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Key Terms: You should be able to define these and use them accurately.

Concept

Proposition

Argument

Premise

Conclusion

What is a Concept?
A concept is an idea that represents classes of things we have grouped together; it functions as a mental file folder which is named by a word. (A word is a linguistic vehicle to communicate the concept.) The objects in the file folder are the concept’s referents.
Concepts can be related in a classification system. Some concepts are broader than others but share similar ideas.  Ex. Murder is a kind of killing.

What is a Proposition?

Proposition: A proposition is a statement about a concept that can be true or false. Declarative sentences contain propositions that make assertions. (They are linguistic vehicles conveying propositions.) Ex. “The dog is black.” “God exists.” (Notice, it does not mean that the proposition is in fact true. It means that it is true or false in principle.) There can be more than one proposition in a single sentence. Ex. “The red house is on the river.” 1. There is a house. 2. It is red. 3. It is on the river.

There are more complex sentences that are important for arguments. 

“If there is a God, then we ought to behave.” The two parts “there is a God” and “we ought to behave” are expressed, but not asserted. The entire sentence IS asserted. This means that I am only committed to the relationships between the two propositions and not their individual truth. (I merely mention them but do not assert their truth.)

“Either it is moral to perform euthanasia or it is not moral to perform euthanasia.” Again the two parts, “It is moral to perform euthanasia” and “It is not moral to perform euthanasia” are expressed while the entire sentence is asserted.

These two forms of sentences are often used in arguments. 

The role of Definition:

A key element of an argument is the definition of concepts. If I make an argument and conclude that “God exists,” one of the first things to do is determine what the definition of the concepts mean. This means I must give a definition of what I mean by the concept “God.”

Definitions give the meaning to a concept. Below are rules for making good definitions. (Often poor definitions break more than one rule.)

1. Definitions must not be too broad or too narrow. This means that a definition should pick out all and only the referents of the concept. It’s often easier to see how a definition fails at this: i.e. it picks out too many or too few referents. ex. A lamp is an indoor, moveable light source. (How does this fail the rule?)
2. Definitions should contain a genus and differentia. It needs to tell us what broader concept the one being defined is related to and how it is different from other related concepts.) Ex. Murder is an unlawful killing. (This one is pretty good. Can we make it better?)
Love is when you feel all fluttery inside. (Notice that this lacks a genus, something like: Love is an emotion that...)
3. It should state the essential characteristics of a concept’s referents. ex. The heart is the organ that circulates blood through the body system. (Don’t describe mere accidental characteristics of the referents. A bad definition: the heart is the organ in the body that makes a thumping sound.)
4. It should not be circular. Don’t use the term, or a form of the term, in the definition. Ex. Ownership is a relation that a person has with something that person owns. (See how it is bad?)
5. It should not use negative terms unnecessarily. It should tell us what the thing is, not what it is not. Ex. A drunk is someone who is not sober.
6. It should not use vague, obscure or metaphorical language. The language in the definition should use precise, recognizable terms. Some definitions are precise, but the terms are unfamiliar. Ex. God is the divine element by which the barren inefficient disjunction of abstract potentialities obtains primordially the efficient conjunction of ideal realization. (This is an actual definition from A.N. Whitehead)
What is an Argument?

 It is a course of reasoning designed to convince someone of the truth of some proposition. Arguments are composed of sets of sentences. Each sentence has one of two functions. One sentence is the conclusion, and the others are premises. 

“It is wrong to cause unnecessary harm to sentient beings. Eating animals for food causes unnecessary harm to sentient beings. Therefore it is wrong to eat animals for food.”

In standard form it looks like this. 

An argument in standard form numbers the propositions identifying which are the premises and which is the conclusion. 

1. “It is wrong to cause unnecessary harm to sentient beings.” 

2. “Eating animals for food causes unnecessary harm to sentient beings.”

3. “Animals are sentient beings.” (This premise is implied.)
4. “Therefore it is wrong to eat animals for food.”

What is a Premise?

Premise: A proposition that supports, or gives a reason to accept the truth of the conclusion.

In the argument above there are three premises. 

1. “It is wrong to cause unnecessary harm to sentient beings.” 

2. “Eating animals for food causes unnecessary harm to sentient beings.”

3. “Animals are sentient beings.” (This premise is implied.)
What is a conclusion?

Conclusion: A proposition that is being argued for. (It is often introduced with words like “thus”, “therefore” “so” etc.)

4. “Therefore it is wrong to eat animals for food.”
Valid and Invalid Arguments: 

We have a way of deciding how strong an argument is: i.e. whether or not we are warranted in making the inference from the premises to the conclusion and accepting the conclusion as true. We say that a Valid, or strong argument is one which, if the premises are true, then so is the conclusion.

 If the premises of a deductive argument can be true and the conclusion false at the same time, we call it an invalid, or weak argument. Our goal is to make valid - strong arguments. 

Sound and unsound arguments:
 Soundness depends on the truth of the premises in a valid, strong argument.

1. If capital punishment is used, then someone is killed.

2. Capital punishment is used.

3. Then, someone is killed.

 I could have a valid argument, but the premises are false.

1. If cats can fly, then birds will be eaten in the air.

2. Cats can fly.

3. Thus birds are eaten in the air.

(Clearly it is a valid argument, but the 2nd premise is false. Thus the argument is unsound.)

Induction and Deduction:

 There are two main types of arguments: Arguments of Deduction and Arguments of Induction.
Deductive arguments do not defend conclusions that “go beyond” the scope of the premises. In some sense the conclusion is already contained in the premises. It means that if the premises are true, then the conclusion is true. (It is a valid, strong argument.)

1. All dogs love to bark at squirrels. 

2. Kali is a dog.

3. Thus Kali loves to bark at squirrels. 

(If the premises are true, then it’s true that Kali will bark at squirrels.)

Inductive arguments “go beyond the scope of the premises.” The conclusion makes a claim that is not completely warranted by the premises. (In other words, the premises could be true and the conclusion could be false.)  We are making generalizations. We infer that the members of a class have a trait from the premise that some members have it.
1. I’ve seen a bunch of dogs bark at squirrels.

2. Here is a new dog.

3. Thus he will bark at squirrels.

(While this is most likely true, there could be a dog that doesn’t bark at squirrels.)
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Bad Reasoning
We have looked at ways that arguments are made. There are also a whole group of arguments in which the premises do not lead to the conclusion: i.e. they are unrelated to the conclusion. There are specific names that are given to these types of arguments. They are called fallacies. There are formal and informal fallacies.

Formal Fallacies
1. If there was a burglar, then there would be footprints.
2. There are footprints.

3. So there was a burglar.
(This is called affirming the consequent. You can see that the premises can be true and the conclusion false at the same time. Someone else could have made the footprints, not a burglar.)

1. Either we can raise taxes or we can cut spending.

2. We did raise taxes.

3. So we can’t cut spending.

(Clearly affirming one of the disjuncts does not make it impossible to have the other true as well. We could also cut spending.)

There are many more such formal fallacies. But more importantly for us we will look at informal fallacies.

Informal Fallacies ​- Here are a few main categories.
Subjectivist: 
Subjectivism – here the bad reasoning is essentially something like this: “I believe or say something (X) is true, therefore it is true.” (The “X” stands for any proposition.)
Appeal to Majority - “A whole lotta people say / believe something is true, so it is true.” (This is also known as a bandwagon fallacy. Everyone is jumping on the bandwagon. This is also known as the appeal to popularity.) “70% of the American public think Capital Punishment is morally just, so it is morally just.”
Appeal to Emotion – Rather than a reason, an emotion is appealed to as evidence for a conclusion. (The person using the fallacy tries to induce an emotion in YOU the hearer of the argument.) “The poor little animals are kept in cages and then killed. It’s so messy and icky to think about. We shouldn’t eat animals.”
Appeal to Force – This uses a threat of some kind to try to get someone to accept a conclusion. “Since I am the teacher and I give the grades, you ought to agree with this idea.” Or "... Thus there is ample proof of the truth of the Bible. All those who refuse to accept that truth will burn in Hell."
Involving Credibility: 
Appeal to Authority – An authority is appealed to and it is an incorrect authority. “Albert Einstein said that we cannot simultaneously prepare for war and peace at the same time. So we need to stop preparing for war if we want peace.” Al was a smart guy, but his authority resides in theoretical physics, not in political science. (The fallacy is not his idea, but rather that we ought to accept the claim based on Einstein’s genius.)
Ad Hominem This is committed when we attack a person and not his arguments. So someone presents his argument and his conclusion is dismissed because he is a jerk – or liberal – conservative – etc. The argument stands on its own regardless of who makes it! (There are cases where the credibility of the person presenting the argument is relevant, a court of law for instance.) "Therefore we should close down the church? Hitler and Stalin would have agreed with you." 
TuQuoque - This is the famous "you too" fallacy. It occurs if you argue that an action is acceptable because your opponent has performed it. For instance: "You're just being randomly abusive." "So? You've been abusive too."
Poisoning the Well – Here we attack the person before the argument is made, thus poisoning anything he says. 
Fallacies of Context: 
False Alternative – This fallacy is committed when one’s options are limited to too few when there are other options. “We will either have to raise taxes or decrease spending.” (Clearly both options are possible as well; it’s not an either or, but not both.)
Post Hoc – Here the issue of causality is addressed. Just because one event occurred before another event does not mean that the first “caused” the other to occur. “Every year in which the team from the National Football Conference has won the Super Bowl has also shown that the Dow Jones Index has gone up. Thus the cause of the rise in the Dow Jones is determined by the winner of the Super Bowl. (This is a case of correlation without causation.)
Hasty Generalization – Here we draw a conclusion based on too little evidence - a small sample. From one or two experiences we conclude that all members of a class have the property. “I meet two New Yorkers who are rude and I conclude that all New Yorkers are rude.” (This is the origin of stereotypes.) Or the evidence is unrepresentative. “I receive information from a survey of men in California and conclude that the women of California think the same way.”
Composition – Here I use the claim that since all the parts of some entity have a certain characteristic, that the combined whole also has that characteristic. “The all star team is composed of the best individual players, thus they must be the best team.”
Division – Because some complex entity has a characteristic does not mean that each of the component parts has the same quality. “The highest ranked University does not mean that each of the professors is the best in their field.” "Ants can destroy a tree. Therefore this ant can destroy a tree."
Slippery slope argument - This argument states that should one event occur, so will other harmful events. There is no proof made that the harmful events are caused by the first event. For example:
"If we legalize marijuana, then more people would start to take crack and heroin, and we'd have to legalize those too. Before long we'd have a nation full of drug-addicts on welfare. Therefore we cannot legalize marijuana."
Fallacies of Logical Structure:
Begging the Question – I commit this fallacy when I use a version of the conclusion as a premise of the argument. “God exists. I know that this is true because it says God exists in a book that I believe God has written.” (Obviously God would have to exist to write a book. So I cannot use that as an argument for God’s existence.)
Complex Question - The question presupposes a definite answer to another question which has not even been asked. This trick is often used by lawyers in cross-examination, when they ask questions like: "Where did you hide the money you stole?"

 "Have you stopped beating your wife?"

Equivocation – Here I use the same word, but mean it to be understood in two different ways in the same argument. “Grades are a crude and mechanical device that does not measure the nuances of student performance so student work should not be graded.” (In the first instance letter grades are meant, in the second us the grade means evaluated.)
Appeal to Ignorance – Here I appeal to the lack of evidence in favor of a conclusion as a premise for accepting the opposite as true. “Because no one has proven that UFO’s exist, they must not exist.” All that we can conclude is that no one has proven their existence.
Diversion – Here an argument strays from the topic to a related idea and distracts the reader. “I will prove that this man is a molester. And a child molester is someone who commits a horrible crime, damaging a person for life. Such people are a menace and thus you must convict him.” For example, a Christian may begin by saying that he will argue that the teachings of Christianity are undoubtedly true. If he then argues at length that Christianity is of great help to many people, no matter how well he argues he will not have shown that Christian teachings are true.
Red Herring – Here an irrelevant idea is introduced to confuse people. "You may claim that the death penalty is an ineffective deterrent against crime -- but what about the victims of crime? How do you think surviving family members feel when they see the man who murdered their son kept in prison at their expense? Is it right that they should pay for their son's murderer to be fed and housed?"
Straw Person –The straw man fallacy is committed when you misrepresent someone else's position so that it can be attacked more easily, knock down that misrepresented position, then conclude that the original position has been demolished. It's a fallacy because it fails to deal with the actual arguments that have been made.

"To be an atheist, you have to believe with absolute certainty that there is no God. In order to convince yourself with absolute certainty, you must examine all the Universe and all the places where God could possibly be. Since you obviously haven't, your position is indefensible."

