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CHAPTER One Everyday Nonsense "I just know that that doesn't nake any
sense, but I'mnot sure why." It's frustrating to know in your heart
that what you've just heard is nonsense but not to be able to pinpoint
why it is nonsense . |If you' ve ever found yourself in that position

this book should help. It identifies and item zes the many different

gui ses that erroneous thinking nay assune, and it explains sone of the
reasons for erroneous thinking. This book will not turn you into a
skilled rebuttalist, but it will give you the ammunition to become one.
And, even nore inportant, it will put you in a position of strength in
steering a discussion. You'll find many of your friends and
acquai nt ances throughout these pages, but you will also find yourself
fromtine to time. None of us is immune to nonsense. Are nmen and wonen
by nature hopel essly nuddl ed creatures ? By nature, yes. Middl ed, yes.
Hopel essly, no. Men and wonen nay be rational aninals, but they are not
by nature reasoning animals. Careful and clear thinking requires a
certain rigor; it is a skill, and, like all skills, it requires
training, practice , and vigilance. Before one can use one's reason, one
shoul d know the traps that are always awaiting the untutored mnd. Hence
this book-a book on nonsense, a summary of the devices that canoufl age
and subvert reason. If we recognize the



Page 2

NONSENSE pitfalls and ruses, we nmay be able to avoid them and we may be
abl e to discourage others fromrelying upon them First, sonme genera
principles. Let's not call themlaws; and, since they're not
particularly original, | won't attach ny nane to them They are nerely a
description of patterns that seemto characterize the ways that people
tend to respond and think. For exanple, people: 1. tend to believe what
they want to believe. 2. tend to project their own biases or experiences
upon situations. 3. tend to generalize froma specific event. 4. tend to
get personally involved in the analysis of an issue and tend to |et
their feelings overcone a sense of objectivity. 5. are not good
listeners. They hear selectively. They often hear only what they want to
hear. 6. are eager to rationalize. 7. are often unable to distinguish
what is relevant fromwhat is irrelevant. 8. are easily diverted from
the specific issue at hand. 9. are usually unwilling to explore
t horoughly the ram - fications of a topic; tend to oversinplify. 10.
of ten judge from appearances. They observe sonmething , mnisinterpret what
t hey observe, and nake terrible errors in judgnent. 11. often sinply
don't know what they are tal king about, especially in matters of genera
di scussion. They rarely think carefully before they speak, but they
all ow their feelings, prejudices, biases, |ikes, dislikes, hopes, and
frustrations to supersede careful thinking.
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EVERYDAY NONSENSE 3 | 2. rarely act according to a set of consistent
standards. Rarely do they exam ne the evidence and then forma
conclusion. Rather, they tend to do whatever they want to do and to
bel i eve whatever they want to believe and then find whatever evidence

W Il support their actions or their beliefs. They often think
selectively : in evaluating a situation they are eager to find reasons
to support what they want to support and they are just as eager to

i gnore or disregard reasons that don't support what they want. 13. often
do not say what they nmean and often do not nean what they say. To these
principles, let's add four observations cited by J.A.C. Brown in his
Techni ques of Persuasion: "Mst people want to feel that issues are
sinple rather than conplex, want to have their prejudices confirned,
want to feel that they 'belong ' with the inplication that others do
not, and need to pinpoint an eneny to blame for their frustrations." The
above conments may seem jaundi ced. They are not neant to be. They are

not even nmeant to be critical or judgnmental . They nerely suggest that
it is a natural human tendency to be subjective rather than objective
and that the untrained mind will usually take the path of |east

resi stance. The path of |east resistance is rarely through reason.
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CHAPTER Two Enotional Language Hi s tongue Dropt Manna, and coul d nake

t he worse appear The better reason, to perplex and dash Maturest
Counsels: for his thoughts were low, To vice industrious, but to Nobler
deeds Tinmorous and slothful; yet he pleas'd the ear. -MI|ton, Paradise
Lost, Il W all have enotional needs: the need to love, to be loved, to
be accepted, to feel a sense of acconplishnment, to feel a sense of
self-worth, to feel inportant, to feel needed, to protect ourselves , to
attain status in our own eyes and in the eyes of others, to be secure.
These needs, in turn, conceal other enotions: |ove, hate, fear

j eal ousy, anger, guilt, greed, hope, loyalty. The enotions are fragile
and sensitive. They are easily tanpered with and they are easily
mani pul at ed. A person who knows how to appeal to our enotions can

decei ve us, nmanipulate us, and get us to accept as true that which is
untrue. The following are some of the ways that the enptions are preyed
upon in order to deceive reason. |f we recognhize them we may be able to
avoi d deception and mani pul ati on. Appeal to pity (argunentum ad

m sericordian). Instead of giving carefully docunmented reasons,

evi dence, and facts, a
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EMOTI ONAL LANGUAGE 15 person appeals to our sense of pity, conpassion
brotherly |l ove. W are shown a picture of an enaciated child, a victim
of malnutrition , and we are urged to send as |arge a donation as we can
to a fund chartered to feed starving children. Now, there is nothing
intrinsically wong with such an appeal. But we should not be so na as
to think that all of our donation will, in fact, go toward feeding a
starving child. How nuch of that donation will be used for

adm ni stration, for other advertisenents , for plush salaries for the
executives of the fund? The problemw th this particul ar appeal to pity
is that it does not tell us how our donation is going to be used and
that it does not even assure us that the donation will be used for the
purpose for which it was solicited. The appeal to pity is often used in
personal relationships. M. Brown's business is failing and he is trying

to secure a bank loan. "If you don't give nme the loan," he exclains to
the bank official, "I will have to declare bankruptcy. |I'll be w ped
out." This is sonetinmes an effective appeal, but it is not logically

sound. The bank official would be a fool to authorize the | oan unless he
were convinced that M. Brown had enough busi ness sense to use that | oan
productively. A variation of the appeal to pity is the plea for special
treatnent . Sammy, a not particularly gifted basketball player, goes up
to his coach: "You've got to let ne play in tonight's gane. My fanmily is
visiting ne and they've never seen ne play." Presunming that winning is
nmost inportant, Sanmy's plea is not a good reason to allow the boy to
play, and, if the coach is a sensitive person, he is in an awkward
position. Should he, against his better judgnment, treat Sanmy as a
speci al case and risk |losing the gane? The appeal to pity is a favorite
rhetorical device. A fine exanple appears in a speech delivered by that
famous | awyer C arence Darrow. In 1924 he was defendi ng Nat han Leopold
and Richard Loeb, who were on trial for nmurder. The issue was not guilt;
guilt had been established; rather, the issue was
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NONSENSE a whet her the two men shoul d be executed or sentenced to life
i mprisonnent. But there are others to consider. Here are these two
fam lies, who have |l ed honest lives, who will bear the nane that they
bear, and future generations nust carry it on. Here is Leopold's
father-and this boy was the pride of his life. He watched him he cared
for him he worked for him the boy was brilliant and acconplished , he
educated him and he thought that fame and position awaited him as it
shoul d have awaited. It is a hard thing for a father to see his life's
hopes crunbl e into dust. Should he be considered? Should his brothers be
considered ? WIIl it do society any good or nake your life safer, or any
human being's life safer, if it should be handed down from generation to
generation, that his boy, their kin, died upon the scaffold? And Loeb's
the sanme. Here are the faithful uncle and brother who have watched here
day by day, while Dickie's father and nother are too ill to stand this
terrific strain, and shall be waiting for a nmessage which neans nore to
themthan it can nmean to you or ne. Shall these be taken into account in
this general bereavenent? Have they any rights? Is there any reason
Your Honor, why their proud nanmes and all the future generations that
bear them shall have this bar sinister witten across then? How many
boys and girls, how many unborn children will feel it? It is bad enough
as it is, God knows. It is bad enough, however it is. But it's not yet
death on the scaffold. It's not that. And | ask Your Honor, in addition
to all that | have said, to save two honorable famlies froma disgrace
t hat never ends, and which could be of no avail to hel p any hunman bei ng
that |ives.
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EMOTI ONAL LANGUAGE 7 e? Closely connected with the appeal to pity is the
appeal to guilt. Let's return to a previous exanple. W are shown a
picture of a starving child; then we are shown a picture of a
confortable famly at the dinner table. "You don't have to worry," the
adverti senent proclains; "you have all you need. You have it so good
conpared to the mllions of starving people all over the world." W are
invited to feel guilty because of our confort. And, it is inplied or

per haps even stated, we will feel even nore guilty if we don't
contribute. We are invited to think of that starving child the next tine
we bite into our supper. That image will haunt us until we donate. Three
poi nts can be nmade about this appeal to guilt. First, no one has the
right to prey upon our enotional bal ance. Second, unless sound reasons
can be given for the speculation that we ought to feel guilty, that
specul ation is worthless. Third, even if we were to feel guilty, we have
been given no reasons to do what the ad is suggesting; there is still no
assurance that our donation will effect any pal pable good. The appeal to
fear (argunmentum ad nentum tries to frighten us into a specific action

or into accepting a specific belief . "If you don't do X, then Y will
happen." O course, Y is sonething dreadful. "If you don't get the eneny
first, he'll get you." But in order for the statenent to have any

validity, the speaker is obligated to show a specific cause-and-effect
relationship between X and Y. For exanple, you bring your car to a
garage for a tune-up; the nechanic says that the transm ssion is about
to go, and he then proceeds to describe what will happen when the
transm ssion does go. If the nechanic is unscrupul ous, he is nerely
appealing to your sense of fear. In order for his claimto be sound, he
is obliged to tell you specifically why he concludes that the

transm ssion is faulty. Sonetines the appeal to fear is personally
directed. The protection racket enployed by organized crime is an
exanple. "See Billy's Bar? See what that freak fire did to it? Don't you
t hi nk you shoul d have protection in case the sane thing should happen
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NONSENSE i to you?" Sonetinmes the appeal is nore subtle. For exanple,
the overt or covert threat to an individual who does not conformto the
wi shes of a group: "Now, Doctor Hendricks, don't you realize that if you
cause a stir about the fact that the steel mll is polluting the
environment, the mll may have to close down. If it closes down, then
t housands of people will be out of work. Surely you don't think that
anyone will cone to a doctor who is responsible for putting thousands of
peopl e out of work." Wiile | was preparing materials for this book, |
received the followng letter froma departnent store with which | have
an account and which recently opened up an insurance departnent: Sone
peopl e who receive this letter will not act on it. This anazes ne.

Per haps because this protection offers such excellent value, I'm
surprised that a Charge Custoner |ike you would pass this up. Mybe
shoul dn't be surprised. You may al ready have enough insurance to protect
agai nst the dangers you face every day you travel. Maybe | arge nedi ca
expenses woul d be paid out of your savings. And, if your savings aren't

| arge enough, even the thought of a long disability doesn't particularly
worry you. If that's so, I'mglad you're so well protected. But why use
your savings for expenses that could be paid by this insurance? Don't do
it. Fill out and mail your application before this offer expires. That's
all it takes. You send no noney now. The first paragraph contains an
approach that will appear later in this chapter-the appeal to sincerity.
Then there's a touch of flattery: If I'ma customer of X, then surely I
have good sense; if | have good sense, surely | will see the w sdom of
their insurance plan. The second paragraph is the interesting one, a
good exanpl e of the appeal to fear. That paragraph all but intindates
me. It clobbers me with innuendo and invites nme to imagine horrible
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EMOTI ONAL LANGUAGE 9 i things. How much cheaper it would be in the |ong
run to buy some peace of mnd! Appeal to hope. "If you do X, Y may
happen; therefore, if you want Y to happen, do X." But there is no
guarantee that Y will happen, nor are there any good reasons for
claimng that X will have a significant effect upon Y. State lottery
canpai gns use this approach. W would all like to win $100, 000, and when
we are told of people who have won, especially when the "It can happen
to you" pitch is used, our sense of hope nmay make us forget just how

i mprobabl e are our chances of actually holding the wi nning ticket.
Appeal to flattery. Wien we are flattered, we tend to confuse our
positive feelings toward the flatterer with what that person is actually
saying. Beth flatters George; Ceorge is pleased with Beth's words;
therefore George is positively disposed toward Beth's; therefore George
is nmore anmenable to Beth'sposition. But note that Beth has offered no
reasons for George to accept her opinion. Appeal to status. Some people
are very conscious of status. They flaunt their Gucci this, their Pucci
that; they drive foreign cars; whenever they buy sonething, they regard
the label of prime inportance. These people feel that such outward

mani f estati ons of affluence will nmake them seem nore inportant or nore
discrimnating or nore elegant or nore worldly. These people are
particularly susceptible to appeals that claimto enhance status: "An
el oquent way to say you're special" proclainms an advertisenent for a
$150 ball point pen. Needless to say, a person gains distinction not by
the products he uses but by his deeds. These people will look with

di sdai n upon baked chicken with rice, but they will eagerly order the
arroz con pollo. Appeal to the bandwagon. This appeal is simlar to the
appeal to status. Instead of appealing to uniqueness, however, it
appeal s to our need to belong, to keep up with our neighbors. W are
encouraged to travel abroad because that is what all the people of
quality do. W are encouraged to buy a house in the
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NONSENSE country because our nei ghbors have a country house. On a nore
mundane | evel, "If ten nillion housew ves are using Sparkle, shouldn't
you too be using Sparkle!" Again, as with all enotional appeals, no good
reasons have been given for going abroad, buying a country house, or
usi ng Sparkle. The only reason is to keep up with others. Then there is
the appeal to love and its kid brother, the appeal to trust. Soneone
says that because you don't agree with him you don't |ove himor you
don't trust him "Either you' re with ne or you' re against ne!" "If you
really trusted me, then you'd go along with nme." This approach is an
unfair one. \Wether you agree or disagree with a person has nothing to
do with your fondness for that person. Not going along with a person
does not necessarily nmean that you do not |ove or do not trust that
person. Before you accept any line of thought or consent to any course
of action, you should first ascertain the reasons for accepting or
consenting. Otherw se your actions nmay be irresponsible. The generic
nane for enotional appeals of this type is argunmentum ad amicitiamthe
appeal to friendship. W should renmenber that true friendship sonetines
demands that we disagree. Similar to the appeal to friendship is the
appeal to pride or loyalty (argumentum ad superbian). "If you are really
proud of your country, if you really want to see her prosper and grow,

t hen buy savi ngs bonds." "Wat do you nmean- you won't buy a ticket for
the church raffle? What are you, against the church?" "You never take ne
out to dinner anynore ; you're sinply ashamed of ne. You don't |ove ne
anynore." The appeal to pride or loyalty is usually a glaring
oversinplification. Not buying savings bonds does not autommatically nean
that you're not loyal to your country. Not buying a raffle ticket does
not automatically mean you're not loyal to the church. Not taking your

wi fe out to dinner does not automatically nmean that you aren't proud of
her or that you don't |ove her anynore.
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EMOTI ONAL LANGUAGE 11 Appeal to sincerity. This appeal can be very

ef fective, especially when used by a good shownan. A person adopts a
very earnest, sincere, possibly self-effacing, and certainly hunble
tone. The person appears to be speaking fromthe absolute depths of his
heart. He frequently pauses, as if he were struggling to find words to
be able to express his next thought. H's feelings are so deep that he
can scarcely find words. He often repeats words for enphasis. The
enphatic verb fornms (forms with the auxiliaries does and do) and
adverbs-really, genuinely, truly, absolutely , actually-are used to add

to the feeling of sincerity: And so, |adies and gentlenen, | believe-I
firmy believe -that this proposal is necessary. Very necessary. | do
believe this. |I have tried to be fair to the opposition, | really have.

| have exam ned their position carefully. But | do feel that their
proposal woul d wreak havoc with our econom c system Unnecessary havoc
and irreparable havoc. | do think that, if they had taken the time to
think out the inplications of their idea, to think out what woul d happen
t wo
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NONSENSE security in order that he and his children may retain the
rights of free men. An Anerican is one whose heart is engraved in the
i Mmortal second sentence of the Declaration of |ndependence. Americans
have al ways known how to fight for their rights and their way of life.
Americans are not afraid to fight. They fight joyously in a just cause.
We Anericans know that freedom |ike peace, is indivisible . W cannot
retain our liberty if three-fourths of the world is enslaved. Brutality,
injustice and slavery, if practiced as dictators would have them
uni versally and systematically, in the long run would destroy us as
surely as a fire raging in our nearby nei ghbor's house would burn ours
if we didn't help put out his. One of the nost blatant exanples of the
argunmentum ad populumis an advertisenent for the Dodge Omi, an
adverti senment that may have gone too far in its appeal to the masses.
Across a two-page spread appear the words MOM S OWI. On the left page
is a picture of a clean-cut, attractive worman in her twenties or early
thirties. She poses agai nhst a Dodge Omi with her two children, a boy
and a girl. Then the spiel: Seens like Omi was built for nom To help
her with her chores and errands. To pick up the gals for fun and ganes.
And to do it all wi thout nmessing up her fuel budget . EPA Estinmates: 39
MPG Hi ghway / 25 MPG City. According to EPA estimates, Omi is rated 39
MPG (hi ghway) and 25 MPG (city) when equipped with its standard 1.7
liter engine, four-speed nanual transmission , and 3.3 transaxle ratio.
That's very efficient going, even though nomis nmleage may vary
according to her car's condition and the way she drives. (A California
mom s mleage is |ower.)
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t hose four doors becone inportant. Then there's Omi's hat chback
Open it up, and you're confronted with a special storage conpartment
covered by a carpeted security panel. Into it you can put five, six,
maybe seven bags of groceries. Four fully | oaded golf bags. And al
ki nds of odds and ends
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NONSENSE These are not the only devices that nmake up the broad area of
enotionalism There are also the areas of propaganda and suggestibility,
topics that will be covered in the next chapters. But these are the main
appeals that are directed toward specific enotions. Finally, it nust be
repeated, there is nothing inherently wong with an enotional appeal.
Sonetines such an appeal nerely reflects a deep feeling or belief. The
wi fe may be genuinely hurt by what she interprets as her husband's
inattention to her, and her feeling may manifest itself in her enotiona
appeal to pride. The auto nmechanic may honestly believe that your
transnmission is going to cause serious problens, and he nay regard the
appeal to fear as a short cut to get you to do what he feels is
necessary. And the Dodge Omi may be a fabul ous car. Wat is inportant
is that you recognize that the enotional appeal may reflect some
unstated feeling or belief, that there may be a bottomline that is not
being articulated or a hidden agendumthat is not being acknow edged.
Per haps the person trying to cajole you into buying a raffle ticket is
genui nely interested in helping the church; on the other hand, perhaps
he is nerely trying to get rid of his quota of tickets. Always try to
find the bottomline or to ascertain that hidden agendum Feelings are
i mportant, but one should not act on feelings al one. One should have
reasons for acting. It is in the obfuscation of reasons that enotiona
appeal s are dangerous.
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CHAPTER Three Enotional Language : Propaganda | know your race. It is
made up of sheep. It is governed by nminorities, seldomor never by
majorities. It suppresses its feelings and beliefs and follows the
handful that nekes the npbst noise. Sonetines the noisy handful is right,
sonetimes wong; but no matter, the crowd follows it. The vast majority
of the race, whether savage or civilized, are secretly kind-hearted and
shrink frominflicting pain, but in the presence of the aggressive and
pitiless minority they don't dare to assert thenselves. -Mark Twain, The
Mysterious Stranger, Chapter | X W are tenpted to regard propaganda as
evil and propagandi sts as sinister creatures. Nazi Germany springs to

m nd. We picture unscrupul ous politicians, hysterical nobs, stentorian
oratory, and precision parades. Certainly, such inmages reflect a type of
propaganda, but only a type. In its broadest sense propaganda is nerely
a formof persuasion , a formthat appeals to our enotions rather than
to our reason. It relies upon suggestibility. It tries to get us to act
or tothink in a certain way; it tries to influence our beliefs and
eventual ly our attitudes. Its nmeans are often subtle and surreptitious.
The propagandi st does not |lay his cards openly before us: there is a

hi dden agendum a bottom|line, that goes unexpressed.
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1 NONSENSE i A successful propagandi st preys upon our enotions. He uses
many of the enotional appeals cited in the previous chapter. He tells us
what we want to hear, wi ns our confidence, and then subtly begins to

i nfl uence our attitudes. The propagandi st rarely gives good reasons for
what he is advocating. |If he does give evidence, it is selective,
one-sided. He oversinplifies and often m srepresents. The foll ow ng
details sone of the devices that nmay be used by the propagandist: The
bandwagon. "Everyone is doing it. Therefore, you should be doing it
too." O course, the statenent is an oversinplification . Everyone is
not doing it. The bandwagon works on at |east two levels. First of all

it tries to give the inpression that a |ot of people are doing sonething
or supporting sone position; then it suggests that the judgnent of the
masses is sound: If so nmany people are doing it, then it nust be right.
Second, and nore inportant , the bandwagon is an enotional appeal to our
need for belonging. W don't want to be left out. "So, hop on the
bandwagon . Join the crowd and be happy and secure." Repetition. The
propagandi st says something over and over again. He may use different
words each tine, but it's the sane point. The theory is that if you say
sonet hi ng often enough, people will eventually believe you. Confidence.
The propagandi st al so speaks confidently. He gives the inpression of
knowi ng what he is tal king about. Hs voice is strong; his facial
expressions are bold; his bodily gestures are decisive. The theory here
is something like this: If this person is so confident, if he is so sure
of his position, he nmust be right. People prefer to support a w nner,
and a confident nmanner makes a person | ook |ike a w nner. Earnestness
and sincerity are two additional features. The nore earnest and sincere
a person appears, the nore readily he will be believed.
Oversinplification. The propagandi st takes one side of a situation and
treats that one side as if it were the only side. A
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or: "Either you go along with me, and that will be to the good of
everyone, or you don't, and that, of course, will be disastrous." | have
the solution, he inplies, ighoring the fact that rarely is there ever
one solution to a conplex problem Simlarly, if he is talking about an
existing problem he will oversinplify the causes of that problem "It
is all because of " OF course, the act of oversinplifying is an
act of distortion. Name-calling. The propagandi st assi gns abusive
epithets or uses names that have strong pejorative enotional
associ ations to people or ideas he doesn't like, and he assigns
flattering epithets or uses nanes that have strong positive enotiona
associ ations to people or ideas he does like. He expects his nanes to
i nfluence our attitudes. Sonetines he will use |labels: "racist,"
"anarchist," "socialist ," "radical," "reactionary." These | abels may
i ndeed be effective in biasing his audience, but they should be suspect
unl ess he has first defined the termand then offered evi dence.
Stereotyping. This is a variation of name-calling and oversinplification
The propagandi st takes one characteristic of a person, exaggerates it,
and then regards it as the only characteristic . This technique was
sonmeti mes used against the |late senator and forner vice-president,
Hubert Hunphrey, who was occasionally caricatured as a wi ndbag. True,
Hunphrey did like to talk. But he often did have things of significance
to say. The stereotype strips a person of his conplexity and his
individuality and reduces himto one quality. The glittering generality.
The propagandi st nakes broad, sweeping statenents, usually ones with
conpl ex and far-reaching ramfications, but he ignores the conplexities
and the ram fications. "W nust have tax reform" he pontificates. "The
poor of this country have borne the brunt of the tax burden | ong
enough.” And then he blasts the opposition for exploiting the
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' NONSENSE i poor and for not securing effective tax reformlegislation.
But he hinself offers no specifics. He basks in the conpl acencies of his
generalities. The glittering generality is safe: How can soneone be
criticized when he offers no specifics? Sl ogans. The audi ence w ||
remenber the clever slogan w thout challenging the neaning of the

sl ogan-in fact, w thout even thinking about the meani ng of the sl ogan:
Anerica-Love It or Leave |It. Make Love, Not War. When Guns Are Cutl awed,
Only Qutlaws WIIl Have Guns. Transfer. This techni que encourages us to
transfer our enmptions fromone source to another. Cigarette
advertisenments constantly use this technique. In the background of an ad
is the Gand Canyon; in the foreground is a pack of L&ws. THE PROUD
SMOKE, clainms the headline, PRODUCT OF A PROUD LAND. Then the caption
"Tobacco. It's as proud a part of the American tradition as the G and
Canyon. At Liggett & Myers, we've nmade tobacco into a cigarette worthy
of that tradition. The rich, nmellow, distinctively smooth L&M Snoke it
proudly." Look through al nbst any nagazi ne and find the KOCOL
advertisenent; the cigarette is invariably set in sone lush country
scene, couched in deep greens. Then there is the Marl boro Man and the
Virginia Slims |ady: "You' ve cone a | ong way, baby." The transfer

techni que realizes that we are proud of our land, that we yearn for the
beauty of the country, and that we admire the rugged Marl boro Man and
the svelte Virginia Slins lady, and it invites us to transfer our
positive feelings to the subject that is being pronoted. Testinonial.
This is a variation of the transfer technique. An inportant or prom nent
person or organi zation speaks on behalf of an idea or product. W are
encouraged to support that idea or product nerely because the pron nent
person speaks for it. The theory is sonething like this: X is an

i mportant person; X wouldn't be inportant unless he were better or nore
know edgeabl e than we; since he is inportant, he is therefore better or
nore know edgeabl e than we; therefore, he knows what he is talking
about; therefore, we should believe
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EMOTI ONAL LANGUAGE: PROPAGANDA 19 im W are encouraged to transfer our
approval of that person toward the idea or product he is endorsing.
Plain folks. "I'"mjust |like one of you." The propagandi st sonetines
tries to win our support by getting us to identify with him He comes to
town neetings, visits hospitals, and poses informally for photographs.
President Jimmy Carter used this techni que when he appeared on
television dressed in a casual sweater instead of "A touch of el egance”
"For the person who cares enough to give the very best." Statistics
wi t hout context. The propagandi st nmay give you plenty of statistics, but
he rarely gives you the background of those statistics. He rarely tells
you how he gathered them where they came from or how many people were
poll ed. You can get eighty percent of the people to support virtually
anything if you ask the right five people. Large nunbers. This is a
vari ation of the bandwagon technique . An advertisenent for L'Or Hair
Col ouring (note the
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NONSENSE pretentious spelling!) clains, "Mre than 250,000 hairdressers
the world over believe in what L'Or Hair Colouring can do for you. Wat
nore can we say? L'ORL: A quarter-nillion hairdressers can't be wong."
A wonderful exanple of the | arge nunbers techni que appears in a
Vol kswagen ad. The headline: WHY THE VWRABBIT IS THE #1 SELLI NG
| MPORTED CAR IN DETRO T. The blurb: "If people in Detroit know about
anything , they know about cars. Cars are what they eat, breathe, and
t hi nk. And when they think about inported cars, they buy VWRabbits
nost." Apparently neither 250,000 hairdressers nor the people of Detroit
can be wong! The manufactured problemthe bad guy, the scapegoat. The
propagandi st creates or exaggerates a problem tries to convince you how
serious the problemis, and then appeases you by bl am ng soneone for
that problem or by suggesting that his proposal will solve the problem
The propagandi st often needs a bad guy, a victimor a scapegoat, someone
whom he can | anbaste. Hi s indignation makes hi m sound sincere, and it
nmakes the problemhe is tal king about sound serious and urgent. Arrant
di stortion. Sonetines the propagandi st selects his information to
present a one-sided view, sonetinmes he may even nmake up data to suit his
own purposes; sonetines he sinply lies. Since we do not have the true
facts, there is no way we can challenge him Since we are hel pl ess, the
cards are stacked against us and for him hence, this technique is
someti mes known as card-stacking. The command. This technique is a
dangerous one, for it can easily backfire. Some people are confortable
when they are being told what to do. Wen the propagandi st gives a
command he is appealing to this need for authority. Again, it nust be
enphasi zed, there is nothing intrinsically wong with propaganda just as
there is nothing intrinsically wong with enotional appeals. But it is
i nportant that we know propaganda for what it is, and not all ow
oursel ves to be mani pul ated by it.
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CHAPTER Four Enotional Language : Suggestion The cl ever reader who is
capabl e of readi ng between these |ines what does not stand witten in
them but is nevertheless inplied will be able to form sone conception.
Goet he, Aut obi ography When you suggest sonet hing, you say something that
operates on at least two different |levels. Your words nake a specific
statenent, but behind that statenent is another nore inplicit statenent.
Your statement inplies nore than it says. It hints; it reflects a belief
or an attitude that is not specifically articul ated. A suggestion may
put an idea into the nmind of the listener; it invites himto nake an
inference; and it invites himto accept a belief or attitude w thout
verbalizing that invitation. There are a variety of ways to effect
suggestion. The hint can be painfully obvious or artfully subtle. Wen a
person hints, he may be testing the ground, trying to ascertain how
receptive another person will be to what he wants, putting forth bait
and seei ng whether the other person will react to the bait. O he may
use the hint to try to see the other person's nmind. Allen and Anne are
dating. "Let's go to ny place where we can be nore confortable," Alen
says, hesitant to actually say what is on his nmind. If Anne eagerly
agrees, Allen feels much nore confident and hopeful. If she is
apprehensive, Allen realizes
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NONSENSE i that he will have to be careful. And if she says no, at
| east Allen hasn't | ost face: Anne has not refused his advances; she has
merely said that she would rather not go to his place. The hint has
allowed Allen to test the ground without actually having to commt
hi msel f. A husband and wife pass a jewelry store. "Wat a beautiful
neckl ace!" the wife exclains. She may want the necklace but be rel uctant
to ask her husband for it. Her comment allows the husband to take the
initiative. If he doesn't react, at |east she hasn't been hurt with a
refusal. Some people can speak their minds directly and can accept a
candid answer wi thout feeling unconfortable. Many others, however, find
it difficult to express thenselves directly in |anguage ; they need a
protective barrier. The hint supplies that protection. People will rely
upon a hint because they nay | ack confidence, because a flat "no" mnight
indicate a finality that they do not want, or because they find | anguage
i nadequate to their own feelings. Sonetines the hint nay backfire, for

i ke any el enent of suggestion, it is subject to misinterpretation
Nonet hel ess, for sone people, it is a useful shield, a neans to avoid
comm tment. Words can be cold and clinical and can conme out wong, and
it is nuch easier, perhaps nuch safer, for sonme people to be indirect
rather than direct. There's nore to be said about this. W often have a
conflict between our conscience and our instincts. In the Anne/Allen
exanpl e nmentioned above, it is possible that Anne's conscience tells her
that she should not go hone with Allen but that her instincts tell her
that she would like to. If Allen is too direct, she will be able to make
a conscious choice, her conscience may prevail, and she nay refuse his
request. But if no words are used, if Allen's approach is a gradual one,
Anne may be able to suspend the dictates of her conscience and all ow her
instincts, i.e., her true desires, to supersede her conscience.
Therefore, the hint nay be as useful for Anne as it is for Allen. To
what
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EMOTI ONAL LANGUAGE: SUGGESTION 23 ;. extent there will be qual ns or even
regrets the next norning is another question. Accent. One can suggest a
great deal nmerely by accenting a particular word. Note, for instance,
the followng statenent: "I never try to cheat on ny incone tax." If the
speaker stresses the I, he nmay be inplying that you, or others, do try
to cheat. If he enphasizes try, he may be inplying that he does
sonetimes inadvertently cheat. If he enphasizes cheat, he may inply that
he does not actually cheat but that he does cut corners. If he

enphasi zes ny, he nmay suggest that he does try to cheat when he prepares
soneone else's tax return. If he stresses inconme, he may inply that he
does cheat in other areas of taxation. And if he accents inconme tax, he
may suggest that, while he doesn't cheat on his inconme tax return, he
does cheat in other areas. O course, if the statenent appears in print,
then a reader can twist the original by accenting. Selection. A person
may try to effect a certain belief by selecting his evidence. A nother
asks her son, "How are you doing in English this tern?" He responds
buoyantly, "Ch | just got a ninety-five on a quiz." The statenent
conceal s the fact that he has failed every other quiz and that his
actual average is 55. Yet, if she pursues the nmatter no further, the

not her may be delighted that her son is doing so well. Linda asks Susan
"Have you read much Di ckens?" Susan responds, "Ch, Pickw ck Papers is
one of ny favorite novels." The statenent may di sguise the fact that

Pi ckwi ck Papers is the only novel by D ckens that she has read, and it
may give Linda the inpression that Susan is a great Dickens enthusiast.
Tone of voice. Qur tone of voice may suggest a belief or an attitude

wi t hout our having to conme right out and explicitly state that belief or
attitude. A teacher catches a student snoking in the bathroom He
realizes that he has to report that student, but, at the sane tinme, he
i kes the student and doesn't want the full weight of the lawto fal
upon that student . Therefore, he gently enters the principal's office:
"I'm
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1 NONSENSE afraid that | have something unfortunate to tell you," he
remarks in a soft and plaintive tone. "I just came across Teddy Jones
snoki ng-and he's been doing so well lately." The teacher has used three
techni ques here: (1) his | ow keyed approach and his gentle tone of voice
suggest that the natter is not a very he's been doing so well lately”
tries to bias the principal in favor of the student. The teacher has not
specifically said that he wants the principal to be lenient, but his
presentation has certainly invited the principal to be Ienient. On the
ot her hand, the teacher nmay aggressively enter the principal's office
and in a severe, sharp tone of voice state, "I've just caught Jones
snoking in the bathroom" The teacher has not explicitly said that he
wants the boy to be treated harshly, but he has certainly put the
principal in that franme of m nd. Phraseol ogy. The way one phrases a
statenent can be suggestive . The two different approaches which could
be used by the teacher in the above exanple illustrate this principle.
The second approach, by using the strong verb caught and by referring to
the boy as Jones instead of Teddy Jones, suggests a strongly

di sapproving attitude. The statenents "Betty is late" and "Betty hasn't
arrived yet" may have the sane denotative neaning, but the first

st at enent suggests a disapproving attitude and the second suggests a

neutral attitude. Bertrand Russell devised a systemto illustrate how
statenents can suggest attitudes. He playfully called this system
"conjugating an irregular verb." An exanple: | amfirm You are

obstinate. He is a pig-headed fool
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EMOTI ONAL LANGUAGE: SUGGESTI ON 25 Each of these statenents suggests

something different: | amfirm and that is a good thing. You are
obstinate, and that's not a very good thing. He is a pig-headed fool
and that's a very bad thing. Aclassic illustration of the way

equi val ent statenents may be phrased to suggest different attitudes is
the following pair: The pitcher is half full. The pitcher is half enpty.
The statenents make the sane assertion, but each expresses a different
attitude. Note the following statement: Daisy is fatter than Debby. Most
peopl e hearing this would assunme that Daisy is fat. Such an assunption
is not necessarily true. The only thing that the sentence says is that
Daisy is fatter than Debby; it does not say that either Daisy or Debby
is fat. In the sane way, the statenment coul d have been phrased: Debby is
t hi nner than Dai sy. Now we picture two relatively thin girls. But,
again, the statenent does not say that either Debby or Daisy is thin; it
nerely says that one is thinner than the other. Wrd choice can be

i mportant. Several words nay have the sane denotative neani ng, but each
word may conjure a different inage: svelte, slender, thin, |ean, skinny;
odor, snell, aronm, scent; innocent, na, ingenuous, credul ous,

gul li bl e. Bureaucrat , instead of office worker; functionary, instead of
of ficial; sawbones, instead of surgeon. Such | oaded words actually

eval uate while pretending nerely to define. W nust be careful to

di sti ngui sh between words that objectively describe and words that

subj ectively evaluate. M. Thayer says to M. Simmns, "Ch, by the way,

we have a new person in the office, Rk Rollins. | gather you know him?"
M. Simmons replies, "Sure | do. He's a real jerk." Now, Simmobns has
bi ased Thayer against Rollins. The word jerk means nothing ; it merely

expresses a di sapproving attitude. Too often that unfavorable attitude
goes unchal | enged. Thayer and Si rmons
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NONSENSE #( nmove on to a new subject of discussion, and Sinmmons is |ess
positively disposed toward Rollins. Adjectives and adverbs require
speci al al ertness. W nust al ways deterni ne whether they are being used
to describe or to qualify or whether they are actually eval uating
sonet hi ng or soneone. Wien | say "The apple is green,"” | amusing the
adj ective green to describe. However, when | say "Herb was absolutely
green with envy," | amusing the adjective green to evaluate and to pass
j udgnent on Herb's behavior. Unless Herb specifically states that he is
hi ghly envious, | do not know that he is in fact being cautious. The
adverb cautiously is another exanple of an inference parading as fact.
VWhen you hear an adjective or an adverb, do not automatically accept as
fact the judgnent that the word inplies. Don't accept eval uations
i nplied by adjectives or adverbs unless they are acconpani ed by good
reasons. Anot her device of suggestion is nmetaphor. If | use the phrase
"And then Vivian slinked up to Biff," the netaphor clinked suggests much
nore than the words actually express. Not only am| inplicitly accusing
Vivian of trying to be seductive but | amalso inducing you to accept
that accusation. Not only am| expressing a disapproving attitude toward
Vivian but | amalso trying to get you to adopt that attitude. A
nmet aphor is often used to create an enotional bias wthout defending or
giving reasons to support that bias. Again, judgnent parades as fact.

Met aphor indeed adds |life and color to the | anguage, but it can al so be
used unfairly, suggesting nore than the speaker has a right to suggest.
Juxtaposition. Two statenents are nmade. No connection is expressed. But
because of the proximty of the two statenents, a connection is
suggest ed. Headl i ne: MAYOR DECI DES NOT TO
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EMOTI ONAL LANGUAGE: SUGGESTI ON 27 UN FOR A THIRD TERM Subhead: Gty

Cl ose To Bankruptcy. Nowhere is it stated that the mayor is responsible
for the city's financial condition, but the reader is certainly tenpted
to make that inference. Sonetines an irrelevant detail is inserted to

bi as the audi ence. A news conmentator reports as follows: "The
Metropolitan Charities Association of our city is about to beginits
annual cityw de canpaign for contributions. The association recently
moved its offices to 335 Park Avenue, one of the poshest areas of town."
Through that |ast phrase, "one of the poshest areas of town," the
commentator is suggesting a great deal: Wiy are the charity's offices in
such an exclusive part of the city? If the association can afford

of fices in such an expensive nei ghborhood, howis it spending its noney?
But note, though the news commentator has not candidly expressed his
concern, through insinuation he has invited his audience to forma
conclusion. Now, it is very possible that the hypothetical Metropolitan
Charities Association is feathering its own bed. If that is true, it is
the responsibility of the newsman to get his facts and present those
facts. Gtherwise, he is acting irresponsibly. A |leading national
magazi ne did an article on the controversial drug Laetrile. The
following are a few excerpts: Laetrile's origins go back to the 1920s,
when Dr. Ernst Krebs, a San Franci sco physician, was |ooking for a
substance to inprove the flavor of bootleg whiskey. On a hunch, he
turned his attention to finding a substance that woul d cure cancer and
eventual |y di scovered a crude apricot extract that seened to have an
antitunor effect in rats. However , it quickly proved of doubtful value
for use in humans. Then in 1949, Ernst Krebs, Jr., a biochem st and

medi cal - school dropout, purified his father's extract and isolated the
active ingredient.
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NONSENSE r Next to Krebs, the nmajor figure in the Laetrile novenent is
the sixty-year-old Andrew McNaughton.... [a foreign country] -Ofbeat
scientific theories -In a Mam drugstore Each of these phrases may be
true, but in this context they are irrelevant. They do, however, help to
create a bias against Laetrile . Qur feelings are manipul ated by these
irrelevant details and | oaded phrases. Then there are i mage words. A
positive inmage word is one that tries to nmake things sound better than
they actually are or that tries to renove the sting froma possibly
unpl easant condition . A glaring exanple is the phrase "senior citizens"
for old people. Nanmes simlar to Floral Gardens, Sylvan Mansions, or
Wodl and Estates are often selected for nondescript housing
devel opnents. (Many bearing such nanes are, of course, lovely places to
live.) A ball point penis called a witing instrument. A spokesman for
the mlitary comments as follows: Last night the 43°d Battalion engaged
in a series of protective reaction strikes, term nating several bands of
deni zens and suppl enmenting said incursion with
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EMOTI ONAL LANGUAGE: SUGGESTION 29 ,. predirected air support. Friendly
fire was mnimzed and strategically undirected targeting occurred only
inlowpriority areas. How does this translate? Last night the 43rd
Battalion attacked several villages and killed a |ot of people. It was
assi sted by bonbings fromaircraft. Some innocent people were killed,

but not too many. And while sonme of the bonmbs missed their marks, not
too nmuch damage was done. The euphenisns of the mlitary spokesman try
to canoufl age the fact that botches occurred and i nnocent people were
killed. Ponpous | anguage-sonetines called jargonese or doubl espeak -is
often used to nake the mundane and the trivial seeminportant. A study
of a wilderness area in Mntana reports: "A nultidi mensional concept of
a w | derni smurbani smcontinuumrepl aced a confort-continuing concept in
defining the functional relationships anbng the conponents of the
nodel . " When the witer of that sentence was questioned about its
nmeani ng and about its unnecessary verbiage, he replied that he was
trying to express a very conplex concept that is "not yet ready for
publication in the Reader's Digest." Virtually no one can accept such a
prose construction; it's just inflated | anguage and warrants bei ng

di sm ssed as gobbl edygook. Negative i mage words, on the other hand, have
the opposite effect. They nake things sound worse than they nmay actually
be. "The Red Sox were massacred | ast night." "Such a pea-brain has no
right to run for office." "This place is a dunp." Suggestion is
sonetimes induced by phrasing a question in a controlling fashion. The
phrases you do, don't you, surely you, and their equivalents try to
control the response before the response is nmade. If the question is
posed firmy and dogmatically, it is even nore |oaded. "You don't really
want to go out tonight, do you?" makes it nore difficult for you to say,
"Yes, | do want to go out."
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to say nothing about the added burden on our city taxes. Now, what is
your position?" If M. Turner's intention is to try to get the candidate
to respond in a particular way, then his question nmay be aptly phrased.
But if his intention is to learn the candidate's true feelings about the
i ssue, then he has phrased his question foolishly. The candi date

i mredi ately knows what answer the audience is |ooking for, and he can
reply with sufficient discretion so as not to offend. When we use

enoti onal | anguage or suggestive | anguage, we express our approval or

di sapproval through our words and through our tone of voice. W often do
so, however, without giving solid reasons for our attitudes. Then, the
peopl e who hear our words may thensel ves be tenpted to accept our
attitudes or our beliefs w thout exam ning the reasons behind them The
reasons nmay be unsound, weak, biased, prejudiced, or unfair; there may
be no good reasons, but the enotional and suggestive | anguage has

di sgui sed that fact. People may unquestioni ngly accept what we say
because of the intensity of our own | anguage. Enotional |anguage
invariably tells nore about the speaker than about what the speaker is
sayi ng.
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CHAPTER Fi ve Logical Fallacies Always to be right, always to tranple
forward, and never to doubt, are these not thegreat qualities wi th which
dul |l ness takes the lead in the world? Thackeray, Vanity Fair, xxxv Not
all | anguage is enotional, of course. Some or even nuch of it either
purports to or actually does involve reasoning. Wen it does, the
reasoni ng may either be good reasoning-that is, neets certain |ogical
requirements-or it may be fallacious. A fallacy is an error in thinking
or reasoning. Strictly speaking , it is not an error in fact or belief.
It involves thought process, therefore, it pertains to conclusions, not
to the statenents that formthose conclusions. Furthernore, the word
fallacy usually applies to conclusions that appear sound and that are
often convincing but are, in fact, incorrect. One type of thought
process is an argunment. An argunent is a series of statenents; sone of
these statenents are preni ses assertions, reasons, clainms; fromthese
premises is derived a conclusion . The argunent clains that, because the
prem ses are true, the conclusion is true. If the conclusion does indeed
logically follow fromthe prem ses, the argunent is valid; if the

concl usion does not logically follow fromthe premi ses, the argunent is
invalid. Note that the words "valid® and "invalid"
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NONSENSE apply to conclusions or to argunents, not to prenises. Wen we
refer to prem ses, we describe themas being true or untrue. \Wenever we
want to evaluate an argunent, we shoul d exanm ne both the prem ses and

conclusions. The prem ses, i.e., the evidence, should be thorough and
accurate; the conclusion should clearly and incontrovertibly derive from
t hat evi dence. Wien an argunent is unsuccessful, it has probably gone

wrong in one of the followi ng areas: 1. The evidence has not been

t horough; contradi ctory evidence has been overl ooked or ignored. 2. The
evi dence has not been accurate; false or unsubstantiated or m sl eadi ng
statenents have been clained as fact. The conclusion has not clearly and
uncontrovertibly come fromthe evidence; the relationship between

evi dence and concl usion has not been a firmone. Wen one or nore of

t hese phenonena occur in an argunent, that argunent is said to be
fallacious. The argunment clainms to have done sonething that it in fact
has not done. Another way to describe argunents is to deterni ne whether
they are sound or unsound. To be sound (1) the prem ses nust be true and
(2) the conclusions nmust logically follow fromthese premses. If either
of these conditions is violated, the argunment is unsound. Let us |ook at
five types of argunents, each of which consists of two assertions

foll owed by a conclusion, a formof argunment called a syllogism 1. The
prem ses are true and the conclusion logically derives fromthese

prem ses. All gorillas are nmanmals. Bobo is a gorilla. Therefore, Bobo
is a mamal. The argunent is both sound and vali d.
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fal se, and the conclusion does not follow. Al mammals are dangerous.
Bobo i s dangerous. Therefore, Bobo is a mammal. This argunent is al so
unsound and invalid. It is unsound because the first premse is not
true. It is invalid because the conclusion does not |ogically derive
fromthe prem ses: Bobo could be a snake. 5. At |east one of the
prenmises is false, but the conclusion is true. Al hunans are ani nal s.
Most animals can clinb trees. Therefore, nbst humans can clinb trees.
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NONSENSE i In spite of the fact that the conclusion is true, the
argunment is both unsound and invalid. The fact that the conclusion is
true is nmerely a coincidence: it does not logically follow fromthe
prem ses . Merely substitute "dogs" for "humans” and you will see why
the argunment is invalid. Note that the word fallacy is sonetines set up
Let us | ook back at argument c above: Al the people | know who are on
wel fare don't really want to work. Therefore, all people on welfare
don't really want to work. Is this argunent valid? In other words, if
the prem ses were true, would the conclusion be a valid one? This
guestion may present difficulties to nost people. The argunment sounds
good; but is it? Does that conclusion incontrovertibly come fromthose
prem ses? Examining the formof the argunent will clarify the issue.
There are three ternms to the argunent: People |I know who are on wel fare.
(Call this termX.) Al people who are on welfare. (Call this termY.)
Peopl e who don't want to work. (Cal
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NONSENSE Can you i magi ne horses and cows and pigs chasing nice? Just as
the conclusion to argunent e is invalid, so the conclusion to argunment c
has to be invalid. Any argunent that has the formdescribed in dis
going to be invalid. W will say nore about the rules of syllogistic
reasoni ng and about such fornmal fallacies later in the book. Not all
fallacies, of course, are fornmal. Many are informal. Informal fallacies
occur because of rash or incorrect or careless inferences or because an
argument contains a premise that is untrue or weak and the untruth or
weakness of that prem se goes unnoticed. There are many ways to classify
informal fallacies, but the nost appealing categories are those of
i rrel evance, confusion , and oversinplification. In the first category,
a conclusion is based on sone statenent that is irrelevant. In the
second category , an incorrect conclusion is reached because of
anbi guity or because of confusion in the nmeanings of words or in the
handling of an idea. In the third category, people junp to hasty
concl usi ons and do not exam ne an issue carefully enough. The foll ow ng
chapters discuss various types of fallacies. The list my seem
overwhelmng at tines. It is not neant to be so; rather, we are nerely
attenpting to isolate and to itenize different types of nuddl ed
t hi nki ng. The organization is often arbitrary: An item under one heading
m ght just as well have been included under a different heading.
Furthernore, when there is duplication, that duplication is intentional
Finally, you mght be tenpted to ask, "Wiy are there so many fall acies?"
"Why is there so nmuch nuddl ed t hi nki ng?" The answers appear in chapter
1. Reread those principles, and keep themin nmnd as you read the
foll owi ng chapters.
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CHAPTER Si x Irrel evance "Harkee, landlord," said the sergeant, "don't
abuse the cloth, for I won't take it. " "D--n the cloth, " answered the
| andl ord; "I have suffered enough by them" "Bear witness, gentlenen,
"says the sergeant; "he curses the king, and that's high treason."” "I
curse the king! You villain,' said the |andlord. "Yes you did," cries
the sergeant, 'you cursed the cloth, and that's cursing the king. It's
all one and the sane, for every man who curses the cloth would curse the
king if he durst; so for nmatter o' that it's all one and the sane

thing." "Excuse ne there, M. Sergeant," quoth Partridge, "that's a non
sequi tur." "None of your outlandish linguo, " a nswered the sergeant,

|l eaping fromhis seat; "I will not sit still and hear the cloth abused."
"You m stake ne, friend," cries Partridge, "I did not nean to abuse the
cloth; | only said your conclusion was a non sequitur. "You are another
," cries the sergeant, "an you come to that. No nore a sequitur than
yoursel f. You are a pack of rascals, and I'lIl prove it, for I will fight
the best man of you all for twenty pound." -Fielding, TomJones, ix, 6

There is a surprising amount of irrelevance in both public and private
di scussion. Far too nmany of us are easily sidetracked fromthe issue at
hand. Many of the enobtional appeals cited earlier-the appeals to fear
and to pity, or to flattery, friendship , pride, guilt, trust, and
hope-are irrel evant. These appeals are often persuasive, but they do not
constitute good
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NONSENSE r easons for accepting a position. For instance, when a father
says to his son, "If you don't nmow the |awn, you can't have the car
tonight," he is not giving his son a good reason for mowing the | awn. He
is nerely describing what will happen if the son doesn't nmow the | awn.

O course, if the son wants to use the car, he will get the |awn nowed;
nonet hel ess, he will not be doing it for a sound reason. Here are the
addi tional types of irrelevance, nmany of them variations of the

enoti onal and suggestive appeal s already nentioned. One of the nobst
common types of irrelevant appeals is the argunentum ad homi nem the
argument directed agai nst the speaker rather than toward what the
speaker is saying. An exanple of this type of appeal is the abusive ad
hom nem argunment: The personality of someone is criticized or attacked

i nstead of what the person is saying. The theory is sonmething like this:
X is proposing Y; but X is a scoundrel, or X has done sonething that
merits our disapproval; therefore, if we disapprove of X or of what X
has done, then we have to di sapprove of what X is saying; therefore, we
nmust di sapprove of Y. Instead of reacting to what X is saying, we react
to X's personality, and X's actions are not necessarily relevant to what
X is saying. Even a scoundrel can have a good idea. This process is a
variation of the principle of transfer described in the chapter on
propaganda: we transfer our feelings about the person who is speaking to
what the person is saying. Sonetines a person's ideas are challenged or
criticized because of a particular position that the person is in: "M,
X, a nenber of the city council, is proposing that the roof on Town Hal
be reshingled. But M. X is in the reshingling business. Therefore, it's
obvious that he's just hoping to get the contract for hinself.
Therefore, we shouldn't listen to his suggestion.” Such a |ine of
thought is unfair, and the reasons for challenging M. X s proposal are
irrelevant. The roof nmay
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| RRELEVANCE 39 actually need to be reshingled. The speaker has judged
M. X, not what M. X has suggested. This type of irrelevant appeal is
called a circunstantial ad hom nem argunent. Another type of ad hom nem
argunent is guilt by association . A person is judged because of his
associations, his friends, his famly, not because of anything he has
done: he frequents a certain club; his brother-in-law was an enbezzl er
his wife is a gossip; his son is a defector fromthe arny; his daughter
has an illegitimate child; he played golf with someone who has
connections with organized crinme. Again, what the person is saying is
the issue, not who his associates are. If his associates are relevant to
the issue, then that rel evance should be established, not insinuated .
Anot her techni que by which the personality of a speaker is sonetines
discredited is called poisoning the well. An eneny, when he poisons a
well, ruins the water; no natter how good or how pure the water was, it
is now tainted and hence unusabl e. When an opponent uses this technique,
he casts such aspersions on a person that that person cannot possibly
recover and defend hinself wi thout making matters nmuch worse: CITY
COUNCI LMAN: The Mayor's a very good tal ker. Yes, talk he can do

and do very well. But when it conmes tinme for action, that's a different
matter. How can the mayor respond? |f he remains silent, he runs the
risk of appearing to accept the councilman's criticisns. But if he
stands up and defends hinself, then he is talking; and the nore he

tal ks, the nore he appears to be confirmng the accusations . The well
has been poi soned, and the mayor is in a difficult position. A second
type of irrelevance can be call ed passing the buck. There are at |east
two variations: the tu quoque argunent and the counter-question. Tu
guoque is the Latin phrase for "you too." Jones says to Turner, "Don't
criticize me for not getting ny report in on
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NONSENSE iw tinme; you don't always get your reports in on tinme." That
statenent may be true but it is irrelevant. The issue at hand is Jones's
behavi or, not Turner's. Turner's behavior is a separate issue.
Furthernore, even if Turner is or has been equally guilty, his guilt
does not justify Jones's behavior. Two wongs do not nmake a right. The
tu quoque fallacy is sonmetines called shifting the bl ane. The
count er - question occurs when, instead of answering a specific question,

t he speaker poses another question. Taylor asks Forbes, "Can you give ne
one good reason not to approve it?" The second question may have sone
rel evance, but not at that tine. Before the second speaker asks that
counter-question, he is obliged to answer the first question. Oten he
can't and is nerely trying to canoufl age the weakness of his position.
Then there is the irrelevant reason. A group of people are discussing
Topic X. Gradually the specific nature of Topic X becones bl urred;
reasons are offered and supporting evidence is cited, but these reasons
and this evidence address thenselves not to Topic X but to sone other
topic, one perhaps related to X. For instance, sone people are

di scussi ng whet her to approve a new taxation proposal. "Yes, we should,"
claims one person. "The present tax systemis too conplicated; it is too
hard to understand, and it is too confusing." Note that this person's
argunments are irrelevant. They have nothing to do with the proposa

under discussion. They address thensel ves to sone weakness in the old
program The conplexity of the present tax systemis a separate issue.

If it's too conplex, then discussion should focus upon ways of
sinplifying it. But the conplexity of the present systemis no reason
for adopting the new system Al ways nmake certain that the evidence
supports the specific issue, not sone related issue.
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| RRELEVANCE 41 ~ A variation of the irrelevant reason is the non
sequitur, a Latin phrase that translates "it does not follow. " A non
sequitur is a statement that clains to nake a cause-and-effect
relationship when, in fact, there is no | ogical connection between the
prenmi ses and the concl usion. Examne the follow ng argunent: A celebrity
comrents in a commercial, "Fol ks, you may not realize it, but | still
get very nervous when | have to go on canera. Therefore, | use Pepom nt.
Pepom nt makes ny teeth white." The conclusion here is a non sequitur:
Havi ng white teeth has nothing to do with being nervous before a canera.
Then, if this celebrity should use this particular argunment to persuade
you to buy Peponint, he would have a second non sequitur . Hi s argunent
woul d be sonething like this: "Wenever you go on canera, you want to
make certain that your teeth are as white as they can be. | have found

t hat Pepomint works for ne. If it works for ne, it will work for you.
Therefore, if you want white teeth for those cl ose-ups, buy Pepom nt."
Strictly speaking, the celebrity is addressing only those people who
have to face cl ose-up shots on canera. Now, of course, we realize that
this is not what the commercial intends, but this is indeed what the
commerci al says. The use of the irrelevant and the sel ected detail has
al ready been described in the chapter entitled Suggestion. Here is

anot her exanple froma | eadi ng nati onal mmgazi ne of using irrel evant,
sel ected details. The European Human-Ri ghts Court is investigating the
practice of corporal punishnment-specifically , the birching of nales

bet ween the age of fourteen and twenty on the Isle of Man. The article
descri bes the reaction of the people to this investigation, and the
openi ng paragraph reads as follows: On a freezing day, the protesters
mar ched 4, 000-strong on the Tynwal d, one of the world' s ol dest
parliaments, singing the national anthem and carrying placards that
demanded: "Keep the Birch!" Led by a cigar-snoking housewife, a blind
menber of the Tynwald and a birching
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NONSENSE judge, it was the first major protest march that this quiet
i sland of 60,000 people had seen in 30 years. "W are determ ned to keep
the birch," insisted the housewi fe, Peggy Irving. "Qur entire future is
at stake.” This is spicy, colorful, and entertaining witing, but it is
i rresponsi bl e and unprofessional news reporting. It would be very
difficult for a reader to get through that first paragraph w thout
form ng a judgnment about the people. W picture the cigar-snoking worman
and the blind parlianent nmenber, and we are tenpted to chuckle. W note
Peggy Irving' s overstatenment and we chuckl e again. The witer of the
article has mani pul ated our attitude here rather than allowed us to
formul ate our own attitude. The words cigar-snoking, blind, and birthing
are irrelevant-and Ms. Irving's statement is a selective one: The
witer could have found other statenents that would have created an
entirely different inpression. Furthernore, the article was introduced
by referring to the investigation "into one of the nost hall owed Manx
traditions -'birching,' the customof flogging youthful |awbreakers."
Note the word yout hful, as opposed to young or adol escent or teenage , a
word that carries a connotation of innocence, playful ness, and caprice.
Note that the fact that only males are bitched is onitted in that

i ntroduction. Note also the word hall owed, a word consciously sel ected,
a word that gives the inpression that the people regard their right to
inflict corporal punishnent is sonething sacred and holy, and hence that
gives the inpression that these people are a bunch of fanatics. Note
also that all the facts that the article relates are probably true. In
this context, however, many of the facts are irrelevant. These
irrelevant details create a bias against the people of the Isle of Mn
Unfortunately, the judgnents that this article invites are effected not
by the reader but by the witer. Adifferent witer may have effected a
conmpl etely opposite judgnent had he selected different details. Now,
writers have every right to try to effect a judgnment or an attitude. But
this right is predicated on the witer's responsibility
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| RRELEVANCE 43 i to speak his nind openly, not through insinuation, and
to give reasons for his point of view Mrely to insert that point of
viewas if it were fact is irresponsible witing. Another type of
irrelevance i s argumentum ad bacul um or appeal to force. A judge says
to a witness, "If you don't cooperate , you will be held in contenpt of
court."” The use of pressure or force may sonetines be useful, but it
does not constitute a good reason for doing sonething. Being held in
contenpt of court is not a good reason for cooperating; it is nerely a
description of what will happen if the witness doesn't cooperate. The
argumentum ad baculum in effect, says that the person who has the power
is by definition right. Blackmailers use the argunentum ad bacul um so
do all the people who say, "Do it nmy way or else!" The appeal to

i gnorance (argumentum ad ignorantianm) is still another irrelevant
appeal . This appeal takes different shapes: "You can't prove your claim
therefore your claimis false.” "You can't disprove what | say;
therefore ny claimis right." For instance, "No one has ever been able
to prove that God exists; therefore, He does not exist." "You haven't
been able to give nme one specific exanple that there is corruption in
City Hall; therefore, your claimis false. There is no corruption ."
Needl ess to say, one should not accept prem ses w thout proof. But what
is inportant to realize is that the absence of proof does not
necessarily nean that the premse is false; it nerely neans that there
is no proof to substantiate that prem se. My not being
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NONSENSE i | RRELEVANT AUTHORI TY The next set of irrelevant appeals fall
into a broad class called appeal to authority (argunmentum ad
verecundi am). A statenent or opinion of sonme outside source is often
referred to in order to strengthen an argunent. The statenment or opinion
of that outside source, however,my not be relevant to the specific
i ssue at hand. People may not realize the irrel evance , however, and
they may allow this false or irrelevant or inproper authority to
i nfluence their beliefs. The appeal to authority takes many shapes: he
said it (ipse dixit). This is a variation of the testinonial device
mentioned in the chapter on propaganda. A popul ar or prestigious person
or soneone with inpressive titles or credentials is cited to give
support to an idea or argunent. But sometines the person quoted is
speaki ng outside his area of expertise; hence, his opinion should carry
no nore wei ght than that of anyone else. Few |listeners, however, are
likely to notice the irrelevance. They may transfer their positive
feelings for the inpressive person to what the person is saying. For
i nstance, "We need penal reformand we need it imrediately. Qur prisons
are places in which the God-given dignity of a man is plundered. In
fact, the great humanitarian, Al bert Schweitzer, said, "As |long as one
person is denied his essential rights and dignities as a human bei ng, no
one is free." Gven the present conditions, |adies and gentlenen ,
neither you nor | amfree. There is equivocation on the word free. It is
used first in its broadest sense: freedom of belief, worship, speech,
and other freedons granted by the Bill of Rights. Then it is used in a
restrictive sense: the opposite of inprisoned, the physical sense of the
word. This type of equivocation can be subtle and cause consi derabl e
confusion. A third type of equivocation cones fromrelative words:

"Ei senhower was a good general, a good citizen, a good father, a good
golfer, a good Anerican. Therefore, he will make a good president." The
conclusion is a non sequitur. He night be the best general, the best
citizen, the best father, the best golfer, the
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| RRELEVANCE 45 :' Just because an inportant person says sonething does
not nake that statenent true or relevant. The Schweitzer exanple
suggests another type of ipse dixit argunent: the appeal to the past or
to sone past authority. The Bible, a quotation from Washi ngton or
Lincoln or Martin Luther King, Jr., aline fromw /Il happen.” Exanple:
You and a friend are driving in a section of the country that neither of
you has visited before. The gas gauge reads al nost enpty. You say to
your conpanion, "Listen, we'd better get off this road and find out
where a gas station is." Your conpanion
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there is a gas station on that road. The a priori argunent is |like the
enoti onal appeal of trust or hope. But it is a formof false authority.
Unl ess a person has concrete evidence to support his claim he cannot be
sure and he cannot know. And, while experience may be of value to guide
us in making inferences and decisions, it is rarely reliable when it is
the only guide. Even an educated guess is still a guess. Closely rel ated
to apriority is the appeal to faith. "Listen, | know what |'m doing.

You' ve got to have faith in nme. Just trust ne." Ifyou do go along with

t he speaker because of such an appeal, renenber that you're taking a
risk. Things may indeed turn out well, but there is no guarantee that
they will. Then there are appeals to what can be called the sacred cow
These are ideas that we hold dear: justice, freedom denocracy, the |aw,
religion. When a person says that because you chall enge his statenent,
you al so chal |l enge one of these ideas, he is using an irrel evant appea
to a sacred cow. "What do you nean by criticizing what the preacher said
this norning? Are you agai nst religion?" "Wen you criticize the
President, you criticize all that he stands for: denobcracy, the American
way of life." Such a line of thought is nonsense. Your attacking a
person's statenent does not nean that you are attacking either the
person or the ideals he stands for. Mnority groups-religious, ethnical
racial, or ad hoc pressure groups-sonetines use this appeal. "I know why
you're disagreeing with nme; you're just antifenmnist." "You know as wel
as | do that there is a strong feeling against Mdravians in this
comrunity. The reason Peter got such a stiff sentence for
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| RRELEVANCE 47 f attenpted robbery is that he's a Mravian." This appeal
is a variation of the ad hom nem argunent nentioned earlier. It is

of t en- per haps usual |l y-sinply not rel evant. Aphorisns, clich slogans,
proverbs, platitudes are sonetines used as authority to convince or
persuade. For instance , the saying, "Were there's a will, there's a
way" beconmes a substitute for hard thinking and offers only glib

encour agenent. A husband responds to a wife who wants to go shoppi ng:
"Renmenber, dear, a fool and his noney are soon parted."” "Love thy

nei ghbor" is cited to criticize a governnent's mlitary activities. "The
only thing we have to fear is fear itself' is used to cajole a person

i nt o doi ng sonet hi ng about whi ch he has apprehensi ons. Such sayings are
irrelevant; they provide no authority for the specific issue at hand,
they nmerely oversinplify. Furthernore, for every adage offered to
support an argunent, another adage can be found to express the opposite
poi nt of view. The wife could respond to her husband by clainming, "You
can't take it with you." The person who has apprehensions could reply,
"Fools rush in where angels fear to tread." And a person who supports
the government's military activities can just as easily use the old
saying, "It is noble and proper to die for one's country." Such use of
fam liar sayings offers neither proof nor evidence, nor do they even
strengthen an argunent. Mre often than not, they nerely confuse the

i ssue. Sonetinmes jargon is used to give the inpression of authority .
"Dial, with hexachl orophine!"™ But what is hexachl orophi ne and why does
it nake Dial better than any other soap? The fancy word

"hexachl orophine” is used to inpress us. If we're inpressed with the
fancy word, we may transfer our positive reaction to the product itself
and buy it. A politician nmakes the follow ng statenent: "W have noved
froma hyper-inflated, supersaturated utilization of resources and, by
controlling our cost overhead by judicious anti-inflationary neasures,
have reached a near total zero-deficit operating budget, including
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NONSENSE both inter-canmeral and extra-caneral considerations.” This nay
sound inpressive to sone people, but the words don't nmean a thing.
Al ways be | eery of ponpous jargon; it often canouflages both content and
t hought -at | east hard thought. People sonetines use an appeal to
tradition or precedent: "W've always done it this way before;
t herefore, why change?" "W've never done it this way, so why should we
start now?" Such statenents in and of thenselves should be all owed
little weight and authority. There should be better reasons than just
tradition or precedent to determ ne a course of action. G rcunstances
change with tine; what may have been an appropriate way of doing things
five years ago is not necessarily an appropriate way now. Tradition and
precedent shoul d be respected but not idolized. The etynol ogy of a word
is occasionally cited to support a position. Let us say that an athei st
is trying to nmuster support for his view "Listen," he insists, "you
claimthat religion is based upon love. | disagree. Love is not the
basis of religion. Religion is based upon control and fear. Look at the
very words that we use. The word reverence cones fromthe Latin word
vereor, a word that neans "fear.' The relationship of nan to God is
fear, not love. And even the word religion itself cones fromthe Latin
religo, a verb that means "to bind" or "to fetter.' Religion ties man
down; it tries to control him it shackles and ensl aves. Nowhere is | ove
even suggested." The fallacy here is to ignore that the neaning of words
change. The etynol ogy of a word does not necessarily constitute any
evi dence about how the word is being used. A word is inportant, not for
what it once nmeant, but what it neans now. APPEAL TO NUMBERS Nunbers can
i ndicate splendid precision. Ironically, those very nunbers can be used
to mislead and even to deceive. A nunber or a statistic neans absolutely
nothing in a vacuum |In order for a nunber or a statistic to have any
meani ng or any relevance, it nust be acconpani ed by a context.
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| RRELEVANCE 149 i If we're dealing with a statistic, we should ascertain
who gathered the statistic, what process was used, how many people were
pol | ed, how these people were sel ected, what specific questions were
asked, how t hese questions used any of the techniques described in the
chapter entitled Suggestion. First, let's exam ne different ways of
descri bing and mani pul ating a series of nunbers. A small business, |et
us say, has eleven part-time enpl oyees, who nake the foll ow ng annual
salaries: 1.- $6,000 6.- $12,000 2.- $6,000 7.- $23,000 3.- $7,000 8. -
$24,000 4.- $8,000 9.- $24,000 s.- $8,000 10. - $24,000 11. - $25, 000
The conpany could add all the salaries, divide by eleven, and have the
figure of $15,181. They could then call this figure the average. Such an
average is called the nean average. Note that such a figure is both
deceptive and worthless in this context. No one in the business makes
$15, 000; nost peopl e nake considerably nore or |ess, and al so work

di fferent hours. The nmean average shoul d be acconpani ed by two ot her
averages , the node and the nedian. The node is the nost frequent nunber
or nunbers anong a series of figures. In the above exanple , there are
actually two nodes-nost people nake either around $7,000 or around
$24,000. The node is often a nmuch nore val uabl e and rel evant figure than
the nean. The median is the nunber that is in the mddle of the series
of nunbers when those nunbers are arranged from hi ghest to | owest or

| owest to highest. The nedian in the above series is $12,000; it's not a
particularly useful number, but it does help us establish the context of
the averages. There are two other nethods to hel p establish the context
of a figure, the range and the frequency distribution. The range in
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NONSENSE t he above exanple is $19, 000, from $6,000 to $25,000; the
frequency distribution tells us that two peopl e nmake $6, 000, that one
makes $7, 000, that two nake $8, 000, that one nmmkes $12, 000, that one
makes $23, 000, that three nake $24, 000, and that one mmkes $25, 000. A
common fallacy occurs when the nean average is interpreted as the node.
"What a wonderful conpany," sonmeone m ght renmark, "where the average
salary is so high." "Nonsense !" you should think, unless you know the
word average is referring to the node and not the nmean. Wen deal i ng
with the word average, therefore, it is essential to distinguish between
mean and node; and so nmuch the better if you can ascertain the nedian,
the frequency distribution , and the range. Percentages can al so be
m sl eadi ng. "During Mayor Cord's admi nistration, corruption has
decreased by fifty percent," clains a supporter for Mayor Cord. That
claimmay be true; but there nmay be only two crooks instead of four-not
a very significant difference. The percentage, however, sounds nuch nore
i npressive than the figures. One can nmake the percentages | ook even nore
i mpressive: "During the previous adm nistration, instances of corruption
were two hundred percent higher than they have been under the present
administration." Two hundred percent sounds quite inpressive. In fact,
there isn't much of a difference in corruption between the two
admi ni strations. Then there are m sl eading sanpling techniques. "Sixty
percent of the people want McCormck." This may be true, but the pol
may have been taken in a heavily Republican district, nost of whose
residents support the Republican candidate, McCorm ck. This deception is
an exanple of what can result froma limted sanple. The sanple of
peopl e polled was not representative of the total voting constituency.
Simlar to the limted sanple is the small sanple: "Sixty percent of the
people want MIller." Again, the claimmy be true, but only thirty
people were polled. O those thirty, eighteen
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| RRELEVANCE 151 ~ wanted MIler. But thirty people is not enough to
constitute a nmeani ngful statistic. Thirty people cannot be consi dered
representative of the entire voting popul ation. Then there are vague
statistics: "A recent survey shows that nore doctors prescribe Brand Z
than any other brand for conmon headaches."” The words "a recent survey"
can be concealing a great deal, and these words should not be granted a
stanp of authority unless nmuch nore information is supplied. There is

al so the msleading statistic: "A recent survey shows that nore people
prefer Brand Z than any other brand." Perhaps true. But | ook at the
following data: 85 people preferred Brand A 80 people preferred Brand B
89 people preferred Brand C 91 people preferred Brand Z The total nunber
of people polled was 345. O this 345, ninety- one people, or under
thirty percent, preferred Brand Z. Brand Z is not capturing a
significantly larger share of the market than any other brand, although
it is true that nore people prefer Brand Z over any ot her brand.
Finally, there is the appeal to |arge nunbers, a variation of the
bandwagon devi ce. "Everyone is doing X; therefore, do X." "Four mllion
Anericans can't be wong." A large nunber may be cited to try to inpress
us. We should not necessarily be inpressed . Even if forty mllion
peopl e are doing X or buying Z, that is no reason for our doing X or for
our buying Z. The fact that a | ot of people are doing sonething is

irrel evant unl ess nmuch better argunents are avail abl e. CONFI DENT
SPECULATI ON Al t hough each of us knows many ot her categories of
irrelevance that we mght cite here, let's | ook at one nore-a distant
cousin of the appeal to authority. When peopl e nmake assertions that are
specul ative but that are expressed as if they were fact, the
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NONSENSE ~ phenonenon is call ed confident specul ation. For instance,

there are personal assurances: "lI'msure that ..." "I just know that

." "I have every reason to believe that ..." "I amconfident that ..."
This type of apriority offers assurances, but there can be no guarantees
for these assurances... unless the being making themis God. A
subcategory is the appeal to personal experience: "Frommy experience
have learned that . . ." "Fromny experience | know that . . ." "I know
someone who . . ." This formof apriority also offers assurances as if

they were facts, but the reasons to support these assurances are
unreliable. A person's experiences can offer guidelines, but they do not
in and of thenselves constitute a criterion for accepting a position.

Sometimes the Domino Theory is offered as evidence. "If we do A then B
wi Il happen. If B happens, then C will happen. And if C happens, D will
happen.” Indeed, there are tines when we can with sone accuracy predict
the future. If we blow up the dam the water will indeed flood the
val l ey below. But far too often a person uses the word "will" when he
shoul d say "nmay." "Unless we ratify this contract, our enployees wl|l
strike." Well, maybe they will and naybe they won't. The statenent is

unreliable as evidence. The speaker has confused speculation with fact.
There may be a high degree of probability behind that specul ation

nonet heless, it is still speculation. It is not necessarily fact.
Finally, there is an appeal to onmiscience. This occurs when people
specul at e about what m ght have happened if something el se had or had
not happened: "If only Kennedy had not been assassi nated, he would have
been able to bring the war in Vietnamto a nuch quicker end; if the war
had ended sooner, we would not have had such hostility toward the
government; if there had not been such hostility toward the governnent,
we woul dn't have had the radical youth novenents of the late sixties;
and if we hadn't had such radical youth
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| RRELEVANCE 1 53 novenents, we woul dn't have the general disdain for
authority that now characterizes this country." The speaker here nay be
guilty of arrant oversinplification, but he is also guilty of confusing
speculation with fact. It is fine to speculate, but none of us are
sufficiently omiscient to say what woul d have happened. Al too often
such argunents are used to rationalize our own failures: "If | hadn't
stayed up late, | would have been nore alert; if | had been nore alert,
I woul d have nade a better inpression ; if | had nade a better

i npression, | would have gotten the job." Again, speculation should not
be granted the stanp of truth. This chapter has cited a nunber of
irrelevant appeals. Since rarely is there a discussion in which there is
not sonme irrel evance -sonme discussions run ranmpant with irrel evance-it
is inmportant to be alert and not let it persuade us. The reasons that
irrel evance often loons so |arge are conplex, but certainly one of the
reasons is that those who woul d be convincing often are not objective
and will use any argunents they can think of to support their beliefs or
positions or attitudes. Furthernore, these beliefs and attitudes often
have not been consciously fornul ated; hence, these people often do not
have very good reasons for them "I know what | |ike; don't confuse ne
with the facts" is not glaring overstatenent in characterizing the
attitudes of many people with whomwe all nust deal
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CHAPTER Seven Diversion Ridicule is often the only weapon remaining to
conscious inferiority. -F. H Cowes, Gaius Verres: An H storical Study
Di versions occur intentionally and unintentionally. The diversion can be
a useful tool when argunents fail you, when you are backed into a
corner, when you feel that you are losing or are about to | ose, or when
you feel unconfortable with the drift of a conversation. On the other
hand, diversion can be used against you if you're not alert. It is just
as easy to be distracted as it is to distract. Distraction occurs when
enotionalismenters a discussion; it occurs when irrelevancies are
admitted in, since nost diversionary factors are irrel evancies. Hence,
many of the devices cited in earlier chapters can |l ead to diversions.

For instance, if someone poses a counter-question and if you pick up the
bait and pursue that counter-question, you are off the topic and onto a
di version, away fromthe original question. If irrelevant details enter
an issue and if those details are challenged, then the di scussion may
get sidetracked; unfortunately, if those details are not challenged, the
audi ence may becone bi ased. When an ad homi nem argunent is used, the

i ssue becones sidetracked to the personality of the speaker rather than
to what the speaker is actually saying.
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DI VERSI ON 55 i Needl ess to say, a reasoned argunent or discussion is one
that avoi ds digressions or diversions. The aimof this chapter is not to
supply suggestions but rather to furnish cautions. |f you recognize the
tricks and pitfalls, you may be able to avoid being tricked. There are
two prine sources of diversion: the red herring and the straw nan. THE
RED HERRI NG To di vert hounds from pursuing a scent, a herring would be
dragged across their path. The hounds, distracted by this new scent,
woul d follow the scent of the herring and would forget about their
original goal. Fromthis practice comes the expression "a red herring."
A red herring is a detail or remark inserted into a discussion, either
intentionally or unintentionally, that sidetracks the discussion. The
red herring is invariably irrelevant and is often enotionally charged.
The participants in the discussion go after the red herring and forget
what they were initially talking about; in fact, they may never get back
to their original topic. Cbserve the dynam cs of the follow ng dial ogue.
Betty and Philip are deep into a discussion about forced school busing.
BETTY: But you say that busing will relieve racial tension and will

i mprove the quality of education. | don't see how If children are
herded into buses and shipped out nmles fromtheir honmes, they wll
nmerely resent the inconvenience, and tension will become even worse.

PH LI P: Yes, that may be true for a while. But eventually these kids
will get to know each other, and when that happens, many of the barriers
that now exist will be broken. BETTY. That's dunb! How can you make a
statenent |ike that! Wio are you to predict the future! You' re just
babbling idealistic rubbish. It's you idealists who are responsible for
so many of the problens that now beset the world.
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What ever happened to forced busing? Betty and Philip are miles from
their original topic. They followed the red herring of idealismand then
another red herring of the nature of freedomin the colonies. The
chances of their getting back to the subject of forced busing are slim
The use of hunor, sarcasm ridicule, innuendo, parody, or a bodily
gesture can lead to a diversion. These neans can alter the course of a
di scussion by triggering an enotional reaction in the person agai nst
whom t hey are enpl oyed. That person becones insulted and may gear his
remarks to save face rather than to continue addressing the issue.

Anot her technique is the witty remark. The witty renmark makes peopl e

[ augh, and when peopl e | augh, the tone of the discussion may be al tered.
Recal | the incident that occurred when one of President Carter's chi ef

ai des was accused of spitting at a person in a Washington bar. A
congressnman, in a public speech ostensibly about the President, remarked
that Carter's tenure had noved from "great expectations to great
expectorations ." Such cheap shots acconplish no good; rather, they
distort the issue and di scourage rational discussion.
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DI VERSION 57 i A simlar technique occurs when a person interprets
literally what was said figuratively. M. Hunt is decrying the

conditions in a certain part of towmn. "In fact," he remarks, "I would
rather live in the depths of a jungle than in the squalor of that part
of town," and he proceeds to show that the jungle, with all its native

dangers and threats, is safer than that part of town. H s opponent, M.
Rand, then responds. Sandwi ched in his remarks is something like this:
"Of course, we can't take M. Hunt very seriously. After all, he wants
tolive in a jungle-and certainly he'd be much nore confortabl e dealing
wi th snakes and nosquitoes than with the very real problens that we have
to face." M. Rand's remarks are dirty. By taking a figure of speech and
interpreting it literally, he tries to discredit M. Hunt. And if the
audi ence laughs at M. Hunt, they will be less willing to take him
seriously and listen to what he has to say. Now, M. Rand could go even
farther. He could play with his opponent's |last nane, "Hunt." He could
go off on a diversion, showing how M. Hunt would indeed be better off
hunting in some jungle. The audi ence mi ght be highly anmused; M. Hunt
m ght be squirmng. If, when M. Hunt regained the floor, he were so
flustered that he argued badly, we would be witnessing still another
di versionary tactic: Getting a person sufficiently upset so that he
| oses his wits and conposure. If this occurred, M. Hunt would be
playing right into M. Rand's hands. If M. Hunt loses his ability to
think clearly, he may nake foolish statenents or he nay behave badly and
clumsily, thereby further weakening his position. You can put an
opponent on the defensive by speaking confidently , by using esoteric
facts that your opponent may be afraid to chall enge, by using technica
jargon, by making your opponent afraid to admt his ignorance, by using
such intimdating phrases as "Surely you know (agree/realize) that "
"Of course no one would disagree with me when | say that ..." "Cbviously
." and so on. If your opponent is at all unsure of hinself, such
confi dence may fluster him However, if he is sharp, he may call your
bl uf f.
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NONSENSE A di versi on can occur when a person nmakes a petty objection
You make a slight nistake and your opponent pounces upon you for that
m st ake, even though the nistake is a mnor one and even though the
m st ake does not alter by one jot the point that you have been nuki ng.
What happens then is that you nay becone flustered, perhaps exasperated,
and you may nonentarily | ose confidence in what you are saying. Your
credibility may be weakened. People may assune that, because you were
wrong on this one point, you are wong in other areas. Such pettiness is
sonetinmes called nit-picking. For instance, you and a friend are arguing
whet her or not the government should institute an enbargo upon Japanese
aut omobil es . You, arguing for the proposition, nake the point that
previ ous enbargoes have been effective, citing the exanple of Lincoln's
enbargo of 1860, and you describe the events of that act. Your friend
t hen junps upon you, claimng that the Lincoln enbargo was not
instituted until April 1861, and he nakes a big fuss over your incorrect
date. Now, it is true that your date was wong; however, the fact is
that your error nmakes no di fference whatsoever to the soundness of your
argunment. Let us continue the exanple. Suppose he allows your incorrect
date to slip by but challenges you instead on the effectiveness of
Lincoln's enbargo, claimng that it was nuch | ess effective than you had
realized. Let us say that he is right: The bl ockade was not effective.
Regardl ess, you are both still off on a red herring. You have not noved
one dash closer to determ ning whether the present proposed enbargo is a
good idea or not. And just because your friend has scored a point by
weakeni ng your appraisal of the 1861 enbargo, neither of you should fee
that he has scored a point toward the issue that you are arguing: the
proposed enbargo upon Japanese cars. Sonetinmes a person will try to
create a diversion by feigning ignorance; the speaker clainms that he
doesn't understand sonething that his opponent has said, i.e., he plays
dunmb. This techni qgue may nake the opponent |ook foolish. He may try to
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DI VERSI ON 59 re-explain and get nuddl ed; the audience may | ose a bit of
confidence in himand in his position. On the other hand, if he is
sharp, he will conme right back at the speaker and nmake hi m appear the
fool. THE STRAW MAN When you take somet hing your opponent has said,
exaggerate or distort it, and then attack what you have exaggerated or
distorted, you have created a straw nman. You have m srepresented your
opponent's statenents, and then you have attacked not his statenents but
the misrepresentation of those statenents. A straw man can be created by
ext endi ng an opponent's ideas: "You are advocating A, the next thing,
you'l | be advocating B, and then C, and then D." Then you show how
terrible or foolish or inpractical Dis. O course, your opponent never
suggested D, but the audi ence may have forgotten that fact. Sonetines,

i nstead of extending your opponent's argunments , you put words into his
nmouth. You either inply or state that he said sonething that in fact he
never said, or that his words nmeant sonething that in fact he never

i ntended for themto nean. An opponent is arguing that police should
have the right to force entry into a place when they know that that
place is harboring a crimnal. You then put forth a line of argunment in
whi ch you create a picture of police indiscrinnately entering private
hones. "How can he advocate such a fundanental abuse of personal

rights!" you exclaim "How can he want a situation where the police can
burst into private hones nerely because they think that sone crinmnal is
there! He seenms to want a police state-for surely there is little

di fference between what he is advocating and a police state.” And you go
on depicting the horrors of a police state. Needless to say, your
opponent did not suggest a police state. You are creating a straw man by
attributing to himstatenents and intentions that he did not express.
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NONSENSE You can create a straw nman by attacking an exanple. In the
process of making a point, your opponent uses an exanple or an
illustration or an analogy. You then attack that illustration. You
assune that because you have weakened his illustration, you have al so
weakened his argunent. If he lets you get away with this, he may deserve
to be discredited. He should realize that just because an exanple is
weak, his argunment or his position is not necessarily weak. The fault
may be with the exanple, not with his position. This device is simlar
to the petty objection device cited earlier in this chapter, and it may
be a variation of the twisting of the figurative into the literal device
also cited earlier. A speaker can create a straw man by attacking the
alternative . For instance, X is the issue being discussed. A speaker
finds that he cannot defend X very well; perhaps he can't think of
argunments ; perhaps X is itself a weak position. Regardl ess, instead of
addressing his comments to the specific issue, the speaker creates a
straw man by discussing the alternatives to X and he then goes after
those alternatives. The issue at hand mni ght be whet her the conpul sory
athletic programat a particular school should be continued. A speaker
supports the idea of conpul sory athletics but perhaps cannot think of
good argunents to support his position. Therefore, he examines the
alternatives: "Wiat will happen if athletics are not conpul sory? The
kids will have too nuch free tinme and will get into trouble. Al so, there
may not be enough bodies to field our athletic squads.” Now, these are
not sound reasons for supporting conmpul sory athletics . A variation
occurs in this exanple: Harriet says to Sam "You shouldn't be so
careless with your rifle; you could get killed." Samreplies, "I could
just as easily get killed crossing the street."” Sam s statenent may be
true, but it is irrelevant. Shifting to another problem proves not hing.
Above all, the straw man is a nisrepresentation and distortion . The
witty or cute remark can create a straw man. M. Rand
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DI VERSION 161 ,, in the exanple cited earlier in this chapter, created a
straw man when he caricatured M. Hunt. In interpreting literally what
Hunt said figuratively, he turned Hunt's comments into a joke and tried
to make Hunt | ook like a fool. You can create a straw nan by
oversinplifying your opponent 's argunents and reducing themto an
absurdity. O you can create a straw man by attacki ng your opponent's
weakest argunent while ignoring his stronger argunents. The foll ow ng
letter to the editor of TV Guide is alnpst a textbook exanpl e of
strawman techni ques. The letter responds to an article that described
how the Ni el sen tel evision rating conpany approxi mates the nunber of
peopl e watching a particular television program "N elsen statisticians
pi ck random | ocations [of 1170 TV hones] from a Census Bureau naster
list and nmake sure they are spread geographically over the country." Not
all of these 1170 hones are counted each week. "Thus, on a typical
ratings day last winter, N elsen reported view ng information from about
993 honmes." The response: Now we know how to placate the nasses and, at
the sanme tine, bypass the whole denocratic structure altogether. Isn't
it delightful to realize that the viewing tastes of some 200 mllion

i ndi vi dual s need not concern one, since those tastes are in the contro
of a very small group of people. Wat a sinple solution we have been

of fered! Perhaps our next President can be selected by sanpling the
desires of 1170 fam lies (although 993 will do in a pinch), and those
famlies will resolve that pressing problemw thout disturbing the rest
of us. Think of the tremendous savings in tine and energy not to mention
costs. Wiy, the mnd boggles at the infinite and exciting possibilities.
Is this systema fair representation of the feelings of all? It is not

i ncunmbent upon you or nme to take a position on the effectiveness of the
Ni el sen rating system but the reply clearly
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NONSENSE s illustrates the straw man technique. O course, the letter
has a point to make, but that point seenms to get |ost because of the
presentation. Wio can take seriously a letter that relies upon
m srepresentation, extension of an idea to the point of absurdity, and
overal |l distortion? When a discussion has gone on for a while, both
participants and listeners may becone fatigued. They nay at | east
tenporarily forget just what the precise topic is and may all ow
di versions to enter that discussion w thout even realizing that they
have | ost the track. They may not notice that they are following a red
herring or that they are discussing a straw man, not the specific issue.
They may confuse what appears to be relevant with what is rel evant.
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CHAPTER Ei ght Anbiguity and Incorrect Inference How finely we argue upon
m staken facts! -Sterne, Tristram Shandy, iv, xxvii This chapter and the
following overlap a bit, since common to this chapter on anbiguity and
to the next chapter on confusion is the problem and danger of naking

i nferences. A person is faced with a choice in howto interpret a word
or statement or an act or an utterance; perhaps he doesn't even
consciously realize that there is a choice; regardl ess, he nmakes a

deci sion quickly or without sufficient analysis or without clearly
identifying the alternatives or w thout having conplete information. At
this point, he may have made an error in judgnment, and this error wll
probably inpair his effectiveness in pursuing whatever he is doing.

Ver bal anbi guity occurs when one uses a word or phrase that has two or
nore possi bl e neanings or interpretations or when there is an event that
can have nore than one interpretation. A person may not realize that
nore than one interpretation is possible , or he may arbitrarily have to
sel ect one of the possible choices. He does sel ect one at the exclusion
of the others, and problens arise because of the exclusion. The
anbiguity itself is
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NONSENSE not usually the problem It is either the failure to recognize
the anbiguity or the wong choice that is the problem An anbiguity
usual ly requires a person to nmake an inference, and inferences are often
either incorrect or inconplete. Inferences are often the result of
m sinterpretation. Whenever an utterance allows nore than one |evel of
meani ng , whenever an utterance inplies nore than it states, or whenever
an utterance reflects a belief or attitude that is not specifically
articul ated, anbiguity is possible. Hence, several of the topics
mentioned in the chapter on suggestibility also apply to ambiguity. Take
t he netaphor, for instance. If | nmake a carel ess statenent,
unintentionally using a nmetaphor, and if you interpret ny statenent nore
precisely than | uttered it, ambiguity can occur. You ask me what | know
about Ted Steele. "He's a bum"” | reply. I may be using the word bum
| oosely, figuratively , merely to express ny dislike for Steele. But you
may interpret the word literally and picture Steele as an idle loafer. A
nmet aphor, since it invariably inplies nore than it states, invites a
person to nake an inference, and this inference may contribute to
anbi guity. Suppose | make the followi ng statenient : "Mrion becane
i nt oxi cat ed when she heard that she had won the lottery." How should you
interpret the word intoxicated ? Did Marion becone drunk? Or was she
i ntoxicated with delight? Anbiguity can occur when the figurative use of
a word is ignored . One of the Ten Conmandnents states, "Thou shalt not
covet thy neighbor's wife." At |east three words are used figuratively .
Covet literally neans to "lust after” or to "desire eagerly,” but in
context it really means to "have sexual dealings with" as well as to
"lust after." Taking the commandnent literally would sanction sl eeping
with a married person, as long as there was no intense desire or
| ust-obviously a distortion. Neighbor literally nmeans "one who |lives
nearby,"” but in context it really neans "all other human beings." Taking
t he commandnent literally would sanction having sex with a married
person as |long as that person



Page 65

fender: the parking neter dented it. By taking his father's words
literally, WIly can claiminnocence-although we know, and WIlIly knows,
that he is purposely twisting what his father said. His father's
statenent actually neant, "Are you responsible for that dent?" or "Do
you know anyt hi ng about that dent?" People frequently do not say exactly
what they nean, and it is inproper to interpret literally what was
either uttered inprecisely or intended to be figurative. Ambiguity of
statenent can result frominprecise | anguage , fromwords that are vague
or abstract or relative. "Laurie is nice." Wat does nice nean? "Andrew
is rich." \What does rich nean? "Judge Gardiner is conpetent." Conpetent
at what? At nmaintaining order in court? At putting witnesses at ease? At
running an efficient trial? At understanding the [aw? "Kevin is short."
Short in relation to what? How short? The use of inprecise words easily
| eads to confusion. Similarly, anmbiguity can result fromi nprecise
phraseol ogy. The statenment "Kevin is shorter than Janes" invites the
listener to picture two relatively short people, an inference that may
be incorrect. Kevin may be 510 " and Janes 6'1 ". The statenent as
uttered is true, but the phraseology is deceptive. Ambiguity can occur
when a person is not sure just what an utterance intends, i.e., when a
person suspects that there is a hidden agendum behind the utterance. A
wi fe says to her husband, "I hear that that new restaurant, La Fleur, is
very good. Marge and
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NONSENSE s Bill were there last night, and Marge raved about the food;
she said that the service was first-rate and that the prices were pretty
reasonable , too." The wife is ostensibly naking a statenment of fact,
but there is the distinct possibility that she is hinting so that her
husband will invite her to La Fleur. The words of her statenent are not
anbi guous, but the intention of her statenent nay be. So far we have
been dealing primarily with two types of anbiguity : verbal anbiguity
and anbiguity of statenent. Verbal ambiguity occurs when words have nore
t han one possi bl e neani ng and when the speaker or witer does not
speci fy exactly which of the possible nmeanings he desires. A statenent
i s ambi guous when it does not state exactly what it intends to state.

Let us now exami ne sone other types of anbiguity. Ambiguity of tone. A
friend of mine has just cone up with an ingenious solution to a conpl ex
problem "You are a sly one!" | remark. | intend ny conment to be
conplimentary and to suggest an attitude of approval. But the tone of ny
comment nmay be misinterpreted. Either my friend or sonme third party may
infer that nay attitude is one of disapproval. Irony. Wien we speak
ironically, we mean the opposite of what we actually say. A friend of

m ne, through a series of carefully planned but entirely honorable
negoti ati ons, has just nanaged to secure a business deal that he has
been after for a long tinme. "You scoundrel!" | remark. My remark is
ironic. Although the word scoundrel usually suggests a di sapproving
attitude, in this context | am expressing approval, perhaps even
flattery and admration. But if ny friend does not recognize the irony,
he may msinterpret nay remark. Determ ning the tone of a statenent can
he difficult when that statement appears in print. Wen a statenent is
spoken, it is nmuch easier to ascertain the attitude of the speaker than
when the statenment is witten. Note the foll owi ng headline fromTi ne
magazi ne: ALASKA'S LI NE STARTS PI PI NG AT LAST
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AMBI GUI TY AND | NCORRECT I NFERENCE ! 67 ~ Is the word piping nerely
intended to be cute? O is there nore to it? And what about the phrase
at last? Does it express sarcasm frustration, relief, enthusiasn? The
reader can't be sure; yet, the reader is invited to make an i nference.
Accent. This device has al ready been discussed in the suggestibility
chapter. An ambiguity occurs when we are not sure which words in a

sent ence shoul d be accented, and a distortion occurs when we accent the
wrong word and hence change the neaning of the sentence. Read the
foll ow ng sentence several tinmes, each tinme stressing a different one of
the italicized words, and observe how significantly the neani ng changes
with each different reading: | never said that | dislike you. As long as
we are nmentioning the fallacy of accent, we ought to nention a few ot her
types of distortions that are usually associated with it. The first is
guoti ng out of context. For instance, an issue of Tine nmagazine printed
the foll owi ng: FLEECED AGAI N The Federal GCovernnment sonetines uses its
tax dollars to underwite acadenic research that mght charitably be
descri bed as frivolous. Anong recipients of such |largesse is sociol ogi st
Pierre van den Berghe of the University of Wshington, who used part of
a $97,000 grant fromthe National Institute of Mental Health to
underwite a report by his researcher, George Prinov, titled, "The
Peruvi an Brothel as Sexual Dispensary and Social Arena." Prinov nade
some 20 visits to the San Tutis brothel outside the Andean city of
Cuzco. His interviews with the prostitutes led to the concl usion that
brothel s do serve as, anpng other things, a gathering place for drinking
and storytelling.
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NONSENSE i Senator Wl liam Proxmire | ast week gave the study his Gol den
Fl eece Award for "the biggest, nost ridiculous or nost ironic waste of
t axpayers' noney." Van den Berghe, the author of Acadenic Ganesmanshi p,
prof essed to be pleased, saying: "My reputation in the academn c
comrunity will be enhanced.” To which M. van den Berghe replied: | am
surprised that TIME should still opt for the sane brand of cheap
sensationalismas Senator Proxmire. O the $97,000 of the NIIMH grant in
question, a maxi num of $50 was spent on the brothel study. This mnute
aspect of the total project resulted in a single paragraph of 14 |ines
in a book of 324 pages where George Prinov and | reported the results of
our study, approximately the one-thousandth part of the total project.
The book is entitled Inequality in the Peruvian Andes; C ass and
Ethnicity in Cuzco. That sounds sexy, doesn't it? If ny study was about
prostitution, then TIME is a pornographic nagazine. It too occasionally
mentions prostitution. Pierre L. van den Berghe University of
Washi ngton, Seattle Now, if Tine is guilty as charged, it has indeed
been guilty of distorting the context of what actually occurred, and it
has created an egregi ous straw man. Quoting out of context can turn a
person's words against him M ss Thonpson has just worked several hours
overtime to type and Xerox a twenty-page report for her enployer, M.
Lannett. As she gives himthe copies of the report, he | ooks at her and
appreciatively exclains, "Betty, you're terrific. | love you. Cone, it's
late, let me take you to dinner. Then I'Il drive you honme." An
eavesdr opper hears this exchange and reports that M. Lannett is in |ove
with his secretary, tried to take her out to dinner, and wanted to take
her hone afterward.
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AVBI GUI TY AND | NCORRECT INFERENCE , 69 | i A second variation of the
fallacy of accent occurs i A second variation of the fallacy of accent
occurs by quoting selectively. For instance, an advertisenment for a
particul ar novie makes the follow ng claim Everyone is raving about the
film In fact, Mvie Magazi ne described the filmas fantastic,
unbel i evabl e, and hypnotic. The reviewer was at a |l oss for words to
descri be the inpact that the novie had upon me, but I'll try: tedious,
boring, and hypnotic: it put ne to sleep. Wat is not said can be as
damagi ng as what is said. You are asked, "Do you think Sally Santiss is
honest?" You hesitate a bit, perhaps stanmer, and then reply, "I'd
better not answer that question. | really don't know her that well." You
certainly have said nothing overtly to hurt Sally Santiss, but your

i ndeci si on, hesitancy, and | ack of positive support may indeed hurt her.
Here i s anot her exanple. A teacher, witing a college reconmendation for
one of her students, responds to the follow ng question: Describe what
you consider to be this student's nobst prom nent strengths. The teacher
replies: Tom has been a student of mine now for three years. Throughout
that tine he has been conscientious. He has never cut class, and his
wor k has al ways been handed in on tinme. He has been cheerful in class
and has often participated in class discussions. He once was the
rebuttalist in a class debate, where he spoke persuasively . Now, the
teacher has said nothing incrimnating; she has said nothing to

di sparage the student; in fact, everything she has said is positive.
There is not one overtly negative statenent in
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NONSENSE i the teacher's response. Yet, no college is likely to be
i mpressed by such a response. Wiat the teacher has done is an exanpl e of
what is known as damation by faint praise, a variation of the fallacy
of accent. The teacher has stressed only positive qualities, but those
qualities are so weak and so insignificant that they actually appear as
weaknesses. Finally, no discussion of accent woul d be conpl ete w thout
the classic exanple. The anecdote appears in The A d Shipmasters of
Sal em by Charles E. Trow (G P. Putnam s Sons, 1905): Captain L- had a
first mate who was at tines addicted to the use of strong drink, and
occasionally, as the slang saying has it, "got full." The ship was |ying
ina port in China, and the mate had been on shore and had there
i ndul ged rather freely in sone of the vile conmpounds conmon in Chinese
ports. He cane on board, "drunk as a lord,"” and thought he had a
nortgage on the whole world. The captain, who rarely ever touched
liquors hinself, was greatly disturbed by the disgraceful conduct of his
of ficer, particularly as the crew had all observed his condition. One of
the duties of the first officer is to wite up the "l og" each day, but
as that worthy was not able to do it, the captain nade the proper entry,
but added: "The mate drunk all day." The ship left port the next day and
the mate got "sobered off." He attended to his witing at the proper
time, but was appall ed when he saw what the captain had done. He went on
deck, and soon after the follow ng colloquy took place: "Cap'n, why did
you wite in the log yesterday that | was drunk all day?" "It was true,
wasn't it?" "Well, "lowing 't was, it was a bad thing to say about ne."
"It was true, wasn't it?"
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a music group that is popular? The word popul ar is anphi bol ous: Does it
nmodi fy nmusic or does it nodify nusicgroup? O course, in print the
probl em can be renedi ed with hyphens: a popul ar-nusi c group as opposed
to a popul ar rnusi cgroup. But sonetines the anphiboly is nore subtle.
Take this newspaper classified ad that appears under Furni shed
Apartnents for Rent: 3 rooms, river view, private phone, bath, kitchen
utilities included Your interest is aroused. But when you visit the
apartnment, there is neither a bathroom nor a kitchen. You challenge the
| andl ord. He remarks that there are conmon bat hroom and kit chen
facilities at the end of the hall. "But what about the private bath and
kitchen that the ad nmentioned?" you query. "\Wat are you tal king about?"
the landlord replies. "The ad didn't say anything about a private bath
or a private kitchen. Al the ad said was private phone." The

adverti senent was
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NONSENSE anphi bol ous. One cannot tell fromthe printed words whet her
private nodifies only phone or whether it also nodifies bath and
kitchen. Grammatical anmbiguity. There are several sources of grammtica
anbiguity. 1) Ambiguity can occur over whether a phrase is restrictive
or nonrestrictive. This proposal is favored only by the workers who are
eager to get something for nothing. If the statenment is witten, there
shoul d be no problem provided that the witer honors and the reader
under stands the principles of punctuation. But if the statenent is
spoken, it may be interpreted: This proposal is favored only by the
wor kers, who are eager to get sonething for nothing. The |istener m ght
interpret the statement to nean that all the workers are eager to get
sonmet hing for nothing. 2) Faulty or inconplete conparisons can
contribute to anbiguity: "I like Leslie nore than Louise." This
statenent can nean "I like Leslie nore than | |ike Louise" or "I |ike
Leslie nore than Louise |ikes
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AMBI GUI TY AND | NCORRECT | NFERENCE 73 on't help you is that you are
drunk"? Prices have been reduced so you can shop with ease. Does this
mean "Prices have been reduced so that you can shop with ease"? or does
it nmean "Prices have been reduced; therefore, you can shop with ease"?
W will neet sone nore senantic problens in chapter 16. Juxtaposition
We have already seen in chapter 5 how juxtaposition can suggest w t hout
stating. Two ostensibly unrelated statenents or events appear in such a
fashion that we are encouraged to infer a connection between them "Did
you hear that there was a shooting in the neighborhood | ast night? Oh,
by the way, | understand that Raynond Spi nner now keeps a gun in his
house!" Is the speaker suggesting sone connection between the shooting
and Raynmond Spinner? O did the nmention of a shooting nerely rem nd the
speaker that Spinner is now keeping a gun? Here is a nore persuasive
exanpl e: Two days after a newspaper reports on a scandal in City Hall
the mayor cancels a fund-raising dinner. W are tenpted to infer that

t he mayor cancel ed his fund-rai sing dinner because he is enbarrassed by
and perhaps even involved in the scandal and, realizing that things are
hot, has decided that this is a bad tine for a fund-raising dinner. The
facts, however, may be totally at odds with this inference. The nmayor
may have had nothing to do with the alleged scandal; in fact, he may
have known nothing about it. H's canceling the dinner may be for totally
di fferent reasons. He may have realized that the | ocal econony is in an
unst abl e period, and these econom ¢ conditions may have persuaded hi m
that this is not the tinme for fund-raising. He may even have decided to
cancel the dinner before the newspaper reported the scandal. Finally,
there is the enthynene, an argunment which is inconplete . Wen | say
"Tabby is a cat. | hate her," ny utterance is inconplete. | have omtted
a statenment sonething like "I hate all cats." W constantly |eave out
premi ses in our utterances and expect people to make the necessary

i nf erences.
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is the danger of that inference being an incorrect one. Sonetines it may
make no difference-as in the exanple just cited. The issue is not why
you think it is going to rain; the issue is that it is going to rain.
But sonetines an enthynemati c expression can effect serious
consequences. For instance, | ook back at this illustration from an
earlier chapter. The celebrity comments: Fol ks, you may not realize it,
but | still get very nervous when | have to go on canera. Therefore,
it's very inmportant that | | ook my best. Wen those caneras conme in for
a close-up, nmy teeth have to be as white as possible. Therefore, | use
Pepom nt. Pepomrmint nakes ny teeth white. These statements seemto be a
series of non sequiturs, and the celebrity making them ..ERR COD: 3.
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CHAPTER Ni ne Confusion and Incorrect Inference 'But glory' doesn't nean

a nice knock-down argunent,' ice objected. "Wien | use a word," Hunpty
Dunpty said, in rather a scornful tone, "it means just what | choose it
to mean- neither nore nor less.” "The question is,” said Alice, "whether
you can nmake words nmean so nmany different things." "The question is,”
said Hunpty Dunpty, "which is to be master-that's all." -Lewis Carroll

Through the Looki ng @ ass Confusion can result from several sources:
frominattention, frominpreci se phraseol ogy, fromhasty or incorrect

i nferences, fromm sinterpretation, fromanbiguity, fromvagueness, from
oversinmplification, fromthe inability to distinguish the relevant from
the irrelevant, fromthe inability to distinguish an enotional appea
froma logical one. The nmisinterpretation of single words can lead to
confusi on. Soneti mes peopl e make incorrect assunptions about the
structure and neani ng of words. For instance, the word inflammble, they
will reason, neans not easily set on fire,' because the prefix in often
negates a word: inactive, inappropriate, inefficient.
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NONSENSE They do not realize that the prefix has another function: one
of strengthening a word, as in institute, invaluable, include. Hence,
they will fail to recognize that flammble and infl ammabl e are
synonymous. Confusion can result when people use words w thout know ng
preci sely what those words nmean. For instance, a newspaper's account of
a trial makes the follow ng statenent: "Judge Hart renmi ned
di sinterested throughout the proceedings of the trial." A person reading
the account flares forth, "If the judge doesn't care, he shouldn't be a
judge," and he proceeds to blast the judge's |l ack of concern. Wat has
happened here is that the reader has confused disinterested with
uninterested , and he has nade a serious blunder. There are many words
in the | anguage that have simlar sounds but different neanings, for
i nstance, flout flaunt, rational -rationalize; credible-creditable;
del usi on-al | usi on; prescribe-proscribe. Many people do not realize that
there is a distinction between each word in the pair; these people often
use either word in the pair indiscrimnately. Wen people confuse words
such as these, what they think they are saying and what they actually
say are two very different things. Sonetines a person will know the
general neaning of a word but not the subtleties or the connotations of
that word. An article once nentioned a pianist who suddenly becane so
not ori ous that he was offered several recording contracts. O course,
not ori ous does nean fanous but the two words are not synonyns . A
not ori ous person is well-known for behavior of which we di sapprove.

Anot her source of verbal confusion is the fact that, as words take on
secondary neanings, their prinmary neani ngs soneti nes becone
forgotten-the word restive, for instance. Sonme people will say that the
word nmeans "restful"; they sinply are wong. O her people will pride

t hensel ves on knowi ng the true neaning of the word: "restless." Well,
the latter group is right, but only partially right. Rare is the person
who realizes that the first
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to nane but just a few Despite the fact that these words are each quite
different and that each has a different nedical denotation, they are
frequently used interchangeably to descri be any behavior that is odd or
erratic. The vocabul ary of nedicine and psychology is a veritable
grabbag for those who don't know what they're tal king about. Beware of

| aynen spouting psychology! Closely related to verbal confusion is the
phenonenon that can occur when an eval uative word is used but not
defined. For instance, suppose | refer to Mss Lasser as crude. |ndeed,

| have certain qualities in mnd. That word, however, may nean sonethi ng
entirely different to you. Hence, unless | qualify ny
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NSENSE neani ng, you will assign your neaning to the word and conme up
with an entirely different set of associations. Evaluative words nean
different things to different people; hence, when several people hear an
eval uative word, each person conjures up a different inage, and each of
those inages may be far from what the speaker actually intended. People
sonetimes sinply abuse words. David Fischer, in his book Hi storians'
Fal | aci es, makes a spl endid observation: H storians have been known to
wite "always" for "sometines ," and "sonetinmes" for "occasionally," and
"occasionally " for "rarely,"” and "rarely" for "once." In historical
writing "certainly" sonetines neans "probably,"” and "probably" neans
"possibly," and "possibly" nmeans "conceivably." Not only historians!
recall hearing a highly educated person renmark: "I was amazed at the
attendance of the neeting. Everyone was there. Only six people were
m ssing." What does one say to a remark |ike that one. Does one shriek
in outrage, insisting that if six people were absent, everyone wasn't
present! Sometines one gets the feeling that we are living in Alice's
Wonder | and, where words nean whatever the utterer wants themto nean.

Fi scher continues to describe the problem Again, we should not |imt
his conments just to historians: Simlarly the phrase "It needs no
comrent” shoul d sonetines be translated "I do not know what coment it
needs." Wen a historian wites, "It is unknown," he night nean "It is
unknown to ne," or "I don't know, " or even "I won't tell." The
expression "in fact" sometines neans nerely "in my opinion," and the
phrases "doubtless " or "undoubtedly" or "beyond the shadow of a doubt™
sonetimes really should be read, "An elenent of doubt exists which |
the author, shall disregard.”

n
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NONSENSE best Anerican alive, but these qualities do not nean that he
will be a good president. Here is another exanple: "The Chrysler
Building is a building; it is also a small skyscraper; therefore, the
Chrysler Building is a small building." Not true, of course. An
adj ective cannot be shifted fromone noun to another w thout changi ng or
distorting the nmeani ng. Fustianism (al so see gobbl edygook and jargonese,
in an earlier chapter) can contribute to confusion. Bonbastic,
pretentious, fancy, inflated | anguage and i deas can soneti mes canoufl age
the fact that a speaker has nothing of consequence to say, is speaking
nonsense, that he doesn't know what he is tal ki ng about, that he is just
t hrowi ng words around, and that his words nean nothing: "If we are to
tal k about void, then we nust define it and, if we can define it, then
it must exist, and if it exists, then it is a thing, for nothing that
exi sts cannot be a thing-whether that thing be pal pable or abstract.
Definition predicates cognizance of intrinsic quiddity, and if one can
ascertain quiddity, then one nust al so acknow edge ontol ogy, and the
acceptance of ontology invariably establishes satisfaction of the onus
probandi ." Peopl e hearing such claptrap nay be inpressed, and they may
confuse pretentiousness with erudition. Double standards can contribute
to confusion. A double standard can occur when a person clains to
sponsor a certain belief except when that belief applies to him The old
epigram "Do what | say, not what | do" is often inplicit. People
frequently alter their standards and belief to suit their own
conveni ence. M. Hendricks, a struggling businessnan, vociferously
believes that the rich should be heavily taxed
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CONFUSI ON AND | NCORRECT | NFERENCE 181 i ~ Sonetinmes a person seens to be
gui Ity of doubl et hink when he nmerely has not articulated his true
notivation. Sonme executives are trying to decide on a tine for a
meeting; it is Monday norning: MR B.: Wll, we're all tied up Tuesday
nmorni ng and afternoon. and one, furthernore, that won't begin until 9
P.M He just vetoed the 4 P.M neeting because "we won't have enough
time," and now he says that the neeting "won't take very |long, anyway."
How does one explain such a contradiction? Wat has happened is this:
M. D. is very eager to see the final ganme of the Wirld Series on

tel evision, scheduled to begin in the late afternoon. At the same tine,
he is a bit enbarrassed to say that a baseball game is the reason for
hi s i nconveni enci ng everyone el se. Therefore, he acts out of expediency.
He i nmpul sively
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NONSENSE ~ | atches on to the only other available tinme, Mnday night,
and he selects a tine to suit his convenience, 9 P.M, an hour that wll
give himplenty of time to get hone and watch his gane before the
meeting. True, he doesn't |ike evening neetings, but he is willing to
endure any inconveni ence as |long as he can watch the ganme. His
col l eagues nmay regard himas a fool because they are unaware of his true
nmotivation, but M. D. is willing to forego both credibility and
consi stency for his personal reasons. The problem of standards is often
significant. Al of us do not always approach a situation fromthe sane
per specti ves and standards. Confusion results when these different
poi nts of departure are not identified. We may then talk at cross
purposes . For instance, Ellen, a secretary for M. Holt, suffers from
nm grai ne headaches, and consequently she is frequently absent fromthe
office. A mgraine attack sonetinmes forces her to miss two or three days
in arow Now one day M. Ballard, head of the conpany, inquires about
Ellen. In the course of the conversation, M. Ballard asks, "Does she

take her job seriously?" M. Holt answers, "Well, | don't see how she
can take her job very seriously. | can't blane her for mssing tine
because of her migraine. But the work on her desk piles up and she gets
far behind. Even when her desk is |oaded, she still goes hone every day

at 5 P.M-she doesn't cut short her lunch hour to try to get caught up
she doesn't come on Saturdays to try to get caught up. In fact, right
now we' re several days behind in our paperwork. No, | don't think she
does take her job all that seriously.” The problemhere is that M. Holt
is evaluating the situation only fromhis perspective. It is very

possi ble that Ellen does take her job very seriously, that M. Holt has
never specifically asked her to put in extra time in order to get caught
up, and that it has never occurred to Ellen to conme to the office on her
own tinme. It is also possible that the personnel director told Ellen
that her hours were 9 AM to 5 P.M unless she was specifically told

ot herwi se. Therefore, from her point
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CONFUSI ON AND | NCORRECT | NFERENCE ' 83 1i of view, she is doing her job
to the best of her ability, and M. Holt's statenent is an unfair one.
Anot her type of confusion cones fromcircular reasoning, sonetines
referred to as begging the question. Wen an argunment uses one of its
preni ses as a conclusion, that argunent is said to be circular. It
proves nothing; it nmerely restates one of its prem ses under the guise
of proving that premise. The following two illustrations will clarify
the principle of circular reasoning: Sanuel son's books on economcs are
used in schools and col | eges throughout the nation because Sanuel son is
an authority on economics. No one could deny that he is an authority,
and a significant one at that. W know that he is an authority because
hi s books are used in schools and coll eges throughout the country. |If he
weren't an authority , his books wouldn't be so widely used. If you wear
expensive suits, then you may nmake a favorabl e inpression on enpl oyers.
Then, if you make a favorabl e inpression, you may get the job. If you
get the job, then you will have an excellent salary, and if you have a
good salary, you'll be able to afford expensive clothing. The fornul a
goes sonething like this: Since statenent Ais true, statement Bis
true. Since statenent Bis true, statenment Ais true. Therefore,
statenent Ais true. But we knew all along that statenment A was true;

t heref ore not hing has been proved. Circular reasoning is sonetinmes used
for hunorous effect: MARTHA: George, do you renenber all those tines
when we were dating and ny father would be waiting up for us? Well, |
actually wanted himto be there. CGEORGE Wy?
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NONSENSE MARTHA: | didn't want to be alone with you in such
unconfortabl e circunstances. GEORGE: (apprehensively): Wy? MARTHA:
Because | was afraid of what | would do. | was afraid that | mght not
be able to control nyself. GEORGE: Ch, there was nothing to worry about.
I wouldn't have done anything. MARTHA: (apprehensively): Wiy? GEORGE:
Because your father was there. | NFERENCES A host of confusions cone from
faulty inferences. People misinterpret words or statenents, assune nore
than they have a right to assune, inappropriately read between the
lines, infer a cause- and-effect relationship when there is not one, and
generalize frominsufficient data. Sonetinmes the conplenent of a word is
confused with the opposite of that word. For instance, the conpl enent of
good is notgood; the opposite is bad. The two are quite different. If |
say that a performance was not good, | amnot saying that it was a bad
one. Simlarly, if I say, "M. Bingham doesn't |ike you," | am not
saying that M. Binghamdislikes you. In the sanme way, if two people are
expressing a different point of view and | agree with one of the
persons, | am not necessarily disagreeing with the other person or
implying that the other person is wong; yet that other person may
assume that | am di sagreeing. A termcan have three degrees: the
presence of the quality that the term denotes, the absence of that
guality, and the presence of the opposite of that quality. The
i nternedi ate degree, the conplenent, nerely states that the quality is
absent; it says no nore; it is neutral and noncommttal. Term Conpl enent
Opposite good not good not bad bad |like do not |ike do not dislike
dislike ..ERR COD 1.
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CONFUSI ON AND | NCORRECT | NFERENCE 185 If one is to treat the | anguage
with respect, one nmust not cross the vertical lines that separate the
termfromits conplenent and the conplenent fromthe opposite. In fact,
negatives can cause such problens that it would be a good idea to avoid
t hem wherever possible and to phrase statenents in the affirmative
Therefore, instead of saying "The performance wasn't good,"” it would be
better to be nore precise: "The performance way out; try to make a
victory gentle and inconspicuous. Simlarly, don't nmake the other party
| ose face. 1) Be sure not to confuse description with judgnment. If you
make a descriptive statenent that might be regarded as judgnental
clarify that you do not intend to inply any judgnent whatsoever. And
when your opponent nakes a simlar statenent, ask hi mwhether his tone
is judgnmental or nerely descriptive. J) Be sure that the | anguage is
clear. \When a vague or abstract word is used, be sure that its neaning
is specified. Use |language that is as concrete as possible . K) Don't
grope for argunents. Some people, especially when they have a vested
interest in the outcone of a particular issue, will use any argunents
they can think of to support their point of view They will overstate,
they will oversinplify, they will use faulty analogies or rely on faulty
precedents, not realizing that a poor argunent is sonetimes worse than
no argunent at all. When poor argunents are used, people who are neutra
may becone alienated while people who originally disagree will only

di sagree nore. The only peopl e who support specious argunents are those
who al ready agree, and there is nothing to be gained by appealing to
them L) Know when to stop. There is nothing to be gained by nmeki ng an
angry person even angrier. Simlarly, recognize when the discussion is
getting heated and try to cool that heat. Al so, determ ne whether your
opponent is listening to you or not. If he is not listening, if
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NONSENSE i Sonmeone wi |l assume that because Stephen got into Yale, he
must have been a superb high school student. Now, it is true that Yale
t akes many superb high school students, but it al so takes sone students
because their parents are wealthy or because the father is an alumus or
because the applicant has sone unique talent. Therefore, it is not
conpletely safe to infer that Stephen was a superb hi gh school student.
Another fallacy is the fallacy of inproper distribution or the fallacy
of addition. This fallacy assunmes that you can add itens that cannot be
added. A school adm nistrator argues, "Let's cut out the pledge of
al | egi ance each norning. We'll be able to save two minutes a day. That's
ten minutes a week. That'll be the equivalent of an entire extra day by
the end of the year." Such conputation is true on paper only. The extra
two minutes a day are, in fact, negligible. The school board of a major
city used this fallacy to regain tinme lost froma recent blizzard. Faced
with the problemof howto make up the tinme during which the schools
were cl osed because of the blizzard, they sinply extended the school day
by a hal f-hour. Someone once nused: "If they would just put zippers on
paj anas i nstead of buttons, | could save twenty seconds a day, that's
over two mnutes a week, a couple hours a year, and three or four days
inalifetime." The fallacy is that you cannot collect and store the
seconds you woul d save each tine you zip your pajamas instead of
buttoning them A variation of this fallacy occurs when people try to
redistribute something, claimng that "as long as it all cones out the
sane in the end, everything will be fine." An adm nistrator says to a
football coach, "You will not be able to have ninety m nutes a day,
Monday through Thursday, for football practice. However , don't worry:
You won't | ose anything. You can have from noon until six P.M on
Fridays." The problemhere is that a football team needs tinme each day;
its inprovenent is gradual and cunul ative. The adm nistrator has
fallaciously presuned that six hours is six hours, no
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CONFUSI ON AND | NCORRECT | NFERENCE 187 matter how it is distributed, that
a teamcan get the sanme results fromone six-hour session as from four
ni nety-m nute sessions. The admi nistrator has ignored the | aw of
dimnishing returns: the fact that after a while the long practice wll
become unproductive. A simlar fallacy occurs when an agency tells a

constituent that it will be unable to supply funds for a few nonths but
that it will conpensate by supplying double the funds later. The Welfare
Departnent, for instance, says that it will not be able to issue any

checks for April but that it will double the anmount of the checks for
May. What the department is forgetting is that people cannot stop eating
in April and then conpensate by eating double the anpbunt in May.
Definition because of common characteristics. You assume that a person
or athing is a nenber of a particular group just because that person or
thing shares a quality with other menbers of that group. "A Il Comunists
di strust capitalism Harriet distrusts capitalism Therefore, Harriet is
a Communi st." The conclusion is not necessarily true. Just because
Harriet distrusts capitalismdoes not automatically nmake her a
Communi st. Peopl e other than Conmuni sts al so distrust capitalism The
technical name for fallacies of this type is the fallacy of the

undi stributed mddle. W will see further exanples of this later.

Opi nion, inference, speculation, and attitude are often confused with
fact. This m sunderstanding often manifests itself as runor. David tells
Philip that he is dissatisfied with his job; Philip tells Linda that
David is thinking of quitting his job; Linda tells Samthat David is
quitting; and so the story goes. People often think al oud, and when they
do so, they occasionally express sentinments to which they may not be
wholly committed. To repeat such sentinents is irresponsible. ATV
programdid a feature on the type of life that Americans were
experiencing in Argentina. At the end of the feature, an interviewee was
asked sonething like this: "If the Americans
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also true for nost or all of the parts. This process can apply to

i solated incidents. A lesbian gets caught stealing. "I always knew you
couldn't trust lesbians," remarks the dolt, projecting the behavior of
one person upon the whole class and nerely using the incident to support
a prejudice. Someone gets into an accident because the crack in his

w ndshield burst; sone politician inmediately sponsors |legislation to
make it illegal to drive with any crack whatsoever in one's w ndshield.
Two or three nenbers of the city
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CONFUSI ON AND | NCORRECT | NFERENCE 189 i governnent are di scovered to
have enbezzl ed: "The whol e government is a bunch of crooks," remarks
sonmeone. Al these illustrations are exanpl es of overreacting, of making
a hasty generalization, of oversinplifying, of assuming that what is
true of a part is also true of the other parts. The all/ sone fallacy is
i nsidious, yet it is remarkably common. It |eads to stereotyping, to
bigotry and prejudice, and to terribly wong concl usions.
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CHAPTER Ten Confusi on of Cause and Effect "Wy are you standi ng here on
this street corner, wildly waving your hands and shouting?" "I'm keepi ng
away the elephants."” "But there aren't any el ephants here." "You bet:
that's because |'"mhere."” -Traditional Tale The study of
cause-and-effect rel ationshi ps can be a conpl ex one. For purposes of
this chapter, we will deal with sone of the common types of confusion
that stemfromfaulty cause-and- effect inferences. First, we should
identify three types of causes, or conditions. Necessary cause or
condition: If Y cannot happen unless X is present, X is a necessary
cause or condition for Y. Knowi ng the keyboard of a piano is a necessary
condition for playing the piano : You cannot play the piano unless you
know t he keyboard. Getting oxygen is a necessary condition for living: a
person cannot |ive wthout oxygen. Sufficient cause or condition: If Y
al ways occurs when X is present, then X is a sufficient condition (or
cause) of Y. Grabbing a hot piece of ironis a sufficient condition for
getting
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"Snmoki ng may cause lung cancer" or "Snoking is a |eading cause of |ung
cancer." Such confusion is a type of oversinplification and is often a
hasty generalization. Sonetines the oversinplification is canouflaged in
verbi age: Are you frustrated with your job? Do you feel held back,

di ssatisfied? Do you feel that your potential is being
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NONSENSE ~I unt apped? Do you | ook at your boss and say, "|'mbetter
than he is. | could do a better job!' It's true that many abl e people do
not rise to the top. Now, statistics showthat inage is inportant-how
you project and carry yourself. If you want to get ahead, you' ve got to
be aggressive and confident. You can't sit back and wait for opportunity
to cone to you. That's why Personal Dynam cs was founded: to hel p people
i ke you. Personal Dynamics is a group of professionals who have studi ed
t he conponents of | eadership and who are trained to help you. They w Il
show you how to put your best foot forward, how to make others realize
that you are as good as you know you are. Therefore, if you want to get
ahead, conme to Personal Dynamics. We will make a new person out of you.
Stripped of its verbiage, this pitch confuses contributory cause with

bot h necessary and sufficient cause. It inplies that you will not get
ahead unl ess you change your image (necessary cause), and that if you
change your image, you will get ahead (sufficient cause). Wat it should

say is that Personal Dynamics may help you to change your inmage and
that, if you change your inmage, you ..ERR COD: 1.
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CONFUSI ON OF CAUSE AND EFFECT 193 b>Green is citing a necessary

condi tion: The ghettos cannot be inproved unl ess people are enpl oyed.
Gray, on the other hand, is citing a sufficient condition: Getting
people jobs isn't sufficient to i nprove the ghettos. The problemhere is
that Green never said that providing jobs was the only answer; he nerely
said that it was a necessary step. The two spokesnen are not necessarily
di sagreeing; they are nerely arguing at cross purposes. Another type of
confusi on occurs when renote cause is not distinguished fromimediate
cause. Take the old chestnut: For want of a nail, the shoe was |ost. For
want of a shoe, the horse was lost. For want of a horse, the rider was

|l ost. For want of a rider, the nessage was |lost. For want of a nessage,
the | egion was lost. For want of a legion, the battle was |ost. For want
of a battle, the country was lost. Therefore, one can reason that the
country was | ost because soneone did not have a nail. How far back can
one go in assigning cause? There is no answer to this question, but
surely one has to use one's sense. And one has to be wary of the
tendency to rationalize. For exanple : M. Anderson, having too many

whi skeys under his belt, gets into an autonobile accident and w ecks the
car. \Wien he returns honme, he laces into his wife: It's all your fault.
If it hadn't been for you, this never woul d have happened. |If you hadn't
spent everything in our checking account, | wouldn't have been so upset.
If | hadn't been so upset, we wouldn't have fought. If we hadn't fought,
I wouldn't have gotten so mad that | had to get out of the house. If |
hadn't been so nmad, | wouldn't have gone to the Kel sey's and had those
whi skeys . If | hadn't had those whiskeys, | wouldn't have gotten into
the accident. It's all your fault.
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NONSENSE i Now, by no stretch of the inagination can M. Anderson bl anme
his wife for the accident. The inmedi ate cause of the accident was his
drunkenness. |If Anderson feels that he has to get drunk, that's his
busi ness, but he knows that he shouldn't drive when he is drunk. If he's
going to drive when drunk, then he's going to have to assune
responsibility for the weck. H's reasoning is sheer rationalization.
Take the cause-and-effect relationship inplied by the follow ng
statenent: "I funbled because | stayed up too late |last night studying
for ny mdtermexamin economcs." W can respond to this statenment in
at least four ways: (1) The speaker is confusing contributory with
sufficient cause, i.e., he is assigning a cause as the cause. (2) He is
rationalizing. (3) He is assigning a mnor cause as the major cause. (4)
He is assigning a renpte cause as an inmedi ate cause. And he is probably
implying a fifth relationship, a necessary cause: "If | hadn't stayed up
late, | wouldn't have funbled." Another fallacy occurs when
cause-and-effect are reversed: W should definitely require all students
to take art courses. The npbst creative students in the school are art
maj ors. W certainly want our graduates to be creative. Therefore, the
nore art courses they take, the nore creative they will beconme. Does the
art departnent nmake students creative? O do the nost creative students
in the school gravitate toward the art departnent? Biting one's
fingernails makes a person nervous and edgy. | know a dozen peopl e who
bite their fingernails, and they're all high-strung. If you want to be a
nmore rel axed person, stop biting your fingernails. The speaker here has
got the cause-and-effect relationship backward . It is not that biting
one's fingernails nakes a person nervous. Rather, the fact is that
nervous people tend to bite their fingernails.
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CONFUSI ON OF CAUSE AND EFFECT 195 f course Ms. Burton feels that

French is the nost beautiful language in the world. After all, she did
maj or in French, and she travels to France whenever possible. Naturally
she has to say that French is great. It is nmuch nore likely that Ms.
Burton majored in French because she felt that it was such a beautiful

| anguage and not, as the speaker fallaciously suggests, that she defends
her attitude toward French because she majored in it. Cause-and-effect
rel ati onshi ps can be abused when a tenporal phenonmenon is confused with
a causal one. For instance, there is the post hoc fallacy. The nane
comes fromthe Latin phrase post hoc, ergo propter hoc: "after this,

t heref ore because of this." This fallacy occurs when a person argues

t hat because event Y happened after event X, it happened because of
event X. The classic exanple is the tribesnman who beats his tomtom each
norni ng and assunes that, since darkness fades after he beats his drum

t he darkness fades because he has beaten his drum Mst superstitions
fall into this category: "The reason | slipped on the ice was that I

wal ked under the | adder this norning." Since Mayor Garrison took office
three nonths ago, there have been no instances of corruption in city
government . The city is clearly indebted to the mayor for reinstating
honesty in city government. There is nmuch that could be challenged in

t he above argunment. But for now we can nerely say that unless there is
solid evidence to indicate that Mayor Garrison is solely responsible for
t he absence of corruption, the argunent is not a solid one. Isn't it
possi ble that there are several factors that have contributed to the
absence of corruption? A variation of the post hoc fallacy occurs when a
person argues that because two events occur sinultaneously, there is a
cause- and-effect rel ationship between them Ever since we have entered
our age of technol ogy, especially with our enphasis upon conputers, we
have
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NONSENSE noticed a nove away fromreligion. The attendance at church
services is markedly less than it was before conputers entered the
scene, and many denoni nati ons have decried their falling nmenbership.
Clearly, people have felt such a sense of mastery and confi dence because
of the conputer that they have less of a need for religion . Technol ogy
has becone the new god. Another variation occurs when a person junps to
conclusions . This fallacy is sonmetinmes referred to as non causa pro
causa: "not a cause [m staken] for a cause.” M. Caron is robbed and
assumes that the robbery was a personal affront. Mre |likely than not,
the robber nerely found M. Caron's place an easy hit and took advant age
of the opportunity; nothing personal was intended. "So many of the stars
in Holl ywood are blondes. If | want to be a star, |'d better dye ny hair
bl ond." Again, here is the fallacy of the false cause. Stars do not
becone stars because they are blondes. It nmay help to be blond, but the
speaker has not shown a cause-and-effect relationship. Then there is the
fallacy of the false conclusion, a fallacy that we have already seen in
the chapter on irrelevance. In this fallacy a group of reasons support a
conclusion that is inproper, irrelevant, and inappropriate: Boss: You
have been late to work every day now for a week. That's enough reason
for me to fire you and to hire nmy brother-in-law, who has wanted to work
here for sonme tinme now. Two points may be nade: (1) There may not be
sufficient reason to fire the clerk. It is possible that the clerk has
never been warned; it is possible that there have been good reasons for
the clerk's being late; and it is possible that the boss never inquired
into those reasons. Rather than fire the clerk, the |ogical conclusion
to the boss's problemnmay be to warn the clerk. (2) But even if the
clerk is totally irresponsible, there is not necessarily
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CHAPTER El even Oversinplification "My friends, "says he, "what is this
whi ch we now behol d as being spread before us? Refreshnment. Do we need
refreshnment , ny friends? Because we are but nortal, because we are but
sinful, because we are but of the earth, because we are not of the air.
Can we fly, ny friends? W cannot. VWhy can we not fly, ny friends?" M.
Snagshby, presum ng on the success of his last point, ventures to observe
in a cheerful and rather knowi ng tone, "No w ngs." -Dickens, Bleak
House, XI X The tendency to oversinplify is comon; probably all of us
have yielded to it at one time or another. W oversinplify when we seek
a qui ck, easy solution to a conplex problem when we don't want to be
bot hered with the ram fications of an issue, and when we respond glibly
and hastily. Several of the itens nentioned in the chapters on
propaganda, on enotionalism and on confusion were exanpl es of
oversinplification. The follow ng discussion identifies some additional
types. Accident. The fallacy of accident is commtted when a general
rule is applied to a situation in which it was not intended to apply.
This fallacy suggests that there are no exceptions to a general rule or
principle. It acknow edges the letter of the |aw
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or fallacy or the black and white fallacy. "Either you support ny
proposal or you don't." Actually, we may support part of the proposa
but not all of it. "Either we
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NONSENSE Sl ogans often enploy this fallacy: America-Love It or Leave
It. Wen beautiful exanple of sublimation.” At the sane university is
Prof essor Sal ers, who has never published. The sane col | eague renarks,
"Sal ers never wites. | guess he just has nothing to say. He probably
couldn't get published if he wanted to. Furthernore, he seens pretty
lazy." You can't win: Damed if you do, damed if you don't. One of the
prime manifestations of oversinmplification is junping to conclusions. |
renmenber once, having returned froma conmercial |aundromat, finding a
pair of wonen's panties anmong nmy own | aundered cl othes. The panties had
obvi ously been accidentally |eft behind by the person who had previously
used the drier, and | had sinply enptied the contents of the drier into
my laundry bag. Well, | threw the panties into the wastebasket. A few
mnutes |ater, the thought occurred to nme: Wat woul d somneone t hi nk,
seeing these panties in ny wastebasket ? The fallacy of the beard. Wat
constitutes a beard? One whisker? No. Two whi skers? No. Three whi skers?
No. Does the presence of one additional whisker make any difference? No.
Qobviously, there is no one place you can draw the |ine between having a
beard and not having a beard. A person commits the fallacy of the beard
when he argues that there is no distinction between two phenonena
because there is no distinct point of denarcation between the two
phenonena.
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and another one a few days after that. Now, it may be true that one nore
student will not nmake nmuch of a difference, but there does cone the
poi nt when the classroomis filled or when the class size is
unmanageabl e. (2) Wen a person says that ifA happens , then B wll
happen, and then C, and then D. "There's no drawing the line." This is

the old domno theory. "If we allow City Hall to change the zoning

regul ations and pernmit a nmarket on Wnter Street, the next thing you
know there'll be a McDonald's and we'll have traffic ness and there'l

be ki ds hanging around all the tinme nmaking nui sances of thenselves . And
then they' Il try to put in some chain store, and then there'll be a
shopping mall, and before you know it none of us will be able to live on

Wnter Street." (3) Wien a person uses the absence of clear-cut
distinctions to rationalize inaction. Labor and managenent are disputing
wages: "What is a fair wage? $2.00?" "No." "$2.01?" "No." "$2.02?" "No."
I f managenent then argues that, since one additional cent isn't going to
make any difference, they m ght as well discontinue haggling over
pennies and stay with the status quo, then the managenent woul d be
commtting the fallacy of the beard. Absolutes. People often
indiscrimnately use absolutes in their utterances: every, everyone,
everything, all, always, never, no one, nothing. Rarely are these
absolute terns justified. "No one likes the new tax proposal." "Everyone
is dissatisfied with the nayor's proposal." In these statenments no one
and everyone really mean nost people or perhaps even nore precisely npst
people that | have talked with. Be |leery of any statenment that uses
absolute terns.
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NONSENSE The fal se nean. This is sonetines called the fallacy of
conprom se. Now, there are tines when conpronise is necessary . But it
is not always a desirable solution. Sonetines an extrene position is
warranted. A doctor tells a patient who i s now snoking two packs of
cigarettes a day that he should stop snoking conpletely. "I'Il tell you
what, doctor,” remarks the patient. "I'll cut down to a half a pack a
day." The patient's proposed conprom se may hel p, but the doctor's
ori gi nal suggestion is better. One school adm nistrator feels that all
students should be required to take mathematics; another feels that no
students should be required to take math. A conmpromi se that only half
the students be required to take math or that all students be required
to take
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OVERSI MPLI FI CATION 103 r "Ch Gail, don't be too hard on Jim No one is
perfect." Then, if the boss should remark that Gil too has her faults,
he woul d be committing the tu quoque fallacy. Fallacy of reversion. "Wy
bother to repair the roads! They'll only fall into disrepair next wnter
and we'll just have to repair themall over again."” This is another type
of rationalization . People use this fallacy when they argue that it's a
waste of time to do somet hing because things will revert to their
present state. O course, this fallacy ignores that the present state,

if it is not tended to, may get even worse. Fallacy of tine. "l agree
that Mary has been hurt. But don't worry about it; she'll get over it.
Time cures all wounds." "So the people in the suburbs are irate because
we' ve reduced garbage collection. They'Il get over it in time. Time wll
take care of everything." The problemhere is that there is sone truth
to statements such as these. Tinme does have a way of tenpering
grievances. Still it is irresponsible to rationalize taking no action by
| eaving matters up to tinme. Fallacy of the worse evil, or the resort to
Pol | yanna. "So you broke your | eg. Cheer up! Just think, you m ght have
| ost an eye instead." "So you wecked the car; at |east you didn't hurt
yourself." "So you lost your job; at least your wife is still working."
Such appeal s are fall aci ous because they ask you to consi der what m ght
have been whil e depreciating what actually is. Pollyanna is a novel by
El eanor Porter. The heroine, Pollyanna, is an excessively
optimstic-comcally optimstic- and na creature who could suffer no

ill without finding some good in it. Fallacy of determ nation. "Don't
make excuses. |If you really wanted to get here on tinme, you would have
done so." "If you really wanted to | ose weight, then you' d find a way to
do so." "Where there's a will, there's a way." This fallacy suggests
that anything is possible. If sonething that you would |ike to happen
hasn't happened, the reason that it hasn't happened is
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NONSENSE i that you haven't wanted it to happen strongly enough, i.e.,
you haven't tried hard enough to nake it happen. The reason it hasn't
happened is that you haven't been determ ned enough to nake it happen
After all, clains this type of oversinplification, everything is
possible if you just put your mnd to it. Fallacy of idealism "You're
approaching the problemall wong. one or two separate bills. Fallacy of
tacit agreenent, or argunentum ad quietem "No one is conpl aining;
therefore, they all agree."” The fact that you heard no di ssent mneans
neither that there is no dissent nor that the people are content. In a
public neeting people may be reluctant to speak up for a variety of
reasons. They may be shy; they may be afraid to make fools of
t hensel ves; they may be intim dated by other nenbers of the group or by
t he
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or statenment is inaccurate; you show that the two alternatives cited are
not the only alternatives. In the above dil emma, you show that students
are not either honest or dishonest but that there are degrees of honesty
and di shonesty. "Therefore, we do not have to choose between X and Y."
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three types of causal relationships : If X does not happen, then Y wll
not happen: necessary cause or condition. If X happens, Y wll happen:
sufficient cause or condition. If X happens, Y
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CHAPTER Twel ve Erroneous Conparison and Contrast Logi cal consequences
are the scarecrows of fools and the beacons of w se nen. -Thonas Huxl ey,
Sci ence and Culture, ix Devices of conparison and contrast can aid us in
expressing oursel ves. They add vividness and richness to our utterances,
they are sonetines a way of making concrete an abstract idea, and they
sonetimes provide a neans by which we can clarify a conplex idea. For

i nstance, students of geonetry may find the foll owi ng definition
difficult to grasp: A dihedral angle is a set of points consisting of
the union of two intersecting half-planes and their common edge. But if
the students can picture two walls in a roomthat neet each other and
realize that the dihedral angle is the angle formed by this neeting, the
definition is nuch clearer. Simlarly, when the poet John Donne conpares
two people in love to the legs of a drawi ng conpass, his conpari son
allows himto concentrate a conplicated thought into just a few lines:
Just as the legs of a conpass can be physically separated but are stil

al ways joined by a cormbon pivot, so two people in |ove
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Y has the properties only of b, d, and e, then there is sone sinilarity
but not enough to argue that X and Y are sinilar. Exanple: Two

admi ssions officers at a coll ege di sagree whether to accept Linda
Standi sh into next year's freshnman class. One adm ssions officer says to
the other, "You have no right not to accept her. After all, you accepted
El i zabeth Dorn. Both Standi sh and Dorn are honor students, both are
fermal es, both are good athletes. If you accept Dorn, then you have to
accept Standish.” Now, there sinply isn't enough simlarity between the
two girls to warrant the conclusion that Linda Standi sh and Elizabeth
Dorn are equally qualified students. There are thousands of students who
share these characteristics: fenmale honor students who are al so good

at hl et es.
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ERRONEOUS COVPARI SON AND CONTRAST 109 (2) Anal ogi es are abused when
there is significant dissimlarity that goes unnoticed. Let's continue

t he previ ous anal ogy. One admi ssions officer says to the other, "You
have no right not to accept Linda Standish. After all, you accepted

El i zabeth Dorn. Both Standi sh and Dorn are honor students; both are
femal es; both are good athletes; both have coll ege board scores in the
seven- hundreds; both cone fromsmall rural conmmunities; both are

spl endi d rnusi ci ans; one has had poetry published in a national nagazine,
the other won first prize at the all-state science conpetition ; both
have been | eaders in extracurricular activities.”" Now, there is indeed
convincing simlarity between the two girls. The adm ssions officer does
seemto have a strong argunent . But, if he should ignore the fact that

t he hypothetical Linda Standi sh has been caught cheating three tines
during the past two years, his analogy would crunble. He would be
ignoring a significant dissimlarity between the two girls. (3)

Anal ogi es are abused when one particular sinmlarity is used to equate
two very different things: "Now, don't be too hard on him He neant
well." "Yeah, well, so did Hitler!" Such an analogy is not only unfair;
it's dirty. It creates a straw man and di storts the subject under

di scussion. (4) Anal ogi es are abused when a person uses the terns of one
el enment to predict the terms of another elenent: "X has the properties
of a, b, ¢, d, e, and f. Y has the properties of a, b, c, d, and e.
Therefore, Y has the properties off. This |ine of thought becones
particularly insidious when two people are being conpared : Politician X
has sone qualities simlar to Nixon's; therefore, X is another Ni xon.
Don't trust him When eval uating an anal ogy, ascertain answers to the
follow ing questions: 1. Have all the properties of X and all the
properties of Y been cited? 2. How many of these properties are simlar?
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' NONSENSE i 3. How many of these sinmilarities are relevant? 4. To what
extent are sone of these sinilarities actually not as simlar as they
have been nmade out to be? 5. To what extent is X different fromY? In
chal l engi ng an anal ogy, try to find as many significant dissimlarities
as you can. Try to show that nany of the simlarities are not
significant or are irrelevant or are nerely coincidental. And try to
show that the dissimlarities outweigh and eclipse the simlarities.
Previ ous chapters have suggested other types of inproper conparisons.
The netaphor, for instance. A netaphor is a concentrated or inplied
anal ogy: "l resent the way he tried to weasel out of the agreenent.”
There is an inplicit anal ogy between the person and a weasel. The danger
of nmetaphor is that it presents inference as if it were fact: "
interpret his actions as weaseling; therefore, he weaseled." The use of
statistics can lead to an inproper conparison. Faulty or deceptive
percent ages: "Taxes have al nost doubl ed under the present
administration." But the present adm nistration has been in office for
si xteen years, during which tinme taxes in nost other comunities have
tripled. The conparison between the boons of the previous adm nistration
and the horrors of the present adnministration distorts the truth of the
situation. Sonetimes a conparison or contrast is sinply invalid. Suppose
someone tries to conpare the conditions of a particular city to the
conditions that he renenbers thirty years ago. The conparison sinply
isn't fair. Times have changed so significantly in the past thirty years
that trying to conpare the two is neaningless . A nother says to her
sevent een-year-old son, "How dare you chall enge what | am sayi ng. Just
five years ago you woul d never have thought of challenging nme." The
claimmay be true, but it is also both irrelevant and unfair. The
standards of behavior of a seventeen-year-old are different fromthose
of a twelve-year-old. The nother is not recognizing that the boy is
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ERRONEOUS COVPARI SON AND CONTRAST 111 now five years ol der and cannot be
expected to follow the sane rul es of behavior that he followed five

years ago. She is conmitting the fallacy of irrelevant contrast. And, if
fromthis contrast she were to argue that her son has gone fromgood to
bad, she would be commtting the fallacy of invalid contrast. An invalid

contrast sonetinmes tries to conpare apples with oranges, i.e., it tries
to conpare two itens that are significantly dissimlar or it tries to
use criteria that are inappropriate. "It's sheer nonsense to say that

| abor unions can hold their own agai nst big business. Just General
Motors or Xerox or @ulf and Western has nore noney than all the unions
put together." The statenment may be true, but the contrast is
irrelevant. A union derives the nost significant share of its power from
its ability to bargain and fromthe nunber of nenbers it contains, not
fromthe amount of noney that it has. Another type of invalid contrast
is illustrated by the following : "If young peopl e have fresh and
exciting ideas, then old people have stale and dull ideas." The thought
process goes sonething like this: If X is associated with Y, then the
opposite of X nust be associated with the opposite of Y. This type of
oversinmplification is, of course, nonsense. It assunmes that X and only X
is associated with Y; therefore, anything that is not X cannot be
associated with Y. Another variation: "If they can put a nman on the
nmoon, why can't they stop inflation?" or "If they can devel op the
neutron bomb, why can't they cone up with a way to cure cancer?" The
ability to do one thing does not predicate the ability to do everything
This fallacy is a variation of the fallacy of conposition. It assumes
that if you can performone significant deed, you can perform other
significant deeds. This fallacy also inplies another . It inplies that
t hey haven't bothered to try to stop inflation because they've been too
busy putting a man on the noon; they have given so nmuch of their energy
to devel opi ng the neutron bonb that they haven't bothered nmuch with
cancer . It inplies that science is nore interested in making bonbs
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NONSENSE i than in finding a cure for cancer. And it even suggests that
if scientists had tackled the problem of cancer with the sane
determ nation that they tackled the neutron bonb, then they
coul d?/woul d?/ m ght ? have found a cure for cancer. Still another
variation: "Wiat do you nmean by saying that you do not want the police
to have nore power? What are you, against |aw and order?" "Wat do you
mean by saying that the President shouldn't be able to declare war by
fiat? What are you, sone kind of anarchist?" This type of unfair
contrast creates a straw man and uses that straw man to try to vilify
you. It is an exanple of arrant distortion. Consider this illustration
The use of chem cal pesticides for nosquito control is highly
controversial. The poisons "kill nbsquitoes efficiently [but they al so]
kill nosquito predators even nore efficiently. Only the hardiest and
nost resistant nosquitoes survive the chemical blitz, and these inpart a
new genetic vigor to the foll owi ng generation of nobsquitoes which then
expl odes into a predator-free environnent." Furthernore, these
pestici des damage fish and wildlife, sonetinmes harm personal property,
and sonmetines "represent a threat to human health." Wen a group of
peopl e began resisting the Massachusetts Recl amati on Board' s practice of
indiscrimnately spraying with these chenicals, the chairnman of the

Recl amation Board replied: There's an organi zed group down there that is

anti-nosquito -control. It's a group that's not representative of the
taxpayers. | don't nean they're not taxpayers.... Essentially they're
trying to destroy the nosquito-control project. Par aphrased from

"Project Mdsquito!" by Ted WIIlianms, New Engl and Magazi ne (Boston Sunday
G obe), July 2, 1978.
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ERRONEQUS COVPARI SON AND CONTRAST 1113 ~ O course, this is nonsense.
Not only nonsense but arrant distortion! The group is not agai nst

nosquito-control. It is against the dangerous and indiscrimnate use of
chem cal pesticides . The thinking of people like the chairman is
sonething like this: "If you don't want to do it nmy way, then you don't
want to do it at all. If you don't want to do it, then you' re agai nst

it." Marvelous oversinplification but terrible logic. The fina
fallacies presented in this chapter are fallacies of consistency. The
abuse of consistency takes two different shapes; the denial of the need
of consistency is the first. M. Edwards says to M. Kolb, "Hold on

you' ve just changed your position. Five m nutes ago you were saying that
the mayor's actions were deplorable. Now you're saying that his actions
really weren't all that bad. Wuld you pl ease nake up your nind and
adopt a nore consistent position!™ M. Kolb replies, "Consistency,

bal oney! Consistency is just the hobgoblin of little mnds." Mishbrai ned
peopl e have used M. Kolb's line for years. You'll want to renenber that
if a person can change his mind every few ninutes, he probably doesn't
have nmuch of a mind. The second fallacy is the fal se demand for

consi stency. There are situations when the demand for consistency is
foolish. Wen circunstances change, one's position nust adapt. There is
nothing intrinsically wong with the use of a conparison or a contrast.
The danger occurs when the conparison or contrast is regarded as an end
initself, when a person attenpts to inply identity instead of
simlarity, when the so-called simlarity isn't in fact simlar, and
when the conparison or contrast is used to trigger the enotions and
thereby to suspend reason. "Renenber Sacco and Vanzetti!" says a person
i nvei ghi ng agai nst capital punishnment. "Just another Vietnam" says a
person who di sagrees with the governnent's decision to send military
assi stance to Israel.
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NONSENSE "Just |i ke Robin Hood-Steal fromthe rich and give to us
poor!" claima group of ghetto kids as they loot a |ocal nmarket. "Police

don't have guns in England; they shouldn't have themhere. If it'll work
in England, it'Il work here.” "This perfune will grab and bow him
over," says Alice. "So will a skunk," replies her spiteful roommate.

"You' re just another Brutus," says Harold to Horatio after Horatio
refuses to lend noney to Harold so that Harold can get a fix of heroin.
Al'l of these statements are nonsense.
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CHAPTER Thi rteen Evasi on No one neans all he says, and yet very few say
all they nmean, for words are slippery and thought is viscous. -Henry
Adans, The Education of Henry Adans, xxxi Evasion techni ques are conmon.
Peopl e use themto avoid a particular issue or charge, to avoid rigorous
t hi nking and anal ysis, to canpoufl age conpl acency and glibness, and to
avoid commtting thenmselves to a particular position, belief, or
attitude. Several of the devices nentioned in earlier chapters can be
used to evade. You can use diversionary tactics, you can respond

anbi guously, or you can talk around the question wi thout ever actually
answering it. A favorite technique is the half-truth. This techni que was
| abel ed the fallacy of selection in the suggestibility chapter. You
answer a question by interpreting the words of that question literally,
di sregarding the spirit of the question. "If you've finished your
honewor k, you can help ne straighten out the house," a nother says to
her son. "I haven't finished yet," says the son. The truth is that he
has one nore paragraph to read. But he is not telling a literal lie; he
is merely not telling the whole truth. Furthernore, when he does finish
t hat paragraph, he stays in his room nmaking no effort to help his

not her .
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NONSENSE i "After all," he rationalizes, "she didn't say ~Wen you
finish your homework, please help me'; all she said was, "If you've
finished your homework, you can help ne."' The nother's sentence was a

request couched as a statenent. Literally, however , it was only a
statenent. The son has avoi ded doi ng sonething he doesn't want to do by
ignoring the spirit of his nother's words. You can avoid commtting
yourself to a position by answering a question anbi guously. You are
asked, "Wuld you say that Paula Salter is honest?" Answer 1: "I have
never known her to be dishonest." You respond to a question by answering
t he opposite of that question. Answer 2: "l have never known her to be
di shonest.” O, "I have never known her to be dishonest." You use the
techni que of accent to suggest and insinuate an el ement of doubt w thout
ever actually articulating that doubt. Answer 3: "Well, that's a tough
guestion. It all depends upon how you define honest." A nit-picking
answer, probably designed to sidetrack the specific question but again

i mpl yi ng sone el enent of doubt wi thout actually ever articulating that
doubt. Answer 4: "She has al ways been a conscientious person whose
loyalty to the conpany is w thout question." You sinply avoid the
guestion. Answer 5: You snile and perhaps laugh feebly . "Wll,

woul dn't play poker with her. She's a nean poker player." You inply that
her ruthl ess approach to poker is simlar to her approach in other
areas, but you do so under the guise of hunmor. In each of these answers
you have said nothing to incrimnate yourself or to disparage Paul a
Salter. It's what you haven't said that is significant. In fact, al nost
any answer other than an enthusiastic "yes" is likely to suggest sone

el ement of doubt concerning Paula Salter's honesty. You can evade a
speci fic question by canmoufl aging your answer. A friend of yours asks
you the specific question: "Do you like ny | atest poen?" You don't want
to say "no," and possibly hurt your friend' s feelings. At the sane tine,
you
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EVASI ON 1117 ;., r cannot in good conscience say "yes." Perhaps you
don't understand the poem perhaps you haven't read it carefully enough;
perhaps you actually do not like it. Therefore, you answer in one of the

followi ng ways: "It was very interesting.” "I particularly liked the
sound effect you used in the third stanza.” "It rem nded ne of T. S.
Eliot's "Wasteland.' " "It was quite inpressive." |If your friend does

not pursue your answer, you're off the hook. Each of the above four
answers suggests a yes answer to your friend' s question w thout ever
actually articulating that answer. Here are sone of the other stock
lines and techni ques used by people who wish to be evasive: "Let's wait
for a while and see what happens." Jereny Benthamin his Handbook of
Political Fallacies called this the procrastinator's argunent: "Wiit a
little, this is not the tinme." His explanation is lucid: "This is the
sort of argunent which we so often see enpl oyed by those who, being
actually hostile to a neasure, are afraid or ashamed of being seen to be
so. They pretend, perhaps, to approve of the nmeasure; they only differ
[they clain] as to the proper time to bring it forward. But only too
often their real wish is to see it defeated forever." "Let's just take
one step at a tine; we don't want to nove too quickly all at once." This
line may be fine as long as you're not faced with a serious situation

t hat needs i mmedi ate and decisive attention. "There are too nany ifs

i nvol ved; we'd better not chance it." There is nothing necessarily
unsound with this line, but it should be exam ned carefully. Just what
are the consequences of taking no action? Just what are these ifs, and
how serious are they? If we do A, then B w Il happen. |If B happens, then
Cwll happen. If C happens, then Dwll happen . . . " The old
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1 NONSENSE b>doni no theory appears again. Such a projection may or may
not present an accurate picture. The domi no theory should be regarded
circunspectly, for it often constitutes a shamattenpt to predict the
future. People will sonetimes try to avoid the sting of a particular
charge by changing the words of that charge. Sam says to Pete, "You did
aterrible thing when you fired Ben Silver." Pete replies , "I did not
fire Ben Silver. | nmerely suggested to himthat it would be better for
himif he were to nove on, and | nerely did not renew his contract."
What Pete is forgetting or choosing to ignore is that, just as a rose by
any other nane is still a rose, so a spade by any other nane is still a
spade. Changi ng the | anguage does not change the act. Then there are
argunments of tradition and precedent: "Well, we've always done it this
way; | don't see why we should change now. " "It's always worked in the
past; we'd better |eave well enough alone.” Wat was appropriate for the
past may not be appropriate for the present. The passage of tine

predi cates change. A blind adherence to the past ignores this change.
"We've never done it this way. Why start now?" The answer may be that
the proposed way is better. Benthamis convincing on this point. "If the
| ack of a precedent presents a concl usive objection against the
particul ar measure in question, so it would agai nst anot her neasure that
was ever proposed. This includes every neasure that has ever been
adopted, and so with every institution which exists at the present tine.
If the argunment proves that this ought not to be done, it proves that
not hi ng el se ought ever to have been done."” This is not to say that
precedent should be ignored; it is only to say that it should be
guestioned and that its relevance to the present situation should be
exam ned. Just as there are people who blindly and uncritically fal

back upon tradition and precedent, so there are people who blindly and
uncritically scorn tradition and precedent. "W ve been doing it this
way for too long: it's time for a change." This is the
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EVASION 119 ... Comment: M. Hale doesn't answer the question. The
guestion entails a matter of principle and policy. Hale here avoids the
i ssue by rephrasing the question to nean, "ls it practical for any of

those girls who have expressed an interest in football to be allowed to
play football?" MRS. IVERS: Well, we don't have any football equipnent
for girls. Comend Again, the answer is irrelevant. First the school

nmust deci de whether it philosophically believes in girls' football. Then
it can worry about ancillary concerns. MR JACKS: | don't know what this
fuss is all about. There are only six girls who are interested, and we
can certainly nollify them Coment. True, but that's not the point. The
issue is not these six girls, although these six girls may have
initiated the issue. We're talking about a matter of principle; the
decision will have a | ong-range effect upon the school's athletic

progr am
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besi des, they're always accusing the governnment of infringing upon
states' rights. Comment: Ms. Quint uses the reverse strategy of M.
Hal e's in the previous exanple. She uses a generality to answer a
specific question. Her answer inplies the fallacy of accident. She

doesn't cone right out and say, “No, we shouldn't.' Instead, she tw sts
the question to nmean, ~Should the federal governnment give noney to
cities as a matter of policy? MR ROLFE: Well, let ne answer the

guestion this way. Chicago got into this situation through carel essness
and
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EVASI ON 1121 ~ ni smanagenent, and there's no sign that the sanme thing
won't happen agai n. Conment- Again, nore evasion. He doesn't answer the
guestion. Instead, he rephrases the question to nean, Wiy did it happen
and can it happen again?’” MRS. SANDERS:. Well, let nme put it this way,
what will happen if we don't bail out Chicago? Comment: Is this a
rhetorical question, is this ignorance parading as profundity, or is
this sinply a counterquestion ? It isn't hard to be straightforward and
to respond directly and firmy to a situation. But it does require that
we know what we are tal king about, that we have given some thought to
the matter and are not responding off the top of our head, that we are
not afraid to take a stand and to commt ourselves, that we detach our
hobbyhor ses and our biases fromthe topic under discussion, that we
listen to what other people are saying, and that we honor the spirit as
well as the letter of the question.
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CHAPTER Fourteen Mdre on Argunents It is possible to achieve nastery of
a problemor a skill without hurting another person or even without
attenpting to conquer. -Elliot Aronson, The Social Animal, Chapter V. It
woul d be na to believe that argunents always occur in a spirit of

honest inquiry. Sone, perhaps nmany, do. But there are many ot her
nmotivations that pronpt people to argue. Therefore , when you find
yourself in an argunent, the first question you should ask yourself is
"Why am | arguing?" and you should try to ascertain the notivation of
your opponent. Here are sone of the reasons that people argue: 1. To get
attention. 2. To show off or to inpress others. 3. To conpensate for
weaknesses or frustrations. 4. To try to secure one-upmanship over

anot her person. 5. To try to inpose their will or ideas over others. 6.
As an outlet for frustration or tension or hostility. These six reasons,
by no neans discrete or inclusive, are personal reasons. An individua
arguing fromany of these notivations nmay not be seeking the truth, may
not be interested in determ ning a reasonabl e course of action, and may
not truly be eager to
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124 NONSENSE These are questions well worth considering when you find
yoursel f entering an argunment. They can be summarized: How do | want
this argunent to end? And what do | want toget out of this argunment?
Many arguments are nerely academ c: Regardl ess of the outconme of the
argunent, that outcome will have no effect upon the topic. If people are
di sputi ng whet her the Congress shoul d approve the President's proposed
anti-inflation |egislation or whether the governnent should or should
not have supported the actions of some foreign country, there is nothing
to be gained. Their ultimate resolution, if there is one, will have no

i mpact upon the Congress or upon the governnent. But what about rea
argunments, the type that can have concrete results, the type used when
parties are sincerely interested in resolving an issue, in securing a
har moni ous conclusion, and in solving a problem i.e., the type of
argunment in which the prine concern is the outcone and the consequences
of the outcone, not the personalities of the participants? Let us say
Party A's Party B's that the enotional conclusion concl usion

interferences cited previously are being x5 -------- -x" avoi ded. How
can the x, ----- . X, various parties proceed in ways that will be
construcX 3 ---- x' tive and productive? First, x' let's take a | ook at

the shape --- x' of a typical argunment: X1 xj | amParty A and you are
first should do is to clarify the should nature j of our argument: Wat
specifically are we arguing about? What is the specific nature of Pa Pa
our disagreenent? What type of resolution are we seeking?
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and the di stance between the two conclusions is not closed; then we have
a stalemate, and it may be fruitless for each of the two parties to
persist in their disagreenent. Discussions often break down because
peopl e do not recogni ze what they are arguing about. They nay each be
tal ki ng about different issues or responding to different notivations.
One person nay be making assunptions that the other person isn't making
and isn't recognizing. One party nmay not be expressing hinself with
sufficient clarity. The participants may be confused, and the precise

i ssue at hand may have becone |ost. They may not be articulating their
true notivation. For instance,
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1 NONSENSE r a person criticizing an anti-drinking attitude nmay not
realize that his true notivation is a personal one, perhaps even a

sel fish one: He engages in drinking and unconsciously regards any
criticismof drinking as a threat to his behavior. The true issue, then,
the real bottomline, is not drinking as a matter of principle ; it is
hi s own personal behavior, which he nust be able to defend to hinself

al t hough not to others. In order to avoid hinself although not to
others. In order to avoid m sunderstandi ng, arguers should clarify
answers to the follow ng questions: A) Exactly what is the issue at
hand? B) Exactly what are we arguing about? C) Wat type of resolution
are we seeking? (How can we each get satisfaction?) D) Wat are the
facts? E) To what extent do we agree? |. Do we agree on the facts? A

of then? To what extent? 2. Do we agree in our interpretation of the
facts? 3. Do we agree in our attitude toward the facts? F) To what
extent do we disagree? |.0On what facts do we di sagree? 2.1s our

di sagreenent based on our separate opinions ? 3. Are we confusing fact
wi t h opi nion, specul ation, or projection? Then there are other points to
keep in mind if we are really after a harnoni ous concl usi on or
resolution: G Try to maintain an equilibriumanong the parties. Each of
the arguers should al ways feel equal. Therefore , the person who has the
strongest argunments nmay find it worthwhile to exert keen tact and
del i cacy
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?" Try tacks such as these: -"All right. | understand your position. You
want.... Now, if you want ne to accept your position , here is what you
have to do. Can you do it?" -"All right. You know what ny position is:
nanmely that.... Now, what would | have to do to get you to accept ny
position?" -"All right. W know each other's position. Now, what woul d
you say would be a fair resolution to this issue?" -"Do you recogni ze
anything valid in ny position ? If you were I, how would you resol ve
this issue?" To argue effectively requires skill, patience, delicacy,

tact, diplomacy , sensitivity; it asks us to put aside our personalities
and to address the issues; it requires us to be nethodical, objective,
anal ytic, and, above all, clear. It invites us never to make assunptions
or inferences unless we clarify those assunptions or those inferences.
And it especially insists that we do not begin with the concl usions but
rather with the various steps that lead to the concl usions. For a
very fine and thorough treatnent of the nature and process of argunent,

| strongly reconmend Argunent: An Alternative to Violence by Abne M

Ei senberg and Joseph A. Ilardo, published (1972) by Prentice-Hall, Inc.,
Engl ewood diffs, New Jersey.
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CHAPTER Fi fteen More on Semantics "The renote source of his defeat lies
in the supposition that the Mnister is a fool because he has acquired
renown as a poet. Al fools are poets; this the Prefect feels; and he is
merely guilty of... thence inferring that all poets are fools." Poe, The
Purl oi ned Letter Now we'll continue the discussion begun earlier by
dealing with sonme specific problens in semantics, in deduction, and in
reasoni ng. We've already seen that individual words can be ambi guous
because a speaker hasn't clarified which of the possible neanings he's
using. This is called semantic or verbal anbiguity. He caught a crab.
Crab can refer to the shellfish, or it can refer to a poor stroke in
rowi ng. A clever aspirin slogan capitalized on the semantic anbiguity of
the verb catch: "At the sign of a cold, use aspirin. Catch that cold
before you catch cold.” She follows stars can have at |east three
different nmeanings: (1) She is interested in the com ngs and goi ngs of
celebrities. (2) She acconpanies celebrities as they conme and go-for

i nstance, a journalist who reports on celebrities. (3) She is interested
in astronony. A radical solution can be one that gets to the root of the
probl em or one that is extreme and daring or one that is to the far |eft
Wi ng.
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NONSENSE word can be anbi guous because of its position in the
sentence . Its syntax, i.e., its relationship to the other words in that
sentence, is not clear. This is called syntactic anbiguity or anphiboly.
The problemwith M. Tarn is that he can't make deci sions qui ckly enough
on problens he doesn't understand. W woul d i ndeed hope that M. Tarn
does not nake decisions on problens that he doesn't understand. The
anphi bol ous sentence structure can be clarified: The problemwith M.
Tarn is that there are too many probl ens he doesn't understand;
consequently, he can't make decisions quickly enough. Is a snoking pipe
a pipe that is enmitting snoke or a pipe for snmoking? Is a |ightweight
crew coach a crew coach who isn't very effective or a coach of a
[ightweight crew? Is a wildgane warden a gane warden who is nad or a
warden of wild gane? W have al ready seen that the words because and so
can be anbi guous. Since and as can cause simlar problens, especially
when they are used in an inproperly phrased sentence. Since the police
have been given greater authority, crime has decreased. Since can nean
because or ever since; it can express a causal or nerely a tenporal
relationship. As | finished nowing the lawn, | had a beer. The as in
this sentence can nean while or because. |In neither case, however, is
the sentence grammatically accurate. Conjunctions can pose a problem
Take the word and. It can express addition or equivalence. "This will be
a chapter about confusion and inference" can nmean "This will be a
chapt er about confusion and al so about inference.” But the sentence can
al so suggest a connection between confusion



Page 131

and. The followi ng exanple nicely illustrates this use: Only Brut gives
you effective and long-lasting protection plus the great snell of Brut.
This statenment really neans, "Only Brut gives you both effective,

| ong-lasting protection and the great snell of Brut."”
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not. i) Al Cadillacs are not nmade by Anmerican Mdtors. ii) Al Cadillacs
are not made in Detroit. As long as one knows that Cadillacs are nade by
CGeneral Motors , and that General Mdtors is a separate conpany from
Ameri can Motors, the nmeaning of the first sentence is clear: There are
no Cadillacs nade by American Mdtors. But | ook at the second sentence.
Does it nean "There are no Cadillacs nmade in Detroit" or does it nean
"Sone Cadillacs are not nmade in Detroit,
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unconfortable in very hot and very cold weather. On the other hand, or
can be exclusive: The keys are in the kitchen or in the bedroom In this
statenent, the keys nay be in the kitchen and they be in both the
kitchen and the bedroom Confusion can occur when a person uses or in
such a way as not to make cl ear whether the inclusive or exclusive use
of the word is intended. A fallacy can occur when a person reasons that
one of the alternatives is fal se because the other is true, i.e., when
one assunes the exclusive nmeaning of or when the inclusive is intended.
Laura will pass her exans or she will |eave law school. It is incorrect
to reason that because she |left |aw school, she did not pass her exans.
There are other reasons that might require her to | eave | aw school. It
is equally fallacious to reason that, because she passed her exams, she
will not |eave |aw school. On the other hand, it is ..ERR COD: 1.



Page 134

the case. O course, the case can be read as true: X is the case is the
same as X is true. One nust be careful with the word if. Many people
assunme that ifineans if and only if. It doesn't. If and only ifspecifies
and restricts the possibilities; if doesn't specify anything; it nerely
cites a condition. The followng two statenents are different: | wll
stay hone if it rains. | will stay hone only if it rains. The second
statenent indicates that only one thing will keep ne home: rain. The
first statenent, on the other hand, nerely says that rain will keep ne
honme; other things may keep me hone too. It is fallacious to reason from
the first statenent that, if | amat hone, then it is raining, or that |
will not stay home if it doesn't rain, or that if it is not ..ERR
coD: 1. .
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antecedent is not true, the consequent is not true. The following lists
sone of the valid deductions that can be nmade froman if... then
statenent. Again, the phrase the case can nean true. Thus, If X is the
case, then Yis not the case can be read If X is true, then Y is not
true. Valid If Xis the case, then YIf Xis ..ERR COD:1.. because
the antecedent is not true, the consequent is not true. The follow ng
lists sone of the valid deductions that can be nade froman if... then
statenent. Again, the phrase the case can nean true. Thus, If X is the
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then type of condition that is worth nentioning: the chain condition,
sonmetines called the serial or the hypothetical condition: If the

weather is good, | will set out tonorrow |If | set out tonmorrow, | wll
visit ny sister. If I visit ny sister, I will spend the night in

M | waukee. |If | spend the night in MIwaukee, | will not stop off in
Chi cago. Therefore, if the weather is good, I will not stop off in

Chi cago. The pattern of such argunents is: If Ais the case, then Bis
the case. If Bis the case, then Cis the case. If Cis the case, then D
is the case. If Dis the case, then E ..ERR COD: 3.
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MORE ON SEMANTICS 137 '. and so on. But the chain condition is easily
abused: If you love your country, you will vote. If you are interested
in governnment, you will vote. Therefore, if you |love your country, you
wll be interested in governnent. The |ove your country, you wll be
interested in governnment. The pattern of this fallacious argunent is: If
Ais the case, then Bis the case. If Cis the case, then Bis the case.
Therefore, if Ais the case, then
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"Sonme/ Many of the people | have talked with." |I have saved di scussi on of
the verb to be to the end because it is probably the | east dangerous of
the semantic problenms nentioned in this chapter. This verb can have at

| east four different functions. It can designate identity: X = X A
taxicab is a taxi. The two are one and the sane; the only difference is
the name. W can interchange the words w thout affecting the meaning.
The verb can al so designate equival ence, equality, or congruence: X =

X. Suppose we have two different |lines that have the sanme |ength and
width or two pieces of a jigsaw puzzle that exactly duplicate each
other. When we say that these two lines or two pieces are equal, we do
not mean that they are the sane Iines or the same pieces. All we nean is
that they are duplicates of each other in size and shape. A third
function of the verb to be designates nmenbership in a class: X _ Y.
"Arsenic is a poison" neans "Arsenic is a type of poison" or "Arsenic is
a menber of the class designated by the term poi son." W cannot

i nterchange the two terns of the statenent, arsenic and poison. Finally,
t he
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164 SUMVARY of FALLACI ES- Chapter Thirteen CHAPTER THI RTEEN. EVASI ON The
hal f-truth Answering a question anbi guously Canoufl agi ng an answer
Procrastination One step at a tine MORE ON SEMANTICS 139 erb can
designate intersection: X n Y. In this function, the verb nmeans "to have
at | east one characteristic of." "Larry is a skunk" neans "Larry has at

| east one of the qualities of a skunk." In other words, the qualities
that Larry has and the qualities that a skunk has intersect or overlap
on at | east one point. Sonme of the semantic problens nmentioned in this
chapter are obvious ones. O hers are nore subtle. Even the nost precise
speaker will probably never conpletely avoid themall. But perhaps if we
are alert to the pitfalls, we will be nore careful to say what we nean.
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Nati onal Prosperity. And he said, Now, this schoolroomis a Nation. And
inthis nation, there are fifty mllions of noney. Isn't this a
prosperous nation? Grl nunber twenty, isn't this a prosperous nation
and aren't you in a thriving state?" "Wat did you say?" asked Loui sa.
"Mss Louisa, | said |l didn't know. |I thought I couldn't know whether it
was a prosperous nation or not, and whether I was in a thriving state or
not, unless | knew who hadgot the noney, and whether any of it was m ne.
But that had nothing to do with it. It was not in the figures at all
"said Sissy, wping her eves. "That was agreat m stake of yours,"
observed Louisa. "Yes, Mss Louisa, | know it was, now Then M.
McChoakunthild said he would try nme again. And he said, "This schoolroom
is an imense town, and in it there are a mllion of inhabitants, and
only five-and-twenty are starved to death in the streets in the course
of a year. What is your remark on that proportion?And ny remark was- for
I couldn't think of a better one-that | thought it nust be just as hard
upon those who were starved, whether the others were a nillion, or a
million mllion. And that was wong, too." -Dickens, Hard Tines, |, iXx
We have al ready been introduced to the concept of arguments. The nost

i mportant points discussed thus far have been: 1. An argunent consists
of a series of statenents, or prenmses, fromwhich is derived a
concl usi on.
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MORE ON THE SYLLOG SM 141 . An argunent is valid if the concl usion
incontrovertibly derives fromthe premises. It is invalid if the

concl usi on does not incontrovertibly derive fromthose prem ses. 3. An
argunent can be valid even if one or nore of its prem ses are untrue.
Truth and validity are two separate matters, each of equal inportance.
Validity applies only to the logic, or reasoning process, not to the
truth of the statenents. 4. Sone argunents are enthynmenes, i.e.

i nconpl ete: One or nore of the which point they are liable to lead to
confusi on and m sunderstanding. In |logic, the nucleus of the reasoning
process is the syllogism. A syllogismis a type of argunent that
consists of two prem ses and a conclusion. Wen one tal ks about

syl 1 ogi sns, one nust consider both their formand their statements. For
i nstance, All dogs are beagles. Baron is a dog. Therefore, Baron is a
beagle. This is a perfectly valid syllogi smeven though the first
statenent is untrue. If that first statenent were true, then the

concl usi on woul d have to be true. On the other hand, the syllogi sm Sone
dogs are beagles Baron is a dog. Therefore, Baron is a beagle. is
invalid even though ..ERR, COD: 1.
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but not in the conclusion. Each termof a syllogismhas a quantifier:
the word all or sone or no. Sonetimes the word is not stated. For

i nstance, the prem se Dogs are not reptiles really nmeans No dogs are
reptiles or not ...: "Therefore, sone gentle things (aninals, creatures
) are not reptiles.” The next two criteria are equally easy: No

concl usion can be derived fromtwo prem ses beginning with sone, and no
concl usion can be derived fromtwo negative prem ses.
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NONSENSE Some girls are attractive. Sone girls are tall. There is
nowhere you can go, given these two premi ses. No cats are canines. No
reptiles are cats. It may be tenpting to try the conclusion: "Therefore,
no reptiles are canines." The statenent is true, but it is not a valid
deduction. Renenber, in order for the formof a syllogismto be valid,
it has to be valid for any terns that are plugged into it. Exam ne the
slight substitution: No cats are canines. No dogs are cats. Therefore,
no cats are canines. Any syllogi smwhose prem ses are true but whose
formallows the conclusion No dogs are canines has to be a worthless
syllogism. It is clearly an invalid syllogism In syllogisnms in which
the prem ses are both affirmative (i.e., in which there are no
negatives), the major termdenotes a class, the mddle terma subcl ass,
and the minor terma sub-subclass or a specific within that subcl ass.
For instance, Al cats are felines. Daniel is a cat. Therefore, Daniel
is aPfeline. P=felines, a class: the Mmgjor term M- cats, a
subclass, a e s type of feline: the nmiddle term S = Daniel, a
sub- subcl ass of cats, a specific cat: the mnor term
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MORE ON THE SYLLOGE SM We have al ready seen what can happen in
affirmative statenents when the nmiddle termis not a true mddle: A dog
is a canine Awlf is a canine. Therefore, a wlf is P a dog. P =
canines, a class: the Mmgjor term M = dogs, a subclass, a S type of
canine. S = wol ves, a subclass, a type of canine. This type of fallacy
occurs when people regard two different things as equival ent just
because the two things have some common characteristic or just because
they belong to the sanme class. The danger of this fallacy is that it is
sonetinmes subtle: Anarchists are people who are dissatisfied with the
government. Harry is dissatisfied with the government. Therefore, Harry
is an anarchist. P = people who are dissatisfied with the government, a
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human. Therefore, Harry is an anarchist. The fact that Harry and

anarchi sts have sone common qualities-they are human; they are

di ssatisfied with the governnment-does not nean that we can equate or
even identify them Furthernore, each of these three syllogisns is
invalid ..ERR COD:3.. that Harry and anarchi sts have sone conmon
qualities-they are human; they are dissatisfied with the governnent-does
not nean that we can equate or even identify them Furthernore, each of
these three syllogisns is invalid for another reason: The nmjor

term cani nes, people
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bank robbers are human. Chris is not a bank robber. Therefore, Chris is
not hunman. The fallacy that we have just been describing is known as the

fallacy of illicit distribution. Now let's summari ze the techni ques we
can use to evaluate the formof a syllogism First of all, we can
diagramthe syllogismby using points and circles to represent the terns
of the syllogism. Acircle will represent a class or a subclass and a
point will represent a specific. This nethod is fine if we have a sheet
of paper in front of us. W will be able to visualize what we can deduce

froma pair of statenents. However, we have to be careful to follow the
statenents very carefully. For instance, Al craftsnmen are neticul ous.
Sone Russians are not neticulous. First of all, we draw a circle that
will conprise all neticulous persons . Then, since all craftsnen are
nmeticul ous, we put another circle inside the first one to represent all
craftsnmen. Now, the second statenment says not hi ng about Russians who are
nmet i cul ous;
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MORE ON THE SYLLOG SM 1149 | f it nerely says sonethi ng about Russi ans
who are not neticul ous. Since sone neans at | east one, the statenent
really nmeans: "At |east one Russian is not neticulous." Therefore, we
must put the third circle outside the class of neticul ous persons: Al
met i cul ous people Some Al Russians ( W can now conclude that sone
Russi ans are not craftsnen. No Russians are Scandi navi ans. Sone

Scandi navi ans are blond. W start by drawing the two separate circles to
represent Russians and Scandi navi ans. The second statenent nerely says
t hat sone of those Scandi navi ans are blond. Therefore, the third circle
will only partly overlap the circle of Scandinavians: X/ Y Z craftsnmen
~ Al Russians ) Sone ) Al blonds Scandan Fromthese circles, we can
see that the only conclusion is that sone blondes are not Russian. The
area occupi ed by x represents sonme bl ondes who are not Scandi navi ans;
the area occupied by y represents those people who are both bl ond and
Scandi navi an; the area occupied by z represents those Scandi navi ans who
are not blond. ..ERR COD: 1..
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are true ones and the formis a valid one, then the conclusion has to be
a true statenent. |If, on the other hand, the statenments are true ones
and the conclusion is not true, then the formhas to be invalid . W
used this techni que when we substituted human for crimnals in the
syllogism All bank robbers are crimnals. Chris is not a bank robber.
Therefore, Chris is not a crimnal. Once we substituted human, we saw
clearly that the conclusion Therefore, Chris is not human is absurd. W
could i mredi ately recogni ze that the formof the syllogismwas faulty,

or invalid. Further, we can say that any syllogismwith the form Al X
is Y. Zis not X Therefore, Zis not Y. is invalid. The substitution
technique is not fool proof, but it offers perhaps the nbst vivid way to
illustrate that a syllogismis invalid. The third technique is to refer
tothe rules. It is inportant to realize that these rules are not
arbitrary ones. Rather, they were fornul ated by anal yzi ng every possible
conbi nation of terns within a syllogi smand determ ning what conmon
reasons were responsible for true statenments yielding a fal se
conclusion. The rules, consequently, are fool proof. Any syllogismthat
violates one of the rules will be an invalid one. If you want to use the
rules to check the validity of a syllogism, ask yourself the follow ng
guestions. |f your answer to any of the follow ng questions is "no,"
then you have an invalid syllogism
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MORE ON THE SYLLOG SM 1151 . Are there three sentences and only three
sentences? 2. Does the third sentence begin either explicitly or
implicitly with the word therefore? 3. Are there three ternms and only
three terns? 4. Does the subject of the conclusion appear in one and
only one of the first two statenents not begin with sone? 11. Does at

| east one of the first two statements not contain a negative? 12. If a
termis distributed in the conclusion, is it also distributed in one of
the first two statenments? In ..ERR, COD:1.. and only in the other of
the first two statenents ? (i.e., the major termj 6. Is there a term

t hat appears in the first statement and in the second statenent but not
in the conclusion? (i.e., the mddle tern) 7.



Page 152



Page 153

Cis not A: "Therefore, sonme conservatives are not anarchists."” NO 6.
All AisB. No Cis B. Therefore, no Cis A or, Cis not A 7. Al A
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not happy with the status quo. (All) Cis B. Now, this study of the

syl logismmay sound |ike a big fuss over nothing. After all, we don't
talk in syllogisns, and it would be dreadfully boring if we did. The
syl l ogi sm however, is one of the nost valuable tools we have in trying
to determne the truth. It forces us to spell out exactly what we mnean.
It leaves nothing to inferences. It denmands that we be absolutely
precise and clear. It forces us to distinguish between evidence and
conclusions, to articulate exactly what that evidence is, and to exam ne
the relationship between the evidence and the conclusion. In requiring
us to articulate our premses, it allows us to distinguish between
statenents of fact and statenents of opinion. The syllogismforces us to
determ ne whether we are dealing with matters of truth or with matters
of reasoning. In other words, if we disagree with a conclusion, the
syllogismallows us imediately to determ ne whether we disagree with

t he concl usi on because we disagree with one (or nore) of the prem ses
upon whi ch that conclusion is based or because there has been sone flaw
in the way those premi ses have been used. \Wen used cleanly, the

syl logism strips away unnecessary verbiage , verbiage that can

canmoufl age fallacies, and it exposes the fallacy logically and

obj ecti vel y.
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CHAPTER Seventeen Final Note It is conforting to occupy the stable and
well fortified positions erected by the |earning of wise nen while the
peopl e down bel ow you are wandering in all directions and trying to find
sone path of life, vying for reputation, fighting for prestige, striving
day and night to get power and to enmerge on top. -Lucretius, Il, 7-13
Per haps the nost inportant principles to be gleaned fromthe preceding
chapters are the following: a. Be alert to anyone who speaks in

absol utes: who uses words such as all, none, no one, never, always,
everyone , nust, imediately, or who refers to a group of people as if
all the nenbers have identical characteristics , beliefs, or attitudes.
b. Be alert to generalizations, especially to generalizations that are
not supported or that are supported fromjust one or two specific,
unusual , or extrene exanples. c. Be alert to anyone who uses enpti onal

| anguage and eval uative words instead of objective, factual responses.
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NONSENSE d. Do not confuse opinion, attitude, personal bias,
specul ati on, personal assurance, or unsupported generalization with
hard, factual evidence. e. Be sure that the i ssue under discussion is
clear and precise, that its ramfications and conplexities have been
identified, that its goals have been identified, and that the words and
concepts have been defined. f. Be sure that the evidence is relevant to
the specific topic of discussion, not to sone related topic. g. Wen an
authority is referred to, do not automatically accept that authority
unl ess his/its credentials are relevant to the issue under discussion
h. Make sure that the conclusion follows fromthe evidence . Be sure
that you do not put others in a position where they have to nmake
i nferences and that you are not put in a position where you have to nake
i nferences . In other words, be
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FI NAL NOTE 157 n. Wenever you hear an argunent, exanmine it before you
accept its conclusions. Ask three questions: 1. Are the statenents-the
prem ses-the points being nmade and used as evidence-true? 2. Is the

evi dence conplete? O has the evidence been one-sided? 3. Does the

concl usion come incontrovertibly fromthe evidence? O mght a different
conclusion just as easily have cone fromthe evidence? o. Finally, no
matter how skilled in argunment you may becone, never forget the opening
sentence of Poe's "The Cask of Anontillado": The thousand injuries of
Fortunato | had borne as best | could, but when he ventured upon insult,
I vowed revenge. The world does not need another smart al eck.
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of faking it in America." Herzog's B.S. factors are faithful to that
subtitle.
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McG aw Hi || Book Conpany, 1976. Probably the nbst technical book in this
bi bl i ography. The material, however, is presented with clarity.
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fallacies and illustrates them The illustrations sonetines fall short,
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Viii' ~ "1 notice that sonme people are afraid of logic. "You and your
logic,' they say to me. However, | also note that this attitude usually
reflects the fact that they have been caught short, either not know ng
what they are tal king about, not having thought through their position,
or not realizing that they are reacting enotionally rather than
rationally-that is, that there's sone hi dden agenda behind their
attitudes." Nonsense was intended to be the best conpilation and study
of verbal logical fallacies available anywhere, and it is that and nore.
On one level, it is a handbook of ways that people deceive thensel ves
and others. If a fallacy exists, CGula has identified and | abeled it,
like a joyful |epidopterist showing off every variation on butterfly

wi ngs. On another level, it is a short course in nonmathematical |ogica
thinking, a formof thinking that is especially inmportant for philosophy
and economcs , but also one that all of us use and often horrendously
abuse every day. |In substance, the book is a remarkabl e tour de force of
schol arship, yet in style is unexpectedly relaxed, informl |,
accessible, a pleasure either to read or to consult. Nor should
potential readers or users be intinidated by the sheer nunber of
fall aci es-over 170-which are |listed and explained. In a broader sense,
they are all variations on a few sinple thenes, the habitual human
tendency to be: disorderly , beginning at an inappropriate place or
failing to proceed properly; disorganized, with different objects not
properly distinguished fromeach other or properly categorized ;

i nconsi stent, often with direct self-contradiction; unclear, whether
intentionally or unintentionally; irrelevant, that is, injecting
information or argunments that are irrelevant to what is being asserted,
or inconplete, omtting some inportant fact, point, or perspective.
Sunmmari zed in these ternms, CGula's book should be fam liar enough to all
of us. But what is npbst inpressive and fun about Nonsense is all the
specifics, all the nyriad ways that human bei ngs go about being
illogical, all the variations and
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Ix f permutations, each itself covered in an orderly, organi zed,
consistent , clear, relevant, and conplete way. One of Gula's students
at Goton said in the school newspaper that the book "taught ne how to
think," and another said, "It changes your life." It is rare for a
handbook, even one that is the best reference book inits field, to
change soneone's life. But this one can change anyone's life, if he or
she inbibes Gula's spirit as well as studies his numerous exanpl es.

- HUNTER LEW S
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