Fallacies:   mistakes in reasoning… mistakes in arguments… 


with the appearance of being good arguments.

 

Many fallacies are collected and categorized in different ways in logic text books.  

We have 2 chapters in Moore and Parker with about 25 fallacies listed. 

 

Today we should work on a set of 4 fallacies which are called 

Ad Hominem fallacies. 
 
They belong to a general type of fallacy called a Genetic fallacy.  
So lets start with a definition of the genetic fallacy.

 

A Genetic fallacy:  a fallacy of irrelevance…  is one in which the origin or source of a claim is attacked, and this attack is given as if it were a reason for rejecting the claim.  The source could be a person, a book, a religion, a political movement, an ideology, a song, an event or period in the past… in fact almost anything could be the source of some claim… a fortune cookie, a crystal ball, an astrology chart, a team of monkeys sitting at a typewriter, a madman in one of Shakespeare’s plays… etc. 
 

The form of this argument looks like this:  
1.
X is the source of the claim A.
2.
X is immoral, ignorant, biased or defective in some other way.
3.
Therefore, A is false.
 

Now the reason this is a fallacy is because the criticisms of the source of a claim are not criticisms of the claim itself.  In other words, the source is irrelevant to the truth of the claim.  

 

 

An example:   
1.
Joe claims that George swiped an orange.

2.
Joe is a known liar.

3.
Therefore George didn’t swipe an orange. 

 

Another example:  
1.
Nietzsche said God is dead.

2.
N was going crazy when he said that.

3.
So God is not dead.

 

 

Both of these arguments are fallacious because the premises of these arguments are irrelevant to the conclusions drawn.   In other words, the premises don’t support the conclusions because they are irrelevant to the conclusions.

 

It doesn’t matter whether Joe is a liar or whether Nietzsche was going mad…   their claims must be evaluated on their own merits.  

 

A monkey could type out:  2 + 2 = 4
The source of this claim, the monkey, is irrelevant to the truth of the claim.
 

Now there are 4 fallacies in our chapter which are specific types of the genetic fallacy, and since they are frequently committed fallacies, we ought to take a look a closer look at them.  They are called “Ad Hominem” fallacies.

 

Ad Hominem is a Latin expression meaning “to the person”

These are fallacies which attack a person as the source of a claim.

 

1.
Ad Hominem, Personal Attack:  The first of these fallacies can be called, simply, Personal Attack.
In this fallacy, the person who makes a claim is attacked for being either immoral, or ignorant:   the ignorance is a matter of being mentally defective in some way… foolish, crazy, childish, etc. 

 

Hitler claims are not shown to be false by stating that Hitler was evil.  

 

2.
Circumstantial ad hominem:  In this fallacy, the person making the claim is not attacked as being either ignorant or immoral.   Instead, the attack is based on some group the person is associated with.  

e.g.,  1.
X claims that S is true


2.
X is a member of G


3.
G is or should be rejected as a group.


4.
Therefore, S is false.

 

Premise #3 is often silent, but assumed to be true.

 

1.
Joe says:  All people should be given food, shelter, and medical care.   

2.
But Joe is a socialist.

3.
Therefore his claim is false. 

 
3.
Inconsistency
1.
X claims S

2.
X also has also claimed not-S

3.
Therefore, S is false.

 

Inconsistency can be either in words, ideas, or actions.   X says one thing, but does the opposite.  X’s claims and advice should be rejected. 

 

 

This is like a personal attack, but it is not asserting that a person is immoral or ignorant.  Only in the case of hypocrisy is their a charge of moral shortcoming. X is a hypocrite… this is both a charge of inconsistency and a charge of immorality.

 

 

Our book has the example of Harvard:   being inconsistent in arguing in favor of environmental protections today, while being a slum landlord ten years ago.

 

4.
Poisoning the well
1.
X claims S.

2.
X is ignorant or immoral or a member of a rejected group, or is some other non-personal source which we reject.

3.
therefore, S is false and so is anything else X might claim. 

 

All claims, past, present, and future are rejectable.  
 

This ad hominem often occurs when people reject an entire publication or a news channel, for example, as being too liberal or conservative.  

 

In fact some may reject a research or scholarly institution, or a university or some other school as being in some way corrupted by their beliefs and practices.  Don’t go to school at the university… it’s just a big party school.  

 

 


