means thalamus, hypothalamus, epi-
thalamus, and ventral thalamus).
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Definitions by Subclass A definition by subclass assigns a meaning to a word
by listing subclasses of the general class to which the word refers. Two examples:

Mammal means gorilla, horse, lion, whale, and so forth.

Poem means sonnet, limerick, haiku, epic, ode, and the like.

Definitions by subclass are similar to definitions by enumeration in that
both attempt to clarify the meaning of a word by illustrating what the word
refers to; however, whereas definitions by enumeration list individual things sig-
nified by a word, definitions by subclass list entire classes or categories.

Although often helpful, definitions by subclass suffer from the same
shortcomings as definitions by enumeration. They can give rise to misunder-
standings (our list of mammals might lead someone to think all mammals are
large), and they are helpful only if one is broadly familiar with the classes that
are named.

Etymological Definitions A good dictionary tells what part of speech a
word is, how it is commonly pronounced, and whence it came—its ancestry,
or etymology. Automobile, for example, comes from the Greek autos, mean-
ing “self,” and the French mobile (from the Latin mobilis), meaning “move.” An
automobile is self~moving or self-propelled.

Because the meaning of words can change over time, knowing a word’s
etymology is not always useful, but it will often help us define the word cor-
rectly and use it properly. For example, some people say “ambivalent” when
they really mean to say “apathetic” (unconcerned). Ambivalent comes from the
Latin word for “both” (ambi-) and “vigor” (valentia); so, to be ambivalent is to
feel strongly both ways. Apathy comes from the Latin prefix a4, meaning “not,”
and from the Greek pathos, meaning “suffering” or, more common, “feeling.”
So, to be apathetic is to lack feeling. You might feel ambivalent about abortion,
but you are probably not apathetic about it.

Besides pronunciation and etymology, dictionaries also, obviously, pro-
vide definitions. But because they are written in a particular time and place,
dictionaries cannot contain all of the meanings for each word in our lan-
guage. Meanings change over time, and new words are added as they become
popular. Gay, for example, means something different from what it meant
fifty years ago, and MP3 player is difficult to find in even the most recent
dictionaries, including those published for access on a computer. Dictionar-
ies are best considered history books that describe the way words were used
when the dictionary was written, rather than prescribe how we should de-
fine a word. Furthermore, because dictionaries are written by people, they
can show the bias of a particular person or group. A dictionary can also be
incomplete, limited in the number of definitions it gives for a word, or just
plain incorrect. Considered the best dictionary in English, the Oxford English
Dictionary (OED) overcomes many of the deficiencies inherent in dictionaries
by providing extensive definitions, etymologies, and examples of a word’s use
throughout history.
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Synonymous Definitions A synonymous definition assigns a meaning to a
word by offering a synonym—that is, another word that has the same meaning
as the word being defined. Two examples:

Loguacious means talkative.

Deleterious means harmful.

Synonymous definitions can be helpful in many contexts. The confusion
caused by technical jargon, for example, can be lessened if the jargon is accom-
panied by a synonymous definition. An apprentice carpenter might be puzzled
to hear about a chisel’s “bezel” until he or she discovers that the bezel is more
commonly known as the “bevel” or even more commonly as the “edge,” or
imprecisely as the “point.” Speaking among themselves, teachers might use
words like “assessment” or “inventory.” When speaking to parents, teachers
might refer instead to “tests.” It should be noted, however, that there are few
true synonyms in the English language, and the subtle differences between
words like rob and steal or excuse and justification prevent us from substituting
one for the other without regard to our real intentions. Robbers threaten or
use violence to get what they want; someone could steal from you without
your knowing it. And while poverty might be an excuse for robbing someone,
it is certainly no justification.

Definition by Genus and Difference One of the most useful strategies
for defining terms is to define by genus and difterence, a method that lexi-
cographers (dictionary writers) often use to create definitions. A definition by
genus and difference assigns a meaning to a word by identifying a general
class (genus) to which things named by the word belong and then specifying a
differentiating quality (difterence) that distinguishes those things from all other
things in the class. Two examples:

Buck means male deer.

Calf means young cow.

In the first example, deer names the general class (genus) to which bucks be-
long, and male names the differentiating characteristic that distinguishes bucks
from all other deer.

The first step in defining by genus and difference is to place the term
into an appropriate general class or genus. For example, automobile belongs not
in the classes of furniture, clothes, or trees, but in the class of vehicles. Now we
are left with the much tougher task of listing characteristics—the differences—
that distinguish an automobile from other objects in the class of vehicles—
trucks, golf carts, motorcycles, and so forth.To distinguish an automobile from
a truck, you might say that an automobile is intended for the transportation
of passengers. Unlike a motorcycle, an automobile usually has four wheels. An
internal-combustion engine separates an automobile from a golf cart. Your
definition now looks like this: An automobile is a passenger vehicle that usually has
four wheels and an internal-combustion engine.

99



100  CHAPTER4 Language

The true defini-
tion of each thing
involves and
expresses nothing
beyond the nature
of the thing de-
fined.

—Baruch Spinoza

Next, ask if your definition could apply to anything that is not an au-
tomobile. In other words, is there anything that is a passenger vehicle with
four wheels and an internal-combustion engine but is not an automobile? You
might argue that a gas-powered, four-wheeled car used to transport coal min-
ers (passengers) satisfies the definition, but it is certainly not an automobile.
To separate automobiles from coal cars, you could add a distinguishing char-
acteristic to your definition: An automobile is a passenger vehicle that usually has
Sfour wheels and an internal-combustion engine and is used for transportation on streefs,
roads, and highways.

[t should be noted that one limitation of the genus and difference method
is that it can be used to define a word without capturing the true essence of the
thing that is defined. One famous example involves Plato’s definition of a human
being: a human being is an animal (excludes all inanimate objects and plants) that
walks on two legs (excludes all four-legged animals, but birds, such as chickens,
walk on two legs) and that has no feathers. That definition is a good definition by
genus and difference: a human being is in fact the only featherless animal that
walks on two legs. But the definition isn’t fully adequate because it doesn’t re-
ally capture the essence of being human—as an ancient wiseacre once proved by
plucking a chicken and throwing it over the wall of Plato’s school with a sign that
read “Plato’s man.” Besides our upright stature and lack of feathers, what essential
attributes separate us from all other animals? The capacity for language? The abil-
ity to laugh? Critical thinking skills? How would you define human being?

Rules for Constructing Good Lexical Definitions

Some readers may have noticed how difficult it is come up with good, accu-
rate definitions. Every method has its pitfalls. While you may have occasion to
stipulate a definition or to indicate precisely what is meant by a vague term
such as participation or heavy smoker, most critical thinking contexts call for
lexical definitions. Here are a few simple rules that will help you to construct
sound definitions and evaluate those of others.

* Don’t make the definition too broad or too narrow. A defi-
nition is too broad if it includes too much and is too narrow if it
includes too little. A good definition applies to all and only the things
being defined. A definition of automobile as “a vehicle with four
wheels” would be too broad because it would include golf carts
and lawn mowers. A definition of sibling as “brother” would be too
narrow because it fails to include sisters.

* Convey the essential meaning of the word being defined. A
good definition should do more than just pick out some uniquely
identifying properties of the thing being defined. Defining horse, for
example, as “the animal ridden by Napoleon during the battle of
Waterloo™ is clearly a poor definition, even though the defining
expression does apply uniquely to horses. The problem with the
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definition is that it fails to capture the really important and necessary
properties that make horses horses, rather than, say, cows or sheep.
Expressing the essential meaning of a word can be very difticult and
often requires specialized knowledge.

Provide a context for ambiguous words. Many words are
ambiguous; that is, they have two or more distinct meanings. For
example, a “walk” in baseball is different from a “walk” in the park.
To prevent confusion, therefore, a good definition should indicate
the context in which an ambiguous word is being used. Thus, we
might say, ““Walk’ means (in baseball) an award of first base to a
batter who receives four pitched balls that are outside the strike
zone and are not swung at by the batter.”

Avoid slanted definitions. Don't let personal preferences or atti-
tudes interfere with your definition. Avoid slanted definitions—that is,
biased or emotionally charged definitions that improperly play on the :
emotions or attitudes of an audience. Slanted definitions may be OK Dumpty in mak-
for a laugh, as in Woodrow Wilson’s famous definition of a conservative ~ /1g words mean
as “a man who sits and thinks, mostly sits.” But don’t try to win a de- what we please.
bate by a definition that can rightly be won only by an argument. —C.S. Lewis

We had better not
follow Humpty

Avoid figurative definitions. A good definition should express
clearly the conventional meaning of a word, not be couched in figu-
rative or metaphorical language. Consider these examples:

Slot machine means one-armed bandit.
Advertising means legalized lying.

Religion means the flight of the alone to the Alone.

“Definitions” such as these may have their place (they may be hu-
morous or clever, for example); but if a straightforward definition is
in order, such figurative language should be avoided.

Avoid needlessly obscure definitions. A good definition should
clarify the meaning of a word for someone who may be unfamiliar
with the term.Thus, a definition should not include a lot of big words
or technical jargon that readers aren’t likely to understand. For example:

Mouse means a quadrupedal mammalian of any of the more diminu-
tive species of the genus Mus of the order Rodentia. You explain
English by Greek.
—Benjamin
Franklin

For people not trained in biology, this definition is likely to be more
confusing than helptul.

Avoid circular definitions. A definition is circular if a person
would need to know what the defined word means in order to un-
derstand the word or words used to define it:

Entomologist means someone who engages in the science of entomology.

Gambler means someone who gambles.
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Such definitions are likely to be unhelptul because the defining
phrases are just slight variants of the words being defined.

Exercise 4.2

I. In groups define eight words from the list below, using any of the methods
we have discussed—or a combination of them.The class will compare defini-
tions. What do your definitions have in common? What makes them unique?
Could you come to some agreement on a definition for each of the terms?
How important is it that you agree as a group on the definition of some of
these terms?

chair sports star blues

sofa fan (sports) horror novel
pencil fanatic drunk

coat poet democracy
jacket rock and roll advertising
actor grunge racism
patriotism knowledge justice

II. As a group read and respond to each situation given below. Your answer will
depend on how you define the key word in the question. Group members might
debate the definitions and the application of the definition to the given situation.
Use any strategy for defining terms, or use a combination of strategies. You may
have to consult outside sources in deciding on your definitions, and you may
want to agree on some contextual details that are not provided in the question.
Some students, for example, might argue that the first question depends on how
long the couple has been dating.

1. You just caught your boyfriend or girlfriend carrying on a sexually explicit
dialogue with someone in an electronic chat room. Has your mate “cheated”
on you?

2. Asa“computer genius,” you can access the college’s computer files anytime
you like.You can review your transcript, check your medical records, read
what your high school guidance counselor said about you, and so forth. All
of this information would be provided to you if you asked, but you don’t.
Can you be accused of “stealing”?

3. A sign posted outside the auditorium reads, “No food or drink in the audi-
torium.” During a lecture your neighbor is loudly sucking on a lollipop.You
remind him that food is not allowed. He tells you he doesn’t have “food.”
Who is right?

4. Jack knows that the college to which he is applying gives preference to
minorities. He argues in his application letter that his being a second-
generation Irish immigrant distinguishes him from other people applying to
the college. Is he a “minority”?
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' Types of Definitions and Strategies for Defining

TYPES

Stipulative: A definition that a writer or
speaker has assigned to a term or that has
been assigned to a term for the first time.
Example: “The Wild Bunch” means our in-
tramural football team. I call my little sister
“the gnat.”

Persuasive: A definition given to a term in
an effort to persuade the reader or listener
to agree with the writer’s or speaker’s point
of view. Example: Advertising is the means
by which companies convince unsuspect-
ing consumers to buy defective or unneces-
sary products.

Lexical: A definition in which terms are de-
fined in the way they are generally used in
the language. Example: Blue jeans are pants
made of blue denim.

Precising: A definition in which the writer
or speaker assigns a precise meaning to a
vague term so that the word’s meaning is
not left to the interpretation of the reader
or listener. Example: The newly elected gov-
ernor wants to raise taxes on the rich, which
he defines as anyone making more than
$100,000 a year in take-home pay.

STRATEGIES

Ostensive Definition: Provide a concrete ex-
ample of the term. Example: The capital let-
ter a looks like this: A.

Enumerative Definition: List members of the
class to which the term refers. Example: The
term country refers to France, England, Iraq,
Mexico, and so on.

Definition by Subclass: Indicate what sub-
classes the word contains. Example: Fiction
includes short stories, novellas, and novels.

Etymological Definition: Show the history of
the term. Example: A playwright is not one
who writes plays, but one who makes a
play the way a wheelwright makes a wheel.
The term wright comes from an Old English
word, wrytha, meaning “work.”

Synonymous Definition: Use a word that has
the same meaning or nearly the same mean-
ing as the term being defined. Example: A
playwright is a dramatist.

Definition by Genus and Difference: Place the
term in a class that helps narrow its meaning
and then provide characteristics that distin-
guish the term from other terms in the same
class. Example: A fawn is a young deer.
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. Nancy has a paper due tomorrow morning. She has written a very rough,
undeveloped draft. Last semester Nancy’s roommate, Sharon, wrote a paper
on the very same topic. Sharon gives Nancy the paper and tells her to “take
as much of it as you want.” With Sharon’s permission and help, Nancy
copies passages from Sharon’s paper. Is Nancy guilty of “plagiarizing”?

. An acquaintance of yours was just seen leaving your room with one of your
favorite CDs, which you did not give him permission to take. Can he be

charged with “robbery”? With “larceny”?

. Your professor thinks women are far superior to men in every way—intel-
lectually, morally, emotionally, and so forth. Is your professor a “feminist”?

. The cheerleaders at your school have petitioned to have cheerleading listed
as one of the school’s sports teams. Is cheerleading a “sport”?

. One day, out of frustration, your roommate throws a full plate of mashed
potatoes against the wall of the room, where, amazingly, it sticks. You get up
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10.

11.

12.

13.

14.

15.

III.

to remove the plate and potatoes from the wall. “Leave it,” your roommate
insists. “It says something. It’s art.” “It’s garbage,” you reply. Who is right?
One day Professor Smith tells the class a joke he heard on a popular late-
night talk show.The joke involves a sexual situation, and the punch line is
quite offensive. Several students in the room, including a number of women,
are clearly shocked by the joke. Could Smith be accused of “sexual harass-
ment”? Does it make a difference if Smith is male or female?

Recently, a third-grader (age eight) told several off-color jokes to a female
classmate. Is this an example of “sexual harassment”?

A high school football coach in Florida, upset at the behavior of one of his
black players, warned the student not to “act like a street nigger.”” Many of
the coaches, players, parents, and community members have accepted the
coach’s apology and pointed out that the incident is not typical of the coach,
but others insist that the coach’s remark indicates that he is “racist.” What do
you think? Does it make a difterence if the coach is white or black?

After meeting Brad at a party, Sarah accompanies him to his apartment. After
several minutes of kissing on his bed, Brad asks Sarah if she’d like to have
sex. She says no, but as they continue to kiss and touch, Brad is persistent in
his efforts to persuade Sarah, and she finally consents, even though she is not
entirely sure she is doing the right thing. Has a “rape” occurred?

You are standing in a line of about one hundred people of varying ages,
waiting to buy movie tickets at a multiscreen cinema.Your attention is
drawn to a woman who is speaking very loudly to a child of about six who
is pleading with the woman to take him to the bathroom. She tells him to
“quiet down” several times before slapping him firmly once on the cheek.
The force of the slap is equivalent to what you would use to swat a mos-
quito on your own skin. Has this child been “abused”?

In the last three seconds of a professional hockey game, team A is losing by
two goals. A member of team A skates up behind a player from team B and
swings his stick at the player, hitting him on the side of the head and knock-
ing him unconscious. The player is removed from the rink on a stretcher and
taken to the hospital, where doctors find that he has sustained a concussion.
His wound requires twenty stitches to close. He is hospitalized for several
days. Should the player from team A be charged with “assault”? (You may
wish to consult a dictionary of legal terms.)

Determine whether the following are stipulative definitions, persuasive defi-

nitions, lexical definitions, or precising definitions.

1.

2.

Funky two-step means the funny dance Peppermint Patty does in the Charlie
Brown Christmas special.
Oar means a stout pole, widened and flattened at one end into a blade, used
as a lever to propel a boat.

. Philosopher means a deluded dreamer who spends his or her life attempting

to answer questions that can’t be answered.

. Beyond a reasonable doubt means, for purposes of determining a defendant’s

guilt or innocence in a court of law, a degree of certainty of 95 percent or
higher.
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11.

12.

13.

14.

15.

16.

17.

18.

19.

20.

Iv.
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. Litter-butt means a person who throws lighted cigarette butts out car

windows.

. Affluent means, for purposes of this sociological study, having an annual

family income of $250,000 or greater.

. Labyrinth means an intricate structure of intercommunicating passages,

through which it is difficult to find one’s way without a clue.

. Circler means someone who spends an inordinate amount of time circling

parking lots, looking for the closest possible parking place.

. Chronically tardy means being late to class five or more times in any quarter

or three or more times in any two-week period.

Faith means an illogical belief in occurrence of the improbable. (H. L.
Mencken)

Tic-tac-toe means a mindless game for bored children that almost invariably
ends in a tie.

Intoxicated, for purposes of driving a car in this state, means having a blood
alcohol ratio of 0.08 or higher.

Garden means a plot of ground, usually near a house, where flowers, veg-
etables, or herbs are cultivated.

Chathead means a person who stays glued day and night to Internet chat
rooms.

Republican Party means a political organization of patriotic, civic-minded
citizens dedicated to preserving the cherished freedoms of all Americans.
Kite means a toy consisting of a light frame, with paper or other thin mate-
rial stretched over it, to be flown in a strong wind by means of a string
attached and a tail to balance it.

By full employment economists mean an unemployment rate of 5 percent or
lower.

Democracy means rule by the ignorant masses.

Indolent means having or showing a disposition to avoid exertion; lazy; slothful.
Normal speech volume, according to audio engineers, is approximately 70 to
73 decibels in a quiet environment with the talker and listener 6 feet apart.

Determine whether the following are ostensive definitions, enumerative

definitions, definitions by subclass, etymological definitions, synonymous defini-
tions, or definitions by genus and difference.

1.
2.
3.

Nov ok

*

10.

Poet means a person such as John Keats, Walt Whitman, or Emily Dickinson.
Halitosis means bad breath.

Psychic is a word that derives from the Greek word psyche, which means
“mind” or “soul.”

Bird means cardinal, sparrow, robin, starling, and the like.

Bull means a male cow.

Industrious means hardworking.

Red means this, and this, and this (as you point successively to a red fire
truck, a red apple, and a red crayon).

Metropolis means a place like New York City, London, or Paris.

Sagacious means wise.

Gander means a male goose.
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11.
12.
13.
14.
15.
16.
17.

18.

19.
20.

V.

Optometrist originates from the Greek word opfos, meaning “seen” or “visible.”
Moon means that (as you point to it).

Beverage means drinkable liquid.

Clement means merciful or lenient.

Sport means baseball, basketball, football, hockey, soccer, and the like.

Faith derives from the Latin verb fidere, meaning “to trust.”

Yucky means that (as you point to the sticky, congealed residue at the bottom
of a trash can).

Question mark means this —?

Purloin means steal.

Amateur, from the Latin amator, or “lover,” means a person who plays for the
love of the game rather than for compensation.

Each of the following definitions is defective in some way. Determine

whether the definition is too broad, too narrow, lacking in context, figurative,
slanted, obscure, or circular. If the definition suffers from none of these defects,
determine whether it is nevertheless defective because it fails to capture the
essential meaning of the word.

1.

2
3.
4

N Ul

10.

11.

12.
13.
14.
15.
16.

17.
18.

19.

Rectangle means a geometrical figure.

. Epistemology means the systematic study of epistemological issues.

Lawyer means a scum-sucking scavenger licensed to practice law.

. Spade means a black figure shaped like an inverted heart with a short stem at

the cusp opposite the point.

. Poem means a thymed composition in verse.
. Human means the animal that does crossword puzzles.
. By knowledge we mean information that has been objectively verified and is

consistent with existing knowledge.

. Deodorant means any preparation for masking or retarding the malodorous

secretions of the apocrine sudoriferous glands.

. Conservative means a person who is enamored of existing evils, as distin-

guished from a liberal, who wishes to replace them with others. (adapted
from Ambrose Bierce)

King means the chief piece of each color, moved one square at a time in any
direction.

Hockey means a game played on ice between two teams of vicious thugs
wearing skates, the object being to beat up the other team and to score goals
by shooting a puck into the opponents’ net, using a stick with a blade.
Prestidigitator means a person who practices the art of prestidigitation.

Spouse means wife.

Architecture means frozen music.

New York City means the city in which the Statue of Liberty is located.

Pope means the infallible vicar of Christ and head of the Roman Catholic
Church.

Guard means either of the two players stationed in the backcourt.

Cello means a stringed musical instrument.

Evolution means an integration of matter and concomitant dissipation of
motion, during which the matter passes from an indefinite, incoherent
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homogeneity to a definite, coherent heterogeneity, and during which the
retained motion undergoes parallel transformation. (Herbert Spencer)

20. And what, then, is belief? It is the demi-cadence which closes a musical
phrase in the symphony of our intellectual life. (Charles S. Peirce, emphasis
added)

EmoTIVE LANGUAGE: SLANTING THE TRUTH

So far in this chapter, we have seen how language is used to convey informa-
tion and defend claims in an argument. We have seen that clarity, precision,
objectivity, and clear definitions will go a long way toward making our ideas
comprehensible and our claims more convincing. But although we may be
careful to avoid vague and ambiguous words and to define our terms, we
aren’t always as cautious as we should be when claims are presented to us, and
we sometimes find ourselves falling under the sway of those whose masterful
use of language we find hard to resist. Consider the way college brochures
are written. What follows is a fictional illustration assembled from the bro-
chures of several colleges and universities; you might recognize some of the
language:

Most people, when visiting our campus, say Wexford feels like a college should

feel: warm and welcoming—a community atmosphere. Wexford’s faculty and

staff form the kind of close relationships with students that challenge them to
their full potential. Students appreciate the personal attention in the classroom,
the relatively small classes, and the dedicated faculty. Our residence halls provide

a sense of family from your first days here. You will find activities to suit your

personal style, from the performing arts and competitive sports to volunteer

service and student-run organizations.

Students are involved and enjoy being at Wexford. Nearly nine of every ten
freshmen return for their sophomore year—well above the national average.
Parents and students comment frequently on how friendly and professional the
people are at Wexford.

From our innovative freshman orientation program to the ongoing support
for planning a career, you will find your four years at Wexford marked by a sin-
cere interest in both your personal and your academic growth.

“Close relationships,” “relatively small classes,” a “dedicated faculty,” a
“sense of family,” “well above the national average,” “innovative”—all these
words and phrases were carefully chosen for their intended impact on the
reader beyond their literal meaning. The words are selected not so much for
the information they convey as for their emotive force—the appeal they
make to readers’ feelings, desires, and needs. Emotive language more overtly
reveals a writer’s attitude and feelings toward the subject than precise, neutral,
and more objective language does; and it is intended to create in the reader the
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The tongue of

man is a twisty

thing.

—Homer

same attitude and feelings toward the subject, rather than increase the reader’s
knowledge about it. Emotive is the adjective form of emotion, which comes from
the same Latin word, movere, from which we get motion and move. You have no
doubt heard the expressions “moved to tears” or “moved by your kind words.”
Emotive language in an argument is intended to rile, to move readers by agitat-
ing, disturbing, angering, or exciting them.

Look again at the college brochure. The phrase “relatively small classes,”
for example, suggests that such small classes are a desirable thing. Instead of tell-
ing us precisely how many students are in an average class, the writer assures us
that the classes are “relatively small,” which in this case gives us no information
whatsoever. Relative to what? The Los Angeles Coliseum? The writer doesn’t
exactly lie about the college, but merely slants the truth to a degree that makes
the college more attractive. The writer could easily have said that “the faculty
do the jobs they are paid for” or that “the orientation program was created
by the staff,” but “dedicated” and “innovative” sound so much better and are
almost guaranteed to create a warm feeling in the receptive reader. The danger
is that we might believe that information has been conveyed, when in truth we
have learned nothing factual.

The Emotive Power of Words

The emotive power of a word can come from the word’s denotation, or
literal meaning. If someone tells you that a child was “punched,” you might
find yourself moved to disgust or even action at hearing a word that means
“hit forcefully with the closed fist.” But emotive meaning also comes from
the word’s connotation—the images and feelings that are associated with the
word. The word waterfall, for example, denotes (or means literally) the steep
descent of water from a high point, but it also connotes (or suggests) power,
strength, the beauty of nature, island paradises, and so forth. Connotations
of words come from many sources, including people’s experiences, the use
of the word in the culture (in poems, for instance, or in advertisements), the
way the word is used as a symbol or metaphor in various religions, and even
from the word’s sound.

To see just how language can generate feelings and reactions by connota-
tion and sound, consider the names of any number of motor vehicles currently
or recently on the market: Aurora, Blazer, Bravado, Breeze, Camaro, Catera,
Concorde, Crown Victoria, Expedition, Explorer, Integra, Intrigue, Mustang,
Ranger, Regency, Sebring, Sierra, Sonoma, Taurus, Voyager, Windstar. Several of
those names were chosen for what they might suggest. The names Ranger or
Explorer or Blazer, for example, let the prospective buyer know what the ve-
hicle can best be used for and suggest a feeling of strength and adventure. Other
names suggest wealth and status (Crown Victoria and Regency), speed and priv-
ilege (Concorde), wild independence (Mustang), or youthful freedom (Breeze).
Other names, though, are chosen entirely for their sound. Because there is no
conventional meaning for Sebring or Catera, consumers are simply expected to
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associate those words with something positive. Sebring has a luxurious sound and
so might suggest elegance and refinement. What does Catera suggest?

Exercise 4.3

I. In groups of three, come up with names for several new cars—a massive
luxury sedan, an SUV for the family, an oft-road vehicle for the sports-minded,
an affordable four-door, and a sleek, sporty coupe. Then choose one of your new
cars and write an ad to sell it.

I1. You have probably noticed that the builders of shopping malls and hous-

ing developments often use emotive language when naming their facilities. It is
not uncommon to see such things as Meadowbrook Farms Shopping Plaza and
Sunnydale Apartments in the most unlikely places. Even cemeteries get in on
the emotive act (Riverview Memorial Gardens). Discuss as a group some of the
names you have seen on housing complexes, shopping malls, and cemeteries in
your hometown or college area.You might want to discuss the reason for these
names and perhaps even the irony involved in their creation—how, for example,
a deer hasn’t been seen alive in Deer Run Community Acres for more than
twenty years.

Let’s look now at more-sophisticated examples of the use of words to
slant the truth and evoke predictable responses from a reader. Whereas adver-
tisers use words deliberately to get us to buy their products or services, not
everyone is so aggressively manipulative. It is up to critical readers to keep their
eyes and minds open to the use of connotative language (language that evokes
certain images or emotions) in all forums, including supposedly neutral sources
such as newspapers, magazines, and encyclopedias. R ead the following passages
from Time magazine and the Philadelphia Inquirer, each of which describes the
launch of a space shuttle.

Time describes the launch of Discovery, the first shuttle to be launched
after the Challenger disaster in January 1986.The Inquirer describes the launch
of the former Soviet Union’s first shuttle launch.

From Time

As the countdown clock flashed out the number of seconds until lift-off, the
eyes of an entire nation focused on Launch Pad 39-B and the gleaming white
shuttle Discovery, flanked by its two solid rocket boosters and clinging to the side
of a giant, rust-colored external fuel tank. . ..

Finally, spectators joined in for the last 15 seconds of countdown, the engines
ignited and the shuttle rose majestically from the pad, carrying its crew of five
veteran astronauts. Over the space center’s loud-speakers came the triumphant
announcement: “Americans return to space, as Discovery clears the tower.” But
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the cheers were muted as the crowd—many with clenched fists, gritted teeth
and teary eyes—nervously watched the spacecraft rise—on its pillar of flame,
then begin its roll out over the Atlantic.”

From the Philadelphia Inquirer

For the 6 a.m. launch, Buran could be seen piggy-backed on the white Energia
rocket, towering against the pre-dawn sky at the Baitkonur Cosmodrome in the
central Asian republic of Kazakhstan. As the countdown neared zero, the rocket
was enveloped first in smoke and then in a giant ball of flame as it lumbered off
the launch pad and into the dark blue sky.

Three and half hours and two orbits later, the gleaming white Buran with its
black underbelly came back into the television camera’s view. Buran glided on
automatic pilot until it bumped onto the specially built runway stretching across
the vast, flat steppes a few miles from Baikonur.’

The diftference in the language used in these two accounts is obvious.
Whereas the American shuttle rises “majestically” on a “pillar of flame,” the
Soviet shuttle “lumber[s] off the launch pad” in “a giant ball of flame.” The
American shuttle, “gleaming white,”“cling[s]” to its fuel tank; the Soviet shut-
tle “can be seen piggy-backed” on its white rocket, and we are reminded of the
“black underbelly” when it lands. The difterence in these two descriptions is
truly amazing because the Soviet space shuttle, aside from the national mark-
ings it carried and the fact that it was imperceptibly smaller, looked precisely
the same as the American space shuttle and lifted off in an identical manner.
In other words, if the two shuttles had had no flags and such to indicate their
countries of origin, an observer would have seen no difference between them.
Why, then, does NASA’s shuttle “rise majestically” whereas the Soviets’“lum-
bers”? Because both of these launches took place during the Cold War, and
because Discovery marked a return to space after a national tragedy, the shuttle
lifting off from Cape Canaveral appeared to an American writer much more
thrilling than the liftoff of the shuttle from the Baitkonur Cosmodrome.

The test for emotive language is not whether a reader or listener is emo-
tionally moved by the words in an argument. Some words have inescapable
connotations, and an audience’s reactions are often individual and unpredict-
able. The word mother, for example, which means, simply and precisely, a female
parent, will stir up positive images and feelings in many people and may evoke
negative reactions in others. But even though these associations are inescap-
able, a writer who uses the word mother in an argument may have no intention
of evoking the reader’s emotions and may simply mean a female parent—
nothing more or less: “Single mothers returning to work have difficulty find-
ing aftordable day care.”

The test for emotive words is, instead, whether the writer or speaker
appears to be using the word unfairly to generate predictable feelings in an
audience or to manipulate the audience into either agreeing with the argument
or overlooking its flaws. Much depends, of course, on the context and the tone
of the argument. For example, a young man who says to his girlfriend, “Don’t
mother me,” intends the word in a negative sense and appears to be claiming that
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his girlfriend’s attention diminishes his independence. One way to distinguish
between the fair and unfair use of emotive words is to ask whether the use
of the word needs to be defended. No one would challenge the use of mother
in the first example because a woman (whether single or married) with a child
is, in fact, a mother. On the other hand, the girlfriend in the second example
might say, “How do [ ‘mother’ you?” or “What do you mean by ‘mother’?”

The best way to determine whether words are unduly emotive is to ask
whether the words could be replaced with neutral words and phrases with no
damage to whatever information is being conveyed. Good examples often come
from the sports world. A writer will claim that one team “slaughtered”—or
“annihilated,” “destroyed,” “crushed,” “embarrassed,” and so forth—another team
that in a more neutral sentence simply “lost” or was “beaten.” A writer who chooses
“slaughtered” for “beat” is slanting the statement to evoke the reader’s emotions.

When determining whether language is unduly emotive, it is helpful to
ask the following questions:

1. Is the term—even though it may have emotive power—actually an
accurate and precise way to describe an event, an idea, a person, and
so forth? Slaughter is not always manipulative if it is used correctly—
to describe events in warfare, for example.

2. Does the writer appear to be manipulating the reader’s reactions
or attempting to move the reader toward feelings of rage, fear, joy,
desire, and so forth? What other evidence in the context of the argu-
ment supports the conclusion that the writer’s language is unfairly
emotive? Be sure to separate your personal reactions to certain
words from reactions that the writer appears to be targeting.

3. Should the writer be expected to defend the term? A political candi-
date who calls his opponent a “fascist” would have to define the term
and show how the opponent’s words and actions fit that definition.

4. Is there a more neutral way to make the same point?

5. How important to the argument, information, or explanation is the
suspected emotive language? We don’t usually quibble over the emo-
tive naming of cars or complain about a coach’s emotional pep talk.
Nor should we deny a writer some leeway in an argument for the
expression of feelings and attitudes.

Exercise 4.4

I. Look at the italicized words in the sentences below and think of three or
four words you could use to describe the action. Then discuss what difterences
are suggested by the words you have listed. The first is done as an example.

1. Bill used a blunt instrument to make contact with Bob. (hit, strike, bash, blud-

geon) Hit and strike suggest less force and aggression; bash and bludgeon con-
note a greater impact.

Language exerts
hidden power, like
the moon and the
tides.

—Rita Mae Brown
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9.
10.
11.
12.
13.
14.
15.

II.

She said,*I don’t love you.”

“I want ice cream,”’ the child said.
“Do this, please,” she asked.

“Did you look at that woman?”
Out of anger, he damaged the CD player.
He held on to her arm.

You were not rational to do that.

I am a firm believer in that cause.
He is a man without feeling.

She is a woman of inaction.

He became angry.

The boss approved of her work.
You're thinking only of yourself.
His actions were inappropriate.

Identify the emotive language in the following passages. Indicate which

emotive terms you feel are manipulative and which you feel are appropriate.

1.

From an ad for a home: Charming, cozy three-bedroom Cape Cod in an older
neighborhood, wall-to-wall carpeting throughout, lower-level recreation
room opening onto large deck, modern kitchen, new roof, garage, needs
some tender loving care.

From a personal ad: DWEF, mature, petite, attractive, spiritual, intelligent busi-
ness professional, occasional drinker, enjoys quiet evenings, serious movies,
and long novels.

Leave it to the People for the Ethical Treatment of Animals (PETA) to try
and spoil the party for all of us fishing families.

The animal rights group traipsed across the country last week in an at-
tempt to disrupt National Fishing Week activities and indoctrinate school-
children. Circumventing parents and teachers, PETA members stood outside
schoolyards and distributed “Look, Don’t Hook” toy binoculars to kids. A
6-foot-tall, anti-fishing mascot, “Gill the Fish,” hovered nearby while activists
spread the animal rights’ gospel. . ..

Kids, take note: This kind of self-indulgent terrorism by animal rights
activists 1s truly “cruel—mnot cool” (Michelle Malkin, “PETA, Go Jump in
the Lake,” Philadelphia Daily News)

Women, unless they were quite wealthy, have always worked: in the house
and out of the house, on the farm, in factories, sometimes caring for other
people’s kids, often leaving their own with the family herd under grandma’s
practiced eye. I've read that early in this century, when desperate families
flooded into cities seeking work, leaving their rural support systems behind,
female factory workers had to bundle their toddlers up on boards and hang
them on hooks on the walls. At break time they’d unswaddle the kids and
feed them. I like to mention this to anyone who suggests that modern day
care 1s degrading the species. (Barbara Kingsolver, “The Household Zen,”
High Tide in Tucson: Essays from Now or Never)

Five years after a world war has been won, men’s hearts should anticipate

a long peace, and men’s minds should be free from the heavy weight that
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comes with war. But this is not such a period—for this is not a period of
peace. This is a time of the “cold war.” This is a time when all the world is
split into two vast, increasingly hostile armed camps—a time of a great ar-
maments race. . . .

The reason why we find ourselves in a position of impotency is not
because our only powerful potential enemy has sent men to invade our
shores, but rather because of the traitorous actions of those who have been
treated so well by this Nation. It has not been the less fortunate or members
of minority groups who have been selling this Nation out, but rather those
who have had all the benefits that the wealthiest nation on earth has had to
offer—the finest homes, the finest college education, and the finest jobs in
Government we can give.

This is glaringly true in the State Department. There the bright young
men who are born with silver spoons in their mouths are the ones who have
been the worst. . .. In my opinion the State Department, which is one of the
most important government departments, is thoroughly infested with Com-
munists.

I have in my hand 57 cases of individuals who would appear to be either
card carrying members or certainly loyal to the Communist Party, but who
nevertheless are still helping to shape our foreign policy. . . .

I know that you are saying to yourself, “Well, why doesn’t the Congress
do something about it?”” Actually, ladies and gentlemen, one of the important
reasons for the graft, the corruption, the dishonesty, the disloyalty, the treason
in high Government positions—one of the most important reasons why this
continues is a lack of moral uprising on the part of the 140,000,000 Ameri-
can people. In the light of history, however, this is not hard to explain.

It is the result of an emotional hang-over and a temporary moral lapse
which follows every war. It is the apathy to evil which people who have
been subjected to the tremendous evils of war feel. As the people of the
world see mass murder, the destruction of defenseless and innocent people,
and all of the crime and lack of morals which go with war, they become
numb and apathetic. It has always been thus after war.

However, the morals of our people have not been destroyed. They still
exist. This cloak of numbness and apathy has only needed a spark to rekindle
them. Happily, this spark has finally been supplied. . ..

[This] moral uprising . .. will end only when the whole sorry mess of
twisted, warped thinkers are swept from the national scene so that we may
have a new birth of national honesty and decency in government. (Senator
Joseph McCarthy, Remarks, Congressional Record; originally “Speech Deliv-
ered to the Women’s Club of Wheeling, West Virginia™)

. Shortly before 3:00 a.m. on the morning of January 1, 1991, an American
F-117 Nighthawk soared across the skies of the brightly lit city of Baghdad.
The stealth aircraft flew too high for Iraqis on the ground to see, and it

was undetected by the probing pulses of Iraqi radar. In air defense centers
throughout the country, tired technicians peered through clouds of cigarette
smoke at empty radar screens. They heard nothing overhead—just the steady
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background hum of air conditioners.Yet they knew that twenty minutes
earlier American helicopters had attacked two radar sites on the border with
Saudi Arabia. Both had ceased transmitting. And twelve minutes after that, at
2:51, the Nukhayb Intercept Operations Center controlling air defense over
western Iraq had also ceased activity. Surely the anticipated Coalition attack
on Iraq had begun.Yet nothing appeared on their screens.

Then, at exactly 3:00, all hell broke loose over Baghdad. A violent ex-
plosion rocked the city’s main communications center, housed in a structure
the Americans called the AT&T building. Instantly Iraq’s communications
with the outside world went down. When CNN live television feed from
Baghdad died, a huge cheer went up from American planners in Riyadh:
The end of the CNN feed was a sure sign that bombs from the F-117 had
hit their target. (Williamson Murray and Robert H. Scales Jr., The Iraq War)

III. Divide into groups of four. Each group is to select a name from the following
list, and each member of the group is to look up the name in an encyclopedia,
making sure that no two members of a single group use the same encyclopedia.
After the group members have done their research, the group reassembles and
compares notes on how the various encyclopedias portrayed their subject. Com-
pare, especially, the language used by the writers of the encyclopedia entries.
Some writers may focus on different aspects of the person’s life, but does the
language reveal anything about the attitude of the writer toward the subject?

John E Kennedy

John Brown

Malcolm X

Benedict Arnold

Elizabeth Cady Stanton

Martin Luther King Jr.
Now do the same with newspapers. Choose a contemporary issue and read
about it in four different newspapers. What difterences in language can you
find? Many daily papers can be found on the Internet.You can find them by
starting at newslink.org, an index of thousands of newspapers and magazines on
the Internet.

EupPHEMISMS AND PoLiTicAL CORRECTNESS

Very often in our communications with one another, we avoid language that
we feel might oftend, upset, or insult our listeners or readers. For example,
when consoling a friend who has suffered a death in the family, we might
refer to that death as a “passing away” or “passing on”: “I’'m sorry your uncle
has passed on,” we say, because saying “I’m sorry your uncle died” seems too
blunt or because “died” seems so final, whereas “passing” connotes moving
to another place. Whatever our reasons, when we choose a more gentle and
less negative word over those we feel would be oftensive or too direct, we are
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' George’s Carlin’s Terminal Episode

Comedian George Carlin, who “passed on” in 2008, often joked
about euphemisms and the language police. One of his most famous
routines dealt with euphemisms for the word “die”:

I’m getting old. And it’s OK. Because thanks to our fear of death in
this country | won’t have to die—I’ll “pass away.” Or I'll “expire,” like
a magazine subscription. If it happens in the hospital they’ll call it a
“terminal episode.” The insurance company will refer to it as a “nega-
tive patient care outcome.” And if it’s the result of malpractice they’ll
say it was a “therapeutic misadventure.”'?

speaking in euphemisms: mild, comforting, or evasive words that take the
place of harsh, blunt, or taboo words.

Many euphemisms exist to describe actions and places associated with
bodily functions. Bodily function is itself a euphemism, and so are words and
phrases such as the facilities, restroom, ladies’ room, powder room, and so forth. It is
no surprise that many everyday euphemisms are used to cover up our most
private actions; perhaps we believe we lend some measure of dignity to our
lives if we talk about our instincts, drives, and needs in more refined and civi-
lized language.

There is nothing wrong with using euphemisms to make us more com-
fortable in “polite society,” but a critical thinker should be aware that pleasant
or vague language is often used to hide reality or avoid facing the truth. For
example, knowing that the word downsizing—itself a euphemism for firing—can
evoke fear and anger from workers or citizens, corporations and the U.S. gov-
ernment often substitute language that, because it is confusing or overly techni-
cal, does not immediately generate negative responses. Sometimes the word is a
clear synonym for downsizing. For example, rightsizing has been used by execu-
tives in a number of firms to suggest that the number of employees had grown
to an excessive number and that trimming that number would return the work-
force to its “right size.” So although these companies were, in fact, downsiz-
ing, they avoided, at least momentarily, the negative results of using that word.
Other companies have used even more creative euphemisms. General Motors
instituted a “career transition program’’; Wal-Mart began a “normal payroll ad-
justment”; National Semiconductor called its efforts at downsizing “reshaping”;
Tandem Computers called it “reducing duplication”; and Procter & Gamble, in
perhaps the most pleasant-sounding euphemism, called it “strengthening global
effectiveness.”!! In all of these cases, the companies were scaling back their
workforces. They were downsizing. They were firing people.

Government employees and politicians are especially notorious for using
euphemisms. The military of the United States, for example, has referred to
civilian casualties as “collateral damage” and has labeled soldiers “expendable

One of the dis-
coveries of the
twentieth century
is the enormous
variety of ways
of compelling
language to lie.

—Jules Henry

Always use the
proper names for
things.
—Albus
Dumbledore, in
J.K. Rowling’s Harry

Potter and the
Sorcerer’s Stone
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Thanks to words,
we have been
able to rise above
the brutes, and
thanks to words,
we have often
sunk to the level
of demons.

—Aldous Huxley

resources.” Enemy troops are sometimes called “soft targets.” Soldiers who
die by “friendly fire” have been accidentally killed by their own forces. The
word retreat would never be uttered among the military elite, but strategic
redeployment would be. In some cases the media has helped promote the use
of euphemisms. In 2004, a vice president at Fox News asked his reporters
to refer to U.S. Marines pictured in Fallujah, Iraq, as “sharpshooters” rather
than “snipers,” a word with negative connotations. Not every euphemism is
used in an effort to bamboozle audiences or hide the truth, and some writers
simply use synonyms to avoid repetition. But when euphemisms are used in a
deliberate effort to confuse the audience or evade the truth, a critical thinker
can call the lie what it is.

Over the past several years, euphemisms for various people and groups
have proliferated. It is not unusual to hear that the school has hired several
“custodial engineers” or that the local market is looking to hire “meat cutters.”
It seems that no one wants to be a janitor or a butcher any longer. In many
cases, this use of euphemisms has been an attempt to find language more
precise than the words commonly used. For example, although someone using
a wheelchair may face some difficulty getting around, the terms crippled and
disabled strike many people as inaccurate in describing wheelchair users, who
are often very resourceful in overcoming common obstacles and who can lead
lives as productive as anyone else’s provided their needs are considered in the
design of buildings and transportation. In other words,“disability” is the result of
obstacles placed in the way, not a quality inherent in the person. For some people,
then, the word challenged or even differently abled more accurately describes the
condition of a wheelchair user. Because we often begin to perceive people by
the words we use to describe them, calling someone “challenged” rather than
“disabled” can have the positive result of changing our perceptions.

Other attempts have been made to use more-precise language in de-
scribing human beings; firefighter, for example, is more precise than fireman it
that firefighting human being’s name is Barbara. There is little danger in using
words such as firefighter and businessperson, and, in fact, doing so only improves
our way of communicating and may even help keep the peace.

But perhaps we have gone too far in some regards. What was once an
effort at accuracy has in some aspects become excessive. The term political cor-
rectness was coined to indicate the almost ridiculous extremes to which some
people have gone to avoid using language that might offend or insult. In this
case, politically correct language can be euphemistic. Take, for example, the
term urban, which is used by some contemporary writers in place of black or
African American. Reviews now often refer to “urban” films or “urban” themes
rather than say that the film portrays an African American cast of characters
confronting racial issues. The use of the term wurban betrays an effort on the
writer’s part to remain politically correct. Similarly, writers often refer to the
“economically disadvantaged” rather than the “poor,” or say that someone is
“chemically dependent” rather than a “drug addict.” Such use of euphemisms
may hide the real tragedy of poverty or addiction. Critical thinkers should
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strive to remain aware of euphemisms that conceal reality and should make
every effort in their own writing to use words that are accurate and precise.

Exercise 4.5

In groups of three or more, discuss which word from each of the pairs below you
think is more accurate. Which word in the pair would you prefer to use? Which
would you prefer to see used by writers and speakers? How would the context of
the word influence your answers to the previous questions? How would the con-
text influence your judgment? The words in the right column might be consid-
ered euphemisms or politically correct terms.

retarded mentally challenged
old, elderly senior citizen
used car pre-owned car
stewardess flight attendant
fat full-figured
deaf hearing impaired
ghetto culturally deprived area
divorced newly single
primitive preliterate
doorman access controller
pimples blemishes
pornography adult entertainment
blockaded quarantined
bombed pacified
torture enhanced interrogation techniques
freshman first-year student
gambling gaming

SUMMARY

1. Failing to be precise can lead to miscommunication. Vague words have
meanings that are fuzzy and inexact and thus have debatable, borderline
applications. Overgenerality occurs when language is too broad and unspe-
cific. Ambiguous words have two or more distinct meanings in a particular
context, making it difficult if not impossible for the reader or listener
to decide which is intended. Ambiguity can also occur because of faulty
sentence structure.

2. Very often, good arguments will depend on the precise definition of
words and phrases that opponents in an argument might define differently.
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3. Definitions can be stipulative (a word’s meaning is determined by the

writer), persuasive (the writer reveals bias or a point of view in the defi-
nition), lexical (the word is defined in the way it is generally used), or
precising (a vague word is given a clear, precise meaning). A writer might
provide concrete examples of what is meant by a word by pointing to the
object being defined (ostensive definition), by listing members of the class
(enumerative definition), or by indicating what subclasses the word contains
(definition by subclass). Etymological definitions give a word’s history, whereas
synonymous definitions provide more-familiar equivalent terms. A definition
by genus and difference records the characteristics that distinguish one thing
from the other things in its class.

. A good definition should be neither too broad nor too narrow, convey the

essential meaning of a word, provide a context where needed, and not be
slanted, figurative, obscure, or circular.

. Good critical thinkers are careful to avoid vague language and to define

terms, but they are also aware of the manipulations of language, especially
language intended to evoke emotional responses that trick us out of atten-
tion and skepticism. Even sources we expect to be objective may contain
language that subtly edges us toward a particular, predictable feeling or
attitude.

. Euphemisms are mild or evasive words that take the place of harsh, nega-

tive words. Some euphemisms are perfectly acceptable. Euphemisms are
unacceptable when they are used in an effort to hide the truth. The effort
to label people and groups more precisely led to creations such as Native
American in place of Indian. Although this is seen by some people as an
example of “political correctness,” that term is better applied to efforts

to dress up reality with euphemistic language.



CHAPTER 5

LocicAL FALLACIES—I

We encounter arguments all over the place: in books, advertisements, TV
talk shows, political speeches, newspaper editorials, class discussions, and late-
night bull sessions with our friends. Some of those arguments are sound and
convincing, but many are fallacious. An argument is fallacious when it contains
one or more logical fallacies. A logical fallacy—or fallacy, for short—is an ar-
gument that contains a mistake in reasoning.! In this chapter and the next, we
discuss many of the most common logical fallacies.? In general, these are falla-
cies that are both frequently committed and often psychologically persuasive.

There are many common logical fallacies, and they can be classified in
various ways. The simplest way—and the one we adopt in this text—is to
divide such fallacies into two broad groups: fallacies of relevance and fallacies
of insufficient evidence. Fallacies of relevance are mistakes in reasoning that
occur because the premises are logically irrelevant to the conclusion. Fallacies of
insufficient evidence are mistakes in reasoning that occur because the prem-
ises, though logically relevant to the conclusion, fail to provide sufficient evidence
to support the conclusion. Fallacies of relevance are discussed in this chapter.
Fallacies of insufficient evidence are discussed in Chapter 6.

THE CONCEPT OF RELEVANCE

Before we consider the fallacies of relevance, we must first clarify the concept
of relevance itself.

To say that one statement is relevant to another is to say that it counts either
for or against that other statement. In other words, a statement is relevant to an-
other statement if it provides at least some reason for thinking that the second
statement is true or false.

There are three ways in which a statement can be relevant or irrelevant
to another. A statement can be positively relevant, negatively relevant, or logi-
cally irrelevant to another statement.’

Arguments, like
people, are often
pretenders.

—Plato

Education that
has merely taught
people to follow a
syllogism without
enabling them to
detect a fallacy
has left them in
constant peril.

—Stanley Baldwin
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My motto is: TO
THE POINT.

—Voltaire

History is a cata-
log of incidents in
which a poor ar-
gument convinced
hordes of people
to act badly, or
even brutally.

—S. Morris Engel

A statement is positively relevant to another statement if it counts in favor
of that statement. Here are several examples of positive relevance:

First argument: Dogs are cats. Cats are felines. So dogs are felines.
Second argument: All dogs have five legs. Rover is a dog. So Rover has five legs.

Third argument: Most Wexford College students live off-campus. Annie is a
Wexford College student. So, probably, Annie lives off-campus.

Fourth argument: Chris is a woman. Therefore, Chris enjoys knitting.

Each of these premises is positively relevant to its conclusion. That is, each pro-
vides at least some reason for thinking that the conclusion is true. In the first
and second arguments, the premises provide logically conclusive reasons for
accepting the conclusion. In the third argument, the premises provide prob-
able reasons for accepting the conclusion.* In the fourth argument, the premise
(“Chris is a woman”) provides neither probable nor conclusive reasons for ac-
cepting the conclusion (“Chris enjoys knitting”). The premise does, however,
make the conclusion slightly more probable than it would be if the conclusion
were considered independent of that premise. Thus, the premise does provide
some evidence for the conclusion, and hence is positively relevant to it.
These examples highlight two important lessons about the concept of
relevance: First, a statement can be relevant to another statement even if the
first statement is completely false. Thus, in the first example, the statement “Dogs
are cats” is clearly false. Nevertheless, it is relevant to the statement “Dogs are fe-
lines” because if it were true, the latter statement would have to be true as well.
Second, whether a statement is relevant to another usually depends on the
context in which the statements are made.Thus, in the second example, the state-
ment “All dogs have five legs” is positively relevant to the statement “Rover has
five legs” only because it is conjoined with the statement “Rover is a dog.”
Statements that count against other statements are said to be negatively
relevant to those statements. Here are two examples of negative relevance:

Marty is a high-school senior. So, Marty likely has a Ph.D.
Althea is two years old. So, Althea probably goes to college.

In both of these examples, the premises are negatively relevant to the conclu-
sion. Each premise, if true, provides at least some reason for thinking that the
conclusion is false.

Finally, statements can be logically irrelevant to other statements. A state-
ment is logically irrelevant to another statement if it counts neither for nor against
that statement. Here are two examples of logical irrelevance:

The earth revolves around the sun. Therefore, marijuana should be legalized.
Last night | dreamed that the Yankees will win the pennant. Therefore, the

Yankees will win the pennant.

Neither of these two premises provides the slightest reason for thinking that
its conclusion is either true or false. Thus, they are logically irrelevant to those
conclusions.
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o Critical Thinking Lapse

Kodak introduced a single-use camera called The Weekender. Cus-
tomers have called the support line to ask if it’s OK to use it during
the week.®

Exercise 5.1

Determine whether the premises in the following arguments are positively rel-
evant, negatively relevant, or logically irrelevant to the conclusion.

1.

®©

10.

11.

12.

13.

14.
15.

Carlos recently gave Amy an engagement ring. Therefore, Carlos loves Amy.

2. Marcos lives in Costa Rica. So, Marcos probably speaks German.
3.
4

. Thousands of tobacco farm workers will lose their jobs if cigarette taxes are

The sky is blue. Hence, the next president will be a Democrat.

doubled. Therefore, smoking does not cause cancer.
Thousands of tobacco farm workers will lose their jobs if cigarette taxes are
doubled. Therefore, cigarette taxes should not be doubled.

. Emily is CEO of a Fortune 500 company. Thus, it’s likely that Emily earns

more than $50,000 a year.
Mel lives in Pittsburgh. Hence, Mel lives in Ohio.
Sue lives in Ohio. So, Sue probably lives in Cleveland.

. The last three coin tosses have been heads. So, the next coin toss will probably

be tails.

You should believe in God.You have everything to gain if God does exist, and
little to lose if He doesn't.

Peter and his wife are both over 6 feet tall. Therefore, their daughter is likely
to be over 6 feet tall, too.

Hmm, the wiper blades were turned on when I started the engine of this
rental car. It must have been raining when the last person returned the car.
Martina partied all night last night. However, Martina was valedictorian of her
high school class. Therefore, she will do well on her critical thinking test this
morning.

Xu is a five-year-old child living in China. Therefore, Xu is probably a boy.
Most Americans believe that abortion should be legal. Therefore, abortion

should be legal.

FALLACIES OF RELEVANCE

A fallacy of relevance occurs when an arguer offers reasons that are logically
irrelevant to his or her conclusion. Fallacies of relevance often seem to be good
arguments but aren’t. In this chapter we look at eleven fallacies of relevance.
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It would be a very
good thing if every
trick could receive
some short and
obviously appro-
priate name, so
that when a man
used this or that
particular trick,
he could at once
be reproved for it.

—Arthur
Schopenhauer

CHAPTER 5 Logical Fallacies—I

[ One Good Ad Hominem Deserves Another

In one ofhis famous debates with Abraham Lincoln, Stephen Douglas
spoke disparagingly of Lincoln’s humble origins and in particular of
Lincoln’s brief career as a storekeeper. Lincoln responded: “Many
a time | have been on one side of the counter and sold whiskey to
Mr. Douglas on the other side. But now there’s a difference between
us: I’ve left my side of the counter, but he sticks to his as tenaciously
as ever.”®

Personal Attack (Ad Hominem)

We commit the fallacy of personal attack” when we reject someone’s argu-
ment or claim by attacking the person rather than the person’s argument or
claim. Here is an example:

Hugh Hefner, founder of Playboy magazine, has argued against censorship
of pornography. But Hefner is an immature, self-indulgent millionaire who
never outgrew the adolescent fantasies of his youth. His argument, there-
fore, is worthless.

Notice what is going on here. The arguer makes no attempt to show why
Hefner’s arguments against the censorship of pornography are flawed. Instead,
he simply attacks Hefner’s character. In effect, he argues this way:

1. Hugh Hefner is a bad person.
2. Therefore, Hugh Hefner’s argument must be bad.

But the pattern of reasoning is clearly fallacious. Even if it is true that Hefner is
a bad person, that doesn’t mean he is incapable of offering good arguments on
the topic of censorship.The attack on Hefner’s character is simply irrelevant to
the point at issue, which is the strength of Hefner’s case against the censorship
of pornography.

[t is important to bear in mind, however, that not every personal attack
is a fallacy. The fallacy of personal attack occurs only if (1) an arguer rejects
another person’s argument or claim and (2) the arguer attacks the person who
offers the argument or claim, rather than considering the merits of that argu-
ment or claim.

Consider some examples of personal attacks that aren’t fallacies but might
easily be mistaken as fallacies. Here is one example:

Millions of innocent people died in Stalin’s ruthless ideological purges.
Clearly, Stalin was one of the most brutal dictators of the twentieth century.
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This personal attack is not a fallacy, because no argument oftered by Stalin is
rejected on irrelevant personal grounds. There is no fallacious claim that any
particular argument of Stalin’s must be bad because Stalin himself was a bad
person. The argument, in fact, is a good one.

Here is another example:

Becky Fibber has testified that she saw my client rob the First National
Bank. But Ms. Fibber has twice been convicted of perjury. In addition,
you’ve heard Ms. Fibber’s own mother testify that she is a pathological liar.
Therefore, you should not believe Ms. Fibber’s testimony against my client.

Here the issue is whether Ms. Fibber is or is not a believable witness. Because
the arguer’s personal attack is relevant to this issue, no fallacy is committed.

Attacking the Motive

Closely related to the fallacy of personal attack is the fallacy of attacking the
motive. Attacking the motive® is the error of criticizing a person’s motivation
for offering a particular argument or claim, rather than examining the worth
of the argument or claim itself. Here are two examples:

Professor Michaelson has argued in favor of academic tenure. But why
should we even listen to Professor Michaelson? As a tenured professor, of
course he supports tenure.

Barbara Simmons, president of the American Trial Lawyers Association,
has argued that punitive damage awards resulting from tobacco litigation
should not be limited. But this is exactly what you would expect her to say.
Trial lawyers stand to lose billions if such punitive damage awards are lim-
ited. Therefore, we should ignore Ms. Simmons’s argument.

Note that these examples share a common pattern:

1. X is biased or has questionable motives.

2. Therefore, X’s argument or claim should be rejected.

The pattern of reasoning is fallacious because people with biases or question-
able motives do sometimes offer good arguments. You cannot simply assume
that because a person has a vested interest in an issue, any position he or she
takes on the issue must be false or weakly supported.

It is important to realize, however, that not all attacks on an arguer’s motives
are fallacious. Here are two examples:

Burton Wexler, spokesperson for the American Tobacco Growers Associa-
tion, has argued that there is no credible scientific evidence that cigarette
smoking causes cancer. Given Wexler’s obvious bias in the matter, his argu-
ments should be taken with a grain of salt.

“Crusher” Castellano has testified that mafia hit man Sam Milano was at
the opera at the time mob informer Piero Roselli was gunned down. But
Castellano was paid $30,000 by the mob for his testimony. Therefore,
Castellano’s testimony should not be believed.

It is a matter
of perfect indif-
ference where a
thing originated.
The only question
is: “Is it true in
and for itself ?”
—G. W. F. Hegel
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Some people will
take every other
kind of trouble

in the world, if
they are saved

the trouble of
thinking.

—G. K. Chesterton

> Pop Culture Connection —

Monty Python’s Argument Clinic

What’s the difference between “argument” and “abuse”? Monty
Python, the zany British comedy team, offered a classic take on that
eternal question in Monty Python’s Flying Circus (Episode 29, “The
Money Programme”). A customer, hoping to hone his argumentative
skills, enters an “Argument Clinic,” where he finds Mr. Barnard:

Mr. Barnard: What do you want?

Customer: Well, | was just . . .

Mr. Barnard: Don’t give me that, you snotty-faced heap of parrot

droppings!

Customer: What?

Mr. Barnard: Shut your festering gob, you tit! Your type really make

me puke, you vacuous, toffee-nosed, malodorous pervert!

Customer: Look, | came here for an argument, I’'m not going to just

stand . .. !

Mr. Barnard: OH! Oh, I’'m sorry, but this is Abuse.

By mistake, the customer had walked into the Argument Clinic’s
“Abuse Room.”

- J

Both of these arguments include attacks on an arguer’s motives; neither, how-
ever, is fallacious. Both simply reflect the commonsense assumption that argu-
ments put forward by arguers with obvious biases or motivations to lie need
to be scrutinized with particular care. Thus, the fallacy of attacking the motive
does not consist of simply criticizing another arguer’s motives. Instead, it con-
sists of criticizing an arguer’s motives rather than offering a rational critique of
the argument itself.

Look Who's Talking (Tu Quoque)

The fallacy of look who’s talking” is committed when an arguer rejects an-
other person’s argument or claim because that person fails to practice what he
preaches. Here are several examples:

Doctor: You should quit smoking.
Patient: Look who’s talking! I'll quit when you do, Dr. Smokestack!

Parent: Honey, I don’t want you to skip school on senior skip day. You
don’t want to jeopardize your chances of being class valedictorian, do you?
Daughter: But Mom, you told me you skipped out on senior skip day!
Why do you always get to have all the fun?

Presidential candidate Bill Bradley: When Al [Gore| accuses me of nega-
tive campaigning, that reminds me of the story about Richard Nixon,
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the kind of politician who would chop down a tree, then stand on the
stump and give a speech about conservation.'

The logical pattern of these arguments is this:

1. X fails to follow his or her own advice.

2. Therefore, X’s claim or argument should be rejected.

But this reasoning is clearly fallacious. Arguments are good or bad not because
of who offers them but because of their own intrinsic strengths or weaknesses.
You cannot refute a person’s argument simply by pointing out that he or she
fails to practice what he or she preaches.

It should be noted, however, that there is nothing fallacious as such in
criticizing a person’s hypocritical behavior. For example:

Jim: Our neighbor Joe gave me a hard time again yesterday about
washing our car during this drought emergency.

Patty: Well, he’s right. But I wish that hypocrite would live up to his
own advice. Just last week I saw him watering his lawn in the middle of
the afternoon.

Here, Patty is simply pointing out, justifiably, that their neighbor is a hypocrite.
Because she does not reject any argument or claim offered by the neighbor,
however, no fallacy is committed.

Two Wrongs Make a Right

Closely related to the fallacy of look who’s talking is the fallacy of two wrongs
make a right, which occurs when an arguer attempts to justify a wrongful
act by claiming that some other act is just as bad or worse. Here are some
examples:

| don’t feel guilty about cheating on Dr. Boyer’s test. Half the class cheats
on his tests.

Why pick on me, officer? Nobody comes to a complete stop at that stop
sign.

Maige: Bart, quit hitting your sister.

Bart: Well, she pinched me.

We have all offered our share of such excuses. But however tempting such ex-
cuses may be, we know that they can never truly justify our misdeeds.

Of course, there are times when an act that would otherwise be wrong
can be justified by citing the wrongful actions of others. Here are two
examples:

Police officer: Why did you spray this man with pepper spray?

You: Because he attacked me with a knife. I did it in self-defense.

Father: Why did you go swimming when the pool was closed?

Altho’ thy teacher
act not as he
preaches, yet
ne’er the less, if
good, do what he
teaches.

—Benjamin
Franklin
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CHAPTER 5 Logical Fallacies—I

'How to Distinguish the Look Who's Talking Fallacy

from the Two Wrongs Make a Right Fallacy

The look who’s talking fallacy always
involves a charge of hypocrisy or failing to
practice what one preaches; the two wrongs
make a right fallacy often does not.

Here is an example of an argument that
commits the fallacy of look who’s talking
but does not commit the fallacy of two
wrongs make a right:

The two wrongs make a right fallacy always
involves an attempt to justify an apparently
wrongful act; the look who’s talking fallacy
often does not.

Here is an example of an argument that
commits the two wrongs make a right fal-
lacy but does not commit the fallacy of
look who’s talking:

| can’t believe our pastor told us that wives
should stay home and not work! What a
crock! | happen to know that his own wife
worked to put him through college.

| don’t feel any obligation to report all
of my waitressing tips to the IRS. | don’t
know a single waitress who does.

Son: Because my friend Joe jumped in and was drowning. I did it to
save his life.
These are clear cases where the justifications offered do, in fact, serve to justify
what would otherwise be wrongful behavior. Not all cases, however, are so
clear. Here are two cases that are not:

Jedediah Smith murdered three people in cold blood. Therefore, Jedediah
Smith should be put to death.

Umpire: Why did you throw at the opposing pitcher?

Pitcher: Because he threw at three of our players. I have an obligation
to protect my teammates if you guys won't.

Do these arguments commit the fallacy of two wrongs make a right? They
do only if the justifications offered are insufficient to justify the apparently
wrongful behavior. Whether they do or not is, of course, debatable.

The fallacy of two wrongs make a right is often confused with the fal-
lacy of look who’s talking. This is understandable, because it is easy to think of
examples of arguments that commit both fallacies. For example:

Mother: Honey, it’s wrong to steal. How would you feel if someone
stole your favorite doll?

Child: But you told me you stole your friend’s teddy bear when you
were a little girl. So stealing isn’t really wrong.

This argument commits the fallacy of two wrongs make a right because it at-
tempts to justity a wrongful act by citing another wrongtul act. It also commits
the fallacy of look who’s talking because it dismisses an argument based on the
arguer’s failure to practice what she preaches.
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[ ' Force or Reason?

Once while giving a speech, Catholic historian Hilaire Belloc was re-
peatedly heckled by a member of the audience. Belloc, who was built
like a boxer, bore these interruptions patiently for some time. Finally,
however, he could endure no more. Fixing the heckler with a glare, he
said, “I should prefer, sir, to settle this question by physical encounter,
but since the rules of this club do not permit that method, | am com-
pelled to attempt the task of teaching you how to think.”"

The fallacy of two wrongs make a right is, in fact, distinct from the fallacy
of look who’s talking. The key differences between the two are summarized in
the box on page 126.

Scare Tactics

Fear is a powerful motivator—so powerful that it often causes us to think and
behave irrationally. The fallacy of scare tactics'? is committed when an arguer
threatens harm to a reader or listener if he or she does not accept the arguer’
conclusion and this threat is irrelevant to the truth of the arguer’s conclusion.
Here are two examples:

Diplomat to diplomat: I’'m sure you’ll agree that we are the rightful rul-
ers of the San Marcos Islands. It would be regrettable if we had to send
armed forces to demonstrate the validity of our claim.

Gun lobbyist to politician: This gun-control bill is wrong for America,
and any politician who supports it will discover how wrong they were
at the next election.

In both of these examples, the scare tactics employed provide no relevant evi-
dence that supports the stated conclusion. As the second example makes clear,
the fallacy of scare tactics need not involve a threat of physical force. Any kind
of threat can be involved, and the threat may be veiled.

Of course, not all threats involve fallacies. Consider these two examples:

Parent to teen: If you come home late one more time, your allowance
will be cut.

President John Kennedy to Soviet Premier Nikita Krushchev: If you don’t
remove your nuclear missiles from Cuba, we will have no choice but
to remove them by force. If we use force to remove the missiles, that
may provoke an all-out nuclear war. Neither of us wants a nuclear war.
Therefore, you should remove your missiles from Cuba. (paraphrased)

The first example is not a fallacy because it is simply a statement, not an argu-
ment. The second example is not a fallacy because the premises are logically
relevant to the conclusion.

The fear of man
brings a snare.
—Proverbs 29:25

No passion so
effectively robs
the mind of all its
power of acting
and reasoning
as fear.

—Edmund Burke
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Our feelings or
emotions about a
particular claim
have no bearing
on the truth or
falsity of that
claim.

—T. Edward
Damer

The few may be
right and the
many wrong.

—John Henry
Newman

Appeal to Pity

The fallacy of appeal to pity" occurs when an arguer inappropriately attempts
to evoke feelings of pity or compassion from his listeners or readers. Here are
two examples:

Student to professor: T know I missed half your classes and failed all my
exams, but [ had a really tough semester. First my pet boa constrictor
died. Then my girlfriend told me she wants a sex-change operation. With
all T went through this semester, I don’t think I really deserved an E Any
chance you might cut me some slack and change my grade to a C or a D?

Parent to high school football coach: 1 admit my son Billy can’t run, pass,
kick, catch, block, or tackle, but he deserves to make the football team.
If he doesn’t make the team, he’s going to be an emotional wreck, and
he may even drop out of school.

These arguments may or may not be effective in arousing our sympathies.
Logically, however, the arguments are clearly fallacious because the premises
provide no relevant reasons to accept the conclusions.

Are all arguments that contain emotional appeals fallacious? No, as the
following examples illustrate:

Mother to daughter: Nana was asking about you the other day. She’s so
lonely and depressed since Grandpa passed away, and her Alzheimer’s
seems to get worse every day. She’s done so much for you over the
years. Don’t you think you should pay her a visit?'

High school softball coach: Girls, this state championship is the biggest
game of your lives. This is what you’ve been working for all year. Your
parents are counting on you, your school is counting on you, and
your community is counting on you. Make them proud! Play like the
champions you are!

In these examples the appeals to emotion are both appropriate and relevant to
the arguers’ legitimate purposes.Too often, however, people use emotional ap-
peals to hinder or obscure rational thinking. When emotional appeals are used
in this way, the appeals are fallacious.

Bandwagon Argument

We all like to feel loved, admired, appreciated, and accepted by others. A band-
wagon argument is one that plays on a person’s desire to be popular, accepted,
or valued, rather than appealing to logically relevant reasons or evidence. Here
are three examples:

All the really cool kids at East Jefferson High School smoke cigarettes.
Therefore, you should, too.

| can’t believe you’re going to the library on a Friday night! You don’t want
people to think you’re a nerd, do you?
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There must be something to astrology. Millions of Americans can’t be
wrong.

The basic pattern of these arguments is this:

1. Everybody (or a select group of people) believes or does X.

2. Therefore, you should believe or do X, too.

This pattern is fallacious because the fact that a belief or practice is popular
usually provides little or no evidence that the belief is true or that the practice
is good.

Not all appeals to popular beliefs or practices are fallacious, however, as
these examples illustrate:

All the villagers I’ve talked to say that the water is safe to drink. Therefore,
the water probably is safe to drink.

Lots of my friends recommend the Back Street Deli, so it’s probably a good
place to eat.

These bandwagon appeals are not fallacious because the premises are relevant
to the conclusions.

Straw Man

The straw man fallacy is committed when an arguer distorts an opponent’s
argument or claim to make it easier to attack. For example:

Pete has argued that the New York Yankees are a better baseball
team than the Atlanta Braves. But the Braves aren’t a bad team.
They have a great pitching staff, and they consistently finish at or
near the top of their division. Obviously, Pete doesn’t know what he’s
talking about.

This argument misrepresents Pete’s view. Pete hasn’t claimed that the Braves
are a bad team, merely that the Yankees are a betfer team than the Braves. By
mischaracterizing Pete’s view—making it seem weaker or less plausible than it
really is—the arguer has committed the straw man fallacy.

Straw man fallacies are extremely common in politics. For example:

Senator Biddle has argued that we should outlaw violent pornography.
Obviously, the senator favors complete governmental censorship of
books, magazines, and films. Frankly, I’'m shocked that such a view
should be expressed on the floor of the U.S. Senate. It runs counter to
everything this great nation stands for. No senator should listen seriously
to such a proposal.

This argument distorts the senator’s view. His claim is that violent pornography
should be outlawed, not that there should be complete governmental censorship
of books, magazines, and films. By misrepresenting the senator’s position and
then attacking the misrepresentation rather than the senator’s actual position,
the arguer commits the straw man fallacy.
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Popularity is
vanity.

—John Donne

Our ways of
thinking are as
much arrived at
by imitation of
those we admire
as by reasoned
reflection.

—Alvin Plantinga

Neither believe
nor reject any-
thing, because
any other person,
or description

of persons, have
rejected or be-
lieved it. Your own
reason is the only
oracle given you
by heaven, and
you are answer-
able, not for the
rightness, but the
uprightness of the
decision.

—Thomas
Jefferson
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Intellectual debate
is impoverished
when one attacks
caricatures; soft
targets generally
only suit weapons
of corresponding
low firepower.

—William T.
Twining

Fear not those
who argue but
those who dodge.

—Marie von
Ebner-Eschenbach

Logical Fallacies—I

The logical pattern of straw man arguments is this:

1. X’s view is false or unjustified [but where X’s view has been unfairly
characterized or misrepresented].

2. Therefore, X’s view should be rejected.

Clearly, arguments of this pattern provide no logically relevant support for
their conclusions.

Red Herring

The red herring fallacy is committed when an arguer tries to sidetrack his
audience by raising an irrelevant issue and then claims that the original issue
has effectively been settled by the irrelevant diversion. The fallacy apparently
gets its name from a technique used to train English foxhounds.” A sack of
red (i.e., smoked) herrings was dragged across the trail of a fox to train the
foxhounds to follow the fox’s scent rather than the powerful distracting smell
of the fish. In a similar way, an arguer commits the red herring fallacy when
he seeks to distract his audience by raising an irrelevant issue and then claims
or implies that the irrelevant diversion has settled the original point at issue.
Here is an example:

Many people criticize Thomas Jefferson for being an owner of slaves. But
Jefferson was one of our greatest presidents, and his Declaration of Inde-
pendence is one of the most eloquent pleas for freedom and democracy
ever written. Clearly, these criticisms are unwarranted.

The issue here is whether Jefferson can rightly be criticized for owning slaves,
not whether he was one of America’s greatest presidents or whether he de-
serves credit for writing the Declaration of Independence. By diverting the
reader’s attention from the original argument and then claiming that the origi-
nal argument has been refuted by the irrelevant diversion, the arguer commits
the red herring fallacy.

Red herring fallacies are also extremely common in politics. For
example:

Critics have accused my administration of doing too little to save the fam-
ily farm. These critics forget that | grew up on a farm. | know what it’s like
to get up at the crack of dawn to milk the cows. | know what it’s like to
work in the field all day in the blazing sun. Family farms are what made this
country great, and those who criticize my farm policies simply don’t know
what they’re talking about.

The issue here is whether the speaker’s administration is doing enough to
save the family farm. The fact that the speaker grew up on a farm is simply a
smokescreen used to distract attention from this issue.
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How to Distinguish the Straw Man Fallacy

from the Red Herring Fallacy

The straw man fallacy always involves mis- ~ Here’s an example of an argument that
representing another person’s argument or commits the red herring fallacy but does
claim; the red herring fallacy often does not. not commit the straw man fallacy:

Here’s an example of an argument that
commits the straw man fallacy but does
not commit the red herring fallacy:

Jessica Wu has argued that immediate
steps should be taken to reduce global
warming. The most serious environ-

| overheard my friend Hal say that mental problem, however, isn’t global
democracy isn’t always the best form of warming—it’s overpopulation. Unless
government. Funny, | never figured Hal something is done to reduce population
for a communist. growth in the third world, mass starva-

tion and irreversible environmental dam-
age will result. Frankly, | think Jessica’s
view is ridiculous.

The red herring fallacy always involves
changing or evading the issue; the straw
man fallacy often does not.

It should be noted, however, that it is not a fallacy simply to change the
subject or evade an issue. For example:

Political opponent: Congressman Crookley, now that you have been con-
victed of bribery, extortion, and grand theft auto, isn’t it high time that
you resigned from office?

Representative Crookley: How’ bout those Yankees? A ten-game lead at
the All-Star break!

Here the speaker doesn’t deny the charge or pretend it is refuted by discussing
irrelevant issues; rather, he simply evades the issue. Because there is no mistake
in reasoning in the argument, no fallacy is committed.

Equivocation

We saw in Chapter 4 that words often have more than one meaning. The fal-
lacy of equivocation is committed when a key word is used in two or more
senses in the same argument and the apparent success of the argument depends
on the shift in meaning. Here are several examples:

It is a crime to smoke grass. Kentucky bluegrass is a grass. Therefore, it is a
crime to smoke Kentucky bluegrass.

| distinctly heard Mo say, “Hit me,” as he was playing cards in Las Vegas.
To hit someone is to slug them. So, Mo must enjoy being slugged.
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Any law can be repealed by the proper legal authority. The law of gravity

is a law. Therefore, the law of gravity can be repealed by the proper legal

authority.'
In each of these arguments, a key word is used ambiguously or equivocally—that is,
with two or more distinct senses. The first argument equivocates on the word grass.
In the first premise, it means marijuana; in the second, it means ordinary lawn grass.
The second argument equivocates on the word hit. In the first premise, it means
dealing a card; in the second, it means being punched or struck. The third argu-
ment equivocates on the word law: In the first premise, it refers to a law regulating
human conduct; in the second, it refers to an observed uniformity of nature.

Fallacies of equivocation can be difficult to spot because they often ap-
pear valid, but they aren’t. The third example above appears to have the follow-
ing logical pattern:

1. All A’s are B’s. [All laws are things that can be repealed by the proper
legal authority.]

2. Cisan A. [The law of gravity is a law. ]

3. Therefore, Cis a B. [Therefore, the law of gravity is a thing that can be
repealed by the proper legal authority.]

Such a pattern is, of course, valid. Moreover, the premises appear to be true.
Nevertheless, the argument is clearly fallacious. Why?

The argument is fallacious because it only appears to have a valid argu-
ment form. This becomes clear if we make explicit the two different senses in
which the word law is used in the argument.

1. All A’s are B’s. [All laws regulating human conduct are things that can
be repealed by proper legal authority.]

2. CisaD. [The law of gravity is an observed uniformity of nature. |

3. Therefore, Cis a B. [Therefore, the law of gravity is a thing that can be
repealed by the proper legal authority.]

When the two senses of the word law are distinguished in this way, it is clear
that the premises provide no relevant support for the conclusion.

Begging the Question

The fallacy of begging the question is committed when an arguer states or
assumes as a premise the very thing he or she is trying to prove as a conclusion.
There are two common ways to commit this fallacy.

The most obvious way is to simply restate the conclusion in slightly dif-
ferent words. Here are two examples:

Bungee-jumping is dangerous because it’s unsafe.
Capital punishment is morally wrong because it is ethically impermissible
to inflict death as punishment for a crime.

In the first example, the premise basically repeats the conclusion: saying that
bungee-jumping is “unsafe” is another way of saying that it is “dangerous.” In
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[ Recap of Fallacies of Relevance

Personal attack: Arguer attacks the charac-
ter of another arguer.

Attacking the motive: Arguer attacks the
motive of another arguer.

Look who’s talking: Arguer attacks the hy-
pocrisy of another arguer.

Two wrongs make a right: Arguer tries to jus-
tify a wrong by citing another wrong.

Scare tactics: Arguer threatens a reader or
listener.

Bandwagon argument: Arguer appeals to a
reader’s or listener’s desire to be accepted
or valued.

Straw man: Arguer misrepresents an oppo-
nent’s position.

Red herring: Arguer tries to distract the at-
tention of the audience by raising an irrel-
evant issue.

Equivocation: Arguer uses a key word in two
or more different senses.

Begging the question: Arguer assumes the

Appeal to pity: Arguer tries to evoke pity :
point to be proven.

from a reader or listener.

the second example, the conclusion is begged because saying that it is “ethically
impermissible” to inflict death as punishment for a crime is equivalent to say-
ing that capital punishment is “morally wrong.”

The second common form of begging the question involves “circular
reasoning” or “arguing in a circle.” This occurs when an arguer offers a chain
of reasons for a conclusion, where the conclusion of the argument is stated or
assumed as one of the premises. For example:

Kylie: God wrote the Bible.

Ned: How do you know?

Kylie: Because it says so in the Bible, and what the Bible says is true.
Ned: How do you know what the Bible says is true?

Kylie: Because God wrote the Bible.

Note the tight circle of reasoning here: A because B, B because A. In more-
complex arguments, the circular reasoning may be more difficult to spot, as in
this example:

Wexford College is a better college than Aggie Tech. Wexford is a better
college because it has better students. It has better students because it has
better faculty. It has better faculty because it pays higher faculty salaries.

It pays higher faculty salaries because it has a larger endowment. It has a
larger endowment because it has more generous and loyal alumni. It has
more generous and loyal alumni because it is a better college.

Here the chain of reasoning is so lengthy that it is easy to overlook the fact that
the statement “Wexford College is a better college than Aggie Tech” appears
both as a premise and as a conclusion in the argument.
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L.

Exercise 5.2

Identify the fallacies of relevance committed by the following arguments.

There may be more than one. If no fallacy is committed, write “no fallacy.”

1.

2.

10.

11.

12.

13.

14.

15.

16.

The new Volkswagon Beetle is the coolest car around. It’s selling like
hotcakes.You should ask your parents to buy you one.

Jason: Did you hear Andrew’s class presentation on senior-class rights and
privileges?

Kyle:Yeah, but I don’t buy any of his arguments. He’s just a rich snob who
likes to hear himself talk.

. Bill Baxter deserves to be promoted to vice president. He has three small

children, and just last week his wife was diagnosed with breast cancer.

. School superintendent Kate Duncan has argued that children in public schools

should be allowed to participate in a voluntary moment of silence at the begin-
ning of each school day. But it’s wrong to allow teachers to indoctrinate children
with their own religious views. Duncan’s argument must be firmly rejected.

. My driving instructor, Mr. Peterson, told me that it’s dangerous to drive

without a seat belt. But why should I listen to him? Last week I saw him
driving without a seat belt.

. Jeff and Maribeth slept together on prom night. Sleep is a state of uncon-

scious or semiconscious rest or repose. It follows that Jeft and Maribeth must
have spent a very restful night together.

. Paper is combustible because it burns.
. Jesse Jackson has argued that last week’s police shooting was racially motivated.

But this is exactly what you would expect Jackson to say. After all, he’s black.

. Child to playmate: Admit it! Admit that Scooby-Doo is a better cartoon show

than Pokémon! If you don’t, my big brother is going to beat you up!

Al: I can’t believe it! My bank made a mistake on my account balance.
There’s an extra $3,000 in my checking account.

Joe: Are you going to report the mistake?

Al: Why should I? They’ve been ripping me oft for years with their high
ATM fees.

Opponents of capital punishment have argued that the death penalty is
unfair and discriminatory. But it’s ridiculous to suggest that cold-blooded
murderers should not have to pay for their crimes. How is that fair to the
victims or their families?

Malcolm Cox isn’t qualified to be a kindergarten teacher. He’s lazy and
incompetent and has twice been convicted of child abuse.

Only man has an immortal soul. No woman is a man. Therefore, no woman
has an immortal soul.

Surveys show that more than 70 percent of high school seniors believe that
novel means “book.” Therefore, novel does mean “book.”

I almost lost it when I heard the Maharishi condemn Western materialism and
consumerism. What a crock! Did you see the Rolls Royce he drove up in?
Dean of students to student: Mr. Boosely, you've twice been cited for violating
the college’s alcoholic beverage policy. If you commit a third violation, I'll
have no choice but to suspend you from school.



17.

18.

19.

20.

21.

22.

23.

24.

25.

26.

27.

28.
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You often hear people say that the French are rude, especially to people who
don’t speak their language. But France is a wonderful country! The wine, the
food, the museums! There’s no country in Europe I'd rather visit.

I wish I could take my four basset hounds with me when I move, but I

just can’t. I know you have only a small apartment, but won’t you consider
adopting them? I hate to think of them starving in the street or winding up
in the dog pound.

Recently, a scientific study found that eating large amounts of chocolate

ice cream is actually good for you.We shouldn’t be too quick to accept

this conclusion, however, because the study was funded entirely by Baskin-
Robbins and other leading ice-cream makers.

Dear Mr. Ferguson, I'm sure you’ll agree that after three years working as
head of company security I'm long overdue for a raise. By the way, may I re-
spectfully suggest that you make sure the surveillance cameras are turned off
next time you and your secretary need to “catch up on some paperwork”?
Convicted murderer Johnny Palko has argued that he did not receive a fair
trial. But Palko is a vicious thug who’s spent most of his adult life behind
bars. Why should we even listen to such a parasite?

Rachel Peters has argued that assault weapons should be outlawed.
Apparently, Rachel believes that no one has the right to own firearms for
purposes of self-protection. But such a view is completely indefensible. It
would leave law-abiding citizens defenseless against predatory criminals.
Baseball owners have argued that baseball should continue to be exempt
from antitrust laws. But the owners stand to lose millions if baseball’s anti-
trust exemption is revoked. No sensible person should be taken in by the
owners’ obviously self-serving arguments.

I see nothing unethical in paying bribes to foreign officials to obtain
business favors. That’s the way business is done in many parts of the world.
Like they say,“When in Rome, do as the Romans do.”

Karen has argued that the secretaries at Acme Steel will get more respect

if they change their title from “secretary” to “office assistant.” But every-
one knows that Acme Steel has a bottom-line mentality. They’ll let you call
yourself anything you want, but they won't raise your salary a nickel.

Hi, Mrs. Bowman, this is Debbie at Little Tykes Day Care. Sorry to bother
you at work. I know you asked us not to give Petey any more candy or
desserts at day care, but there’s a birthday party today and all the kids are
having chocolate cupcakes. Petey feels so left out. He’s the only one without
a cupcake, and he’s just bawling his little eyes out. Wouldn't it be OK if
gave him a dessert just this once?

You’re home alone.You’ve just heard on the radio that a homicidal maniac
has escaped from the state pen. Suddenly, you hear the sound of breaking
glass. What do you do? What do you do? Don't let this happen to you! Give
your family the peace of mind they deserve. Call Allied Security today!

At the global-warming conference in Kyoto, many developing nations argued
against setting strict emissions standards, claiming that this would put them

at a competitive disadvantage against rich industrialized nations that have
already benefited from lax environmental standards. But these developing
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29.

30.

31.
32.

33.

34.

35.

36.

37.

38.

39.

40.

II.

nations are just jealous of the high standard of living industrialized nations
have achieved. Sour grapes, that’s all their arguments amount to.

Sigrid is an illegal alien. An alien is a creature from outer space. Therefore,
Sigrid is a creature from outer space.

Wellington’s is a classier bar than Jake’s. It’s a classier bar because it has a
more upscale clientele. It has a more upscale clientele because it has a nicer
décor. It has a nicer décor because it’s a classier bar.

Flag-burning is illegal. Just ask anybody.

My doctor told me I need to eat right and lose weight. What a laugh! You
know where that tub o’ lard was when he gave me this great advice? He was
a contestant in the banana-split-eating contest at the county fair.

I can’t believe that these convicted murderers have the gall to claim that
their rights have been violated by prison officials. They didn’t respect the
rights of their victims. Why should we respect theirs?

Of course you should have your nose pierced. “Body modification” is all the
rage these days.

Mr. Martin claims that boys tend to be better at math than girls. What a
ridiculous overgeneralization! My friend Alice is the best math student in
her class. So, it’s clear that boys are not always better at math than girls.
Penicillin is a miracle of modern medicine. A miracle is a divinely produced
violation of a law of nature. Therefore, penicillin is a divinely produced vio-
lation of a law of nature.

Dr. Christina Sparks has argued that the morning-after pill is an effective
contraceptive. But the morning-after pill simply encourages sexual pro-
miscuity. Sexual promiscuity is the reason why we have such high rates of
abortion and out-of-wedlock births in this country. Obviously, Dr. Sparks’s
argument is flawed.

Mrs. Devlin, your right rear tire is practically bald. I recommend that you
replace it. I know you do a lot of driving at night on backcountry roads, and
I’'m sure you wouldn’t want to get stranded.

Professor Douglas has argued that marijuana should be legalized. But
Douglas is a radical ex-hippie whose brains were fried at Woodstock. No
sensible person should listen to such a fruitcake.

Al: Doc Miller told me I've been working too hard. He said I need a vacation.
Deb: He’s a fine one to talk! I bet Doc hasn’t taken a vacation in forty years.
But you know he’s probably right.You have been working awfully hard
lately.

Write an original example of each of the fallacies of relevance discussed in

this chapter. Be prepared to share your examples with the class.

III.

Find examples of the fallacies discussed in this chapter from everyday life

(newspapers, magazines, TV, radio, class discussions, and so on). Collect your

examples in a notebook or portfolio. For each example, indicate where you
found the fallacy and give a brief explanation why you think it commits the
fallacy you claim. Be prepared to share your examples with the class.
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SUMMARY

1. A logical fallacy is an argument that contains a mistake in reasoning.
Fallacies can be divided into two general types: fallacies of relevance
and fallacies of insufficient evidence. Fallacies of relevance are arguments
in which the premises are logically irrelevant to the conclusion. Fallacies
of insufficient evidence are arguments in which the premises, though logi-
cally relevant to the conclusion, fail to provide sufficient evidence for the
conclusion. We discussed fallacies of relevance in this chapter. Fallacies of
insufficient evidence are discussed in Chapter 6.

2. A statement is relevant to another statement if it provides at least some
reason for thinking that the second statement is true or false. There are
three ways in which a statement can be relevant or irrelevant to another:
A statement is positively relevant to another statement if it provides at least
some reason for thinking that the second statement is true. A statement is
negatively relevant to another statement if it provides at least some reason for
thinking that the second statement is false. A statement is logically irrelevant
to another statement if it provides no reason for thinking that the second
statement is either true or false.

3. This chapter discussed eleven common fallacies of relevance:
a. Personal attack (ad hominem): An arguer rejects a person’s argument or
claim by attacking the person’s character rather than the person’s argument
or claim.

Example
Professor Snodblatt has argued against the theory of evolution. But Snodblatt

is a pompous, egotistical windbag and a card-carrying member of the Nazi
Bikers Association. | absolutely refuse to listen to him.

b. Attacking the motive: An arguer criticizes a person’s motivation for of-
fering a particular argument or claim, rather than examining the worth of
the argument or claim itself.

Example

Jim Gibson has argued that we need to build a new middle school. But Gibson

is the owner of Gibson’s Construction Company. He’ll make a fortune if his

company is picked to build the new school. Obviously, Gibson’s argument is a
lot of self-serving baloney.

c. Look who’s talking (tu quoque): An arguer rejects another person’s argu-
ment or claim because that person is a hypocrite.
Example
My opponent, Bill Peters, has accused me of running a negative political cam-
paign. But Peters has run a much more negative campaign than | have. Just
last week he ran television ads falsely accusing me of embezzlement and cruelty
to animals. Clearly, Peters’s charge that I’'m guilty of mudslinging is untrue.
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Appeal to numbers
has no logical
force.

—William James

d. Tivo wrongs make a right: An arguer attempts to justify a wrongful act by
claiming that some other act is just as bad or worse.

Example

I admit we plied Olympic officials with booze, prostitutes, free ski vacations,
and millions of dollars in outright bribes to be selected as the site of the next
Winter Olympics. But everybody does it. That’s the way the process works.
Therefore, paying those bribes wasn’t really wrong.

e. Scare tactics: An arguer threatens harm to a reader or listener and this
threat is irrelevant to the truth of the arguer’s conclusion.

Example

You’ve argued that Coach Bubba should be fired because he’s twice been ar-
rested for starting barroom brawls. But Coach Bubba is the winningest football
coach we’ve ever had at Culmbank High. He doesn’t deserve to be fired. And

if you can’t understand that, maybe these boys with baseball bats can change
your mind.

. Appeal to pity: An arguer attempts to evoke feelings of pity or compas-
sion, where such feelings, however understandable, are not relevant to the
truth of the arguer’s conclusion.

Example

Officer, | know | was going 80 miles per hour in a 15-mile-an-hour school zone,
but | don’t deserve a speeding ticket. I’'ve had a really tough week. Yesterday | got
fired from my job, and last Monday my Chihuahua got eaten by a Great Dane.

g. Bandwagon argument: An arguer appeals to a person’s desire to be popular,
accepted, or valued, rather than to logically relevant reasons or evidence.

Example

All the popular, cool kids at Westmont Middle School wear Mohawk haircuts.
Therefore, you should, too.

h. Straw man: An arguer misrepresents another person’s position to make it
easier to attack.

Example

Professor Davis has argued that the Bible should not be read literally. Obvi-
ously, Davis believes that any reading of the Bible is as good as any other. But
this would mean that there is no difference between a true interpretation of
Scripture and a false interpretation. Such a view is absurd.

1. Red herring: An arguer tries to sidetrack her audience by raising an ir-
relevant issue, and then claims that the original issue has been effectively
settled by the irrelevant diversion.

Example

Frank has argued that Volvos are safer cars than Ford Mustang convertibles.
But Volvos are clunky, boxlike cars, whereas Mustang convertibles are sleek,
powerful, and sexy. Clearly, Frank doesn’t know what he’s talking about.
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j. Equivocation: An arguer uses a key word in an argument in two (or
more) different senses.

Example
Hanes is advertising “tanks for all occasions.” It’s illegal for anyone but the
military to sell tanks. So, Hanes is breaking the law.
k. Begging the question: An arguer states or assumes as a premise the very
thing he is seeking to prove as a conclusion.

Example

I am entitled to say whatever | choose because | have a right to say whatever |
please.



It is as the enemy
of fallacy that
logic must always
find its application
to real life.
—Alfred Sidgwick

Do not be scared
by the word
authority. . . .
Ninety-nine
percent of the
things you believe
are believed on
authority.

—C. S. Lewis
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FALLACIES OF INSUFFICIENT EVIDENCE

In Chapter 5, we looked at fallacies of relevance, mistakes in reasoning that
occur when the premises are logically irrelevant to the truth of the conclu-
sion. In this chapter we discuss fallacies of insufficient evidence—mistakes
in reasoning in which the premises, though relevant to the conclusion, fail to
provide sufticient evidence for the conclusion. We discuss nine such fallacies.

Inappropriate Appeal to Authority

All of us depend on things that other people tell us. Children rely on their par-
ents and teachers for basic guidance and instruction. Scientists rely on other sci-
entists to report their findings accurately. Historians depend on primary sources
and other historians for reliable information about the past. Indeed, it is hard
to see how any stable and cohesive society could exist without a great deal of
shared trust in its members’ basic honesty and reliability. For that reason, trust in
authority has aptly been described as “the very foundation of civilization.”!

Too often, however, people rely uncritically on the authority of others.
Throughout history blind faith in authority has bred superstition, intolerance,
and dogmatism. Consequently, it is of great importance to be able to distin-
guish legitimate appeals to authority from those that are fallacious.

The fallacy of inappropriate appeal to authority is committed when
an arguer cites a witness or authority who, there is good reason to believe, is
unreliable. But when, in general, is it reasonable to believe that a witness or an
authority is unreliable? Here are some relevant circumstances:

e when the source is not a genuine authority on the subject at issue
e when the source is biased or has some other reason to lie or mislead
e when the accuracy of the source’s observations is questionable

e when the source cited (e.g., a media source, a reference work, or an
Internet source) is known to be generally unreliable
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e when the source has not been cited correctly or the cited claim has
been taken out of context

e when the source’s claim conflicts with expert opinion
e when the issue is not one that can be settled by expert opinion

e when the claim is highly improbable on its face

Let’s look briefly at each of these reasons for questioning the reliability of a
source.

Is the Source Not an Authority on the Subject at Issue? An authority
is a person who possesses special knowledge, competence, or expertise in a
particular field. The most obvious way to commit the fallacy of inappropriate
appeal to authority is to appeal to a person who is not a genuine authority on
the subject at issue. For example:

My barber told me that Einstein’s general theory of relativity is a lot of
hogwash. | guess Einstein wasn’t as smart as everybody thinks he was.

Because the arguer’s barber presumably is not an authority on Einstein’s gen-
eral theory of relativity, this argument commits the fallacy of inappropriate
appeal to authority.

Fallacies of this sort are particularly common in advertising. Consider
this example:

Hi, I’'m heavyweight boxing champ Buster Brawler. After a tough night in the
ring, my face needs some tender loving care. Lather-X Sensitive Skin Shaving
Gel. You can’t get a smoother, closer shave.

The arguer may be an expert on knocking out opponents in the boxing ring,
but because he is no expert on the comparative virtues of shaving products,
the argument is fallacious.

Is the Source Biased? Common sense tells us that we should be cautious
about accepting a claim when the person making the claim is biased or has
some other obvious motive to lie or mislead. Here are two examples:

Ned Bumpley has been paid $100,000 by the Sensational Enquirer tabloid for his
story that he is Bill Gates’s illegitimate son. Given Mr. Bumpley’s reputation
for honesty, | think we should believe him, even though he has produced no
corroborating evidence and DNA tests fail to support his claim.

Mrs. Cox has testified that her son Willie was home with her at the time when
Willie is alleged to have shot Steve Wilson. Even though Willie’s fingerprints
were found on the murder weapon and six witnesses have identified Willie as
the assailant, | can’t believe that a good woman like Mrs. Cox would lie to
protect her son. | think Willy is innocent.

In both of these examples, the testifier has an obvious motive to lie (financial
gain in the first example, maternal love in the second). Given these motivations,

There is nothing
so stupid as an
educated man,
if you get him off
the thing he was
educated in.

—Will Rogers
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together with other information contained in the examples, these appeals to
authority are fallacious.?

Is the Accuracy of the Source’s Observations Questionable? A source
may also be unreliable if we have reason to doubt the accuracy of his or her
observations or experiences. Here are two examples:

Jerry [who was listening to heavy metal music on his iPod] claims he heard
the victim whisper his name from more than 100 feet away. Jerry has always
struck me as a straight shooter. So, | have to believe that Jerry really did hear
the victim whisper his name.

After taking LSD and drinking seven beers, Jill claims she had a conversation
with Elvis’s ghost in the alley behind McDearmon’s Bar. I’'ve never known Jill to
lie. So, | think we should believe her.

In these examples there are obvious reasons for doubting the reliability of the
witnesses’ observations or experiences. Consequently, these appeals to author-
ity are fallacious.

Is the Source Known to Be Generally Unreliable? Generally speak-
ing, it is reasonable to accept claims made in reputable newspapers, magazines,
encyclopedias, radio and television news programs, and Internet Web sites. But
we must be cautious about accepting claims found in sources that we have
reason to believe are generally unreliable. Here is an example from the Weekly
World News, a once-popular supermarket tabloid.

Scientists’ Research Reveals . . . It Takes 3 Million Years
for a Human Soul to Reach Heaven . ..And No One
from Earth Has Arrived There Yet!

Heaven is a mind-boggling 3 billion light-years from earth, space scientists have
recently determined—a distance so vast that not a single person who’s died in
all of recorded history has yet reached the Pearly Gates! . ..

Startling photos taken by the Hubble Space Telescope and the Mars Pathfinder
have pinpointed a shining white city suspended in the blackness of space, roughly
3 billion light-years away.

Those secret NASA photos, leaked by an insider and published in the Weekly
World News, are widely believed to depict Heaven itself.

And the implication of the great distance is staggering.

“Even a single light-year, the distance light travels in one year, is enormous—
5.8 trillion miles,” said [French astrophysicist Antoine| Letelier.

“Presumably, the human soul has zero mass, allowing it to travel at the speed
of light—the fastest any natural object can move.

“In fact, let’s assume that because of its supernatural nature, a soul can travel
1,000 times faster than light.

“Even at that breakneck rate, the earliest cavemen would just now be arriving
at Heaven’s gates . . . and if you died today, you wouldn’t get there until the year
2998003 A.p.”?
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Here are some more wacky headlines from

the Weekly World News:

Haunted Toilet Claims Third Plumber in
Eight Years!

Hitler’s Clone Turns Seven Years Old!

Want Hot Sex with an E.T.? Wear Flowery
Hat

UFOs Are Piloted by Angels and Demons—
And They’re Planning a Dogfight That
Could Destroy Us All!

Your Internet Dream Girl Could Be a
CHIMP!

Ghost Pours Ice Water on Couple—Every
Time They Have Sex!

Palin Bags Bigfoot!

3,600-Ib. Mystery Sphere Is Hairball from
Space Alien!

Olympic Broad Jumpers Using Gas Pills to
Boost Athletic Performance!

Aliens Are Here for Our Krispy Kremes!

Given the obvious weaknesses of the reported argument and the fact that tab-
loids like the Weekly World News are known to concoct outlandish stories, an
argument based on an appeal to the authority of the Weekly World News would
be fallacious.

Has the Source Been Cited Incorrectly? The fallacy of inappropriate
appeal to authority can also be committed if the arguer has not cited a source
correctly. For example:

It states in the Constitution that there must be a “wall of separation” between
church and state. Publicly funded school vouchers clearly violate this wall of
separation. Therefore, publicly funded school vouchers are unconstitutional.

Though many people believe that the phrase “wall of separation” is found in
the Constitution, it actually appears in a letter Thomas Jefferson wrote to the
Danbury, Connecticut, Baptist Association in 1802. For that reason this appeal
to authority is fallacious.

Does the Source’s Claim Conflict with Expert Opinion? Damon
Runyon once said, “The race is not always to the swift, nor the battle to the
strong, but that’s the way to bet””* Much the same can be said about expert
opinion. Though experts are often wrong (sometimes spectacularly so), it is
generally unwise to accept a claim that conflicts with a clear expert consensus.
For example:

Dr. Duane Gish, a biochemist with a Ph.D. from Berkeley and former senior
vice president of the Institute for Creation Research, has argued that there is
no credible evidence supporting the theory of evolution. In view of Dr. Gish’s
expertise on this subject, we should conclude that evolution is a myth.

Because an overwhelming majority of scientists disagree with this view, it would
be fallacious to accept this conclusion simply on the authority of Dr. Gish.

Testimony is like
an arrow shot
from a long bow;
the force of it
depends on the
strength of the
hand that draws
it. Argument is
like an arrow shot
from a crossbow,
which has equal
force though shot
by a child.

—Samuel Johnson
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To every Ph.D.
there is an equal
and opposite
Ph.D.

—B. Duggan

The wise are un-
certain and speak
with contrary
voices.

—J. R. R. Tolkien

Extraordinary
claims require
extraordinary
evidence.

—Carl Sagan

Absence of
evidence is not
evidence of
absence.

—Carl Sagan
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Is the Source’s Claim Not One That Can Be Settled by an Appeal to
Expert Opinion? Some issues are so inherently controversial that they can-
not be settled by appeals to expert opinion. Here are two examples:

Dr. Stanford P. Higginbotham, a leading social philosopher, has argued that
capital punishment is always morally wrong. Given Dr. Higginbotham’s impres-
sive credentials, we should conclude that capital punishment is always morally
wrong.

Swami Krishnamurti Chakrabarti, spiritual leader of the Worldwide Church of
Cognitive Enlightenment, has said that the meaning of life lies in achieving mys-
tical unity with the Great | Am. In view of the swami’s deep spiritual insight, it
is clear that this is indeed the meaning of life.

Topics such as the morality of capital punishment and the meaning of life are
issues on which no expert consensus exists or is likely to exist. Consequently,
debates on these issues cannot be settled by appeals to authority.

Is the Claim Highly Improbable on Its Face? The more improbable a
claim is in itself, the less willing we should be to accept it merely on the say-so
of a witness or an authority. If we accept an extraordinary claim on authority
and it is more likely that the alleged authority is lying or mistaken than it is
that the claim is true, we commit the fallacy of inappropriate appeal to author-
ity. For example:

Old Doc Perkins says he has an eighty-year-old friend who can run a 100-yard
dash in less than ten seconds. Old Doc is one of the most trusted members of
this community. So, if Old Doc says he has an eighty-year-old friend who can
run a 100-yard dash in less than ten seconds, |, for one, believe him.

This claim, considered independent of Old Doc’s report, is so improbable that
it should be rejected unless strong additional evidence is provided.

Appeal to Ignorance

When we lack evidence for or against a claim, it is usually best to suspend
judgment—to admit that we just don’t know. When an arguer treats a lack
of evidence as reason to think that a claim is true or false, he or she commits
the fallacy of appeal to ignorance. More precisely, the fallacy of appeal to
ignorance occurs when an arguer asserts that a claim must be true because no
one has proven it false or, conversely, that a claim must be false because no one
has proven it true. Here are several examples:

There must be intelligent life on other planets. No one has proven that there isn’t.
There isn’t any intelligent life on other planets. No one has proven that there is.
No one has proved that humans are responsible for global warming. So, we
must conclude that humans are not responsible for global warming.

No one has proved that humans are not responsible for global warming. So, we
must conclude that humans are responsible for global warming.
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Each of these examples suffers from the same basic flaw: It assumes that the lack of
evidence for (or against) a claim is good reason to believe that the claim is false (or
true). If such reasoning were allowed, we could “prove” almost any conclusion:

No one has proven that three-eyed, four-armed, polka-dotted gremlins don’t
exist deep in the interior of the moon. Therefore, it’s reasonable to believe that
such creatures do exist deep in the interior of the moon.

There is no evidence that it was cloudy in Rome on September 8, AD 643.
Therefore, we must conclude that it wasn’t.

Is it ever legitimate to treat a lack of evidence for a claim as evidence
that the claim is false? In some cases, yes. Two exceptions, in particular, should
be noted.

First, sometimes the fact that a search hasn’t found something is good
evidence that the thing isn’t there to be found. Here are two examples:

We’ve searched this car from top to bottom looking for the stolen jewels, and no
trace of them has been found. Therefore, probably the jewels aren’t in the car.

After years of extensive scientific testing, there is no evidence that substance
XYZ is toxic to rodents. Therefore, it’s reasonable to conclude that substance
XYZ is not toxic to rodents.

It is important to keep in mind, however, that this “fruitless search” ex-
ception applies only when (1) a careful search has been conducted and (2) it is
likely that the search would have found something if there had been anything
there to be found.

The second exception applies to cases in which special rules require that
a claim be rejected as false unless a certain burden of proof is met. Here is an
example:

In the American legal system, a criminal defendant is legally guilty only if his or
her guilt is proved beyond a reasonable doubt. My client has not been proven
guilty beyond a reasonable doubt. Therefore, my client is not legally guilty.

In this example, special rules of evidence require that a claim be rejected as
false unless it is proven to be true by some elevated standard of proof. Because
these special rules justify the inference “not proven, therefore false,” no fallacy
1s committed.

False Alternatives

The fallacy of false alternatives is committed when an arguer poses a false
either/or choice.” Here are two examples:

Look, the choice is simple. Either you support a pure free-market economy or
you support a communist police state. Surely you don’t support a communist
police state. Therefore, you should support a pure free-market economy.

Either we elect a Republican as president, or crime rates will skyrocket. Obvi-
ously, we don’t want crime rates to skyrocket. Therefore, we should elect a
Republican as president.

You can claim
that anything’s
real if the only
basis for believ-
ing in it is that
nobody’s proved
it doesn’t exist.

—J. K. Rowling’s
Hermione Granger
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Mankind likes
to think in terms
of extreme op-
posites. It is given
to formulating its
beliefs in terms of
Either-Ors.

—John Dewey

In these examples, the arguers claim that there are only two relevant choices when,
in fact, there are more than two.® The first arguer poses a false choice by ignoring a
wide range of political and economic systems that lie somewhere between a pure
free-market economy on the one hand and a communist police state on the other.
The second arguer poses a false choice by assuming, implausibly, that the only way
to avoid rapidly rising crime rates is to elect a Republican as president.

Note that the fallacy of false alternatives need not involve just fwo false
choices. For example:

There are just three types of base hits in baseball: a single, a double, and a
triple. Slugger got a base hit but didn’t get a single or a double. Therefore,
Slugger must have gotten a triple.

This argument poses a false choice between three alternatives: single, double,
or triple. This is a false choice because it ignores the possibility that Slugger
may have hit a home run.

Note also that the fallacy of false alternatives need not be explicitly ex-
pressed in either-or form. Often, for instance, a false choice is expressed as a
conditional (if-then) statement, as in this example:

If we don’t elect a Democrat as president, then the economy will go down the
tubes. Obviously, we don’t want the economy to go down the tubes. So, we
should elect a Democrat as president.

Here the first sentence is equivalent to saying, “Either we elect a Democrat as
president or the economy will go down the tubes.”

Finally, it should be noted that fallacies of false alternatives are often ex-
pressed as incomplete arguments. Here are two examples:

Either buy me some candy, Daddy, or I'll hold my breath until | die.
Dad, | know a new BMW is expensive, but you wouldn’t want me riding around

in this old rust bucket all winter long, would you?

It 1s not difficult to fill in the missing parts of these arguments.

Loaded Question

A loaded question is a question that contains an unfair or questionable assump-
tion. For example, “Do you still steal from your boss?” is a loaded question if it
presupposes, without justification, that you once did steal from your boss. The
loaded question fallacy occurs when an arguer asks a question that contains an
unfair or unwarranted presupposition. Here is a particularly blatant example:

Joe: Have you stopped cheating on exams?

Pete: No!

Joe: Oh, so you admit that you still cheat on exams?
Pete: No, I meant to say yes!

Joe: Oh, so you admit that you used to cheat on exams?
Pete: No!
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It is easy to spot the trick here. Joe’s question, “Have you stopped cheating
on exams?” is a loaded question because any direct yes or no answer to it will
force Pete to admit something that he does not want to admit. Joe’s apparently
single question is really two questions rolled into one.

Question 1: Did you cheat on exams in the past?

Question 2: If you did cheat on exams in the past, have you stopped now?

By applying Pete’s single “yes” or “no” answers to both questions, Joe commits .
the fallacy of loaded question. T LI

Here is a more realistic example: contained in your

uestion.
Honorable Flora MacDonald (Kingston and the Islands) [speaking in the Canadian House 9

of Commons]: Madam Speaker, my question is also directed to the Minister of
Finance. | would like to say to him that his policies are directly responsible for the
fact that 1,185 more Canadians are without jobs every single day, 1,185 more
Canadians with families to feed and mortgages to pay. How long is the Minister
prepared to condemn 1,200 more Canadians every day to job loss and insecurity
because he is too stubborn and too uncaring to change his policies?’

—Plato

This question is loaded because it unfairly rolls three questions into one.
Question 1: Are the Minister of Finance’s policies directly responsible for the
fact that 1,185 Canadians lose their jobs every single day?

Question 2: If so, are these policies allowed to continue because the Minister is
too stubborn and uncaring to change his policies?

Question 3: If the Minister is too stubborn and uncaring to change his policies,
how much longer will this stubborn and uncaring attitude continue?

To respond to a loaded question effectively, one must distinguish the different
questions being asked and respond to each individually.

Are all loaded questions fallacies? No. Strictly speaking, a loaded question
1s fallacious only if it is used unfairly in an argumentative context. For purposes
of this text, however, it can be assumed that all loaded questions are fallacious.
Thus, for example, the following questions may be regarded as fallacious:

When are you going to stop acting so immature?

Tell me, how long have you been embezzling money from the firm?

Where did you hide the body?

How long had you planned this bank robbery before you carried it out?
Why do you always act like a total jerk when you’re around my ex-boyfriend?

Did you write this immoral trash?

Questionable Cause

We live in a complex and mysterious world. Often it’s hard to know what
has caused some event to occur. When an arguer claims, without suftficient
evidence, that one thing is the cause of something else, he commits the fallacy
of questionable cause.
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Do not let anyone

deceive you with
empty arguments.

—Ephesians 5:6

Happy is

he who

knows the causes

of things.

—Virgil

There are three common varieties of the questionable cause fallacy: the post
hoc fallacy, the mere correlation fallacy, and the oversimplified cause fallacy.

The post hoc fallacy (from the Latin post hoc ergo propter hoc |“after this,
therefore because of this”]) is committed when an arguer assumes, without
adequate evidence, that because one event, A, occurred before another event,
B, A is the cause of B. Here are two examples:

How do | know that ginseng tea is a cure for the common cold? Last week
| had a bad case of the sniffles. | drank a cup of ginseng tea, and the next
morning my sniffles were gone.

Medieval villager: Two days after that old hag Jezebel Taylor moved into the
village, my cow died. That witch must have put a hex on my cow!

In the first example, the arguer assumes that because her sniffles disappeared
after she drank ginseng tea, drinking the tea must have caused her sniffles to
disappear. This is precisely the kind of post hoc reasoning that underlies almost
all quack cures. It is much more reasonable to suppose that the arguer never
really had a cold or that the cold simply got better on its own.?

The second example illustrates how superstitions often have their origin
in post hoc thinking. It is a fallacy to think that because something bad hap-
pened to you after a black cat crossed your path, black cats are bad luck.

Another common variety of the false cause fallacy is the mere correlation
fallacy, which is committed when an arguer assumes, without sufficient evidence,
that because A and B regularly occur together, A must be the cause of B or vice
versa. Here are two examples:

On Monday | stayed up all night partying, had eggs for breakfast, and failed my
calculus test. On Wednesday | stayed up all night partying, had eggs for break-
fast, and failed my biology test. On Thursday | stayed up all night partying, had
eggs for breakfast, and failed my history test. Obviously, to do better on tests,

| must stop eating eggs for breakfast.’

Aztec high priest: Every spring we sacrifice a virgin to the sun god, and every
summer the life-giving rains come. Therefore, sacrificing a virgin to the sun god
causes the life-giving rains to come.

In these examples the arguers have mistakenly assumed that because two events
are regularly correlated (i.e., occur together), there must be a cause-and-effect
relationship between them. But correlation does not imply causation.The rooster
may crow every morning just before Farmer Jones milks the cows, but that doesn’t
mean that the rooster’s crowing causes Farmer Jones to milk the cows.

Perhaps the most common form of the questionable cause fallacy is the
oversimplified cause fallacy. This fallacy is committed when we assume, without
adequate evidence, that A is the sole cause of B when, in fact, there are several
causes of B. Here are two examples:

Violent crime has declined steadily in recent years. Obviously, tougher impris-
onment policies are working.

SAT scores have fallen sharply since the 1960s. Clearly, students are watching
too much TV.™°
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The first argument oversimplifies the situation by ignoring other causes that have
likely contributed to falling crimes rates (e.g., new policing strategies, changing
demographics, reduced use of crack cocaine). In the second argument, the ar-
guer correctly identifies one likely cause of declining SAT scores: Kids today do
watch too much TV. He fails to mention, however, other important causes that
have also contributed to the decline (e.g., the fact that a much larger number of
average and below-average students now take the SAT than was true in the past).
For those reasons these arguments commit the fallacy of questionable cause.

Hasty Generalization

A generalization 1s a statement that asserts that all or most things of a cer-
tain kind have a certain quality or characteristic. Here are some examples of
generalizations:

All emeralds are green.
Most college students receive financial aid.
The majority of dogs are not dangerous.

Plays are boring! [All plays? Most plays?]

We commit the fallacy of hasty generalization when we draw a general
conclusion from a sample that is biased or too small. Here are two examples:

Do most Americans still believe in God? To find out, we asked more than
ten thousand scientists at colleges and universities throughout America. Less
than 40 percent said they believed in God. The conclusion is obvious: Most
Americans no longer believe in God.

Small-business owner: I’'ve hired three San Pedrans in the past six months, and all
three were lazy and shiftless. | guess most San Pedrans are lazy and shiftless.

The first argument is fallacious because it draws a general conclusion from a
sample that is biased (i.e., not representative of the target population as a whole).
Surveys indicate that scientists tend to be far more skeptical of religious beliefs
than average Americans."'

The second argument illustrates how hasty generalizations can give rise
to harmful stereotypes and prejudices. In this example a general conclusion is
drawn from a sample that is too small to support a reliable generalization. It is
unfair, as well as illogical, to stigmatize an entire class of people on the basis of
the perceived faults of a few.

It should be noted that not every argument that jumps to a conclusion is
a hasty generalization. For example:

That large biker with the swastika tattoo and the brass knuckles looks friendly
enough. | bet he wouldn’t mind if | introduced myself with a joy buzzer handshake.

This 1s certainly a hasty conclusion, but it is not a hasty generalization because
it is not a generalization at all. The conclusion is a particular statement about
one particular biker, not a general statement about bikers in general. A hasty
generalization must have a general statement (i.¢., a statement about all or most
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Those sweeping
Jjudgments which
dare so common
are meaningless.
They are like
men who salute
a whole crowd
of people in the
mass. Those who
really know them
salute and take
notice of them
individually and
by name.

—Michel de
Montaigne
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If we accept slip-
pery slope argu-
ments, we may
have to accept
other forms of
fallacious reason-
ing. Eventually,
we won’t be able
to reason at all.
Hence, we should
avoid slippery
slope arguments.

—Adapted from
James W. Benham
and Thomas J.
Marlowe

members of a group) as its conclusion. Consequently, this argument does not
commit the fallacy of hasty generalization.'?

Slippery Slope

We often hear arguments of this sort: “We can’t allow A, because A will lead to B,
and B will lead to C, and we sure as heck don’t want C!”” Arguments of this sort are
called slippery-slope arguments. Often, such arguments are fallacious. We commit
the slippery-slope fallacy when we claim, without sufficient evidence, that a seem-
ingly harmless action, if taken, will lead to a disastrous outcome. Some examples:

Senator Walker has argued that we should outlaw terrorist threats on the In-
ternet. This pr