Between Fallacies and More Fallacies?

Igor /. Zagar

Introduction

n this paper, I propose a rhetorical reading of Austin, an Austinian in-

Iterpretation of Hamblin, and a hybrid Austino-Hamblinian perspec-
tive on fallacies (or what is considered to be fallacies).

I’ll be asking three questions: What are fallacies? Is there anything

like fallacies in natural languages at all? And consequently: aren’t we

forced to commit and live (in) fallacies (or “fallacies”)?

J. L. Austin as rhetorician

J. L. Austin is usually considered to be the “father” of speech act theory,
and the “inventor” of performativity. In a very general framework this is
both true, but historically and epistemologically speaking there is a nar-
row and intricate correlation, as well as a deep rupture between the two
theories.

Performativity came about as a result of Austin’s deep dissatisfaction
with classical philosophical (logical) division between statements/utter-
ances that can be (and should be) either true or false (with no gradation
in between), and only serve to describe the extra-linguistic reality (a di-
vision that implies another opposition between saying and doing 7 lan-
guage and wizh language).

Speech acts, on the other hand, came about as a result of Austin’s dis-
satisfaction with his own performative/constative distinction, a distinc-
tion that placed on the one side the utterances with which we can do (per-

form) something (and are neither true or false), and the utterances with
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which we can only describe what is already “out there” (and can be either
true or false). After a careful consideration of what could be the criteria of
performativity in the first part of his lectures (that later became a book),
in the second part Austin comes to a conclusion that not only performa-
tives do something (with words), but that every utterance does something
(with words). ‘Something’ implying: not just describing reality. But be-
tween the two poles of the lectures, the performative one and the speech
acts one, there is an important (I'll call it rhetorical) transitional passage
that is usually overlooked, and I would like to start my humble examina-
tion of fallacies here, with this passage.

Can we be sure that stating truly is a different class of assessment from
arguing soundly, advising well, judging fairly, and blaming justil‘iably?
Do these not have somctlaing to do in complicated way with facts? ...
Facts come in as well as our knowlcdgc or opinion about facts. (Austin,

1962/1980: p. 142).

There are two important epistemological innovations in this

paragraph:

(1)  Statements (stating truly) are given the same status (not the privileged
one) as all other utterances we may produce;
(2)  Facts are given the same status as (our, your, their ...) knowledge of

Jacts.

And here is Austin’s rationale for this:

..consider also foramomentwhether the question of truch or falsity is so
very objcctivc. We ask: Ts it a fair stacement?’, and are che good reasons
and good evidence for stating and saying so very different from the good
reasons and evidence for pcrformativc acts like arguing, warning, and
judging? [s the constative, then, always true or false? When a constative
is confronted with the facts, we in fact appraisc itin ways involving the
employment of a vast array of terms, which overlap with those that we
usein the appraisal ofpcrl:ormativcs. Inreallife, as opposcd to the simplc
situations cnvisagcd in logical theory, one cannot always answer in a sim-

ple manner whether it is true or false.1 (Austin, 1962/1980: pp- 142-143)

What is true and what is false?

Truth and falsity therefore don’t have objective criteria, but depend on
“good reasons and good evidence” we have for stating something. And
even then, we assess constatives employing “a vast array of terms”, which

1 All emphases throughout the textare mine - 1. 7.7.
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should be understood as “not just whether they correspond to facts or
not”. And Austin’s conclusion concurs with Hamblin’s (as we will see lat-
er): it is easy to say what is true or false in logic (as a formally constructed
system), it is much more complicated and less evident in everyday life and
everyday language use.

Here are Austin’ arguments for this ‘relativization’

Supposc thatwe confront Franceis hcxagonal)with the facts, in this case,
[ suppose, with France, is it true or false? Well, ifyou like, up to a point;
of course | can see what you mean by saying thatitis true for certain in-
tents and purposes. Itis good Cnough fora top—ranking general, pcrhaps,
but not fora gcographct (Naturally itis pretey rou gh " we should say, ‘and
pretey good as a pretty rough statement. But then someone says: ‘Burtis
it true or is it false? [ don’t mind whether it is rough or not; of course its
rough, butit has to be true or false, it’s a statement, isnt it>” How can one
answer this qucstion, whether itis crue or false chat France is hcxagonal?
Ie isjust rough, and thatisthe right and final answer to the question of the
relation of ‘France is hexagonal’ to France. Itisa rough description; itis

nota true ora false one. (Austin, 1962/1980: p 143).

True, false or (just) rough
Statements/utterances can therefore not just be either true or false, there
is (or at least should be) a gradation between what is false and what is true,
between o and 1. What we say in everyday communication can be more or
less true, true up to a (certain) point, or more precisely: true for certain in-
tents and purposes. As ‘France is hexagonal’ is a rough description, so are
‘France is a country of good wines’, or ‘France is a country of ripe cheeses”,
for example. But these utterances are not true (or false) in any formal (i.c.
logical) sense of the term: One must have good (specific) reasons and spe-
cific (appropriately oriented) intentions for uttering them.

This brings us to an important part of this discussion, the question
of framing,

What is judgcd true in a schoolbook may not be so judged in a work of
historical research. Consider the constative, Tord Raglan won the battle
of Alma’, remembering that Alma was a soldier’s battle if ever there was
one, and that Lord Raglan’s orders were never transmitted to some of his
subordinates. Did Lord Raglan then win the battle of Alma or did he
not? Of course in some contexts, perhaps in a schoolbook, it is pcrfectly
justiﬁablc to say SO--it is somcthing ofan cxaggcration, maybc, and there

would be no question ofgiving Raglan amedal for it. As France is hex-
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agonal’ is rough, so Lord Ragian won the battle of Alma’is cxaggcratcd
and suitable to some contexts and not to others; it would be pointlcss to

insist on its truch or falsity. (Austin, 1962/1980: pp. 143-144).

Truth, falsity and the context

What we say can therefore not only be more or less true, true up to a point,
or true for certain intents and purposes, it can also be true only in some
contexts, but not in others. And that is not all, Austin’s relativization
continues:

Thirdly, let us consider the question whether it is true that all snow
geese migrate to Labrador, given that pcrhaps one maimed one some-
times fails when migrating to get quite the whole way. Faced with such
probiems, many have claimed, with much justice, that utterances such
as those beginning ‘All. are prescriptive definitions or advice to adopt
a rule. Bur whar rule? This idea arises partly through not understand-
ing the reference of such statements, which is limited to the known; we
cannot quite make the simpie statement that the truth of statements de-
pcnds on facts as distinct from knowiedgc of facts. Suppose that before
Australiais discovered X says ‘All swans are white’ lfyou later find ablack
swan in Australia, is X refuted? Is his statement false now? Not neces-
sariiy: he will take it back but he could say T wasn't talking about swans
absolutciy cverywherc; for examplc, [ was not making astatement about
possibic swans on Mars. Reference dcpends on knowlcdgc atthe time of

utterance. (Austin, 1962/1980: p. 14 4).
If we sum up all these Austin’s hedgings, we get the following:

(1)  what we say can only be more or less true (i.e. true up to a point);
(3) it can only be true for certain intents and purposes;
(4

s) its truth (or falsity) depends on knowledge at the time of utterance.

~—

it can only be true in some contexts, and

Circumstances, audiences, purposes and intentions — not truth or
falsity

This is a real rhetorical perspective on communication (truth, logic, and
philosophy) that was very often overlooked, mostly at the expense of clas-
sificatory madness that started with J. R. Searle. What Austin is propos-
ing is that - outside logic, in the real world, in everyday communication,
where we don’t go around with propositions in our pockets and truth ta-
bles in our hands - the truth or falsity of what we say be replaced by right
or proper things to say, in these circumstances, to this audience, for these
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purposes and with these intentions. Such a proposal is very Protagorean in
nature and does justice to the first three canons of rhetoric, or more ap-
propriately to the officia oratoris, placing emphasis on inventio and espe-
cially on elocutio.

I will claim that Hamblin followed the same enterprise 15 years later
with his Fallacies. These two ground-breaking works follow the same pat-
tern, run parallel, and I will (hopefully) show why.

C. L. Hamblin’s pragmatic perspective

Formal language vs. natural language

1) In real life, as opposed to the simple situations envisaged in logical the-
ory, one cannot always answer in a simple manner whether something is
true or false. And Hamblin elaborates:

Within a formal languagc itis gcncrally clear Cnough which arguments
are forma]ly valid; but an ordinary—languagc argument cannot be de-
clared “formally valid” or ‘formally fallacious” until the language within
which it is cxprcsscd is brought into relation with that of some logical

system. (Hamblin, 1970/2004: p.193).

The message of this passage is very clear: we can speak of formal va-
lidity (which includes truth and falsity, and, consequently, fallacies) only
in formal systems (but Hamblin relativizes even that by saying “i# is gene-
rally clear enough”), but not in “natural languages”. If we want any kind
of formal validity in natural languages, which wouldn’t involve only /z
langue (language) in de Saussure’s conceptualization, but also his /z pa-
role (speech, (everyday) communication) - we need to bring it into rela-
tion with a formal language of a formal (logical) system. This “bringing
into relation” usually means: translating the very vast vocabulary (lexi-
con) of ordinary language, with its extremely ramified semantics and
pragmatics, into a very limited vocabulary of logic with its even more lim-
ited semantics.

And we can do so, Hamblin argues, “only at the expense of features
essential to natural language.” (Hamblin, 1970/2004: p. 213).

Arguments are meant to interpret, not describe “reality”
2) Reference depending on knowledge at the time of utterance. And
Hamblin elaborates:

If the arguments we are discussing are arguments that John Smith pro-
duces within his own head and for his own edification, the appraisal«cri—

teria will refer Cxclusively to what is known to John Smith, in doubt to
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John Smith, and so on. However, the paradigm case of an argument is
that in which it is produccd by one person to convinee another.” (Ham-

blin, 1970/2004: p.239).

My interpretation of the above passage would be that there is no per-
ennial and universal truth(s), and consequently, no perennial and uni-
versal truth-conditions or criteria. The truth is relative, but we shouldn’t
understand ‘relative’ as a trivial stereotype that everything changes and
everything can be different. ‘Relative’ should be understood more in its
etymological sense (relativus = having reference or relation to; from rela-
tus (pp) = to refer), as a thing (concept, thought) having a relation to or be-
ing in a relation to another thing (concept, thought). In a particular rela-
tion (X vs. Y), the truth (the “truth”) is seen and represented as such and
such; in some other relation (X vs. Z), the truth (the “truth”) may be seen
and represented differently.

Arguments and acceptance: the role of the audience
3) Right or proper things to say in these circumstances, to this audience,
for these purposes and with these intentions. And Hamblin elaborates:

W hat good reasons various pcoplc may have for accepting various state-
ments and proccdures are, no doubt, themselves sometimes relevant to
the worth of‘argument erected on them; but, if we are to draw the line
anywherc, acceptance by person the argument is aimed at — the person
for whom the argument is an argument — is the appropriate basis of a set

of criteria. (Hamblin, 1970/2004: p. 242).

According to Hamblin, there are no universal arguments or univer-
sal criteria for what an argument should look like to be (seen as) an argu-
ment. An argument should be adopted and/or constructed relative to the
(particular) circumstances and the (particular) audience, as well as to the
purposes and intentions we, as arguers, have. Consequently, there can be
no universal fallacies or universal criteria for what a fallacy is in everyday
communication (persuasion and argumentation).

Arguments and truth-conditions? Whose truth conditions?

4) Argumentation/persuasion has no necessary link with truth or falsity.
And Hamblin elaborates:

We must distinguish the different possiblc purposes a practical argu-
ment may have. Let us suppose, first, that A wishes to convince B of T,
and discovers that B already accepts S: A can argue ‘S, therefore T  inde-

pendcntly of whether Sand T are real Iy true.Judged by B’s standards, this
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isa good argument and, if A is arguing with B and has any notion at all
ofwinning, he will have to start from somcthing B will accept. The same
point applics to the infcrcncc—proccduro One of the purposes of argu-
ment, whether we like it or not, is to convince, and our criteria would be
lessthan adcquatc ifthcy had nothing tosay abouthowwellan argument

may meet this purpose. (Hamblin, 1970/2004: p. 241).

This is a kind of a corollary to the previous point (point 3): not only
do we have to rely on arguments that are acceptable by the person the ar-
gument is aimed at, we have to use these arguments (at least as our starting
points), even if we are not sure whether they are true or false, good or bad.

Rational arguments or/and rational choice of arguments?

The previous quote also openly exposes and emphasizes one of the fac-
ets of arguments that is too often timidly held in the shade by (some) ar-
gumentation theories: one of the purposes of argument s to convince, not
just to present a good, solid, valid “evidence”. And in his plea for convic-
tion, Hamblin even goes a step further, for some argumentation theories
maybe even over the edge:

5) Conviction, of course, may be secured by threat, water torture or hyp-
notism instead ofby argument, and it s possible that Logic should have
nothing to say about these means; butwe can hardly claim thatan argu-
mentis notanargument because it procccds ex concesso, or that such ar-

guments have no rational criteria of worth (Hamblin, 1970/2004: p- 241).

Threat, water torture or hypnotism (we could add more) would be,
no doubt, judged as fallacious means of securing conviction by standard,
mainstream theories of argumentation (if there is any such thing at all).
But Hamblin’s point is worth some consideration: these means of “con-
viction” are arguments nevertheless. They may not be rational arguments,
but there may be (more or less) rational criteria or reasons for using them
(at least in particular circumstances).

Troubles with fallacies

In this light, Hamblin’s claim from the beginning of his book that there
has never yet been 2 book on fallacies becomes more understandable:
Arthur Schopenhauer’s Art of Controversy is, in his opinion, too short,
Jeremy Bentham’s Book of Fallacies is too specialized, the medieval trea-
tises are mostly commentaries on Aristotle, and Aristotle’s Sophistical
Refutations are, in Hamblin’s view, “just the ninth book of his Topics”
(Hamblin, 1970/2004: p. 11).
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So the state of the art would be that nobody is particularly satisfied
with this corner of Jogic, concludes Hamblin (and he is emphasizing log-
ic, not language).

Impossibility to classify fallacies

And, there may be a reason for that. Even if in almost every account from
Aristotle onwards we can read that a fallacious argument is one that seezzs
to be valid, but it is not, it is rather often argued that it is impossible to
classify fallacies at all (and I have just presented Hamblin’s own contri-
bution(s) to this impossibility). Hamblin himself quotes De Morgan
(1847/1926: p. 276, in Hamblin, 1970/2004: p. 13): “There is no such thing
as a classification of the ways in which men may arrive at an error: it is
much to be doubted whether there ever can be.” And Joseph (1906/1916: p.
569, in Hamblin, 1970/2004: p. 13): “Truth may have its norms, but error
is infinite in its aberrations, and cannot be digested in any classification.”
And Cohen and Nagel (1934: p. 382, in Hamblin, 1970/2004: p. 13): “It
would be impossible to enumerate all the abuses of logical principles oc-
curring in the diverse matters in which men are interested.”

Impossibility to avoid fallacies
On the other hand, it seems that certain alleged fallacies are unavoidable,
which raises the question whether they are fallacies at all (and even much
more important ones: how to classify fallacies? Are there any stable cri-
teria for detecting fallacies? All the way to the obvious one: is there any-
thing like fallacies at all?).

Already Port Royal logic (Arnauld & Nicole, 1662/1964: p. 264, in
Hamblin, 1970/2004: p. 46) warns about caveats:

Fina“y, we reason sophistica“y when we draw a gcncral conclusion from
an incomplcte induction. When from the examination of many par-
ticular instances we conclude to a general statement, we have made an
induction. After the waters ofmany seas have been found salty and the
waters of—many rivers found fresh, we can conclude that sea water is salty
but river wateris fresh ... Itis enough tosay here that imperfect inductions
— that is inductions based on examination of fewer than all instances —

O&Cll lcad us to error.

While David Hume (1748/1963, in Hamblin, 1970/2004: p. 29) is
quite unambiguous: every argument from particular cases to a general rule
must be fallacious.
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Are all fallacies fallacious?

Hamblin, 200 years after Hume, opens a new perspective on this prob-
lem: if some fallacies seem to be omnipresent and unavoidable, maybe we
shouldn’t treat them as fallacies at all: “Fallacy of Secundum Quid [hasty
generalization] is an ever-present and unavoidable possibility in practical
situations, and any formal system that avoids it can do so only at the ex-
pense of features essential to natural language.” (Hamblin, 1970/2004: p.
213) Ignoratio Elenchi [ignoring the issue, irrelevant conclusion] is anoth-
er fallacy of this unavoidable kind. Hamblin (1970/2004: p. 31) argues:

This category can be stretched to cover virtually every kind offallacy. If
an arguer argues for a certain conclusion while falscly bclicving or sug-
gesting that a different conclusion is established, one for which the first
conclusion isirrelevant, then the arguer commits the fallacy ofirrelevant

conclusion. The premises miss the point.

Secundum Quid, for example, could thus be easily interpreted just as
an instance of Ignoratio Elenchi.

Begging the question [petitio principii, circular reasoning] fits in the
same category; already J. S. Mill (in his System of Logic, 1843) claims that
all valid reasoning commits this fallacy. While Cohen & Nagel’s (1934:
p- 379, in Hamblin, 1970/2004: p. 35) affirm (and this passage is absolute-
ly crucial):

There is a sense in which all science is circular, for all proof rests upon
assumptions which are not derived from others but are justiﬁed by the
setof consequences which are deduced from them... Buc there is a differ-
ence between a circle consisting of asmall number of-propositions, from
whichwe can escape by dcnying themall, or sctting up their contradicto-
ries, and the circle of theoretical science and human observation, which

is so wide that we cannot set up any alternative to it.

A possible conclusion we could draw from these observations: on
the micro level, we can fuss about small things, everyday conversation
and everyday reasoning, and pass our time in inventing numerous falla-
cies, but when it comes to the macro level, to big things (the big picture),
fallacies are not objectionable any more — because there is no alternative.
A problem that is very similar to Godel’s (first) incompleteness theorem
(Kleene, 1967: p. 250):

Any effectively generated theory Capable of expressing elementary
arithmetic cannot be both consistent and complctc. In Particular, for

any consistent, CH:CCtiVCIy generated formal tl’lCOfy thilt proves certain
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basic arichmetic truchs, there is an arithmetical statement thar is true, but not

prawz/i/f in the [/26079/.

This theorem was designed to prove inherent limitations (incom-
pleteness) for axiomatic systems for mathematics, but what Cohen and
Nagel are claiming is, mutatis mutandis, an application of Godel’s (first)
incompleteness theorem to (possible) theories of fallacies. Graphically, we
could represent it like this:

And averbal explanation of this encircling could read like this: small-
er the systems or frameworks (of interest and work), with specific and un-
ambiguous rules, easier it is to detect and declare something a fallacy.
Bigger the systems or frameworks (“naturally” comprising many small(er)
ones), with less specific and more loose rules, harder and less relevant it is
to detect and declare something a fallacy. We could thus represent the re-
lationship between social relations (practical reasoning in everyday life/
society) and “formal” relations (logical reasoning) as follows:
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Or put differently: from a small circle perspective (micro-level),
what is going on within the biggest circle (macro-level) could easily be de-
scribed as fallacious (according to micro-level standards and criteria). And
what is going on within the biggest circle might be described as absolutely
correct, valid and/or sound (according to macro-level standards and crite-
ria), while the standards and criteria of the small(est) circle might easily be
described as fallacious (according to macro-level standards and criteria).
What is a bit surprising, even strange about this micro - macro relation-
ship, is that both levels (micro and macro) could and would use the same
“conceptual” grounds for declaring something as fallacy.

Here is an illustration from well-developed fields within humanities
and social sciences, the difference between macrohistory and microhisto-
ry (Steele 2006, www.guernicus.com):

A macrohistory takesa long view o{:history, looking at multiple sociceties
and nations over the course of centuries to reach broad—ranging conclu-
sions about the march ofhistory. Using vastamounts of data — some ver-
ified but much of it estimated — the macrohistorian makes conjectures
based on averages. This approach might appear to have the mostinterest
ona gcneral level, but often loses sight oflocal and individual differences.
When writing microhistory, the author concentrates upona singlc indi-

vidual Oor com munity ill]d through study and ana]ysis, attcmpts to l‘CilCh
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undcrstanding of wider issues at play. Vcry tightly limited both spatially
and tcmporaﬂy, a microhistory might appear of rather limited impor—
tance to a reader whose interests lie beyond that particular pointin time
and space butin fact, the approach does have cerrain advantagcs‘ Theau-
thor of such a history is usually an expertin their field, knowing not just
the gcncralitics but also the minutiac of their study. This allows a level of
dcpth not usuaHy found in more broadly based works. In addition, thcy
may avoid the natural biases that come in macrohistories from the area

oi:specialization of the author.

If we sum up: when a macrohistorian “takes a long view of histo-
ry, looking at multiple societies and nations over the course of centuries
to reach broad-ranging conclusions about the march of history”, making
“conjectures based on averages”, for a microhistorian he may be commit-
ting a Straw Man fallacy, namely taking facts and data from a particular
(micro) context and projecting them on a much larger screen. Such a gen-
eralization necessary implies “conjectures based on averages”, while con-
jectures based on averages usually qualify as another (very general) fallacy,
namely “hasty generalization” or Secundum Quid.

On the other hand, when microhistorian “concentrates upon a sin-
gle individual or community”, “very tightly limited both spatially and
temporally”, he is — again, but from the opposite direction — taking facts
and data from a much larger (macro) context and restricting them to a
much narrower screen. Thus he may be committing a Straw Man fallacy
for a macrohistorian, as well as a hasty generalization or Secundum Quid,
because he is not taking into account all the elements of a larger picture.
We could, once more, represent this relationship as follows:
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From a historical perspective, macrohistory, no doubt, embraces mi-
crohistory. But from a perspective of historiography, what counts as the
basic operating principle (even basic epistemological and methodological
precept) of macrohistory could easily be seen as a fallacy by microhisto-
ry, and vice versa. If they embraced what I will call the fallacies hypothe-
sis (i.e. the assumption that there are ready made fallacies lurking at what
we say (and do)). If they don’t embrace the fallacy hypothesis, microhisto-
ry and macrohistory constructively complement each other.

Superabundance and redundance of fallacies

If we take a look at a situation 40 years after Hamblin, which is today,
what we see is an enormous interest in fallacies (and not only among argu-
mentation theorists): there are many, even too many writings on fallacies,
and many, even too many definitions of what fallacies are. But the reason
for this inflation of writings on fallacies (and even production of ever new
ones) may be the same as the one Hamblin mentioned for the shortage of ac-
counts on_fallacies: the impossibility to unequivocally and unambiguous-
ly classify fallacies at all.

Here is a sample of definitions we can find online? Why am I con-
centrating on fallacies we can find online? Because online would be the
first “place” people interested to know what fallacies are and how they
function would look for, not the scholarly debates among argumentation
theorists.

I highlighted the most ambiguous and vague parts of these online
definitions, and provided short (critical) glosses between square brackets:

Vagueness and ambiguity of definitions

1)  “Afallacy is, very generally, [not specific enough, no informative val-
ue] an error in reasoning. This differs from a factual error, which
is simply being wrong about the facts. To be more specific, a falla-
cy is an “argument” in which the premises given for the conclusion
do not provide the needed degree of support [what kind of support?]
(Labossiere, The Nizkor Project (http://www.nizkor.org/features/
fallacies/))

»

2)  “In logic and rhetoric [logic and rhetoric have very different princi-
ples of functioning] a fallacy is incorrect reasoning in argumentation
[unclear; what is reasoning in argumentation?] resulting in a miscon-
ception [misconception of what?]. By accident or design, fallacies may
exploit emotional triggers in the listener or interlocutor (e.g. appeal
to emotion), or take advantage of social relationships between people
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(e.g. argument from authority) [what about ‘rational’ or ‘logical’ fal-

lacies?].” (Wikipedia (http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Fallacy)).

3)  “Afallacyisakind of error [unclear; what does ‘a kind of..” mean?] in
reasoning. ... Fallacies should not be persuasive, but they often are.
Fallacies may be created unintentionally, or they may be created in-
tentionally in order to deceive other people.” (Internet Encyclopedia
of Philosophy (http://www.iep.utm.edu/fallacy/)).

4) “Fallacies are defects [what kind of defects?] that weaken [does ‘weak-
en’ mean that these arguments are still arguments, but with less argu-
mentative force?] arguments... It is important to realize two things
about fallacies: First, fallacious arguments are very, very common
and can be quite persuasive, at least to the casual reader or listener...
Second, it is sometimes hard to evaluate whether an argument is fal-
lacious.” (Handout and links (http://www.unc.edu/depts/wcweb/
handouts/fallacies.html)).

s)  “A“fallacy” is a mistake [any kind of mistake?], and a “logical” falla-
¢y is a mistake in reasoning is every mistake in reasoning - btw. what
does count as a mistake in reasoning? - a “logical” fallacy?] There are,
of course, other types of mistake than mistakes in reasoning. For in-
stance, factual mistakes are sometimes referred to as “ fallacies” [repeti-
tive, even circular, but not explicative enough].” (Fallacy files, http://
www.fallacyfiles.org/introtof.heml).

Inventing the fallacies

Obviously, there is quite a confusion about what fallacies are nowadays.
And this confusion, this inability (impossibility?) to propose clear-cut cri-
teria, boundaries and definitions, generates new fallacies. Actually, there
is quite an inflation of (new) fallacies. Here are just a few of my favourite
ones (found online as well):

a)  Poisoning the Well Fallacy
(Nizkor project: http://www.nizkor.org/features/fallacies/poison-
ing-the-well.html)

“This sort of “reasoning” involves trying to discredit what a person
might later claim by presenting unfavorable information (be it true or
false) about the person. This “argument” has the following form:

()  Unfavorable information (be it true or false) about person A is
presented.
(2) Therefore any claims person A makes will be false.
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Example

Before Class:
Bill: “Boy, that professor is a real jerk. I think he is some sort of euro-
centric fascist.”

Jill: “Yeah.”

During Class:
Prof. Jones: “..and so we see that there was never any ‘Golden Age of
Matriarchy’ in 1895 in America.”

After Class:
Bill: “See what I mean?”
Jill: “Yeah. There must have been a Golden Age of Matriarchy, since

5, »»

that jerk said there wasn’.

First, it is not quite evident that this is a fallacy; fallacy is a fallacions
argument and it is yet to be extracted (if any) from the above dialogue.

Secondly, if we apply a kind of a principle of charity, and concede
there is an argument in the above dialogue, we don’t need to invent any
new fallacy, it could easily be analysed as Ignoratio Elenchi, Secundum
Quid or even Petitio Principii (if we stay with the all-embracing falla-
cies (or “fallacies”)). But it could also be a version of Ad Hominem, Straw
Man, even Ad Populum. So, why create a new fallacy? Maybe because it is
hard to choose between the existing ones, since the criteria are so unclear?

b)  Nirvana fallacy
(Wikipedia: http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Nirvana_fallacy)

The Nirvana fallacy is the logical error of comparing actual things
with unrealistic, idealized alternatives. It can also refer to the tendency to
assume that there is a perfect solution to a particular problem.

Example: “If we go on the Highway 95 at four in the morning we
will get to our destination exactly on time because there will be NO traf-
fic whatsoever.””

First, there is no reason or justification to label this “fallacy” a “logi-
cal error”; there is nothing “logical” about it unless we treat everything we
say as “logical”. Secondly, even if criteria for detecting fallacies are not very
clear, it is clear enough that “Nirvana fallacy” could be analysed as Ad

Consequentiam or/and Ad Ignorantiam (leaving aside at least the ubiqui-
tous Secundum Quid).

101



SOLSKO POLJE, LETNIK XXIX, STEVILKA 3-4

o) Argqumentum ad Hitlerum
(Wikipedia: http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/
Reductio_ad_Hitlerum)

“Reductio ad Hitlerum, also argumentum ad Hitlerum, (dog Latin
for “reduction to Hitler” or “argument to Hitler,” respectively) is an ad
hominem or ad misericordiam argument, and is an informal fallacy. It
is a fallacy of irrelevance where a conclusion is suggested based solely on
something or someone’s origin rather than its current meaning or context.
This overlooks any difference to be found in the present situation, typi-
cally transferring the positive or negative esteem from the earlier context.
Hence this fallacy fails to examine the claim on its merit.

Example: Hitler was a vegetarian, so vegetarianism is wrong.

As already mentioned in the ‘definition’ this is an ad Hominem ar-
gument (or an Ad Misericordiam one), so why create a new one? Maybe
because it could also be interpreted as Ignoratio Elenchi and Secundum
Quid, even as Ad Populum or/and Ad Baculum. And in order to avoid
ambiguity, another fallacy is created? Which actually increases the (possi-
bility of) ambiguity as far as criteria and definitions are concerned. But on
the other hand, new and separate labels (new fallacies) can facilitate the
choice of consumers of fallacies and fallacy enthusiasts.

Back to Austin and Hamblin

(via pragma-dialectics and Douglas Walton)

There is much more theoretical rigour as to what fallacies are and how to
detect them in academic circles, among argumentation scholars. We will
briefly mention two perspectives on fallacies: pragma-dialectics (probably
the most influential school of argumentation), and Douglas Walton’s ap-
proach to fallacies.

Pragma-dialectics: violation of rules for critical discussion

From the very start, from the very first book by van Eemeren and
Grootendorst (1984: p. 177), fallacies would be defined as “violations of
the code of conduct for rational discussants”. What does that mean? Here
is a quote from Argumentation, Communication and Fallacies (Eemeren
and Grootendorst, 1992: p. 104):

We present an ideal model in which the rules for reasonable argumenta-
tive discourse are spcciﬁcd asrules for the pcrformancc of‘specch actsin
a critical discussion aimed at rfxo/ﬂiﬂgﬂ dz’:pm‘a For each stage of the dis-
cussion, the rules indicate when participants intcnding to resolve a dis-
pute are entitled, or indeed obliged, to carry outa particular move. Thcy
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must observe all the rules that are instrumental to rcsolving the disputc.
Any infringement of a discussion rule, whichever party commits it and
at whatever stage in the discussion, is a possiblc threat to the resolution
of a dispute and must therefore be regardcd as an incorrect discussion
move. Fallacies are analyzcd as such incorrect discussion moves in which

adiscussion rule has been violated.

Pragma-dialectics differentiates between four stages (of discussion):

the confrontation stage, the opening stage, the argumentation stage and

the concluding stage, and here is a list of ten requirements (“ten com-

mandments”) that represent the basic “code of conduct for rational dis-

cussants” (Eemeren and Grootendorst, 2004: pp. 190-195). Violation of

any of these requirements or discussion moves is considered to be a fallacy

(i.e. an obstruction of the resolution of a difference of opinion):

I.

I0.

Discussants may not prevent each other from advancing standpints
or from calling standpoints into question.

Discussants who advance a standpoint may not refuse to defend this
standpoint when requested to do so.

Attacks on standpoints may not bear on a standpoint that has not
actually been put forward by the other party.

Standpoints may not be defended by non-argumentation or argu-
mentation that is not relevant to the standpoint.

Discussants may not falsely attribute unexpressed premises to the
other party, nor disown responsibility for their own unexpressed
premises.

Discussants may not falsely present something as an accepted start-
ing point or falsely deny that something is an accepted starting
point.

Reasoning that in an argumentation is presented as formally conclu-
sive may not be invalid in a logical sense.

Standpoint may not be regarded as conclusively defended by argu-
mentation that is not presented as based on formally conclusive rea-
soning if the defense does not take place by means of appropriate ar-
gument schemes that are applied correctly.

Inconclusive defenses of standpoints may not lead to maintain-
ing these standpoints, and conclusive defenses of standpoints may
not lead to maintaining expressions of doubt concerning these
standpoints.

Discussants may not use any formulations that are insufficiently
clear or confusingly ambiguous, and they may not deliberately mis-
interpret the other party’s formulations.

103



SOLSKO POLJE, LETNIK XXIX, STEVILKA 3-4

The pragma-dialectical view on fallacies definitely represents a big
step forward from the so called “standard treatment” (of fallacies): it is dy-
namic, not static (i.c. it doesn’t rely on fixed lists of alleged fallacies), and
it is dialectic (i.e. what is fallacious is revealed in dialogue/discussion and
through dialogue/discussion). Nevertheless, the pragma-dialectical ac-
count of fallacies is still pretty rigid:

1) not all argumentation is about “resolving a difference of opinion”
(epistemologically speaking, it is not clear why differences of opin-
ion should be resolved at all);

2) fallacies are defined as infringements of the above mentioned discus-
sion rules, necessary for and leading to the resolution of a difference
of opinion.

In other words, pragma-dialectical view on fallacies is narrowly re-
stricted to the pragma-dialectical theory itself.

Douglas Walton: illicit dialectical shifts
Douglas Walton’s approach (i.e. the transformation of his views) is much
more interesting in this respect. In Fallacies (1989), a collection of previ-
ously published articles by himself and John Woods, Walton is still pret-
ty logic oriented (though different kinds of logic are taken into consid-
cration in order to explain different kind of fallacies from the “standard
treatment”).

A considerable break is achieved by Walton’s systematic study of
dialogue and dialogue types. Here is how he defines dialogue in 1992
(Walton, 1992a: p. 133):

A dz’ﬂ/ogue isan exchange of.specch acts berween two speech partners in
turn-taking sequence aimed at a collective goal. The dialoguc is coberent
to the extent that the individual spccch acts fit togcthcr to contribute to
this goal. Aswell, cach participant has an individual goal in the dialoguc,
and both participants have an obligation in the dialogue, defined by the

nature of their collective and individual goal,

Walton differentiates between several kinds of dialogue (persuasion
dialogue, information-seeking dialogue, advice-solicitation dialogue, ex-
pert consultation dialogue, negotiation dialogue, inquiry dialogue, eristic
dialogue) and “argumentation needs to be judged as correct or incorrect in
relation to a multiplicity of different models of reasoned dialogue” (1992:
p-133). Even during a single discussion, interlocutors may shift from one
type of dialogue to another, and these “dialectical shifts”, writes Walton,
can be often associated with informal fallacies (1992a: p. 139):
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Some dialectical shifts, however, are illicit, and chese illicit shifts are often
associated with informal fallacies. To judge whether a shift was licit or
illicicina particular case ofargumcntation, you first have to ask what the
original context ofdialogue was supposcd tobe. Then you have to identi-
fy the new context, and ask whether the shift was licit or illicit by looking
backwards, and judging by the goals and standards of the original con-
text. Is the new dialoguc supporting those old goals, or at least allowing
their fulfilment to be carried forward, or is blocking them? Was the shift
agrccd to by the original spccch partners, or was the shift unilateral, or

cven {:OI”CCd by onc party? Thcsc arc EhC kinds quU.CStiOI’lS that IlCCd to

bC asked.

Following this procedure, appealing to interlocutor’s emotions can
thus be legitimate in persuasion dialogue, but not (necessarily) in other
kinds of dialogue. “Not necessarily” meaning that one (i.e. the analyst) has
to examine each and every dialogue within its context individually, before
passing the verdict about possible fallacious moves. And that is what dif-
ferentiates Walton’s approach from pragma-dialectical approach where
every dialectical exchange has to be evaluated against the same set of crite-
ria (“ten commandments”). What they have in common is that those dia-
lectical exchanges are evaluated from the outside, by a “neutral” observer
(i.e. analyst), not from within, by the parties taking part in the dialecti-
cal exchange (at least not necessarily). And in relation to this (problem), I

would like to point once more to Austin and Hamblin.

Conclusion
After pointing out that the reference depends on the knowledge at the

time of utterance, Austin cmphasizes:

[tis essential to realize that true’ and ‘false’, like ‘free’ and ‘unfree’, do not
stand for anything simplc atall; but only fora gmfm/ dimension ofbez'izg a
7"1’g/}l or proper z‘hz’rzg 10 say as opposcd toawrong thing, in these circum-
stances, to this audience, for these purposes and with these inten-
tions. In general we may say this: with both statements (and, for cxamplc,
dcscriptions) and warnings, &ec., the qucstion canarise, Granting that you
had the 1‘ight to warn and did warn, did state, or did advise, whether you
were right to state or warn or advise -notin the sense of whether it was op-
portune or cxpedicnt, but whether, 07 theﬁzcts andyom’ know[edge
of the facts and the purposes for which you were speaking, and so
on, this was the proper thing to say. (Austin, 1962/1980: pp. 144-145)
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Whenever we are judging, not only whether something is true or
false, but also whether something is a fallacy/fallacious move or not, we
therefore have to take into consideration the circumstances, the audience, the
purposes of communication (and related argumentation) as well as the in-
tentions of the utterer. And when we do, we also have to bear in mind the

following (Hamblin, 1970/2004: p. 242):

When there are two or more parties to be considered, an argument may
be acccptablc in different dcgrccs to different ones or groups, and adia-
lectical appraisal can be conducted on a different basis accord-

ing to which party or group one has in mind: butagain

The choice of arguments, criteria and acceptability of their use is
therefore always a matter that only the parties involved in the argumenta-
tive discussion can decide on. According to their knowledge at the time of the
discussion, the circumstances in which the discussion takes place, the audi-
ences that are involved in the discussion, the purposes and intentions the par-
ties in the discussion have. And since these discussions take place in natu-
ral languages, in particular circumstances and at specific times, logic as an

artificial system can’t really help.
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