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This series is aimed at introductory students in the field of argumen-
tation, informal logic, and critical thinking. Informed by research in
linguistics, communication, artificial intelligence, and pragmatics, as
well as philosophy, books in this series are up to date in method and
presentation, particularly in their emphasis on dialogue and rhetoric,
which contrasts with the traditional “go it alone” approach. Each book
is designed for use in a one-semester course and includes exercises.
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Preface

The philosophy of reasoning, to be complete, ought to comprise the
theory of bad as well as of good reasoning.

– John Stuart Mill, A System of Logic

This latest addition to the Cambridge series in Critical Reasoning

and Argumentation is a study of bad reasoning, principally as con-

veyed through traditional and modern fallacies. While the study of

fallacies has a long and detailed history, the bulk of critical litera-

ture on the fallacies has appeared in the last three or four decades.

So much that is new and interesting can be drawn into a full study

of the fallacies. The rationale behind this volume is to introduce

students to the study of fallacy by means of the latest research in

the field, along with some of the standard ideas that have remained

relevant since the time of Aristotle. Thus, each topic and fallacy

is couched within a discussion of current thinking, providing the

clearest explanation possible of both what goes wrong in some

of the more prevalent patterns of fallacious reasoning and why

arguers and audiences might be misled by such errors.

One thing the recent literature has made very clear is that fal-

lacies are far more complex, and thus deserving of much fuller

xiii
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xiv Preface

analyses, than the traditional textbook treatments have suggested.

Too often, fallacies are assigned a label and a brief description,

along with an admonition to students to avoid such mistakes in

their own reasoning. Not only is this insufficient as a treatment of

any fallacy, but such an approach also fails to raise the question of

how fallacious reasoning might come about in the first place and

why it might prove so deceptive. Two things have reinforced the

recognition of how complex fallacies really are: The first of these is

the appreciation, now fully expressed in the literature, that many

of the fallacies are failed instances of good argument schemes or

forms. Hence, we cannot dismiss all ad hominem arguments or

Slippery Slopes, for example, because there are circumstances

under which such reasoning is appropriate. What is required,

then, is a careful review of the differences between good and bad

instances of such schemes. The label/description approach does

not allow for this. The second feature that reveals the complexity

of fallacious reasoning is the recognition that to evaluate fallacies

fully we need to consider aspects of the context in which the argu-

mentation arises. In many instances this involves the details of a

dialogue between participants in an argumentative exchange. In

other cases we must sift through what is available of the back-

ground to a dispute, such as the history of exchanges between the

participants or the beliefs of the audience. This brings into consid-

eration dialectical and rhetorical features crucial to understanding

and evaluating fallacies and shows that the study involves more

than a traditional logical assessment of the propositions involved.

It is also important to consider these features when asking how the

fallacious reasoning can come about and prove so effective.

Appreciating this complexity further helps explain why we

should study the fallacies at all. One response might be that we

should simply ignore them, since they demonstrate failures of

human reason and do not contribute to our important social

debates. But it is because of these things that we are advised to be
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Preface xv

particularly alert to the presence and nature of fallacies. And if

we are to do that, we should give them serious consideration and

not relegate them to the status of minor topics touched on in pass-

ing. From my own perspective, this recognition has brought about

a change of view. Although I was persuaded for a long time that

the focus of the study of argumentation should be on good reason-

ing, the complexity of the fallacies and their interesting rhetori-

cal features have convinced me that a more balanced treatment is

important and that, as Mill reminds us, a complete appreciation of

argumentation will involve accounts of both good and bad reason-

ing. The study of fallacies, then, is an important part of a whole

approach to argumentation – the more so because it is so revealing

of how we actually reason. As with many other activities in which

we engage (like reading, writing, or calculation), the norm becomes

so commonplace that we fail to notice it and learn from it. It is only

when we are confronted with a breakdown of those norms that our

attention is caught. In many ways fallacies are breakdowns of the

norms of reasoning, and through their study we gain a better under-

standing of ourselves as reasoners and as members of audiences in

social settings.

The approach taken to the fallacies in this book tries to match

the seriousness and complexity presented in the foregoing para-

graphs. This means in the first instance that I have tried as much

as possible to illustrate the fallacies through cases of ordinary rea-

soning that can arise or have arisen in everyday contexts. We will

see less of arguments expressed in just a few lines than of detailed

reasoning embedded in larger contexts. The more broad contexts

we provide and the more we say about them, the more we may be

able to understand what has gone wrong and why. You will cer-

tainly find the examples in the exercises at the ends of the later

chapters more detailed than some of those earlier in the book.

This greater complexity reflects the expected growth of ability and

understanding that students should develop as they work through
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xvi Preface

the book. The examples that illustrate fallacies are also presented

by means of cases, since cases have a history and a context, involve

people, and have consequences. While we will develop principles

for dealing with the fallacies studied, any instance or suspected

instance of one should be treated as a unique case, assessed on its

own terms, since not all ideas associated with a fallacy may apply

to any particular case. In this respect, the treatments again reflect

what will be encountered outside an academic setting.

Given the conciseness of the book and its introductory nature,

some decisions have had to be made about which fallacies to

include and which to exclude. In general, I have tried to include

the most regularly occurring patterns of fallacious reasoning. A

secondary consideration has been given to those that are impor-

tant historically because of what they illustrate about the nature of

fallacies and why people both commit and are deceived by them.

The book is designed to work as a companion to Douglas Walton’s

Fundamentals of Critical Argumentation, although it should also

work with other good introductions to argumentation or in courses

dedicated to the separate study of fallacies. The principal tool used

to treat the fallacies is a set of Critical Questions for each. These

questions are designed to help the reasoner think through the com-

plexities of a given case, identifying what is at stake and what has

gone wrong, and then focusing on the right features to provide a

full evaluation.

This book would not have seen the light of day without the encour-

agement and interest of the late Terry Moore at Cambridge. I hope

the final product reflects well as part of his legacy. He will be

deeply missed.

My thinking about the fallacies and how they might best be

treated has been influenced by a large number of people research-

ing and writing in the field. The debts will be evident in the dis-

cussions and references of each chapter. I am particularly indebted
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Preface xvii

to Douglas Walton and Hans V. Hansen for their work as editors

of this series and for their own contributions to the understand-

ing of fallacies, the influences of which will be apparent. I have

also gained much from recent discussions and written exchanges

with Andreas Welzel on the causes of fallacious reasoning and the

nature of fallacies as norm violations. During periods of writing

over the last few years I have benefited from interactions with a

number of students, particularly those at Trent University in my

senior seminar on the fallacies. Finally, my former assistant, Daniel

Farr, researched many of the examples used in the body of chapters

and in exercises. I was indeed fortunate to have had such interested

and able help.
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