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Introduction


Although we commonly use the term “argument” to describe a rather unprofitable, angry exchange of viewpoints, the term has also been used to describe the reasons advanced for embracing a particular viewpoint.  This is how I will use the term here.  As such, arguments are, of course, vital to the human race.  When a particular neurosurgeon “argues” for treating a given patient a given way, he or she is not being argumentative; but rather is contending for a procedure which, it is hoped, will restore the patient to health.  The argument is designed to promote life.  


In a similar way, arguments are vital to advancing the Christian faith.  Paul spoke of the “warfare” of the Christian religion in this way:  “for the weapons of our warfare are not merely human, but they have divine power to destroy strongholds. We destroy arguments and every proud obstacle raised up against the knowledge of God, and we take every thought captive to obey Christ” (2 Cor. 10:4).  Negatively, the Christian faith wages war against false arguments.  This explains Paul’s instruction to Titus about bishops:  “He must have a firm grasp of the word…, so that he may be able both to preach with sound doctrine and to refute those who contradict it” (Titus 1:9).   But positively, the faith is also propagated by setting forth correct and true arguments.  The apostle Peter, for instance, “…testified with many other arguments and exhorted them, saying, ‘Save yourselves from this corrupt generation’” (Acts 2:40).  Paul, aware that true arguments advance the faith and false ones wage warfare against our allegiance to Christ, warned the Colossians:  “I am saying this so that no one may deceive you with plausible arguments” (Col. 2:4).  Paul was aware that some arguments, though “plausible,” could nevertheless be false.  He wrote the Colossians, in part, to protect them from such “plausible” arguments.  


If we are to wage our warfare with apostolic weaponry, we too need to be able to distinguish a merely “plausible” argument from a true one.  Those who have studied argumentation and logic often refer to “specious” arguments.  “Specious” derives from the same root from which we derive the words “spectacle” and “spectator.”  A “specious” argument appears to the casual observer to be a true, cogent, and valid argument.  On closer inspection, however, the appearance proves false.  What follows is an extremely abbreviated discussion of some of the most common specious arguments.

1. Ad hominem (against the person).


One of the most common fallacies of argument is the argument ad hominem.  As the translation of this Latin expression indicates, it refers to an argument directed against the person:  “Well, Hitler believed that also, so it can’t be right.”  In almost every circumstance, the ad hominem argument is fallacious, because it is irrelevant.  The truth or falsehood of a given statement cannot be measured by who said it or who believes it.  James tells us that the demons believe in God; this is no argument against His existence.  Intelligent and decent people are sometimes wrong; stupid and wicked people are sometimes right.  Thus, it is ordinarily irrelevant to debate a statement on the basis of who does or does not advocate it (I say “ordinarily” because there are exceptions.  If the statement being debated is:  “Harry is a wicked man,” then comments about Harry’s character are perfectly relevant). 

2. Fallacy of the beard.


The fallacy of the beard is the lazy thinker’s way out of making tough calls, intellectually.  It derives its name from the fact that a face recently-shaven becomes, after a dozen hours or so, a little less clean-shaven (a “five o’clock shadow” appears).  Later yet, the face is covered with stubly matter, and people begin wondering if the person is attempting to grow a beard.  Much later, a beard is clearly there.  Now, it is true that there is no particular point in this growth process where one could infallibly declare, “In ten seconds, this non-beard will be a beard.”  Nevertheless, we are able to say, ordinarily, that a person is or is not bearded.  Intellectually, the fallacy appears when anything that can be perceived developmentally is denied to exist in any distinct form, simply because we cannot say at what point of development it appeared in distinct form.


I recently spoke with someone about the issue of so-called “liturgical drama,” and the individual indicated that one really could not discuss the matter at all (much less criticize it), because, after all, some preachers are more “dramatic"“ than others, and therefore, liturgical drama is merely a matter of degree, and is just a more-dramatic form of preaching.  Well, it is certainly true that some preachers employ more gestures than others, but even a ten-year old can distinguish preaching from drama.  Drama and preaching, therefore, can be distinguished, and they can be spoken of as distinct things, just as a clean-shaven face can be distinguished from a bearded face.  The ten-year old is not a drama critic nor a literary critic, and has ordinarily not studied art history or aesthetics.  The ten-year old, therefore, may not be able to defend or even articulate why the one act is called preaching and the other drama, but he knows they are different, and in this case the ten-year old is correct.  His ability to distinguish the two events is a naive ability, but a correct one.    

3. Question-framing fallacy (sometimes called the excluded middle).


The question-framing fallacy occurs when one approaches a matter in such a way as to assume that only a certain number of hypothetical resolutions is possible.  Then, the individual argues that all but one of these options is incorrect, and concludes (erroneously) that the remaining alternative is correct.  The problem, of course, is that the range of potential solutions is incorrectly limited from the outset of the investigation:  “Martin Luther--Libertine or Legalist?”  One does not prove that Luther was a legalist by proving that he was not a libertine; there are other options out there.


When one compares two or several proposed resolutions to a problem, and concludes that one of the proposals is more satisfactory than the others, this does not prove that this resolution is correct or true; it merely demonstrates that it is a better resolution than the currently-known alternatives.  There may be another option, unknown to the individual or (at this point) unknown to the entire human race, and this other option may be correct.  Congregationalists were, at one time, frustrated by the fact that many Prelatists or Presbyterians would dispose of Congregationalism by arguing cogently against Independency.  The Congregationalists rightly contended that Congregationalism and Independency were not identical, and that, therefore, arguments excluding the one did not necessarily exclude the other.

4. Equivocation (changing definitions).


This fallacy is one of the most profound, yet one of the most difficult fallacies to avoid.  Equivocation occurs when the definition of an important word is changed in the midst of an argument.  What happens is that a person is trying to prove a point about a particular matter, and defines the matter being discussed.  Later, the individual uses a different definition, and introduces arguments that are only correct if the second definition is assumed.  Then, those arguments are used to establish the validity of the point regarding the original definition.  Of course, the fallacy is that the person has defended a position related to the second matter, but not to the first.  Yet, since the same word was used, albeit with a different definition, the unwary individual believes that the original point has now been established.  


An example of this occurred in the early 1980’s in a volume by Jerry White regarding the Church and the Para-Church.  In some of the early chapters, the author made some clear, careful definitions about what distinguished the Church from the Para-Church.  Then, around the fourth chapter, he began to discuss whether and in what ways a Para-Church institution might be valid, by citing what he perceived to be relevant scripture passages (and he concluded there was a valid place for such institutions in the Bible).  The problem was, his definition of a Para-Church institution changed at this point, so that the institution he defended was not the one he had so carefully distinguished from the Church in the beginning chapters (indeed, what he defended in chapter four was the Church, not the Para-Church).  The unwary reader would think he has made his case well; the more careful reader realizes that he has not.  He defined one matter, then defended another.  Whether he could have defended what he defined remains to be seen, but a careful reader will realize that he did not do so.

5. False Generalization.  


Generalization is related to equivocation, because it also involves careful definitions (or lack thereof).  Some generalizing arguments are, of course, valid.  It is valid to state that if something is true about a general category (say, mammals), it is necessarily true about specific members of that category (say, pigs).  What is true about the general category is true about all specific members of that category.  False or improper generalization occurs when matters which are similar are treated as though they were identical.  What is true about all mammals is true about pigs and cats.  But not everything which is true about pigs is true about cats, even though cats and pigs are similar (they are mammals).  This seems obvious when dealing with the concrete realities of different animals, but the matter is more difficult when dealing with abstractions, where the distinctions between the abstractions are not so evident.


For instance, in American culture, “equality” is an important abstraction.  “Equality” is a matter most Americans value highly, even if they have never stopped to define “equality” precisely.  In some studies of equality and equal roles in the church, one often observes the tendency to cite biblical passages which affirm unity in the church in defense of equality in the church.  The reason is, the individuals who do this have neither a precise definition of “unity” nor a precise definition of “equality.”  They have “generalized” these related ideas, merging them together in their own minds in such a way that defending one appears to be defending the other.  In both Greek and English, however, there are different words for these abstractions, and the abstractions are themselves conceptually different.  A political union could be established between a strong nation and a weak nation, for instance, and this would not imply that the nations were equal, either militarily or economically, or even in terms of their political union (which might have granted distinct privileges and responsibilities to each nation).  Conversely, two nations might be relatively equal, militarily and economically, without necessarily being united, politically.


Such generalization is, in fact, confusion.  If the confusion is not perceived, an argument based on the confusion will appear to be a valid argument.  If the confusion is perceived, then the argument will appear to be invalid (which it is).

6. Statistical fallacies.  


To enumerate the entire range of statistical fallacies would require a text book on statistics.  Indeed, the misuse of statistical information is so common that a well-known, if somewhat indelicate expression has emerged:  “There are three kinds of people in the world:  liars, damned liars, and statisticians.”  We might at least give attention to two common statistical fallacies, in order that we might avoid the most common mistakes.  


Perhaps the most common statistical fallacy is to assume that an alternative which is statistically common is therefore the correct alternative in a particular case.  Nine out of ten American households may have a VCR; this truth (if it is true) cannot be used to establish that the Jones family down the street has a VCR.  The Jones family may be among the ten per cent who do not have a VCR.  If, at the neighborhood meeting, the neighborhood is considering running the Jones family out of the neighborhood “because they own a VCR,” it would be illogical to exclude the Joneses simply because nine out of ten other families have a VCR.  If there is no evidence that the Jones family owns a VCR, then nothing can be said about them on this score.  In biblical studies, this fallacy often occurs in relation to the meaning of particular words.  Someone might argue like this:  “Seventy percent of the time, this word means x, therefore, it means x here.”  The fallacy is the same as with the Jones VCR.  Until there is some evidence for the meaning of the term in this particular setting, nothing can be said.


The second most common statistical fallacy is the causal fallacy.  This occurs when a significant statistical relation is noticed between two things (70% of people in communist countries eat oatmeal), and then a causal relation is assumed to exist (eating oatmeal causes people to become communist).

7. Fallacy of the expert.  


It is not fallacious to believe in the existence of experts, nor is it fallacious to consult an expert on a matter where an expert’s knowledge is relevant.  There are, however, at least two fallacies of argument associated with expertise.


First, it is fallacious to assume that an expert in one area knows anything about another area.  Your mechanic may be an expert at fixing transmissions; you would not necessarily consult him regarding your upcoming knee surgery.  His undisputed knowledge of transmissions does not mean he knows anything about knee surgery.


Second, it is fallacious to assume that an expert has a correct opinion even about the area of his or her competence.  Remember that an expert (by definition) is acquainted with a particular field of inquiry; an expert is not necessarily skilled at reasoning, and is not necessarily skilled at knowing what conclusions to draw from his or her knowledge.  Expertise in an area qualifies a person to render an opinion about a given matter; it does not assure that this opinion is correct.  The expertise itself only entitles the person to express an opinion (in the sense that someone who knows nothing about the field is not even entitled to express an opinion; what does an auto mechanic know about surgery?); it does not endow the person with infallibility (two knee surgeons, equally expert in the field, may express different opinions about the wisest procedure for a particular knee).  For instance, I know (and have taught for many years) New Testament Greek.  This qualifies me to render an opinion on the relative accuracy of the several English translations of the New Testament (in the sense that a person who does not know Greek is not even qualified to express an opinion).  It does not assure, however, that my opinion is correct.  

8. The emphasis argument.


It is not wrong, descriptively, to discuss emphases.  It is not improper to describe a given religious movement in terms of its emphases (though even descriptively, this is fairly ambiguous).  It is ordinarily fallacious, however, to evaluate the truthfulness of a belief or belief system on the basis of its emphases.  If a truth is emphasized, it is no less a truth:  “The problem with Paul is, he overemphasizes the death and resurrection.”  Since the mind is designed to understand and embrace truth, and since zeal for truth is, in and of itself, a good thing, it is fallacious to dismiss a view because of emphasis:  “Arminians over-emphasize human responsibility.”  Arminians may very well define human responsibility incorrectly, or they may understand its relation to divine sovereignty incorrectly, but it is fallacious to fault them for emphasizing human responsibility.  Even as a matter of fairness, how much emphasis is too much emphasis?  If one cannot answer this, how can one accuse someone of over-emphasis?  While proportionality and symmetry are virtuous properties of a good mind, a lack of proportion or symmetry regarding a particular matter does not mean that the matter, as articulated, is false.

9. Appeal to force (ad manum).


Lucy once said to Charlie Brown:  “I’ll give you five good reasons,” and proceeded to count her fingers as she balled them into a fist.  Rather literally, she constructed an argument ad manum.  Her appeal was one of force: if you don’t do what I say, I’ll bop you.  In more subtle form, the argument appears in other settings.  A matter is being discussed, and the ramifications (especially the negative ramifications) of embracing a view are promoted as grounds for not embracing the view.  Truth, of course, is not measured by the consequences of embracing it.  Jesus might well have avoided the cross by denying Who He was; but such a denial would have been untruthful.  In any discussion of what is true, it is irrelevant to discuss what the consequences of embracing the truth might be.  Later, once truth has been established, it might be very prudent to be advised of the consequences (“counting the cost” of discipleship, for instance).  It is irrelevant, however, and intellectual cowardice, to permit the consideration of such ramifications to influence the discussion of truth itself.


This fallacy is commonly committed in religious discussions, when one argues against the truthfulness of a given viewpoint on the basis of the perceived consequences of embracing the viewpoint:  “If you preach that, no one will come to your church.”  In a world which prefers darkness to light, there will always be hazards associated with embracing or proclaiming truth.  This is no argument against the truthfulness of truth, however.

10. The popular appeal (ad populum).


As its name suggests, this specious argument consists of arguing that a position is correct because many people, perhaps most people, embrace that position.  It is one of the most common arguments in contemporary American life (and, in contemporary Western life), although it appears implicitly more often than explicitly.  It is similar to the argument ad hominem, or to the fallacy of the expert, in the sense that it is irrelevant to advance a position on the basis of who embraces the position.  



This argument, though obviously fallacious, is very appealing to those who embrace democracy.  Democratic government grants substantial governmental power to “the people.”  It is painful for people who live under such governments to admit that they may be governed by people who do not know what they’re doing, so there is subtle psychological pressure to believe that “the people” do know what they’re doing (in the face of considerable evidence to the contrary).  The one lemming who says:  “I think we’re going in the wrong direction” may very well be right.


Sometimes this fallacy is joined to the fallacy of the appeal to force: “You will never have a big church if you teach that…”  When combined with the fallacy of the expert, it takes on an interesting hybrid form:  “Most experts agree…”  Well, if one expert can be wrong, a group of experts can be wrong (and there are profound social-psychological forces which promote conformity), so the truthfulness of an argument cannot be established by merely recording what the majority of experts (or non-experts) think.

11. The Genetic fallacy.


The genetic fallacy is a specious argument whereby the explanation of the origins of a viewpoint is considered to be an argument for or against (normally the latter) the viewpoint itself.  A reasonably common example occurs when people argue that we should not observe Christmas because it “came from” ancient pagan winter celebrations.  The observation is historically true enough, in itself, but it does not necessarily invalidate the present celebration.  What would invalidate the present celebration would be to demonstrate that there are impious or untruthful or harmful dimensions to the present celebration.  I myself am provisionally convinced, on other grounds, that the celebration of Christmas is largely a bad idea (and unlawful, if enforced in churches as a holy day), but I have no problems with it in terms of its origins.  When the Israelites “plundered the Egyptians,” neither Moses nor Aaron objected.  The origin of the plundered valuables did not render them less valuable.  When food sacrificed to idols was eaten by Christians, the apostle Paul had no objections to the eating, provided that the true and living God was given His proper thanks for the meal.

12. The “slippery slope.”


The “slippery slope” argument proceeds by arguing that the eventual consequences of a view will be disastrous, not because of the inherent logic of the view, but because someone or ones who embrace the view have gone on to embrace disastrous views.  “Ted Kennedy studied law and became a boozer and a womanizer.  It’s a slippery slope; once you start down it’s hard to come back.”  Well, it may be true that Kennedy studied law (though it’s equally likely that he paid someone to take his tests for him, and that he boozed and womanized his way through law school), but the fact that one student of law ended up a pathetic moral example does not mean that it is, in fact, a slippery slope down which every student of jurisprudence will inevitably slide.

13. Appeal to pity.


In an increasingly fractured, dysfunctional, and neurotic society, this evidently fallacious mode of arguing is sure to continue to advance in its frequency.  In this appeal, the negative consequences of a decision (regarding truth or duty) are held forth as grounds of determining the matter in a particular way.  “I concede your point, but if we embrace that view it will hurt Chuck’s feelings.  You know, he feels very strongly about this.”  There are actually some people who are “pro-choice” on the issue of abortion-on-demand for this reason.  They admit that the best available evidence, whether scientific or religious, indicates that unborn children are human beings, and that abortion is therefore the taking of innocent life.  “However, if we take that position, publicly, how will it make those mothers who have aborted their babies feel?”  Well, in all likelihood, it may make them feel like unwitting parties to manslaughter.  But if they were parties to manslaughter, is not the avoidance of more manslaughter a greater consideration than the feelings of the one who committed the manslaughter?  Even more important (for our purposes), is to assert that how a proposition makes someone feel is irrelevant to the truthfulness of the proposition (in this case, that abortion is murderous).

14.  Argument from silence.


Ordinarily, the argument from silence is fallacious.  “Paul says nothing about the virgin birth; therefore he did not believe in it.”  This argument is errant on several grounds.  First, we only have 13 of Paul’s letters, we do not have all of them.  Second, Paul may have said a few things orally which he never wrote down (I’ve said a few things I wouldn’t dare put in writing, and I’m pretty daring).  Third, Paul may have believed many things that he never told anyone, orally or in writing.  The point is, we can only know Paul’s thoughts on the virgin birth by consulting what he said about the virgin birth.  If we have no record of his thoughts on a subject, we have no ground for asserting anything about his views, one way or another.


There are circumstances when an argument from silence is valid.  If what is being debated is whether Paul said anything about the virgin birth in the canonical letters, it is perfectly cogent to settle the argument on the basis of silence.  

15. The “Proof-text” fallacy.


This variation on the argument from silence is somewhat uniquely Christian, though its roots spring, undoubtedly, from the anti-intellectualism that is part and parcel of American life.  The “proof-text” fallacy argues that something is not (or cannot be) true unless the Bible expressly says that it is true.  The proof-text fallacy refuses (when convenient) to admit the propriety of inferential reasoning, despite the fact that such reasoning is one of the most basic properties of the human mind.  For instance, the Bible “nowhere says” that we should pay anyone’s oil bill.  Nevertheless, the inference we draw from James’s denunciation of those who do not clothe or feed their brethren in need goes beyond food and clothing to seeing that their homes are heated.  Without inferential reasoning, we become like many of the Pharisees, attempting to reduce the rich implications of the biblical ethic to specific rules for specific situations.  Some are guilty of this fallacy when they say, “Show me a passage in the Bible that commands infant baptism and I’ll believe it.”  The argument for infant baptism (whether a cogent argument or not) is inferential, not direct, as is the argument for the Trinity or for worshiping on Sunday,  or, for that matter, the argument against baptizing infants.  Most Baptists worship on Sunday despite the fact that there is no place in the scriptures where this is expressly commanded.  Most of them believe in the Trinity also, despite the fact that it is not expressly taught.  Most of them “dedicate” infants, despite the fact that this is not expressly commanded in the Bible.  Baptizing infants may be wrong, and there may be good reasons for opposing the practice, but the silence of an explicit command to baptize infants is no reason for opposing the practice.
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