The Art and Fallacies of Rhetoric: Some Explanations and Examples

What Does "Begging the Question" Really Mean?
by Tina Blue
August 14, 2003
          On three separate occasions over the past two weeks I have encountered a misuse of the phrase "begging the question" by people who are obviously educated and therefore could be expected to know better.  
          Unfortunately, even an otherwise decent education no longer guarantees that a person will have been trained in logic or in the nature of logical fallacies, so the logical fallacy known as begging the question s not what most people think of when they hear that phrase.
          As far as I can tell from the contexts I have seen the phrase misused in, those who wield it believe it means to raise an important question with a certain amount of emphasis.
          It doesn't mean that at all.
          I forget where I first saw this phrase misused during the last two weeks, because at the time I wasn't thinking of it as a pattern, just as a single error.
          But by the second time I was sensitized to it, and also somewhat startled by who it was who misused it. It was Joseph C. Wilson, a retired US ambassador who directed a mission to Niger in 2002 that helped to discredit claims that Iraq had targeted that country as a source for uranium.  Wilson wrote in an Op-Ed article in The New York Times (6 July 2003), "A legitimate argument can be made that we went to war under false pretenses."  Then, in a Washington Post interview, Wilson added, "It really comes down to the administration misrepresenting the facts on an issue that was a fundamental justification for going to war. It 
begs the question, what else are they lying about?"
          The third time I encountered the error was in an article about writing personal essays, in which author David A. Fryxell says, The danger of essays is that they beg the question, 'Who cares?'" (Writer's Digest Sept 2003: 20).
          Begging the question does not mean to bring up the question.  It means to present as true a premise that requires proof--i.e., taking a conclusion for granted before it is proved or assuming in the premises of your argument what is supposed to be proved in the conclusion.  (This fallacy is related to the circular argument.) 
          
          For example, when National Security Adviser Condoleeza Rice asserted that we had to invade Iraq, because we didn't want the smoking-gun proof of their weapons of mass destruction to be a mushroom cloud over one of our cities, she was claiming as the premise of her argument the idea that the Iraqis had or were on the verge of having nuclear weapons.  But whether or not they had such weapons was precisely what needed to be proved in order to justify the invasion, so it could not be itself used as proof of the need to invade to preempt their use of such weapons.
          When President Bush repeatedly suggested during the run-up to the invasion that Saddam Hussein, because of his hatred of the U.S., would be likely to give weapons of mass destruction (WMDs) to al-Quaida, he was assuming a cooperative relationship between Hussein and al-Quaida, as well as assuming that Hussein actually did have WMDs.  But what he needed to prove in order to justify the invasion was that Hussein had WMDs and/or that Hussein had a cooperative relationship with al-Quaida.  Those were precisely the issues under contention, but his arguments for invasion always treated them as the premises, as if they were already proven.
          And when President Bush calls it "revisionist history" whenever anyone questions whether intelligence was manipulated to justify the invasion, he is also begging the question. The only way to argue that intelligence was not manipulated would be to show that it was not.  Simply saying such questions are "revisionist history," is not answering the questions, but evading them.
          Here is one more, less political, example: When a student accuses me of grading him unfairly because no matter how "excellent" his papers are, I never give them above a C, he is basing his argument that I grade unfairly on the unproven premise that his essays are excellent.  (You'd be surprised at how often teachers hear just such arguments.  On second thought, maybe you wouldn't be surprised at all.)  
          I would never just put such a student off by saying he is practicing "revisionist history."  In order to justify my grading of his papers, I would have to lay out precisely what my standards are for each grade range, and where he met or fell short of those standards.  
          Of course, I always do that--from the very beginning of the semester.  But emotionality often gets in the way of rational analysis, and a student is likely to be so emotionally invested in the idea that he writes excellent papers that he cannot accept that point as something that can be questioned at all.  Thus, by definition, anyone who questions the excellence of his papers must be wrong at best, and quite possibly even malicious.
          Just as for President Bush, anyone who questions the way we were led to invade a small country that presented no immediate danger to us and that was in no way connected to the terrorists who had attacked us 
must be wrong--and quite possibly malicious partisans to boot.
          So there you have it.  If you want to use the phrase to beg the question, keep in mind that it refers to a logical fallacy, not merely to the act of raising a question.
          And if you want to keep your political representatives honest, insist that they answer legitimate questions, rather than merely begging them.
________________________________________________________________________

Fallacy of ambiguity (pronoun) connected to begging the question
“Al Qaeda is on the run. That group of terrorists who attacked our country is slowly but surely being decimated. Right now, about half of all the top Al Qaeda operatives are either jailed or dead. In either case, they're not a problem anymore.”

-President Bush in a speech in Arkansas, May 5, 2003 

“Domestic partnership is a basic human right.”

-Protest poster offering reasoning for gay marriage and legal domestic partnerships

Post hoc ergo propter hoc  reasoning which begs the question
“If America shows uncertainty or weakness in this decade, the world will drift toward tragedy.”

-President Bush, August 12, 2004

“If we make the wrong choice, then the danger is that we'll get hit again -- that we'll be hit in a way that will be devastating from the standpoint of the United States, and then we'll fall back into the pre-9/11 mindset, if you will, that in fact these terrorist attacks are just criminal acts and that we're not really at war. I think that would be a terrible mistake for us."


-Vice President Cheney, September 7, 2004

Either-Or Reasoning embedded in a rhetorical question with direct assault on a Straw Man
“Do I trust the words and deeds of a madman, or do I take action to defend America?  I will defend America every time.”


-President Bush, August 12, 2004

November 20, 2002

Logical Fallacy #1: Post Hoc Ergo Propter Hoc 

Post Hoc Ergo Propter Hoc: This is a fancy Latin term that, loosely translated, means "after this, therefore, because of it." You commit this logical fallacy whenever you put together two facts or events, and imply that they are related simply because the one happened after, or around the same time as, the other.  I see this one used in political arguments all the time, and it frankly drives me batty. Probably because I used to commit this error all the time myself, and I want to kick myself for it.

Here is one classic example:

Jimmy Carter was President, and interest rates went up substantially. Conclusion: Jimmy Carter caused high interest rates.

This is a logical fallacy. Anyone who knows much about our monetary system knows that, at best, Presidents have a very tenous ability to control interest rates. They are mostly marginal players under all but the most unusual circumstances. 

"Jimmy Carter was President, and interest rates were high. Therefore, Jimmy Carter caused high interest rates." This statement commits a logical fallacy. Period.

On the other side, less than three weeks after George W. Bush was sworn into office, our neighbor (a diehard Republican-basher) came into my house and laid this little gem on us:

Did you hear? Did you hear? Unemployment is going up! See, I told you, if you get a Republican President, the economy goes to hell

While one may argue about the long-term consequence of various policies the President may enact, or fail to enact, it is a logical fallacy to suggest that the presence of a Republican in the White House causes high unemployment in and of itself. 

Scientists know this same logical rule in a more positively-stated form: correlation is not causation. For example:

My father had chest pains, and died. Therefore, he was killed by a heart attack. 

The Earth is warming, and humans are emitting more Carbon Dioxide. Therefore, human CO2 emissions are causing the Earth to warm.

Both of these statements are based on a logical fallacy. Yes, in each case, you can correlate two facts in space and time: both coincide within a similar time frame, and relate to the same object (my father, the atmosphere). Each involves a logical correlation. But you cannot state that the one caused the other without more evidence: my father may have had chest pains for reasons completely unrelated to, or peripheral to, whatever killed him. Human CO2 emissions may be far too small to account for the global warming that some scientists think we're seeing.

February 17, 2004

Post Hoc Ergo Propter Hoc

Rivka at Respectful of Otters links to this WaPo story with a scary headline, and proceeds to give us a lesson on how to read a research story like this:

Antibiotic use is associated with an increased risk for breast cancer, a new study has found, raising the possibility that women who take the widely used medicines are prone to one of the most feared malignancies.

Making Hay Out of Straw Men 
By Dana Milbank
Tuesday, June 1, 2004; Page A21 
For President Bush, this is the season of the straw man. It is an ancient debating technique: Caricature your opponent's argument, then knock down the straw man you created. In the 2004 campaign, Bush has been knocking down such phantoms on subjects from Iraq to free trade. 

In a speech on May 21 mentioning the importance of integrity in government, business and the military, Bush veered into a challenge to unidentified "people" who practice moral relativism. "It may seem generous and open-minded to say that everybody, on every moral issue, is equally right," Bush said, at Louisiana State University. "But that attitude can also be an excuse for sidestepping life's most important questions." 

No doubt. But who's made such arguments? Hannibal Lecter? The White House declined to name names. 

On May 19, Bush was asked about a plan by his Democratic opponent, Sen. John F. Kerry (Mass.), to halt shipments that are replenishing emergency petroleum reserves. Bush replied by saying we should not empty the reserves -- something nobody in a responsible position has proposed. "The idea of emptying the Strategic Petroleum Reserve would put America in a dangerous position in the war on terror," Bush said. "We're at war." 

The president has used a similar technique on the stump, when explaining his decision to go to war in Iraq in light of the subsequent failure to find stockpiles of forbidden weapons. In the typical speech, Bush explains the prewar intelligence indicating Saddam Hussein had such weapons, and then presents in inarguable conclusion: "So I had a choice to make: either trust the word of a madman, or defend America. Given that choice, I will defend America every time." 

Missing from that equation is the actual choice Bush confronted: support continued U.N. weapons inspections, or go to war. 

On May 4, Bush was discussing the war on terrorism, when he said: "Some say, 'Well, this is just a matter of law enforcement and intelligence.' No, that's not what it is." On May 10, he posited: "The natural tendency for people is to say, oh, let's lay down our arms. But you can't negotiate with these people. . . . Therapy won't work." 

It is not clear who makes such arguments, however. All but a few lawmakers in both parties support military action against al Qaeda, and Kerry certainly has not proposed opening talks with Osama bin Laden or putting him on the couch. 

Bush is obviously not the first politician to paint his opponents' positions in absurd terms. "Honorable people could disagree about the real choice between tax giveaways to the wealthiest Americans and health care and education for America's families," Kerry has said. "I'm ready for that honest debate." 

But Bush has been more active than most in creating phantom opponents: During the 2000 campaign, Bush fought against those who say "it's racist to test" students -- even though his opponent, Al Gore, was saying no such thing. 

Recently, though, even some ideological allies have called Bush on his use of straw men. On April 30, for example, Bush was discussing Iraq when he said: "There's a lot of people in the world who don't believe that people whose skin color may not be the same as ours can be free and self-govern. I reject that. I reject that strongly. I believe that people who practice the Muslim faith can self-govern. I believe that people whose skins . . . are a different color than white can self-govern." 

The columnist George Will asked who Bush was talking about, then warned of the "swamp one wanders into when trying to deflect doubts about policy by caricaturing and discrediting the doubters." There are some, including in the State Department, who are skeptical about the ability of the United States to spread democracy in the Arab world, but that is a far less sweeping argument than the one Bush knocked down. 

In some cases, Bush's straw men are only slight exaggerations of his opponents' policies. "Some say that the federal government ought to run the health care system. I strongly disagree," he said on April 5. Although mainstream Democrats are not proposing a government-run health care system, they do support considerably more federal involvement than Bush does. 

On trade, similarly, Bush has said those who disagree with him are isolationists. "There is a temptation in Washington to say the solution to jobs uncertainty is to isolate America from the world," he said on March 25. "It's called economic isolationism, a sense that says, 'Well, we're too pessimistic, we don't want to compete -- as opposed to opening up markets, let's close markets, starting with our own.' "Some lawmakers do favor more trade restrictions than Bush does, but only a few could be called isolationists. There seems to be no end to the crazy positions the straw men take. Indeed, some have argued in favor of deeper recessions. "Some say, 'Well, maybe the recession should have been deeper,' " Bush said last summer. "That bothers me when people say that. You see, a deeper recession would have meant more families would have been out of work." 

Now who could argue with that? 

False Analogy

False Comparisons
Faced with increasing casualties in Iraq and eager to deflect criticisms of a botched occupation, the supporters of the Bush administration’s actions in Iraq now erroneously point to the post-WWII occupations of Germany and Japan as examples to draw parallels from in our effort. Of these comparisons one could easily say “Mr. Apple meet Mr. Orange” since these analogies fall way short and again show either an indifference or hostility to historical facts. Both Germany and Japan had homogenous populations who had had brief experiences with democracy before WWII. They also had a familiarity with the rule of law and significant and well-educated middle classes, neither of which is the case post-Saddam Iraq. 

The failure to understand the heterogeneity of Iraq (it has to be repeated) is an especially fatal flaw in the post-war planning of the Bush administration and may deal their hopes of creating a unified nation a deathblow. A look at the former Eastern Bloc nations is very instructive in this instance since many of them, (Yugoslavia, Czechoslovakia etc.) almost immediately and sometimes violently, broke apart along ethnic lines after the yoke of Communist repression was removed in the late 80’s. Such an outcome is very likely in Iraq given the ethnic differences which prevail there.

The bottom line is that it is a very difficult proposition to impose democracy on a country; especially one with the history of Iraq, and it is a sign of their spectacular and unprecedented mix of arrogance and ineptitude that this administration would insist that Iraq would easily be transformed. Democracies take years to evolve and must develop organically and from within to become vibrant and successful. The fact that the administration thinks it can force it’s idea of liberty on such a country through the barrel of a gun may be it’s greatest and ultimate failure. 

“More progress will come in Iraq, and it will require hard and sustained efforts. As many of you saw firsthand in Germany and Japan after World War II, the transition from dictatorship to democracy is a massive undertaking. It's not an easy task. In the aftermath of World War II, that task took years, not months, to complete. And, yet, the effort was repaid many times over as former enemies became friends and allies and partners in keeping the peace. 

Likewise, the work we do today is essential to the peace of the world and for the security of our country. America is a nation that understands its responsibilities and keeps its word. And we will honor our word to the people of Iraq and those in the Middle East who yearn for freedom.”

-President Bush, while fundraising in St. Louis August 2003 at the American Legion

Analogy

"And what physicians say about disease is applicable here: that at the beginning a disease is easy to cure but difficult to diagnose; but as time passes, not having been treated or recognized at the outset, it becomes easy to diagnose but difficult to cure. The same thing occurs in affairs of state; for by recognizing from afar the diseases that are spreading in the state (which is a gift given only to a prudent ruler), they can be cured quickly; but when they are not recognized and are left to grow to the extent that everyone recognizes them, there is no longer any cure." -- Niccolo Machiavelli
Generalization (without fallacy)

"One can make this generalization about men: they are ungrateful, fickle, liars, and deceivers, they shun danger and are greedy for profit; while you treat them well, they are yours. They would shed their blood for you, risk their property, their lives, their children, so long, as I said above, as danger is remote; but when you are in danger they turn against you." -- Niccolo Machiavelli
Non sequitur

“I honor and respect the value of every single vote. That's why my campaign supported the automatic recount of all the votes in Florida.”

--President-Elect Bush, during the Florida recount of 2000
