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Fallacy List 

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

Appeal to Authority: Advocate makes an unwarranted appeal to an authoritative 
person or organization in support of a proposition.   PAGE 8 

Argument by Artifice: Advocate puts forward convoluted and weak assertions which 
any disinterested observer would perceive as artificially constructed in order to 
make a case.      PAGE 12 

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

Argument to Consequences: Advocate claims that a proposition cannot be true 
because it ought not to be true (or vice versa).   PAGE 20 

Begging the Question Advocate makes a circular argument where the conclusion is 
in essence a restatement or paraphrase of the premise.  PAGE 24 

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

Burden of Proof: Advocate fails to take responsibility for arguing a case by claiming 
that the opponent must first prove that the opposite case is true.  PAGE 32 

Burden of Solution: Advocate denigrates a suggested solution to a problem but fails 
to propose a viable alternative.     PAGE 36 

Cultural Origins: Advocate makes an unwarranted claim that a particular way of 
doing things is best because of its cultural origins.   PAGE 40 

Exaggerated Conflict: Advocate claims that because there is some degree of 
uncertainty in a domain of knowledge, nothing at all is certain.  PAGE 44 

Factoid Propagation: Advocate asserts the truth of a proposition that is commonly 
assumed to be true, when it is not in fact established as true.  PAGE 48 

False Analogy: Advocate puts forward an analogy in support of a case, but the 
analogy only has superficial similarities to the case in question. PAGE 52 
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False Attribution: Advocate appeals to an irrelevant, unqualified, unidentified, 
biased or fabricated source in support of an argument.   PAGE 56 

False Cause; Correlation Error: Advocate asserts that there is a causal link between 
phenomena, when the link is only apparent rather than real.  PAGE 60 

False Compromise: Advocate seeks to reconcile two differing views by "splitting the 
difference" and falsely claiming that the result reflects reality.  PAGE 64 

False Dichotomy: Advocate represents an issue as "black or white" when in fact the 
reality is "shades of grey".     PAGE 68 

False Dilemma: Advocate portrays one option as necessarily excluding another 
option, when in fact there is no necessary connection.   PAGE 72 

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

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

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

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

Moving the Goalposts: Advocate changes the discussion focus by forcing the 
opponent to tackle a more difficult version of the topic.  PAGE 92 

Observational Selection: Advocate pays close attention to confirming evidence, but 
ignores evidence which is contrary to his or her position.  PAGE 96 

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

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

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

Simple-Minded Certitude: Advocate has an unshakeable belief which remains 
unchanged even in the face of overwhelming contrary evidence.  PAGE 112 
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Single Cause: Advocate asserts that there is only one cause of a phenomenon or 
problem, when the evidence suggests multiple factors.   PAGE 116 

Slippery Slope: Advocate asserts without evidence that if we take "one step in the 
wrong direction", it will inexorably lead to catastrophe.  PAGE 120 

Special Pleading: Advocate claims special insights into an issue, and that the 
opponent is incapable of achieving.    PAGE 124 

Stacking the Deck: Advocate is aware of counter-arguments to his or her position, 
but conceals them in order to defeat the opponent.   PAGE 128 

Straw Man: Advocate attacks a weakened, exaggerated, or over-simplified form of 
the opponent's position rather than the real position.   PAGE 132 

Unfounded Generalization: Advocate draws a general conclusion about a 
phenomenon based on unrepresentative examples.   PAGE 136 

Weasel Words: Advocate uses emotionally loaded labels to boost his or her position 
or to denigrate the opponent's position.    PAGE 140 
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Foreword to the eBook Edition 

¢Ƙƛǎ ƛǎ ǘƘŜ άŎǳǘ Řƻǿƴέ ŜBook edition of IǳƳōǳƎΗ ǘƘŜ ǎƪŜǇǘƛŎΩǎ 
field guide to spotting fallacies in thinking. It has all the fallacies 
from the original paperback. It does not include the 
introduction. The cartoons in the eBook edition are of lower 
image quality than the paperback edition; most are early drafts. 
We make no apologies for this. The paperback needs to be the 
άōŜǎǘέ ǾŜǊǎƛƻƴ ƻŦ Humbug!  

So why make an eBook edition? We are currently working on 
an expanded book on humbug (deceptive talk, and/or false 
behaviour). As we are doing this, we wish further the goals of 
the skeptic movement by disseminating knowledge of fallacies 
as easily and effectively as possible. This is the purpose of the 
eBook edition. 

Whilst we still reserve copyright, we are happy for fallacies 
from this eBook to be printed/photocopied and used for 
educational purposes, with appropriate acknowledgement. 
(Each fallacy prints nicely at two or four pages per sheet.) 
Electronic versions should not be uploaded to an alternate 
server. You can easily create a link to the eBook or even embed 
it in a webpage via Scribd. You may download to a personal 
computer or other device for personal use; however, it is our 
preference that this eBook should not be shared directly. Share 
it by all means ς by sending the link ς we like usage statistics! 

For information on how to purchase the paperback edition, see 
www.skepticsfieldguide.net. There you will also find our full 
and expanded list of logical fallacies (with real examples), as 
well as some techniques for humbug hunting (techniques for 

http://www.scribd.com/
http://www.skepticsfieldguide.net/
http://www.skepticsfieldguide.net/2005/01/logical-fallacies.html
http://www.skepticsfieldguide.net/2005/01/hunting-humbug.html
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arguing effectively and spotting faulty reasoning), more of WŜŦΩǎ 
cartoons and our fallacy podcast Hunting Humbug 101.  

 

Foreword to the Paperback Edition 

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

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

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

http://www.skepticsfieldguide.net/2005/01/jefs-cartoons.html
http://www.skepticsfieldguide.net/2005/01/jefs-cartoons.html
http://www.skepticsfieldguide.net/2005/01/jefs-cartoons.html
http://huntinghumbug101.podbean.com/feed/
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Ad Hominem 

Other Terms and/or Related Concepts 

Personal abuse; personal attack. 

Description 

Ad Hominem ƛǎ ŀ [ŀǘƛƴ ŜȄǇǊŜǎǎƛƻƴ ǿƘƛŎƘ ƳŜŀƴǎ άǘƻ ǘƘŜ ƳŀƴέΦ 
The advocate attacks his or her opponent rather than the 
argument put forward by the opponent. When personal abuse 
of this kind is used, the content of the attack does not relate to 
objective facts about such things as the opponent's 
membership of a particular group, or the profession they 
practise (e.g. environmentalist, lawyer). Rather, the abuse is 
directed at the person's character or other personal attributes. 

Example 

Phil Schnotter and Nigel Pennyweight are having a heated 
conversation in the pub about banks when Phil (the advocate) 
says: "I know why you think bank profits are too high Nigel... 
ȅƻǳ ŀǊŜ Ƨǳǎǘ ǇǊŜƧǳŘƛŎŜŘ ŀƎŀƛƴǎǘ ōŀƴƪǎΧ LŦ L ǿŜǊŜ ǎǳŎƘ ŀ ƭƻǎŜǊ L 
would be prejudiced against banƪǎ ǘƻƻΧ ¸ƻǳ Ƨǳǎǘ ƘŀǘŜ 
hardworking, successful people who happen to have enough 
money to invest." 

Comment 

At times this fallacy may be hard to distinguish from other 
common fallacies such as impugning motives and poisoning the 
well. In fact, all three fallacies may be closely associated with 
each other and may even occur in the one sentence. The key 
characteristic of Ad hominem (personal abuse) is that an 
abusive label is directed at the individual and used as a 
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gratuitous insult (that is, an insult which really has no bearing 
on the subject under discussion).  

In the example given above, the use of the word "loser" is the 
key indicator that personal abuse is taking place. The label is 
simply a term of abuse, and Phil clearly intends to hurt and 
belittle Nigel by calling him a "loser". Use of such terms is likely 
to raise the emotional temperature of the discussion and result 
in an unproductive trading of insults. Note that immediately 
after the personal abuse in the example above, Phil then 
impugns Nigel's motives in the words that follow the personal 
ŀōǳǎŜΦ IŜ ǎŀȅǎΥ ϦΧ ¸ƻǳ Ƨǳǎǘ ƘŀǘŜ ƘŀǊŘǿƻǊƪƛƴƎΣ ǎǳŎŎŜǎǎŦǳƭ 
people..."  

A form of Ad hominem which is particularly common today is 
the unjustified use of a negative label associated with the topic 
under consideration. For example, a witless advocate might 
label a proponent of zero population growth a "racist" without 
justification. In doing this, he or she is actually seeking to 
undermine the proponent's credibility in order to evade 
discussion of the issue, rather than engaging in considered 
debate.  

It is commonly the case that for each term of abuse that may 
be directed at a person advocating one side of an argument, 
there is a term of abuse which may be directed at the other 
side. For every "greenie", there is a "redneck", for every 
"misogynist" there is a "feminazi", for every "fascist" there is a 
"stalinist", for every "homophobe" there is a "queer". Any 
advocate of a point of view should avoid labelling an opponent 
with emotionally laden, abusive and grossly simplistic terms. 
Labelling invites retaliation, and the intellectual level of the 
debate plummets beyond any hope of recovery. The authors of 
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this book are particularly averse to puerile name-calling and 
gratuitous slander directed at individuals during any 
disagreement. It is our considered view that anyone who 
deliberately uses personal abuse in an attempt to win an 
argument is engaging in unconscionable conduct.  

No matter what the circumstances, any person who descends 
to ad hominem is a stupid bastard. 
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Personal Abuse @ www.skepticsfieldguide.net 
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Appeal to Authority 

Other Terms and/or Related Concepts 

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

Description 

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

Example 

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

Bryan has cited Sir Ernest Willynilly's views on human rights in 
support of his own position. What he hasn't said is that the 
Nobel Prize Sir Ernest won was for Physics. In such a case, there 
is no reason for presuming Sir Ernest's views on any social 
issues have any more weight than anyone else's views. The 
seeker after truth is in principle unimpressed by the 
prominence of the person expressing a viewpoint on an issue. 
Even if Sir Ernest did have qualifications in relevant social 
research, Mark would be entitled to be skeptical about his 
opinions. After all, there are many historical examples where 
the consensus views of experts in a field of enquiry have been 
completely overturned in the light of later investigation by 
more competent researchers. 

Deceitful advocates often appeal to authority in order to 
bolster their position. The appeal to authority fallacy is a 
significant problem in contemporary debate on social issues. 
Journalists and editorial staff in the news media often seek the 
views of "eminent persons" for no better reason than their 
availability and visibility. Journalists are under pressure of 
remorseless deadlines. Print and electronic media proprietors 
are naturally concerned with circulation figures and ratings 
respectively. Under such circumstances, it is not surprising that 
the lazy option is often taken ς contact one of the "usual 
suspects" who can be depended on to comment with affected 
gravitas on any subject. Preferably a public figure who is 
popularly seen as humble and self-effacing despite having 
ruthlessly collected honours, distinctions and personal wealth 
all his or her working life. 
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The skeptical viewer will realise (for example) that when Sir 
Dean Sillybilly, an obscenely rich former supreme court judge 
and retiring Governor of New South Holland is pontificating on 
remedies for the plight of the poor during a valedictory 
television interview, he is more likely to have been part of the 
problem than part of the solution.  

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

The prominence of a person is evidence that the person is 
capable of securing prominence, quite possibly through a 
meticulously planned, single-minded campaign of self-
aggrandizement. It is not evidence that he or she speaks with 
genuine authority on any matter. 
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Appeal to Authority @ www.skepticsfieldguide.net 
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Argument by Artifice 

Other Terms and/or Related Concepts 

Rationalization; asserting an unwarranted conclusion; argument 
by deception. 

Description 

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

Example 

Noel Maggot is the Director of Finance for the Faculty of Health 
at the University of Wooloomooloo. Noel is a bitter man, in part 
because no-one takes the trouble to pronounce his unfortunate 
surname correctly. (He insists it is French in origin, and should be 
pronounced "Mahjay".) Mr Maggot is writing a letter to Ivana 
Bugarov, formerly a lecturer in occupational health and safety in 
the School of Nursing at Wooloomooloo. The letter begins: "This 
is to inform you that the Faculty of Health will be asserting that it 
has a right to royalties on revenue generated by your leg-pulling 
device. Our legal office has determined that although you 
patented the so-called Bugarov Leg-Puller two years after you 
resigned from the University, you must have conceived the 
design of the device while an employee of the university. 
Further, it has been established that one of your lectures dealt in 
part with the therapeutic application of traction to sports injuries 
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to the tibia and patella. Given this history, the university legal 
office has determined that you were not entitled to take out a 
patent on this device." 

Comment 

Devious and mendacious advocates such as Maggot attempt to 
use any number of self-serving obfuscations to achieve their 
ends ς in this case an unearned financial benefit for the 
University. This is consistent with his role. As Director of Finance, 
he is tasked with earning an additional one million dollars for the 
Faculty of Health each year. If he fails, he will be sacked. So he is 
always driven by the bottom line, and his "arguments" are 
always self-serving. More often than not, they are also shonky 
and disingenuous. At times they are risible. 

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

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

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

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

A good example is assessment policy. Most institutions of higher 
learning take great pains to convince students and the general 
public that the assessment of students enrolled in degree 
programs is fair, equitable and "objective". In practice, such 
claims may be difficult to meet. The fiction of objectively defined 
student learning outcomes is often maintained through 
rhetorical claims rather than reasoned argument. Policies 
emphasise a focus on clearly specified criteria of achievement. 
These criteria are represented as "objective" and verifiable, and 
the notion of comparing students to each other is rejected as a 
basis for assessment. In practice, any assessment of whether a 
student has achieved a "criterion" is usually left to the subjective 
opinion of the marker. A subjective opinion formed through the 
development of normative expectations. 
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Argument by Slogan 

Other Terms and/or Related Concepts 

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

Description 

Argument by slogan and the family of fallacies associated with 
argument by slogan (see other terms above) all have in 
common an intent on the part of the advocate to sidestep the 
issue under discussion and to "wrong-foot" the opponent. 
Instead of logically advancing a viewpoint and dealing with any 
challenges to that viewpoint, the advocate seeks to wear 
opposition down by repeatedly asserting a simplistic view of 
the issue. 

Example 

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

Comment 

There may or may not be some validity in the assertion that 
"global capital oppresses the poor". Whatever the truth of the 
matter, the issue is far more complex than the slogan; and use 
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of the slogan will not advance understanding. If Brenda's 
behaviour is extremely confrontational, she may even appear 
on television coverage of the event. If this is her sole aim, she 
has been successful. But her behaviour is most unlikely to 
persuade the uncommitted to her view and it is very likely to 
entrench opposition to her view. Arguably (and ironically), the 
group least likely to benefit from her sloganeering is "the poor". 

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

The sight of a large group of self-satisfied demonstrators 
marching under a banner and chanting: "What do we want?" is 
now a commonplace. This ritual public performance may be 
boring, alarming, amusing or inspirational to the onlooker ς 
depending on his or her political beliefs, and on what answer 
the demonstrators give to their rhetorical question ("what do 
we want?"). To the critical thinker however, participation in a 
mindless crowd of sloganeers is not an effective vehicle for 
productive engagement with a substantive and difficult issue. 
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Often a march under banners, accompanied by an orchestrated 
chant is more about socialising and group cohesion ς rather 
than a serious attempt to right a wrong, or to initiate political 
or social change. In most such "demos", visceral posturing has 
triumphed over intellectual engagement.  

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

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