
1:J4 THANK YOU FOR ARGUING 

A close relative is the fallacy called misinterpreting the Imidenr:e. It takes the 

exception and claims it proves the rule. That guy lost weight eating Subway 

sandwiches. If you eat at Subway, you'll lose weight! 

3. Ignorance as Proof: In this case the argument claims that the lack of 

examples proves that something doesn't exist. I can't find any deer, so these 

woods don't have any. The fallacy of ignorance has its flip side: because my 

theory has never been disproved, it must be true. Just about any supersti­

tion falls under this fallacy. 

4. Tautology: A logical redundancy in which the proof and the conclu­

sion are the same thing. (We're here because we're here because we're 

here because ... ) We won't have trouble selling this product because it's 

easily marketable. 

5. False Choice: The number of choices you're given is not the number 

of choices that actually exist. The many questions fallacy is a false choice; it 

squashes two or more issues into a single one. (When did you stop beating 

your wife?) A related fallacy, the false dilemma, offers the audience two 

choices when more actually exist. 

6. Red Herring: This sin distracts the audience to make it forget what 

the main issue is about. A variant is the straw man fallacy, which sets up a dif­

ferent issue that's easier to argue. ("Who drank up all the orange juice?" 

"Well, you tell me why the dishes aren't done.") 

7. Wrong Ending: The proof fails to lead to the conclusion. Lots of fal­

lacies fall_under this sin; one of the most common is the slippery slope, which 

predicts a dire series of events stemming from a single choice. (Allow that 
newfangled rock music, and kids will start having orgies in the streets.) An­

other is post hoc ergo propter hoc, the Chanticleer fallacy. It assumes that if one 

thing follows another, the first thing caused the second one. 
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15. Call a Foul 
... 

NIXON'S TRICK
 

The pitfalls and nastiness that can bollix an argument
 

Rhetoric is an open palm, dialectic a closed fist. -ZENO 

My first experience in debating was in junior high 

school. We didn't have a debating team; this was 

more like a Lunch Period Repartee Society. My friends 

and I sat in the cafeteria and amused ourselves by arm­

wrestling over half-melted slabs of ice cream; when we 

tired of that game, we turned to another, equally intel­

lectual pursuit called "If You Do That." The object was 

to threaten each other with such elaborately disgusting 

harm that the loser wouldn't be able to finish his 

lunch. It was like snaps, the game of bantering insults, 

except that we didn't insult each other. We just grossed 

each other out. 

... Meanings 
Philosophers call 

the mannerly dia­

logue of formal 

logic dialectic. It's 

like the figures in 

figure skating: pre­

cise, self-contained, 

and boring. Zen a, 
the ancient Greek 

philosopher­

mathematician. 

contrasted dialec­

tic's "closed fist" 

with rhetoric's 

"open palm:' 

Ifyou do that, I'll dig out your eyeballs and shove them . .. 

I'm sorry, but it is impossible to describe this game without alienat­

ing the reader, and myself for that matter. The poi";t is that we used our 

thirteen-year-old wit competitively in a classically useless and time-wasting 

fashion, Without knowing it, we mimicked some of the early Sophists, who 

included the sleaziest rhetoricians. They argued simply to win arguments, 

using logical and pathetic trickery to tie theiropponents in knots. This is 

where the term "sophistry" comes from, and how rhetoric got its less than 

stellar reputation. These argumentative types were out to win, not deliber­

ate. In rhetoric, that constitutes the biggest foul of all: to turn an argument 

into a fight. 
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