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Four Idols: an analogy developed by the scientist Francis 
Bacon in order to illustrate common errors in thinking. 

Idols of the Tribe: these idols represent the human 
tendency to engage in wishful thinking and hasty 
generalization.

Idols of the Cave: these idols represent our tendency to 
favor the views common to our particular class, ethnicity, 
or upbringing over any other views, which can hinder our 
ability to understand people who are different from us. 

Idols of the Marketplace: these idols represent our 
tendency to favor our interpretation of words over any 
other interpretation, which can lead to confusion in 
communication. 

Idols of the Theatre: these idols represent our tendency 
to cherish the majority or established opinion over 
minority or novel opinion, which can inhibit our ability 
to relinquish flawed philosophies or paradigms. 

Definition: an explanation or illustration of a word. It 
is the first of Aristotle’s common topics, and explores the 
meaning of a word in order to develop an argument.

Thesis Statement: a declarative statement of opinion that 
can be proven true or false.

Testimony: a common topic that develops arguments 
through examining the insight of famous or regular people.

Examples: a subtopic of testimony in which one looks to 
the past to figure out what to do. 

Statistics: the science of observing, organizing, and 
summarizing data into meaningful patterns; numbers 
that represent a large quantity of examples; a subtopic 
of testimony that represents an authority’s summary of 
pertinent information.

Authority: an argument technique that uses the expertise 
of someone as evidence for a conclusion. “Authority” 
can also refer to a person who, through study and/or 
experience in a matter, has gained legitimate expertise; a 
subtopic of testimony.

Proverb: a wise saying that provides a general principle 
for living.

Testimonial: an average person’s published experience 
(written or spoken) of a situation, product, or 
phenomenon; a subtopic of testimony.

K E Y  CO N C E P T S
Comparison: a common topic that develops an argument 
by examining similarities, dissimilarities, and degree of 
similarity or dissimilarity. 

Analogy: an argument technique that draws a conclusion 
based on relevant similarities between two examples; a 
subtopic of comparison.

Difference: an argument strategy that forms a conclusion 
from examining the dissimilarities between two examples; 
a subtopic of comparison.

Degree: an argument technique that examines the 
relative worth of an example to determine the degree of 
its placement on scales of good and bad, practical and 
impractical, effective and ineffective, etc.; a subtopic of 
comparison.

Relationship: a common topic that develops an 
argument by examining the connection or implication 
between examples.

Cause and Effect: an argument technique that draws 
a conclusion by demonstrating that one phenomenon 
caused the other; a subtopic of relationship.

Antecedent and Consequence: an argument technique 
that draws a conclusion based on the natural implications 
of a situation or example; a subtopic of relationship.

Contraries and Contradictories: an argument 
technique that draws a conclusion from examining the 
contradictory or the contrary statement of a thesis; a 
subtopic of relationship.

Circumstance: a common topic that develops an 
argument by examining historical examples or what is 
likely to occur.

Possible and Impossible: an argument that forms a 
conclusion by examining what is likely or unlikely to 
occur; a subtopic of circumstance.

Past and Future Fact: an argument technique that 
examines what has occurred in the past in order to 
draw conclusions about the present; a subtopic of 
circumstance.



Fallacies of Definitions

Vagueness or Vague: a word describing a term that lacks 
precision because of overuse or because of its wide range 
of meaning.

Ambiguity or Ambiguous: a term used to describe a word 
or phrase that can have two or more meanings.

Equivocation: a fallacy committed when a person uses 
alternative definitions of a word as though he was using 
one definition.

Amphiboly: a fallacy of definition that occurs when 
someone uses a vague, ambiguous phrase in two different 
ways within the same argument.

Fallacies of Testimony

Accent: a fallacy committed when a word or part of a 
quotation is inappropriately emphasized or quoted out of 
context.

Clichéd Thinking: a fallacy that occurs when the speaker 
attempts to apply a general rule, such as a proverb, as a 
formula that is applicable to every situation. This often 
results in ridiculous or trite reasoning.

Bandwagon: a fallacy committed when a speaker argues 
that because everyone believes something or is doing 
something, we should believe or do it, too.

Hasty Generalization: a fallacy that makes a generalization 
about a class of things based on too few examples. 

Illegitimate Appeal to Authority: a fallacy of testimony 
that is an illegitimate, or illogical, appeal to one 
individual expert. Usually this will involve an expert 
who is biased, not named, or whose competence is being 
transferred between unrelated fields.

LO G I C A L  FA L L AC I E S
Fallacies of Comparison

False Analogy: a fallacy that occurs when an analogy fails 
because the two things being compared are too dissimilar. 
In other words, the two examples used to make the 
analogy are too dissimilar to be properly compared.

Distinction Without Difference: a fallacy that occurs 
when a speaker claims a difference between two examples 
when no difference actually exists.

Snob Appeal: a fallacy in which the speaker appeals to a 
sense of elitism or to those of “discriminating taste.”

Appeal to Moderation: a fallacy that assumes that the 
correct answer is always a “middle ground” between two 
extremes.

Fallacies of Relationship

False Cause: a fallacy that occurs when a speaker uses a 
weak causal connection as the basis of an argument.

Slippery Slope: a variation in the fallacy of false cause in 
which it is assumed that one step in a given direction will 
lead much further down that path without an argument 
being given for why one thing will inevitably lead to 
another.

Fallacies of Circumstance:

False Analogy: a fallacy that occurs when an analogy fails 
because the two things being compared are too dissimilar. 
In other words, the two examples used to make the 
analogy are too dissimilar to be properly compared.

False Analogy: a fallacy that occurs when an analogy fails 
because the two things being compared are too dissimilar. 
In other words, the two examples used to make the 
analogy are too dissimilar to be properly compared.

Affirming the Consequence: a fallacy that occurs when a 
person affirms the consequence of a hypothetical state-
ment without considering or allowing for additional fac-
tors, such as the following: If it is snowing outside, school 
is canceled. The first part of the statement is the anteced-
ent. The second part is the consequence. If you affirm the 
consequence, you reason like this: If it is snowing outside, 
school is canceled. School is canceled; therefore, it must 
be snowing. This is a fallacy because other factors besides 
snow could lead to school being canceled. 

To learn more about  
logical fallacies  

and how to dissect  
bad arguments,  

be sure to check out  
The Art of Argument:  

An Introduction to the 
Informal Fallacies.
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All of us need to make good arguments now and then. Few of us, however, have been 
trained in the art of building a strong and persuasive argument. Even those people who seem 
naturally “good at arguing” could benefit from some excellent training. That is what The Argument 
Builder seeks to do: train you in the art of building a strong argument.

When a house is built, the workers consult a step-by-step plan. Materials are assembled and arranged, 
equipment is brought to the building site, then a hole is dug for the laying of the foundation of the 
structure. First the foundation, then the frame, then the roof, then the plumbing and electrical lines are 
installed. Next, the walls are completed, insulated and covered, and the windows are installed. Finally, 
the finishing work is completed inside the house, which involves fine carpentry and installing fixtures 
and appliances.

Crafting a good argument may not be as detailed or time-consuming as building a house, but it does 
involve planning, gathering materials, and assembling the whole in an orderly, compelling manner. 
Once you become skilled at argument building, you will find yourself building strong arguments 
quickly and efficiently.

In this book, you will be shown how to plan and build good arguments. You will study excellent 
examples of some very good argument makers indeed—talented people ranging from classical Greek 
and Roman orators to biblical writers, Shakespeare, Bacon, Montaigne, and contemporary writers. You 
will learn what materials to use: examples, statistics, experts, proverbs, analogies, difference, degree, 
and cause and effect, among others. Using these materials, you will have ample opportunity to practice 
building good arguments both by studying the masters and seeking to imitate them in your own 
arguments. You will even have a chance to engage in a debate with your fellow students when you finish 
the book.

While The Argument Builder specializes in building good arguments, its companion text, The Art of 
Argument, specializes in detecting what is wrong in bad arguments. The Argument Builder will review 
some of the fallacies studied in The Art of Argument, but you may want to work through The Art of 
Argument to round out your study of arguments. You may also want to study The Discovery of Deduction, 
our formal logic text that examines the correct form logical arguments should take. To see samples of 
these books please visit the website of Classical Academic Press at www.classicalacademicpress.com.

Enjoy your study of The Argument Builder. Soon you will be well prepared for building, supporting, 
and presenting a well-formed argument.

 Christopher A. Perrin, Ph.D. 
Publisher

Foreword
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Have you ever wanted to prove a point but you didn’t know how to do it? Have you 
ever been stuck in an argument in which your opponent seems to have all the valid points but you 
don’t know what to say? If so, this is just the book for you.

This book will teach you an argument-discovery method called common topics, which was created 
by Aristotle, one of the greatest thinkers of all time. The common topics present for exploration a list of 
categories or “lines of argument” that allow you to discover all the possible arguments for your topic.

To help you understand how we will proceed, let me give you an idea of the pattern of this 
book. Each unit will introduce one of the common topics. Every topic has several subtopics that 
demonstrate more clearly how the topic can be used. In addition, for many of the common topics, 
you will also learn some common fallacies, or errors in reasoning, committed with these topics. By 
studying these fallacies, you will learn to form strong arguments from the common topics without 
falling into some common traps of bad reasoning.

In each chapter, you will read about how you can use a particular common topic and its subtopics 
to develop a hypothetical argument about curfew (a rule that governs what time you must be in your 
house at night). As you move through the book, each chapter will use the curfew example to help 
you understand how the common topic works practically. At the end of each chapter, you will find 
other examples of the topic, and you will practice using them to develop arguments. After you have 
completed this book, you will be well on your way to mastering an argument-building method that 
will be an excellent tool for you to use for the rest of your life.

Introduction to Students



Imagine this scenario: You have just passed your driver’s test, and you are now the proud 
owner of a license. You are excited about your new freedom and can’t wait to go out on the weekends 
to drive around and hang out with your friends. You are certain that you are entering one of the most 
thrilling times in your life. Then, you hear the bad news: your parents are a little nervous about your 
driving alone, and they have set your weekend curfew at 10:00 p.m.—the same time your curfew 
was even before you got your driver’s license. You are crushed! After all, you are nearly an adult, 
so it seems like you should get a few more privileges. A 12:00 a.m. weekend curfew seems much 
more reasonable to you. After all, all of your other driving friends have midnight curfews. However, 
you know, instinctively, not to try that line of argument. Whenever you do try the “But all my 
other friends…” argument, your mother always responds in the same basic way, with some creative 
variations: “If all your friends jumped off a bridge, robbed a bank, sold themselves into slavery, 
pierced their big toe would you do it, too?”

Right now, you may be contemplating two equally unappealing options: committing yourself to a life 
of mopey martyrdom or throwing the grandest, most spectacular tantrum of your life. Neither of these 
courses is recommended. Instead, you might consider a third option of presenting a civil, well-reasoned 
argument for a 12:00 a.m. curfew. After all, the worst that your parents can say is “no,” and they may 
actually be interested in hearing your opinion, especially if your standard M.O. (from the Latin modus 
operandi meaning “standard way of operating”) is to try the mopey martyrdom or tantrum options. 
How would you construct this hypothetical, well-reasoned argument? After all, your best argument up 
to now has been the “But all my friends are doing it” argument, and that is getting you nowhere. Where 
would you find good points to which your parents would actually listen? How would you know which 
arguments were your best ones? How would you know how to state them properly?

In order to find the answers to these questions, it may help if you learn a little more about the 
famous philosopher, Aristotle, and two of his favorite topics: logic and rhetoric. Aristotle lived in 
Athens, Greece, in 384-322 BC.1 In Aristotle’s day, people were becoming more and more fascinated 
with rhetoric, which is the art of effective public speaking. As people joined the profession of 
rhetoric, they developed different concepts of what defined good rhetoric. For instance, the sophists 
were one group of rhetoricians, or public speakers, who focused more on the sound and style of 
their speeches, rather than on the content.2 While there is nothing wrong, per se (in itself ), with this 
approach, many other rhetoricians considered the sophists’ arguments shallow. In fact, even today, if 
someone says that an argument is “sophistic,” he means that the argument is shallow.
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Aristotle did not agree with the sophists’ approach to 
rhetoric, and was instead extremely concerned with the 
content of speeches. He wanted to help his students find 
all of the available arguments for a given topic. In order 
to do this, he wrote about something called the common 
topics, a set of argument categories that a person can use to 
discover evidence for an argument. The main categories of 
common topics are: definitions, testimony, comparison, 
relationship, and circumstance.3 Each of these main 
categories contains several subtopics. For example, under 
the common topic of comparison, Aristotle discussed 
analogy, difference, and degree. Aristotle believed that 
logicians and rhetoricians could use these topics to help 
them create the best arguments possible.

However, awareness of the common topics was not 
enough. Good rhetoricians also had to be able to reason 
well using the common topics, so Aristotle also taught 
about logic in order to help his students use the common 
topics properly. Logic can be defined as “the art and science 
of reasoning.”4 In his book Rhetoric, Aristotle described two 
types of logic that people can use to develop the common 
topics properly.5 Today we call these two types of logic 
deductive and inductive.

Deductive logic comes from the Latin word deducere, 
which means “to draw down.” In other words, deductive 
arguments “draw down” knowledge contained by, or 
inherent in, a previously stated fact. To help you understand 
deductive logic better, let’s look at the main tool used 
with this kind of logic: the syllogism. A syllogism is an 
argument that contains a conclusion, which is a statement 
of belief, supported by two premises, which are facts used 
as evidence. The following is a common example of a 
syllogism:

All men are mortal.

Socrates is a man.

Therefore, Socrates is mortal.

The basic idea of deductive logic is that if the first two 
statements are true then the last statement must also be 
true. It is a logical conclusion that follows from the first two 
statements. That is, the first two statements imply, or point 
to, the last statement. We could also say that the conclusion 
is inherent in, or an essential characteristic of, the premises. 
Deductive logic is a very precise type of logic. If the 
premises are true, and the argument is arranged properly, 
then the conclusion must be true.

The second type of logic—inductive logic—is what 
will be emphasized in this book. The word “inductive” 
comes from the Latin word inducere, which means “to lead 
to.” Inductive arguments are the opposite of deductive 
arguments. Rather than drawing down knowledge already 
implied in facts or statements, inductive logic leads us 
to generalize on observations or examples that we see in 
everyday circumstances. In other words, inductive logic 
helps us recognize general patterns and theories that 
everyday observations or examples indicate.

Many medical and nutritional studies are based on 
inductive logic. For instance, you have certainly heard 
people quoting studies that indicate that smoking cigarettes 
is linked with a high chance of developing lung cancer. 

8



In order to make this conclusion, researchers surveyed 
hundreds and thousands of people who smoked, and they 
noticed that a high percentage of them ended up with lung 
cancer. Of course, these same researchers did additional 
research to make sure that no other factors, such as 
pollution or diet, were causing the lung cancer. Once they 
eliminated other possible sources, and determined smoking 
as a common habit of all the lung cancer victims, they 
could establish fairly conclusively that smoking caused the 
lung cancer. If you refer back to the definition of “inductive 
logic,” you can see that it is the basis of the researchers’ 
conclusion because they observed many examples of lung 
cancer patients who smoked, and those observations 
indicated a pattern of smoking as a cause for lung cancer. 
Just as syllogisms are the foundation of deductive logic, 
examples are the foundation of inductive logic.

You may notice that inductive arguments are not as 
precise as deductive arguments. No matter how many 
convincing examples you observe, there still may be some 

other example that disproves your point. However, if you 
learn to structure your inductive arguments well, your 
arguments will be extremely strong, even if they are not 100 
percent certain. Our examination of the common topics 
and their subtopics will help you understand how to use 
them to construct strong and effective arguments.

Right now, you might feel a little uncomfortable with 
the word argument because it seems that it always involves 
fighting, tension, hostility, and hurt feelings. Although 
this unpleasantness can be present when people argue, it 
doesn’t have to be. The Latin word argumentum simply 
means “evidence” or “proof.” Therefore, when you have an 

“argument,” it means that you supply the evidence or proof 
for what you believe. When people state their conclusions 
and premises clearly and logically, it can actually help 
prevent tension and hostility. In fact, as you will see in 
the next chapter, it is important to approach debates and 
arguments with an attitude of humility and self-awareness. 
One of the most important things you can realize before 
you debate is that you might be wrong, and your opponent 
might be right.

Before we move on, it is important for you to realize that 
good logic requires two key skills. The first skill is building 
good arguments, which is the focus of this book. The 
second skill is detecting whether or not the other person’s 
argument is a good argument or if it contains fallacies, 
which are “commonly recognized types of bad arguments.”6 
When someone commits a fallacy, his premise does not lead 
to his conclusion. In this book, we will examine some of the 
most common fallacies connected with each of the common 
topics. If you haven’t already, I would recommend that you 

also study The Art of Argument, which is a companion text 
to this book. In that book, you will learn dozens of fallacies 
that people often commit. Learning those fallacies will not 
only help you sharpen your argument skills, it will also help 
you to avoid them in your own arguments. When you learn 
to build good arguments and to critique others’ arguments, 
you will be well prepared to engage in and analyze the 
arguments you hear every day.

Deductive logic comes from the Latin word
deducere, which means “to draw down.”

Chapter 1: Foundations
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DEFINE

RESEARCH
Research these other 
famous Greek and 
Roman rhetoricians  
and summarize 
their views and their 
contributions to rhetoric.

1. Demosthenes: _________________________________________________ 
____________________________________________________________ 
____________________________________________________________ 
____________________________________________________________

2. Protagoras: ___________________________________________________ 
____________________________________________________________ 
____________________________________________________________ 
____________________________________________________________

3. Gorgias: _____________________________________________________ 
____________________________________________________________ 
____________________________________________________________ 
____________________________________________________________

4. Isocrates: ____________________________________________________ 
____________________________________________________________ 
____________________________________________________________ 
____________________________________________________________

5. Quintilian: ___________________________________________________ 
____________________________________________________________ 
____________________________________________________________ 
____________________________________________________________

6. Cicero:  _____________________________________________________ 
____________________________________________________________ 
____________________________________________________________ 
____________________________________________________________

Chapter 1: Review Exercises

1. Logic: ______________________________________________________ 
____________________________________________________________

2. Rhetoric: ____________________________________________________ 
____________________________________________________________

3. Sophists:  ____________________________________________________ 
____________________________________________________________ 
____________________________________________________________

4. Common Topics: _______________________________________________ 
____________________________________________________________ 
____________________________________________________________
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Chapter 1: Review Exercises

                 The art and science of reasoning. 

                      The art of public speaking. 

                       Early Greek rhetoricians who focused more on the sound and style of speech, rather than 
on the content. 

                                     A system Aristotle invented to help people discover all of the possible 
arguments for a topic. The five common topics are: definitions, testimony, comparison, relationship, and 
circumstance.

                                He was an Athenian statesman who lived from 384 to 322 BC. He is considered the 
greatest Roman orator, and is known for his “Phillipics,” a series of speeches he made protesting Phillip II 
of Macedonia’s possible invasion of Greece.* (p. 186) 

                          He was one of the best-known sophists, along with Gorgias and Isocrates. He was 
known for his claims that man is the measure of all things. He also claimed that he could make the 
weakest argument in a speech sound like the best argument, and that one could not tell whether or not 
the gods existed.* (p. 186)

                     He was an early Greek orator who emphasized style. He is considered one of the founders 
of sophism. 
Students can find information about Gorgias at the following link: 
http://www.iep.utm.edu/g/gorgias.htm

                            One of the ten Attic orators, he was a Greek rhetorician born in 436 BC. He had stage fright, and his voice was 

so weak that he could not participate in Athenian public life. Therefore, he became a speechwriter and set up a school for rhetoric, 

which became one of the greatest schools of its kind in that day. Historians think Aristotle may have been one of his students. He 

was a sophist, but, wanting to rid himself of that reputation, he wrote an essay entitled “Against the Sophists.”* (p. 186)

                          He was a Roman orator whose work was highly regarded by medieval schools of rhetoric 
and referred to often in Renaissance writings. He is primarily known for his work Institutio Oratorio, which 
was published around AD 90. It was a complete manual for public speaking.* (p. 186) 

                    He was a Roman philosopher, statesman, and orator who lived during the decline and fall 
of the Roman Empire. He is widely considered one of Rome’s greatest orators. He did a great deal of 
translating of Greek philosophical and rhetorical works into Latin, even inventing Latin words when the 
Greek concepts did not translate well.* (p. 186)



____________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________

CONSIDER

Chapter 1: Review Exercises

Rhetoric surrounds 
you every day in 

speeches, commercials, 
advertisements, and 

writing. Considering 
what you know about 

the rhetoric of today, do 
you think it is more in 

line with sophistic (focus 
on style) or Aristotelian 
(focus on content) views 

on rhetoric? Give two 
examples to support

your idea. 

DESCRIBE____________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________

Describe two strengths 
and two weaknesses 

of both sophistic and 
Aristotelian ideas

of rhetoric.

11

Chapter 1: Review Exercises

Our culture leans toward sophism. For instance, commercials focus more on flash and humor, rather than 
on presenting logical reasons for consumers to buy a product. In fact, commercials often seem barely 
related to the item being sold. In addition, when politicians make promises in their political campaigns, 
people often know they are going to break those promises. However, if a politician sounds and looks 
good, this can strongly influence his audience. One of the first times this became evident was during the 
first televised debates between presidential candidates John F. Kennedy and Richard Nixon. JFK barely 
won that election, but many people believe that he won because it was a televised debate and he looked 
like a movie star. This kind of thing is common in our culture, which emphasizes a flashy appearance 
over inner qualities.

Sophistic Ideas: Sophistic speech is usually entertaining, emotionally engaging, and humorous. 
Therefore, two strengths of this kind of speech are that it engages the listener’s attention and sustains it 
by stirring his emotions. However, since sophism is concerned more about style than content, you may 
fall into shallow speaking and thinking when arguing in this style. A second weakness is that you may fail 
to address serious problems or to provide meaningful answers to important problems because you are 
overly focused on how your argument sounds. 
 
Aristotelian Ideas: Because Aristotelian rhetoric focuses on content and good reasoning, its strengths 
are that it provides thorough information for the listener, and it does so in a logical manner without 
resorting to emotional manipulation. However, an exclusive focus on content fails to recognize that 
people are, for better or worse, influenced by outward impressions. Therefore using this approach to 
arguing may neglect aesthetics—the beauty of sound and image—which are important. This lack of 
attention to the appeal of an aesthetically pleasing speech can detract from an argument because 
listeners and/or opponents may get bored listening to a solely factual argument.
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Chapter 2 The Four Idols

At this point, you may believe that the main reason to learn logic is so that you can win 
arguments. That is a common misconception. The most important reason for you to learn logic is to 
help you understand what is right and true. This is an important distinction to understand. If your 
main goal in argumentation is to win, you may, inadvertently, commit fallacies and miss the point.

To help you understand this better, there is something important that you should know about 
yourself: you are very easily deceived, especially by yourself. Don’t worry, it’s not just you—all human 
beings are easily deceived. In fact, a man named Francis Bacon, who lived from 1561 to 1626, 
believed that human beings tend to deceive themselves and that they must continually work to 
free themselves from flawed thinking.1 He was one of the earliest proponents, or supporters, of the 
scientific method (yes, you have him to thank for all of those science fair projects and experiments 
you have done), and he was interested in how people think and search for truth. He developed the 
scientific method to help people overcome their flawed thinking. In order to help people understand 
the ways they deceive themselves, Bacon wrote about something that he called the four idols.2

An idol is something that people worship. Webster’s dictionary defines an idol as “a false god; a 
false conception; an object of extreme devotion.” In ancient cultures, and in some cultures today, 
many people worshipped idols made of stone, gold, or other precious metals. When Francis Bacon 
wrote about the four idols, however, he was not referring to golden or stone images. Instead, he was 
describing ideas or habits we hold dear that can hinder our ability to think clearly. In other words, 
our devotion to these ideas and habits can cause us to be prejudiced or biased.3 Webster’s dictionary 
defines a prejudice as a “preconceived judgment or opinion,” and a bias as a “highly personal and 
unreasoned distortion of judgment.” The four idols Bacon described were the idols of the tribe, the 
idols of the cave, the idols of the marketplace, and the idols of the theatre.4 As you read about 
these idols, you may be surprised at how they affect your life and thinking.

The first group of idols, known as the idols of the tribe, is made up of the faults that are common 
to all human beings. You might think of a tribe as a group of people who live in a certain part of the 
world. Bacon used the term “tribe” to refer to the whole human race. In other words, Bacon believed 
that the idols of the tribe were weaknesses that every single human being has in common. These are 
weaknesses such as wishful thinking and hasty generalization. For instance, Bacon wrote that our 
senses are weak and easily deceived, and he said that humans tend to engage in wishful thinking. By 
this, he meant that we have a natural tendency to accept what we would like to be true or what we 
believe is true.5 For instance, did you know that researchers recently have claimed that chocolate, 
especially dark chocolate, can be good for your health?6 You might find yourself eager to believe this 
study because you like chocolate and, if the study is true, you could eat chocolate three meals a day. 
However, just because you want something to be true doesn’t mean it is true. This example illustrates 
a general tendency of human beings: we like to believe things that are pleasant and comfortable to us, 
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and we don’t want to believe things that are unpleasant or 
uncomfortable to us. In this case, our idol, or our object of 
extreme devotion, is our physical or emotional comfort. We 
care about our comfort and pleasure so much that it can 
prevent us from seeing unpleasant or uncomfortable truths.

The second group of idols is the idols of the cave. These 
are faulty thinking patterns that come from our specific 
backgrounds and social groups. Bacon called these the 
“idols of the cave” because our upbringing is like a cave 
that can limit our perceptions of the rest of the world. For 
example, each of us has been raised in a particular social 
class (lower, middle, or upper), and we all belong to a 
certain ethnic group (Caucasian, Asian, African American, 
Hispanic, Native American, etc., or a mixture of these 
groups). Whatever our background, we have learned to 
believe certain things about ourselves, the world, other 
people, and other groups based on the beliefs and practices 
of our specific group. Because of this, it is often hard for us 
to understand the viewpoints of other groups.7

For example, poor people often have misconceptions 
about rich people. They might believe that all rich people 
are spoiled or have been given their wealth by relatives. 
They also might believe that all wealthy people are happy. 
In reality, however, many wealthy people become wealthy 
by working hard in demanding jobs. Also, not all wealthy 
people are happy. There are plenty of miserable wealthy 
people. Many wealthy people also have misconceptions 
about poor people, such as that all poor people are poor 
because they are lazy. They might also think that poor 
people are unhappy because they don’t have a lot of money. 
In reality, many poor people are extremely hard workers 
who work several jobs just to make ends meet. Also, many 
poor people are happy because they have great friends and 
families, and they love their jobs, even though they don’t 
pay very well.

As another example, consider that people who have 
been raised in Republican families may not understand 
why people would be Democrats, while people raised 

in Democratic families may not understand why anyone 
would vote Republican. These two groups may not 
understand each other, yet there are intelligent and moral 
people in both. These examples demonstrate that it can be 
difficult for us to understand people who hold viewpoints 
that are different than our own. The idols of the cave 
represent the cave of our own opinion, which can blind us 
to the truth in other viewpoints.

The third group of idols, the idols of the marketplace, 
represents the way in which words can be deceiving. For 
example, let’s say that you decide to go to a popular new 
movie with a friend. Because tickets for the movie will sell 
quickly, you tell your friend to get to the movie early so that 
you can get good seats. In your mind, “early” means “at least 
fifteen minutes early and maybe twenty,” but your friend 
is a bit of a procrastinator. When she arrives a mere five 
minutes early, you are upset with her. Your friend cannot 
understand why you are annoyed; after all, she did get there 
early. As you can see, sometimes words like “early” can be 
imprecise because they mean different things to different 
people. Bacon realized that in order to think clearly, people 
must clearly define words and use them precisely.8 However, 
Bacon also realized that translating our thoughts effectively 
into words so that others can understand us can be more 
difficult than it seems.

Sometimes we use words that have several different 
definitions, such as in the case above. Sometimes we use 
words that mean something to us but that are unfamiliar to 
other people. He called word errors like this the “idols of 
the marketplace.” This may seem like an odd title for these 
errors, but if you think of a marketplace, or a place where 
people buy and sell things, it may help you understand 
why he named this kind of error the way he did. When 
someone tries to sell an object or a service to someone, the 
salesman must carefully communicate the benefits and value 
of what he is selling. If he uses words that his customer 
doesn’t understand or words that can mean more than one 
thing, he will confuse and possibly even lose his customer. 
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A similar thing happens when we discuss ideas with other 
people. We aren’t selling ideas to them, but we are trying 
to get them to accept, or at least understand, our opinion. 
People will not be able to do this if we speak over their 
heads or use words with many possible meanings. That is 
why it is so important that we use words carefully.

The last set of idols Bacon wrote about were the idols 
of the theatre. These idols represent “the human tendency 
to prefer older, more widely accepted ideas over novel, 
minority opinions.”9 Bacon believed that people often 
develop whole philosophies based on a few observations, 
rather than doing a thorough, scientific investigation. 
Bacon also believed that once people develop a philosophy 
or a paradigm—a model for understanding part of life, 

nature, or the universe—it is difficult for them to see past 
this philosophy, and it can blind them to the truth.10 An 
example of this would be the geocentric, or earth-centered, 
theory of the universe, which most people believed until the 
1500s. Ancient philosophers observed the earth, planets, 
and stars and determined that the earth was the center 
of the universe. This was a fairly reasonable conclusion 
given the instruments and abilities they had to investigate 
these matters at the time. However, this model of thinking 
became so fixed in peoples’ minds that when scientists, such 
as Copernicus and Galileo, demonstrated that the sun was 
the center of the universe, it was difficult for people to give 
up their belief in the old model. Many people still believed 
that the earth was the center of the universe and even 
refused to look at evidence that contradicted that theory.11

We often look at examples like this and believe that we 
could not be similarly deceived. However, instances such as 

these still occur. For example, even as late as the mid-1800s, 
people did not understand the link between germs and 
disease. During the Civil War, it was common for doctors 
to operate on several different patients without washing 
their hands between surgeries. Of course, this contributed 
to a high rate of infection and death among their patients. 
Because doctors at that time did not fully understand the 
connection between germs and disease, it was very hard 
for them to accept this connection, even when people like 
Florence Nightingale (a Civil War-era nurse famous for 
championing the adoption of improved medical hygiene) 
presented good evidence for better hygiene. As these 
examples demonstrate, the idols of the theatre represent our 
love for our personal philosophies.12

As you can imagine, every single one of us is affected by 
these idols at some time in our life. As we become more 
aware of ways in which our thinking can be clouded and 
deceived, it helps us think more clearly. It is important for 
you to know that you are especially easy to deceive when 
you are very passionate or emotional about a topic. There 
is nothing wrong with emotions, per se, but when we are 
emotional about a particular topic and desperately want 
to prove a certain point, it is easy for us to use fallacies, 
especially if they seem to help us prove our point. As we 
carefully examine in later chapters each of the fallacies that 
are connected with the common topics, it will help you to 
avoid deceiving yourself.

These four idols point to the need we all have to gain wisdom.
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The four idols and their effects on our way of thinking 
point to the need we all have to gain wisdom. If logic 
is a tool every person can use, then we can use the tool 
either wisely or foolishly. Too often, people misuse logic to 
manipulate, deceive, and attack other people. Logic can be 
a dangerous weapon or a wonderful tool. I hope that as you 
proceed through the rest of this book, you will resist the 
temptation of these four idols and fine-tune your ability to 
properly use the extraordinary tool that is logic.

As we wrap up this chapter, let’s quickly relate the 
idols to the curfew debate we have been considering. At 
this point, you feel that your parents’ proposed curfew 
is unfair and that they should be a little bit more lenient 
with you now that you are older. It is possible that you 
are right about this. After all, parents are human, and 
sometimes they make rules that are less than ideal or that 
are overprotective. However, it is important that you realize 
that you may be wrong, too. You also are human, and you 
might think that you are ready for more responsibility than 
you really are. Also, if you are honest with yourself, you will 
realize that your parents probably know much more about 
the potential dangers of driving at night than you do.

If you examine your thoughts and emotions, you may 
realize that it is difficult to see past your strong opinions 
and beliefs or to even think about your parents’ point of 
view. If you can see this, you will understand that you are 
being affected by the idols that Francis Bacon described. 
If you approach the curfew debate determined to win and 
prove your parents wrong, you are already starting down 
the wrong path. Instead, you need to approach the curfew 
debate with the goal of using logic to state your point 
well, understand your parents’ reasoning, and reach a good 
conclusion together.
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ANSWER Who was Francis Bacon? ____________________________________________ 
____________________________________________________________ 
____________________________________________________________ 
____________________________________________________________ 
____________________________________________________________ 
____________________________________________________________ 
____________________________________________________________

EXPLAIN
In your own words, 
explain each of the four 
idols and how they can 
distort our thinking.

1. Idols of the Tribe:  _______________________________________________ 
____________________________________________________________ 
____________________________________________________________ 
____________________________________________________________ 
____________________________________________________________ 
____________________________________________________________ 
____________________________________________________________

2. Idols of the Cave:  _______________________________________________ 
____________________________________________________________ 
____________________________________________________________ 
____________________________________________________________ 
____________________________________________________________ 
____________________________________________________________ 
____________________________________________________________

3. Idols of the Marketplace: ___________________________________________ 
____________________________________________________________ 
____________________________________________________________ 
____________________________________________________________ 
____________________________________________________________ 
____________________________________________________________ 
____________________________________________________________

4. Idols of the Theatre: ______________________________________________ 
____________________________________________________________ 
____________________________________________________________ 
____________________________________________________________ 
____________________________________________________________ 
____________________________________________________________ 
____________________________________________________________ 

                                              He was an English philosopher, essayist, and a proponent of the scientific 
revolution who lived from 1561 to 1626. He developed the scientific method. Interested in common 
thinking errors, he developed a theory of four idols that attempts to describe beliefs that hinder human 
thinking.

                                      The idols of the tribe represent errors in thinking that are common to all humanity. 
These errors in thinking include humanity’s tendencies toward wishful thinking and hasty generalization. 
Wishful thinking distorts our logic because it causes us to believe something because we want to believe 
it, rather than because there is good evidence for believing it. When we commit hasty generalization, we 
believe something based on insufficient evidence or examples. This distorts our thinking because we 
assume that an atypical example represents reality, when it is actually an odd exception to reality. 

                                      The idols of the cave represent the errors or prejudices in people’s thinking that 
come from their specific social, economic, or religious environments. The idols of the cave distort our 
thinking because we accept ideas as true, not because of good evidence, but because it is how we were 
raised, or it is the belief of our particular political, social, or religious group. Just because we were raised 
with a certain belief does not mean it is false, but by the same token, we shouldn’t believe something just 
because we were raised to believe it. We should only believe something if there are good reasons for 
believing it.

                                                 These idols represent the problems with thinking that we encounter 
when we use vague or ambiguous words. These word errors can distort both our thinking and our 
communication with other people. Since ambiguous and vague words can be so easily misinterpreted, 
two people can use the same word or phrase in a conversation and yet mean quite different things. 
 
 

                                         These idols represent the human tendency to accept older, more widely 
accepted ideas rather than new ideas held by the minority. This can distort our thinking because we tend 
to believe something not because of the best evidence, but because most people believe it and have for 
a long time. Bacon also believed that once people develop a philosophy or a paradigm it is difficult for 
them to see past this philosophy, and it can blind them to the truth.
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DEFINE1. Bias: _______________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________

2. Prejudice: ____________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________

LIST
List three or four words 

people often use that 
can be easily defined in 

several different ways. 
Explain how these 

different meanings could 
result in conflict.

____________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________

DESCRIBE
Think of a time when 

you were affected by one 
of the four idols. You may 

have noticed the idols 
clouding your judgment, 
or you may have noticed 

them clouding the 
judgment of someone 

else. Describe what 
happened, how it affected 
you personally, and then 

write down which idol 
affected the situation. 

               When someone is biased, he has a unreasoned inclination or disinclination toward someone or 
something, which prevents him from considering it in an objective manner. 
 

                       A positive or negative opinion formed about someone or something without consulting 
information and logic, often based on hasty generalization.

Answers will vary. If students struggle with this, ask them to think of something that they believed when they were 
younger but that they now know is wrong. If they can identify such a belief, ask them to determine how it is that 
they came up with this belief. It will likely be due to an idol of the tribe or cave. Some of your students may also 
have some funny stories about odd beliefs they held when they were little because they misunderstood something 
that their parents said or because they took something literally that was actually metaphorical. This kind of 
misunderstanding would represent an idol of the marketplace. 
In addition, you may want to take some time to discuss other scientific breakthroughs, in addition to the discovery 
regarding the placement of the sun and the earth, that have occurred because people were able to look past the 
majority opinion and consider unpopular beliefs. One interesting example of this is the story of Roger Bannister. For 
years, people had said that it was not humanly possible for anyone to run a mile in less than four minutes. Bannister 
first broke that record in 1954, and since then many other people have broken it as well. You can find an article 
about this at the following link: 
http://www.forbes.com/sport/2005/11/18/bannister-four-minute-mile_cx_de_lr_1118bannister.html.

If students can’t think of any such words, have them discuss the different interpretations people have for 
the following words: Christianity, healthy, good education, beauty, patriotism. 
As an interesting exercise, write one of the words listed above on the board. Then give the students each 
a note card and ask them to write a definition for the word on their card. When everyone has finished, 
collect the cards and read the different definitions, asking the students to point out similarities and 
dissimilarities among the definitions. Use this exercise to help students recognize how differently people 
can interpret the same word.* (p. 186)
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Common Topic 1
Definitions

If you are a person who loves to argue and debate, you might immediately assemble all of your 
arguments and fire them off at your opponent as though you were executing a military drill. If so, 
you are missing the most important step in any debate: definition. When you are getting ready to 
argue there are two important things that you must define: your position and the key terms in your 
position. Because this step is so important, definition is the first common topic we will examine. It 
is not exactly a type of argument, but it is an important preparatory step you need to take as you 
begin to argue.

The following are concepts that will be helpful to understand as you read the next chapter.

Thesis statement: A declarative statement of opinion that can be proven true or false.

Definition: An explanation or illustration of a word. There are several ways to define a word: 
genus, species, etymology, synonyms, antonyms, description, and examples.

You may not believe me right now, but once you learn how to define terms properly and clearly 
state your thesis, you will save yourself and anyone with whom you debate a world of frustration.
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One of the most exciting parts of learning how to argue is the 
opportunity to participate in debates. World Book Encyclopedia defines a debate as “a series of 
formal spoken arguments for and against a definite proposition.”1 (”Proposition” is another word 
for a thesis statement.)

A formal debate is a debate that follows a set structure and has a judge who scores the arguments 
for both sides in order to determine who wins. A formal debate can occur between two people or two 
groups of people debating a certain thesis. There are several different formats that such a debate can 
follow, but most debate formats include time for both sides to present their arguments, as well as a 
rebuttal time in which both sides critique the opposing argument.

Although there are many different debate formats, most formats contain some similar elements. 
First of all, a debate is centered on a proposition or a thesis statement. This is a statement of opinion 
that can be proven true or false and which is usually worded positively. For example, a proposition 
for a debate on capital punishment would be worded this way: “Capital punishment is an effective 
crime deterrent.” This is the positive way of making this statement, as opposed to the negative 
form, which would be: “Capital punishment is not an effective crime deterrent.” To begin the 
debate, the affirmative side—the side that supports the proposition—presents its arguments first. 
After the affirmative side presents its arguments, the negative side, which opposes or disagrees with 
the proposition, presents its arguments. Sometimes, after the negative side has presented, both 
sides will present another set of arguments. The portion of the debate during which the arguments 
are presented is called the “constructive speech” segment. It is important to note that during this 
segment, the teams should refrain from making any comments or replies while the other team is 
presenting its arguments. Each side will have time to reply later.

After both sides have presented their arguments, they each engage in the rebuttal segment. In this 
segment, the team that opposes the thesis or proposition (the negative side), has the opportunity to 
present its rebuttals first. When you rebut, you critique your opponent’s arguments. It may make you 
nervous to think that you will be required to critique your opposition’s argument, but don’t worry. The 
good news is that your study of the common topics has given you excellent skills for doing this, and, to 
some degree, you have already practiced this skill as you have determined the thesis of arguments, noted 
fallacies, and determined which argument from a group of several arguments is the strongest.
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When you critique your opponent’s argument, there are several main tactics that you can take:

1. You can show that your opponent is factually in error or that his information is incomplete.

2. You can show that your opponent’s reasoning is weak or fallacious.

3. You can show that while your opponent has stated some truth in his case, your conclusions 
about the facts are stronger and fit the facts more completely.

Although being effective in rebuttals does require you to do some thinking on your feet, there are 
a number of ways in which you can prepare ahead of time. First of all, before the debate even begins, 
you should consider the key arguments that your opponent will likely bring against you. Of course, 
the best way for you to figure out those arguments is by using the common topics, just as you did as 
you developed your thesis statement. Don’t worry, you don’t have to write another complete essay or 
speech in order to determine those arguments. You just need to use the topics to brainstorm what the 
other side might say. Furthermore, during the debate, it will greatly help you if you take notes when 
the other side is presenting its speech. That way, you will be able to remember the key arguments and 
possible flaws of your opponent’s arguments when it comes time for your rebuttal. Usually when a 
team rebuts, each person on the team speaks briefly about one or two argument flaws they detected in 
their opponent’s argument. One person should not dominate the entire rebuttal time if other people 
on the team have something to say.

Another common format of debate is the cross-examination debate. While this debate format 
is very similar to the regular debate format, it differs in that after each group presents its main 
arguments, the other team is given time to cross-examine the arguments presented. This means that 
the other team gets to ask the opposing team questions about its arguments. When cross-examining 
the other team, you should ask questions about the other team’s sources, their line of reasoning, and 
about unfounded assumptions that the team might be making. Most of 
the questions asked during the cross-examination time should be 
more in-depth than basic “yes” or “no” questions. It is important 
to realize that this cross-examination time is not a rebuttal. 
The team that is cross-examining the other side should 
not argue or make statements of opinion about the other 
team’s arguments. It is purely a time for asking questions 
that may later help in disproving the opposition’s 
arguments. Once both teams have presented their 
arguments and cross-examined the other team, both 
sides will have a chance for rebuttal.
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Below is a list of the components of the two debate formats you have just examined.

Regular Debate Format

Constructive Speeches (10 minutes each)

1. First affirmative

2. First negative

3. Second affirmative

4. Second negative

Rebuttal Speeches (5 minutes each)

1. First negative

2. First affirmative

3. Second negative

4. Second affirmative

Cross-Examination Debate Format

Constructive Speeches (8 minutes each) and Cross-Examination (3 minutes each)

1. First affirmative

2. Cross-examination by negative

3. First negative

4. Cross-examination by affirmative

5. Second affirmative

6. Cross-examination by negative

7. Second negative

8. Cross-examination by affirmative

Rebuttal Speeches (4 minutes each)

1. First negative

2. First affirmative

3. Second negative

4. Second affirmative2
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You should note that your teacher may change the time and format of 
the debate depending on your particular class’ needs. For example, a class 
that is just learning to debate and only has a forty-five- or fifty-minute class 
period may only allow one opportunity for each side to present its argument, 
and this time may only last twelve or thirteen minutes. That time would be 

followed by time for a short rebuttal by each team. Your teacher can adjust the 
times and the order of the debate in order to fit your class’ particular needs.

In order to prepare for a debate, there are several things you should do. First of all, you should 
summarize your speech into outline form. This outline will contain your main points, as well as any hard-
to-remember facts, quotes, or statistics. Once you have composed this outline, you should practice your 
speech several times so that you are able to present your speech using your outline, rather than reading it 
word-for-word. You can accomplish this by practicing until you become familiar with the flow of your 
main points and the main ideas supporting each point. It is wise to practice your speech in front of the 
mirror and in front of others. When you practice both ways, it gives you a clearer picture of how you will 
sound to your audience. Realize that you do not need to say your speech exactly as it is written. You only 
need to be able to present the same general train of thought in your speech. In other words, the words you 
use when you present your speech may not be identical to what you wrote, but the ideas will be.

As you practice your speech, there are several things about your presentation that you will want to 
polish and perfect as much as possible. First of all, make sure you are standing up straight with both feet 
on the ground. Decide what kind of hand position will be most comfortable for you. Two of the best 
options are to keep your arms by your sides or, if a podium is available, to rest your hands on the top 
of the podium. You may also choose to keep them clasped behind your back. Avoid swaying, balancing 
on one foot, slouching or doing odd, repetitive gestures such as flipping your hair over your shoulder 
while you are speaking. It may sound funny, but people who are new to debates and speeches often 
unconsciously do these types of things things, as well as other distracting gestures. That is why it is good 
to practice in front of a mirror—you will be more likely to notice these things and make sure you don’t 
do them during your presentation.

Next, work on making consistent and firm eye contact with your audience. As you become more 
familiar with your speech, you will be able to look at your audience most of the time, looking down 
at your outline only when necessary. Rehearsing in front of a mirror and with an audience is especially 
helpful for practicing eye contact. If you are nervous about giving speeches, practicing in the mirror first 
will help you get used to presenting a speech to someone, but it will be less intimidating because usually 
people are not scared of themselves! After you are a little more comfortable, you can practice your speech 
for your friends or family.

In addition to making eye contact, you want to pay attention to the volume of your voice, as well 
as the speed at which you speak and the clarity with which you enunciate your words. Be aware that 
in everyday life, people tend to speak quickly and softly, and they tend to slur their words together. 
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This is because usually, when we are talking to someone during the day, we are standing 
close enough to that person that she can understand what we are saying, even if we are 
not trying very hard to be clear. Unfortunately, this causes us to form some very bad 
speaking habits. Speaking on a stage, and to an audience, is very different from having 
a conversation with someone else. Being “on stage” changes the dynamics of speech in 
such a way that enunciating your words, speaking clearly, and adding appropriate pausing 
becomes essential. You do not want to deliver a whole speech only to have your audience 
wondering what you said after your first sentence. In order to make your speech clear, 
you should develop a “stage voice,” that is, you should practice speaking slowly, clearly, 
and loudly enough to be heard at a fair distance. As you work on developing your stage 
voice it may feel like you are being overly dramatic, but it will help to ensure that your 
audience will understand you. You need to work on articulating every consonant clearly, 
pausing after every comma and period, and speaking slowly enough that you clearly form 
every word and give your audience time to register your words and phrases.

Once again, if you practice your speech several times, you will be able to concentrate 
on a different element of speech each time, which will help you to sharpen these skills. If 
you practice in front of an audience, ask them to tell you, at the end of your speech, two 
or three things that you need to improve. Getting immediate feedback in this manner 
can also help you become aware of odd and distracting speech habits that you did not 
know you had. Sometimes this can be a little uncomfortable, but it is much better to 
figure these things out with your family and friends than while you are delivering a 
speech in a formal setting.

As you are preparing for your first debate, realize that almost everyone feels nervous 
about speaking in front of others. Practicing speeches a lot and participating in many 
debates and speech events will help you overcome this fear, because you will know what 
to expect, and you will learn how to recover when you lose your train of thought or get 
distracted. Now go put all of your hard work into practice, and have fun!
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Accent: a fallacy committed when a word or part of a quotation is inappropriately emphasized or 
quoted out of context.

A Fortiori: from the Latin meaning “from the stronger,” it is an argument from antecedent and 
consequence. It argues that a phenomenon will exist in a more probable situation because it exists 
in a less probable situation. The opposite may also be argued (e.g., the likelihood of the absence of 
a phenomenon in the more probable situation because of its absence in the less probable situation).

Ad Hominem: from the Latin phrase meaning “at the man,” it is a fallacy committed when 
someone insults his opponent in an argument rather than disproving the opponent’s argument.

Affirming the Consequence: a fallacy that occurs when a person affirms the consequence of 
a hypothetical statement without considering or allowing for additional factors, such as the 
following: If it is snowing outside, school is canceled. The first part of the statement is the 
antecedent. The second part is the consequence. If you affirm the consequence, you reason like 
this: If it is snowing outside, school is canceled. School is canceled; therefore, it must be snowing. 
This is a fallacy because other factors besides snow could lead to school being canceled. See also 
antecedent, consequence, and denying the antecedents.

Ambiguity or Ambiguous: a term used to describe a word or phrase that can have two or more 
meanings.

Amphiboly: a fallacy of definition that occurs when someone uses a vague, ambiguous phrase in 
two different ways within the same argument.

Analogy: an argument technique that draws a conclusion based on relevant similarities between 
two examples; a subtopic of comparison.

Anomalies: counterexamples that are exceptions or odd occurrences that don’t fit a normal pattern. 
See also counterexample.

Antecedent and Consequence: an argument technique that draws a conclusion based on the 
natural implications of a situation or example; a subtopic of relationship.

Antonym: a word that has the opposite meaning of another word.

Appeal to Moderation: a fallacy that assumes that the correct answer is always a “middle ground” 
between two extremes.

Appeal to Pity: a fallacy committed when the speaker tries to convince an audience his argument 
is valid by making the audience feel sorry for him or for others.

Argument: providing examples or rational reasons for or against an idea or action with the 
intent to persuade.

Aristotle: a famous Greek philosopher who lived from 384-322 BC and developed the common 
topics. See also common topics.
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Authority: an argument technique that uses the expertise of someone as evidence for a conclusion. 
“Authority” can also refer to a person who, through study and/or experience in a matter, has gained 
legitimate expertise; a subtopic of testimony.

Bacon, Francis: a philosopher who lived from 1561 to 1626 and who developed the scientific method 
and the idea of the four idols.

Bandwagon: a fallacy committed when a speaker argues that because everyone believes something or is 
doing something, we should believe or do it, too.

Bias: a predisposition in favor of or against someone or something.

Cause and Effect: an argument technique that draws a conclusion by demonstrating that one 
phenomenon caused the other; a subtopic of relationship.

Circumstance: a common topic that develops an argument by examining historical examples or what is 
likely to occur. See also possible and impossible and past and future fact.

Clichéd Thinking: a fallacy that occurs when the speaker attempts to apply a general rule, such as a proverb, 
as a formula that is applicable to every situation. This often results in ridiculous or trite reasoning.

Common Topics: a system Aristotle invented to help people discover all of the possible arguments for a 
topic. The five common topics are definition, testimony, comparison, relationship, and circumstance (see 
entries for each of these).

Comparison: a common topic that develops an argument by examining similarities, dissimilarities, and 
degree of similarity or dissimilarity. See also analogy, difference, and degree.

Conclusion: the part of an argument in which the speaker states what he or she believes.

Contradictories: a statement that uses the word “not” to oppose another statement by denying the 
other statement altogether.

Contraries: the opposite of a proposition that uses an antonym to express its opposite position.

Contraries and Contradictories: an argument technique that draws a conclusion from examining the 
contradictory or the contrary statement of a thesis; a subtopic of relationship. See also contradictory 
and contrary.

Counterexamples: examples that appear to disprove a thesis.

Deductive Logic: a method of determining the validity of a formal argument in which the conclusion 
must, necessarily, be true if the premises used to support it are true. Arguments are said to be “black” or 
“white” and cannot be gray. See also formal logic.

Definition: an explanation or illustration of a word. It is the first of Aristotle’s common topics, and 
explores the meaning of a word in order to develop an argument. See also antonyms, description, 
etymology, examples, genus, species, and synonyms.

Degree: an argument technique that examines the relative worth of an example to determine the degree 
of its placement on scales of good and bad, practical and impractical, effective and ineffective, etc.; a 
subtopic of comparison.
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Denying the Antecedents: a fallacy related to affirming the consequence. In a hypothetical statement, 
such as, “If it is snowing outside, school will be canceled,” a person commits the fallacy of denying the 
antecedent if they reason, “It is not snowing outside; therefore, school will not be canceled.” This is a 
fallacy because, obviously, more factors than snow can lead to school being canceled. See also affirming 
the consequence.

Difference: an argument strategy that forms a conclusion from examining the dissimilarities between 
two examples; a subtopic of comparison.

Description: a definition technique used to explain a word in greater detail.

Distinction Without Difference: a fallacy that occurs when a speaker claims a difference between two 
examples when no difference actually exists.

Equivocation: a fallacy committed when a person uses alternative definitions of a word as though he 
was using one definition.

Example: a definition technique using an in-depth illustration to define a word.

Examples: a subtopic of testimony in which one looks to the past to figure out what to do. Also referred 
to as “precedent.” See also precedent.

Etymology: the history and origin of a word.

Expert Opinion: see authority.

Fallacy: a commonly recognized type of bad argument; an error in reasoning.

False Analogy: a fallacy that occurs when an analogy fails because the two things being compared 
are too dissimilar. In other words, the two examples used to make the analogy are too dissimilar to be 
properly compared.

False Cause: a fallacy that occurs when a speaker uses a weak causal connection as the basis of an 
argument.

Formal Logic: one of the two branches in the study of logic centering on the “form” of an argument; it 
is reasoning in the abstract, focusing on deductive reasoning, where the validity of an argument is based 
solely on the structure (form) of the argument. See also informal logic.

Four Idols: an analogy developed by the scientist Francis Bacon in order to illustrate common errors in 
thinking. The four idols are the idols of the tribe, cave, marketplace, and theatre.

Genus: a large class that contains a wide variety of items sharing key similarities.

Hasty Generalization: a fallacy that makes a generalization about a class of things based on too few 
examples. See also idols of the tribe.

Hermeneutics: the art and science of interpreting the Bible.
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Idols: objects of worship or extreme devotion.

Idols of the Cave: these idols represent our tendency to favor the views common to our particular class, 
ethnicity, or upbringing over any other views, which can hinder our ability to understand people who 
are very different from us. See also idols of the marketplace, idols of the theatre, and idols of the 
tribe.

Idols of the Marketplace: these idols represent our tendency to favor our interpretation of words over 
any other interpretation, which can lead to confusion in communication. See also idols of the cave, 
idols of the theatre, and idols of the tribe.

Idols of the Theatre: these idols represent our tendency to cherish the majority or established opinion 
over minority or novel opinion, which can inhibit our ability to relinquish flawed philosophies or 
paradigms. See also idols of the cave, idols of the marketplace, and idols of the tribe.

Idols of the Tribe: these idols represent the human tendency to engage in wishful thinking and hasty 
generalization. See also hasty generalization, idols of the cave, idols of the marketplace, idols of the 
theatre, and wishful thinking.

Illegitimate Appeal to Authority: a fallacy of testimony that is an illegitimate, or illogical, appeal to one 
individual expert. Usually this will involve an expert who is biased, not named, or whose competence is 
being transferred between unrelated fields.

Inductive Leap: a person’s acceptance of an inductive argument, which results from premises that lead 
as closely to the conclusion as possible.

Inductive Logic: one of the two branches in the study of logic . It deals with ordinary language 
arguments that tend to start with evidence that can be observed and compiled and works toward 
generalizations that are reasonably accurate with more or less probability. Arguments are said to be either 
“strong” or “weak.” See also deductive logic.

Informal Logic: deals with ordinary language arguments that tend to emphasize inductive rather 
than deductive reasoning. The structure or form of an argument is less the issue than the weight of 
the evidence, and the arguments are generally determined to be reasonably accurate with more or less 
probability. See also formal logic.

Legal Precedent: a legal decision that sets a pattern, or establishes a principle or rule, that a court adopts 
when deciding later cases that have similar issues or facts.

Logic: the art and science of reasoning.

Logician: one who practices logic.

Method of Agreement: a method developed by John Stuart Mill to test causal relationships; it examines 
phenomena sharing a common characteristic to determine the recurring factor causing the phenomena.

Method of Agreement and Difference: a method developed by John Stuart Mill to test causal 
relationships; combines the method of agreement and difference (see entries on individual methods).
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Method of Concomitant Variance: a method developed by John Stuart Mill to test causal relationships; 
examines factors that appear to fluctuate simultaneously so that one increases as the other increases, or 
one decreases as the other decreases. One factor may also increase as the other decreases or vice versa. In 
these cases, one factor is usually the cause of the other.

Method of Difference: a method developed by John Stuart Mill to test causal relationships. A method 
that examines an example that lacks the characteristic of an observed example to determine which 
possible causal factor is absent in the example lacking a certain characteristic.

Method of Residues: a method developed by John Stuart Mill to test causal relationships; hypothesizes 
several possible causal factors for a phenomenon and then gradually eliminates all unlikely causal factors 
to determine the most likely causal factor.

Necessary Cause: a cause that must be present in order to produce a certain effect.

Operational Definitions: see procedural definitions.

Paradigm: a model that helps people understand complex phenomena.

Past and Future Fact: an argument technique that examines what has occurred in the past in order to 
draw conclusions about the present; a subtopic of circumstance.

Possible and Impossible: an argument technique that forms a conclusion by examining what is likely or 
unlikely to occur; a subtopic of circumstance.

Post Hoc Ergo Propter Hoc: the Latin name for the false cause fallacy. See also false cause.

Precedent: often referred to as the subtopic of examples, it is a subtopic of testimony in which one looks 
to the past to figure out what to do. See also example.

Prejudice: a positive or negative opinion formed before evidence has been carefully examined; often 
based on a hasty generalization. See also hasty generalization.

Premise: the evidence or proof supporting a conclusion.

Procedural Definitions: a definition technique that actually describes how something happens or 
occurs. Also known as “operational definitions.”

Proverb: a wise saying that provides a general principle for living.

Random Sample: a sample in which all possible participants or examples in the study have an equal 
chance of being selected for observation.

Rebut: to contradict or oppose an argument, often by critiquing the various elements of the opposing 
argument.

Rebuttal: the act of rebutting; argument or proof that rebuts.

Relationship: a common topic that develops an argument by examining the connection or implication 
between examples. See also cause and effect, antecedent and consequence, and contraries and 
contradictories.

Rhetoric: the art of public speaking.

Rhetorician: a public speaker.
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Sample: a group specially selected for a research study and which typically represents a picture of the 
general population.

Slippery Slope: a variation in the fallacy of false cause in which it is assumed that one step in a given 
direction will lead much further down that path without an argument being given for why one thing 
will inevitably lead to another.

Sophists: rhetoricians who focused more on the sound and style of a speech, rather than on the content. 
See also rhetorician.

Snob Appeal: a fallacy in which the speaker appeals to a sense of elitism or to those of “discriminating 
taste.”

Species: a group of words having similar characteristics that distinguish them from other groups in the 
same genus. See also genus.

Statistics: the science of observing, organizing, and summarizing data into meaningful patterns; 
numbers that represent a large quantity of examples; a subtopic of testimony that represents an 
authority’s summary of pertinent information. See also authority.

Straw Man Fallacy: a fallacy that occurs when someone distorts his opponent’s argument to ridiculous 
extremes in order to make it easier to defeat or deny.

Sufficient Cause: a cause that may, but not necessarily, bring about a certain effect.

Syllogism: a deductive, formal argument consisting of two premises followed by a conclusion.

Synonym: a word that has the same or similar meaning as another word.

Testimonial: an average person’s published experience (written or spoken) of a situation, product, or 
phenomenon; a subtopic of testimony.

Testimony: a common topic that develops arguments through examining the insight of famous or 
regular people. See also authority, proverbs, and testimonial.

Thesis Statement: a declarative statement of opinion that can be proven true or false.

Vagueness or Vague: a word describing a term that lacks precision because of overuse or because of its 
wide range of meaning.

Wishful Thinking: believing that something is true because you want it to be true rather than because 
the facts or evidence merit that belief.
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Anthony, Susan B.: (1820-1906) An American civil rights activist who worked, specifically, for 
women’s right to vote.

Aquinas, Thomas: (1225-1274) An Italian Catholic priest of the Dominican Order who is 
considered by many Catholics to be the greatest theologian and philosopher who ever lived. He is 
best known for his works Summa Theologica and Summa Contra Gentiles.

Aristotle: (384-322 BC) A Greek philosopher and student of Plato. He wrote on different 
subjects, such as rhetoric, logic, music, physics, metaphysics, poetry, ethics, biology, and zoology. 
He was one of the first people to systematize the study of logic and rhetoric.

Augustine: (354-430) A philosopher, theologian, and one of most important Church fathers. His 
most famous works are On Christian Doctrine, Confessions, and The City of God.

Bacon, Francis: (1561 to 1626) An English philosopher, essayist, and a proponent of the scientific 
revolution. He developed the scientific method. His theory of the idols attempts to describe beliefs 
that hinder human thinking.

Burke, Edmund: (1729-1797) An Irish statesman and philosopher known for his support of the 
American colonies against King George III and in the dispute that led to the American Revolution.

Copi, Irving: (1917-2002) An American logic professor in many key American universities. He is 
best known for his textbooks Introduction to Logic and Informal Logic.

Defoe, Daniel: (1661-1731) An English writer and journalist best known for works such as 
Robinson Crusoe.

Demosthenes: (384-322 BC) A Greek statesman and orator in ancient Athens.

Donne, John: (1572-1631) An English poet and preacher best known for his association with the 
metaphysical poets.

Kennedy, John F.: (1917-1963) The 35th President of the United States until his assassination in 
1963.

Henry, Patrick: (1736-1799) An American statesman who played a prominent role in the 
American Revolution. He is best known for the speech “Give Me Liberty or Give Me Death.”

Ickes, Harold: (1874-1952) An American political figure who helped to implement Franklin D. 
Roosevelt’s “New Deal.”
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MacArthur, Brian, ed.: The Penguin Book of Historic Speeches. London: Penguin Books, 1996.

Mill, John Stuart: (1806-1873) A British philosopher, political economist, and influential political 
thinker. In 1843, he wrote an influential logic book called A System of Logic.

Montaigne: (1533-1592) One of the most influential writers of the French Renaissance. He popularized 
the genre of essay.

Menken, H.L.: (1880-1956) An American journalist and satirist. An influential American writer as well 
as a critic of American life and culture.

Paine, Thomas: (1737-1809) A British writer and supporter of the American Revolution. He is best 
known for his work Common Sense.

Ruskin, John: (1819-1900) A British art and social critic whose essays on art and architecture were very 
influential in Victorian and Edwardian England.

Shakespeare, William: (1564-1616) An English poet and playwright. He is known as one of the 
greatest writer in the English language.

Smith, Will: (1968—) An American actor and musician known for recent movies, such as I, Robot, The 
Pursuit of Happyness, and I Am Legend.

Socrates: (470-399 BC) An ancient Greek philosopher known for laying the foundation of Western 
philosophy.

Thoreau, Henry David: (1817-1862) An American author, naturalist, and transcendentalist known for 
works such as Walden and Civil Disobedience.

Twain, Mark: (1835-1910) An American humorist and writer known for works such as The Adventures 
of Huckleberry Finn.

Wesley, John: (1703-1791) A British minister and Christian theologian. One of the greatest leaders of 
the Methodist movement.
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If you have ever felt mystified by or unable to enjoy the significance of 
poetry, this book will lead you step by step to an understanding and 
love of this branch of literature, guided by a gifted poet and teacher. The 
Art of Poetry is an excellent middle school or high school curriculum; 
it teaches the practice of reading a poem slowly and carefully and 
introduces students to the elements of poetry (such as imagery and 
metaphor) and the many forms that can make a poem, from sonnet to 
open verse. In the belief that practice is the best way to learn, this book is 
rich with explications, exercises, and activities. A biography of each poet 
is also included, along with a CD of a reading of many of the poems.

From the Introduction:
There has never been a civilization without poetry. From the beginning of time, people have sought to turn their 
thoughts, feelings, and stories into memorable speech to share with others. Using language, the poet preserves 
something precious in the world by allowing us to live next to her, to see what she sees, to enter the experience 
she has built for us with her words and attention to the moment. Poetry acknowledges something deep 
within our nature—an urge to name, say, sing, grieve, praise, out of our solitariness, to another person. It 
makes words into a material thing, hard and solid as a table, dense with significance.

Find samples and more information at www.ClassicalAcademicPress.com. 

Want to know more about the author? Check out her poetry blog at: 
www.ArtOfPoetryOnline.com.

the art of

Poetry

In her clear-eyed, passionate, and accessible account of the power 
poetry plays in our lives and in her careful and exact explanation 
of its craft, Christine Perrin provides an inspiring, accessible, and 
comprehensive introduction to the reading and writing of poetry. 
What I admire most about The Art of Poetry is how it proceeds 
from Perrin’s deeply lived and felt convictions about the necessity 
of poetry and from her experience as a gifted poet.

—Michael Collier, Former Poet Laureate of Maryland; Professor of Creative Writing, 
University of Maryland; Director of the Bread Loaf Writer’s Conference
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Latin Comes

Latin is an elegant and ancient language that 
has been studied for many generations. It is also 
quite alive in our culture and in the languages we 
speak today. You will be surprised at what you 
learn in each new chapter of Latin Alive! Book 
One. As the fi rst text in a three-year series, it is 
a thorough introduction to this great language, 
and is designed to engage the upper school 
(7th grade and above) student. Brimming 
with relevant facts and stories, this text off ers 
something for everyone.  

•  36 weekly chapters, including 29 new content chapters and 7 review “reading” chapters

•  Pronunciation guides

•  Weekly introduction of vocabulary

•  Th orough grammatical explanations, including all fi ve noun declensions and cases, all 
verb conjugations, irregular verbs, various pronouns, adjectives, and adverbs

•  United States state seals and their Latin mottos

•  Extensive study of the Latin derivatives of English words

•  Substantial Latin readings and translation exercises

•  Lessons and stories of Roman culture, myths, and history

•  Exercises and questions to prepare students for the National Latin Exam and the 
Advanced Placement Exam

•  Historical contributions from Christopher Schlect, historian and academic dean at 
New Saint Andrews College, Moscow, ID

•  Teacher’s Edition, including answer keys, teacher’s helps, and additional activities 
available separately

Alive!

Get free samples, videos, and more on our website: www.ClassicalAcademicPress.com



Scholé Academy will seek to cultivate meaningful discussion and restful learning—online. Our 
teachers are skilled at leading discussions as well as presenting clear and pithy lectures as needed. 
But they all are concerned with ensuring that students will learn without anxiety and with a loving 

engagement of literature, language, history, and other arts. Scholé Academy seeks to instill student 
virtues of humility, courage, perseverance, love, and temperance—the prerequisites for being a true 
student. We believe student work can be rigorous without being frenetic, monotonous, and worrisome. 
� e word scholé (pronounced skoh-LAY) comes from a Greek word meaning “restful learning” with 
the connotation of “contemplation,” “conversation,” and “re� ection.” Ironically, it is also the basis for 
our English word “school”—which no longer holds for us the idea of restful learning, conversation, and 
contemplation. Visit ClassicalAcademicPress.com for more information.

Scholé Academy teachers are experienced Socratic 
teachers, masters of their discipline.

Live, Teacher-Led, Online Classes
Latin • Logic • Writing • Rhetoric • and More!

Get to know Classical Academic Press better, give us suggestions, post on our wall, 
sign up for give-aways and coupons, and participate in polls that aff ect the future of 
these books. We’d love to hear from you, so come on by our Facebook fan page.

Join us on the back porch!Junior high and high school–aged students will argue (and sometimes quarrel), but they won’t argue 
well without good training. As a fundamental part of the trivium, logic study will impart to students 
the skills needed to craft accurate statements and identify the flawed arguments found so frequently in 
editorials, commercials, newspapers, journals, and every other media. We regard the mastery of logic 
as a “paradigm” subject by which we evaluate, assess, and learn other subjects. Mastery of logic is a 
requisite skill for mastering other subjects.

 My chief objection to a quarrel,
Chesterton wrote,  is that it ends a good argument.

Everyday Debate & Discussion shows not only how to conduct informal and 
formal debates, but also how to employ logic and rhetorical techniques such as the 
common topics of defi nition, comparison, relationship, circumstance, and testimony. 
Additional study of ethos, pathos, and style is included, as well as a study of debate 
arrangement. If you want to learn more about debate and Socratic discussion in the 
classical tradition, you will want to add this enriching new book to your library.

introducing . . .

Informal Logic
(Grades 7–12)

Logic/Pre-Rhetoric
(Grades 8–12)

Formal Logic
(Grades 8–12)

Speech & Debate
(Grades 8–12)

This new book is designed for three types of people: 
    1) Those leading a debate team or class at a school or co-op 

    2) Logic or upper-school teachers who want to create a truly “dialectical” environment 

    3) Teachers who wish to enhance their teaching by including more robust discussion and debate




