Recognizing Deceptive Arguments

Directions:


1.
Read the introduction to the IntroWrite article below to get an overview of misleading arguments.


2.
You and one or more partners will be asked to find out more about one or two types of deceptive arguments.


3.
Google the name of a fallacy, or visit a site like Stephen’s Guide to the Logical Fallacies http://www.datanation.com/fallacies/ or Fallacies http://www.nizkor.org/features/fallacies/

4.
Explain each fallacy you have been assigned by



a. giving a definition (identify your source)



b. giving two examples (try to make one example original)
Introduction

The ability to distinguish between deceptive and logical reasoning is an essential skill in critically analyzing written and oral arguments. The danger of deceptive arguments comes from their misleading nature, which may cause you to reject a valid opposing argument or embrace an argument that has little rational merit. Deceptive arguments often distract people from the vital issues and focus their attention on matters of little importance. For example, an author who writes on animal experimentation argues: "All animal liberationists do, ridiculously, claim that their movement is just a logical extension of the more serious and legitimate black and women's liberation movements." By generalizing about animal liberationists, and then by ridiculing their argument, the author diverts attention away from the issue and focuses instead on animal liberationists' sense of priority. Whether animal rights deserve equal attention with civil rights is an interesting topic, but it may have little bearing on how experimental animals should be treated. In labeling a part of the argument as ridiculous, the author aims to invalidate the entire issue.

Many writers are skilled at using emotional appeals to sway readers in support of irrational arguments. For example, one author writing on the issue of criminal justice contends, "Crime in the United States is up by 300 percent--which goes to show that the criminal justice system is incapable of dealing with crime." The author exploits the public's fear of an escalating crime rate, yet offers no solid evidence of a link between the quality of the criminal justice system and a rise in crime. The quoted statistic has little relevance unless the author can prove that crime rates rise when criminals have no fear of being punished.

By reading and evaluating opposing views, you will become more proficient at recognizing deceptive arguments. Many arguments seem reasonable at first reading; however, once students read the opposite opinion, they are forced to decide between two apparently equally plausible arguments. Though opponents may use the same statistics and even the same logic, they may reach different conclusions.

There are innumerable types of deceptive arguments. To facilitate discussion, the examples below fall into eight broad headings.

Types of Misleading Arguments

   1. Bandwagon—the idea that "everybody" does this or believes this.

      Commonly held beliefs are not necessarily correct beliefs. One author, for example, writes: "History shows that when millions of Americans want something (ie., drugs) they'll do anything to get it . " The author attempts to rationalize the legalization of recreational drugs because "everyone is doing it."

   2. Scare tactics—the threat that if you don't do or don't believe this, something terrible will happen.

      This argument is commonly used during emotional discussions or debates when dealing with topics that concern the public's well-being. One AIDS commentator writes, "Federal action is essential if the 'Typhoid Mikes and Marys' of the AIDS epidemic are to be prevented from continuing to infect others individually and en masse." Alarming words such as "typhoid," "epidemic," and "infect" alert readers to the author's intent to frighten the reader into believing his/her argument.

   3. Strawperson—distorting or exaggerating an opponent's ideas to make one's own seem stronger.

      A popular method of creating a strawperson is to distort and exaggerate an opponent's argument and dissect it, thereby ignoring the genuine issues and attempting to invalidate the entire argument through attacking an inflated misrepresentation of its main points. An author writes, "The warped logic of the men and women who are more concerned with bleeding hearts than bleeding bodies goes something like this: 'It is prejudice and poverty that forces young people to break the law.'" The writer uses inflammatory language and states the opponent's argument in one simple sentence, making the argument seem ridiculous. The author creates this exaggerated argument, or strawperson, to more easily knock it down.

   4. Personal attack—criticizing an opponent personally instead of rationally debating his/her ideas. One author attacks animal rights supporters: "Their sweeping indictments of science and technology, their portrayals of science as a force beyond political control, might lead a weak mind to conclude that extraordinary evils require extraordinary solutions." The author personally attacks and categorizes animal rights activists rather than proving his own point.

   5. Testimonial—quoting or paraphrasing an authority or celebrity to support one's own viewpoint.

      Testimonials can be used to legitimately further an argument if the person quoted is truly a well-respected authority. However, testimonials often come from people who have little or no experience in the field debated. A U.S. senator's wife may argue, for example, music lyrics that contain violence or sexism may lead to violent or sexist acts. However, whether this woman's opinion should be more heavily regarded than any other's is arguable. Her husband's fame gives her statements false credibility.

      However, testimonials can be used legitimately. Quoting an expert on a given topic may lend more validity to an argument. The reader should keep in mind, though, that the quote may be taken out of context or used in a manner the speaker did not intend.

   6. Slanters—to persuade through inflammatory and exaggerated language instead of reason.

      The adjectives used to describe people or their political positions often reveal the author's prejudiced beliefs. Many authors do not intend to display their bias, but the words they use send a signal to careful readers. Flagrant slanters, however, are relatively easy to spot. One economics author writes, "The titanic expansion of bureaucratic power is shattering the foundations of a free society and menacing the well-being of every citizen. Words like "titanic," "shattering," and "menacing" are obvious clues to the author's beliefs on government control. The author employs inflammatory words, rather than a solid argument, to persuade readers that large government programs threaten society.

   7. Generalizations—using statistics or facts to generalize about a population, place, or

      thing.

      This argument can be difficult to recognize if the generalization is a statement the reader already accepts. The reader's preconceived ideas about a topic can hinder his/her ability to distinguish between factual statements and generalizations based on personal

      opinion.

      A commentator writing about Latin America states, "Latin American societies do not encourage new ideas. They are unconcerned with the task of changing the world in which they live." Not all Latin Americans would agree with that statement, but a reader with limited exposure to the topic might not understand the controversy such a statement generates. In generalizing, authors exclude the possibility that alternatives exist, thereby severely limiting debate.

   8. Categorical statements—stating something in a way implying that there can be no argument.

      "Animals are in no sense the moral equals of humans, and therefore we are under no moral obligation to refrain from using them for experiments." This author suspends the debate with a broad statement that assumes that any further discussion would be futile. Categorical statements squelch the open exchange of ideas by denying the possibility that logical alternatives exist. 

Recognizing deceptive arguments is pivotal to the evaluation of opposing viewpoints. Many writers attempt to manipulate readers through emotional pleas, scare tactics, and other devices. By coming to understand these techniques, you will become more adept at reading and thinking critically.

Source: http://infotrac.thomsonlearning.com/infowrite/critical.html
