
1 Chapter 6 (Part 2): Assessing Truth Claims

In the previous tutorial we saw that the standard of acceptability of a statement (or premise)
depends on the context. In certain contexts we may only require that a premise seem reasonable
and in other contexts we may require a strict proof of the truth of a premise, yet other contexts
will require something in between. We need to take this approach when we wish to determine
if a premise meets the minimum level of acceptability given the context. Sometimes, however,
premises commit fallacies which enables one to reject a premise outright. We will now examine
some fallacies that, when committed, require us to reject a premise.

1.1 Some Particular Fallacies

1.1.1 Begging the Question

A an argument begs the question when its premises presuppose, directly or indirectly, the truth
of the conclusion. This must lead to the rejection of the premises involved in the fallacy since
any reason for doubting the conclusion becomes a reason for doubting the premises.

An example of an argument that begs the question is the following:

The Bible frequently says that it is the word of God and the word of God must
obviously be true. Therefore, whatever the Bible says is true.

It is possible that the conclusion of this argument is true, but the premises do not support it since
they presuppose it. The only way to accept the premises is if you already accept (or assume) the
conclusion.

One can see that arguments that beg the question argue in a circle. The argument above
did this implicitly, but some arguments do so explicitly. Such arguments, for example, use A to
support B and then support A by appealing to B.

1.1.2 Inconsistency

The fallacy of inconsistency arises when an argument contains, either implicitly or explicitly, a
contradiction, usually between two premises. When there is an explicit contradiction it is either
the case that two or more premises when taken together form a contradictory statement or that
one premise is inherently contradictory. The former case is more likely. Explicit contradictions,
such as when the following statements are premises of an argument:

Mary is older than Tom
Tom is older than Jim
Jim is older than Mary

are fairly easy to recognize. In Cases where the contradiction is implicit it can be more difficult
to tease out the explicit contradiction. An implicit contradiction can occur in cases where an
argument seems to make contradictory claims (one claim and it opposite) and does not explain
how they can be made consistent. An inconsistency can also arise between the premises of
multiple arguments, i.e., the premises of all the arguments taken together form an inconsistent
set. Inconsistency between words and actions is also possible
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1.1.3 Equivocation

This fallacy arises as a result of ambiguity. The fallacy of equivocation occurs when a premise
has two intepretations, one acceptable one unacceptable, and when it is the unacceptable inter-
pretation that is required by the conclusion. This argument from Individual Assignment #1 is
an example of an argument that commits the fallacy of equivocation:

Australians drink millions of pints of beer each day.

Therefore, they must have superhuman tolerance for alcohol.

All of the ambiguities mentioned in Chapter 3 can give rise to the fallacy of equivocation.

1.1.4 False Dichotomy

In many arguments we are presented with two possible alternatives. One alternative is ruled
out allowing us to conclude the other alternative. A case where there are only two distinct
alternatives is called a dichotomy. We work here, however, with cases where there can be any
number of possible alternatives. There are two characteristics that any true dichotomy must
have. First, it must be exhaustive, which means that the alternatives stated must be the only
alternatives. If we rule out all cases but one of a set that is not exhaustive we could end up
making the wrong conclusion. Second, it must be exclusive, which means that the alternatives
do not depend on one another. This is so that if we rule out one we can conclude the other,
rather than ruling out several or all at the same time. You can probably see, now, where the
fallacy comes in. The fallacy of false dichotomy arises when the premise of an argument presents
us with a choice between two alternatives and assumes that they are exhaustive or exclusive or
both when in fact they are not.

2 Chapter 7: Assessing Relevance

2.1 The Criterion of Relevance

In this chapter we are concerned with the criterion of relevance. A premise, or set of premises,
is relevant to the conclusion if it makes the conclusion more likely to be true. In certain cases it
will be clear that a premise is irrelevant to the acceptability of the conclusion, but in other cases
one will need argument to determine it either way. This is so since one needs to establish that
the premise is irrelevant or that it is not. Note that the relevance of premises depends on the
context, and premises relevant in some context might become irrelevant when a higher standard
of acceptability is required. Thus, when one is examining premises for relevance one must take
in to account the standard of acceptability that is demanded by the context.

2.2 Recognizing Irrelevant Premises

Showing that premises are irrelevant will usually require showing that the premises involved have
no bearing on whether the conclusion is true. This can be done by providing an argument to
show that the premises give us no reason to think that the conclusion is more likely to be true
if those premises are true. In other cases, however, arguments commit some sort of fallacy of
relevance, which will allow us to reject a line of inference immediately. We will now look at some
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of the fallacies of relevance that arguments can commit. The fallacies that we will consider here
are really just kinds of premises that are irrelevant to their conclusion.

2.3 Appeals to Authority (I)

We often support a belief (or claim) by an appeal to some authority. The idea is that due to the
fact that the authority believes X we should believe X. Most such appeals, however, are fallacious,
because, essentially, that fact that the given person believes X is not relevant evidence that we
should believe X. Not all appeals to authority are irrelevant, however, and such appeals can be
relevant if the following two criteria are met:

1. We lack information or experience that is needed to make a reasonable decision, and it is
difficult or impossible on the matter in question to obtain it directly for ourselves.

2. The authority appealed to is entitled to authoritative status. (This depends on the partic-
ular content of the conclusion involved).

Thus, appeals to a relevant authority in cases where we lack the ability to summon the requisite
evidence can be acceptable in reasoning.

2.4 Some Particular Fallacies

2.4.1 Ad Hominem

An argument commits the ad hominem fallacy if it rejects a conclusion by attacking the speaker
rather than analyzing the reasoning. The following is an example:

Dennett the car salesman knows nothing about evolution, so his critique of my position
is beneath contempt.

2.4.2 Tu Quoqe

This is a special case of the ad hominem fallacy. An argument commits the tu quoqe fallacy if
it is claimed that a line of reasoning can be disregarded because it would apply equally to the
presenter of the argument. For example:

Argument: Work pays for the supplies you use on the job only. Therefore, you should
not bring supplies home from work.

Response: Youre criticizing me when you charge personal phone calls to your work
phone?

2.4.3 Straw Man

A straw man argument refutes an argument against a position you wish to hold. An argument
commits the straw man fallacy if the argument refuted is not one that anyone seriously holds. It
is typically much weaker than one that is held. The straw man argument defeated, it is taken
that the opponents challenge has been answered.
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2.4.4 Appeal To Force

An argument commits the fallacy of appeal to force if the reason given to support some (usually
prescriptive) conclusion (We/you ought to do X) is the threat of force if you do not accept it.
Although this might be convincing in certain cases, it is not an acceptable form of reasoning from
a logical point of view, and so it is fallacious. The following is an example:

You should apologize, otherwise I, and all of my 300 members, will e-mail you every
day until you do.

2.4.5 Appeal To Popularity

An argument commits the fallacy of appeal to popularity if the reason given to support the
conclusion is that it is widely believed. Just because a view is popular, however, does not make
it true or even acceptable. The following is an example:

You wont get a ticket if you drive at 125km/hr on the 401 because that is the speed
everyone is going.

2.4.6 Appeal To Pity

An argument commits the fallacy of appeal to pity if it tries to persuade you to accept the
conclusion because of someones unfortunate circumstances rather than by sound reasoning, when
the conclusion does not concern the persons situation. The following is an example:

Jane is a widow with three teenage children living in a two bedroom basement ap-
partment.

Therefore, her employer should promote her to supervisor.

2.4.7 Argument From Ignorance

An argument commits the fallacy of argument from ignorance if the claim is made that a propo-
sition is true (or even likely to be true) simply because it has not been proven false. The fact
that there is no proof that some proposition is false is independent of the likelihood of its truth.

2.4.8 Complex Question

An argument commits the fallacy of complex question when a question is posed in such a way
that no matter how it is answered it commits the speaker to something she would likely not
assent to. Neither the question, rephrased as a statement, nor its answer are acceptable premises
in an argument. An example is the following:

Professor, have you stopped lecturing while youre drunk?

2.4.9 Accident

An argument commits the fallacy of accident when a generalization is applied to an individual
that it was not meant to apply to. For example:
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As citizens of a democratic society it is our duty to vote during elections.

Sarah did not vote in the last provincial election so she failed to live up to her duties.

(Sarah is 10 years old.)

2.4.10 Converse Accident (Hasty Generalization)

An argument commits the fallacy of converse accident if it is assumed that what holds of one
individual (or situation) is true of many or all individuals (or situations) without ensuring their
similarity. The following is an example:

My philosophy professor is an atheist. I think all philosophers are atheists.

2.4.11 Composition

An argument commits the fallacy of composition if one reasons from the fact that the parts of
something have a certain property the whole must have that property, or that since the members
of a collection have a property the collection has it. The following is an example:

For every number there is a bigger number. It follows that there must be something
bigger than the numbers; i.e. the actual infinite must be realized.

2.4.12 Division

An argument commits the fallacy of division if one reasons from the fact that the whole has some
property to the fact that the parts must also have that property, or that since a collection has
some property the members of the collection must also have that property. The following is an
example:

The universe is expanding, so the stars must be expanding.
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