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Learning the 
Art of Argument:

Some Important Points for Students

Teachers, this is a resource that you can draw from to create your syllabus for your 
course. Note that you will want to share all these points with your students in class, 
but you may also wish to include some of these points in your syllabus. Much of 
the language is taken from the introduction for teachers but has been modified to 
address students. You can use some or all of the text from this document for your 
syllabus, if you think that will be helpful! Do keep in mind that you know your 
students best, and it might be even better if you tweak and summarize the points in 
this document for use in your own syllabus instead of simply copying and pasting.

The First Rule of Logic: Define Your Terms!
In the “What is Logic?” chapter at the beginning of the book, 

you’ll spend some time learning how to build good definitions. 
It is very important that you learn and understand how to craft a 
good definition. It can be easy to take shortcuts and be a little lazy 
when it comes to building and memorizing definitions (especially early 
on in the course, when the definitions are easy and there are only a few 
to remember). But, if you are diligent with the memorization from the 
beginning, you will find that by the time you get to unit 3 (and have already 
learned 25 fallacies), memorizing the definitions will be easier because you’ve 
already had so much practice.

Definitions of the Fallacies
You will notice that there are slight variations among the definitions for each fallacy. We have 

given each fallacy four definitions: the definition in the unit introduction, the first definition 
in the chapter (under the Definition heading), the definition in the Genus-Difference sidebar 
(which shows the genus and difference of the particular fallacy), and the definition in the Cat-
egory sidebar (which shows the broadest category to which the particular fallacy belongs—rel-
evance, presumption, or clarity—and any subgroups that the fallacy belongs in, such as ad fontem 
arguments, appeals to emotion, or red herrings).

The first definition in the chapter (under the Definition heading) is the one that you should 
memorize and is the definition that appears in the glossary. It is also the definition that you 
should provide whenever you are asked to define the fallacy in an exercise or on a test. This 
definition includes the translation of the Latin name (where applicable), the subcategory that the 
fallacy belongs to, and a description about what makes this fallacy distinct from the other fal-
lacies in the same category. (In the glossary entry for the fallacy, there might also be additional 
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notes about etymology for words that are from Greek or Latin but that don’t have Greek or Latin 
names. These notes are listed after the glossary definition.)

The second definition (the definition in the Genus-
Difference sidebars) varies the most from the first defini-
tion. This variation is intended to help sharpen your 
understanding of the fallacies. These Genus-Difference 
sidebars offer language that might expand or clarify 
words in the original definition. The third definition 
(the definition in the Category sidebar) just describes 
what is distinct about each fallacy; it uses the same 
exact language as the first definition, only it lists the 
subcategory that the fallacy belongs to in a different 
part of the sidebar.

The definitions in this text vary because the same 
thing can be said in many different ways. It’s impor-
tant to remember that your ultimate goal is not 
merely to memorize the definitions of the fallacies but to gain 
a mastery, or a deep understanding, of them. At the end of the 
day, demonstrating a real working understanding of the falla-
cies (for example, by offering a fallacy definition that is accu-
rate but does not use the exact words of the first definition) is 
more important than repeating the exact, minor details of the 
wording in the text.

The Fallacy Tree
The Art of Argument features some organization in the form of a taxonomic fallacy tree. This 

tree organizes each fallacy according to its category and subcategory.

The complete fallacy tree shows the three categories of fallacies (relevance, presumption, and 
clarity), the subcategories (ad fontem arguments, appeals to emotion, red herrings, fallacies of 
presupposition, fallacies of induction, and fallacies of clarity), and all the individual fallacies. The 
fallacy tree builds from chapter to chapter so that you have a visual representation of the falla-
cies in a category (relevance, presumption, or clarity) that you have already learned and the ones 
that they are going to learn. If you are a visual learner, the fallacy tree will be especially useful as a 
study tool.

Invalid Valid

(Formal
Fallacies)

Formal Arguments
(Deductive Reasoning)

Weak Arguments
(Informal Fallacies)

Strong
Arguments

Fallacies of Relevance

Fallacies of Presumption

Fallacies of Clarity

Ad Fontem

1. Ad Hominem Abusive
2. Ad Hominem Circumstantial
3. Tu Quoque
4. Genetic Fallacy

Emotion

1. Appeal to Fear
2. Appeal to Pity
3. Mob Appeal
4. Snob Appeal
5. Appeal to Illegitimate Authority
6. Chronological Snobbery

Presupposition

1. Begging the Question
2. Bifurcation (False Delimma)
3. Fallacy of Moderation 
4. Is-Ought Fallacy
5. Fallacy of Composition
6. Fallacy of Division

1. Equivocation
2. Accent
3. Distinction without a Difference

Induction

1. Hasty Generalization 
(Converse Accident)

2. Sweeping Generalization 
(Accident)

3. False Analogy
4. False Cause
5. Fake Precision

Red Herring

1. Appeal to Ignorance
2. Irrelevant Goals or Functions
3. Irrelevant Thesis
4. Straw Man Fallacy

Informal Arguments
(Inductive Reasoning)

Argumentative
Persuasion

Argumentative
 Persuasion Fallacy Tree

First Question: What is the issue at hand?
Next Questions:

Relevance →  Is the argument relevant to the issue at hand?
Presumption →   Is the argument assuming something that it 

shouldn’t?
Clarity →  Is the argument clear?
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Chapter 1: The Ad Fontem ArgumentsUnit I: Relevance

 Chapter 1
The Ad Fontem Arguments(Arguments against the Source)

DEFINITION: From the Latin ad fontem, meaning “to the source,” these are 
a subgroup of the fallacies of relevance and they are arguments that distract by 
focusing attention on the source of the argument, rather than on the issue itself.

Because there are so many fallacies of relevance, they are 
divided into three subgroups: ad fontem arguments, appeals to 
emotion, and red herrings. We will start with the ad fontem argu-
ments because they are some of the easier ones to spot.Th e Latin phrase ad fontem can be translated as “to the source.” 

(Literally, it means “to the fountain” or “to the source of a 
stream.”) Distracting the audience’s attention away from the real 
issue and instead to the source of an argument is a very common 
debater’s trick. Most of these fallacies can also be referred to as 
ad hominem arguments or “personal attacks.” However, not all of 
these arguments are aimed at one specifi c person. Th ey can also 
be aimed at a group of people or even a broader set of ideas.Ad hominem can be translated as either “to the man” or 

“against the man.” In either case, it refers to arguments that dis-
tract from the issue at hand by attacking one of the parties that 
is arguing. A speaker may be self-interested, not well informed, 
or even a downright bad person, but that does not change the 
fact that his argument needs to be weighed on its own merits. 
Most of the time, an ad hominem argument is in some way 
unfair to the person whom it attacks, which makes it one of the 
“dirtiest” tricks in the debater’s book. However, if our goal is to 
seek the truth about a specifi c question, then even perfectly fair 
and accurate critiques of a person’s character might be irrelevant 
to the issue being discussed; and such critiques are therefore 
unwelcome because they distract from the issue under consider-
ation. We’ll unpack this idea throughout the fi rst three chapters. 
Th ere are several diff erent types of ad fontem arguments, but in 
this book we will cover just four.

1. Ad Hominem
Abusive

2. Ad Hominem
Circumstantial

3. Tu Quoque
4. Genetic Fallacy

Ad Fontem

Emotion

Weak Arguments: Fallacies

Red Herring

Presupposition

Induction

1. Appeal to Fear
2. Appeal to Pity
3. Mob Appeal
4. Snob Appeal
5. Appeal to

Illegitimate Authority
6. ChronologicalSnobbery

1. Begging the Question
2. Bifurcation

(False Dilemma)
3. Fallacy of Moderation 
4. Is-Ought Fallacy
5. Fallacy of Composition
6. Fallacy of Division

1. Hasty Generalization (Converse Accident)
2. Sweeping

Generalization(Accident)
3. False Analogy
4. False Cause
5. Fake Precision

1. Equivocation
2. Accent
3. Distinction withouta Diff erence

1. Appeal to Ignorance
2. Irrelevant Goalsor Functions
3. Irrelevant Th esis
4. Straw Man Fallacy

Fallacies of Relevance Fallacies of Presumption Fallacies of Clarity
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Chapter 1: The Ad Fontem ArgumentsUnit I: Relevance

Th roughout this book, we include a key point box after each fallacy that restates the defi nition of 

the fallacy using diff erent words. Th e box will also distinguish between the genus and diff erence of 

each fallacy. As you read about in the “What Is Logic?” section of this book, the genus represents 

the general category into which something falls and the diff erence is the feature or quality that 

makes it diff erent from the other things in that same category. So the genus of a fallacy represents 

the general class of fallacies (such as ad fontem fallacies) that a particular fallacy belongs to and the 

diff erence is what sets it apart from the other fallacies of the same type (in other words, the other 

fallacies in the same genus). Learning the genus and diff erence of each fallacy should therefore help 

you be more specifi c and accurate in identifying the particular fallacy (such as ad hominem abusive) 

at work in an argument. Th is approach will help you deepen your understanding of each class of 

fallacy and the specifi c fallacies in each class. It will also help you memorize the key aspects of each 

fallacy in a category, which will help you to detect and identify fallacies accurately.
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Fallacy Examples in the Text: Training Students to Be Active 
Readers

Before each collection of fallacy examples, you will be prompted to think 
through the through the fallacy examples on your own before you read the 
explanations. Don’t take the shortcut and jump right to the explanations! 
Remember that one of the goals of learning logic is to learn how engage in 
discussion so that you can participate in debate that is both robust and charitable. 
When you encounter a fallacy example, actively engage the text by asking ques-
tions and seeking to understand as you read. If you actively engage the arguments and 
ideas in this text, you will be all the more prepared to actively engage the arguments you 
encounter every day outside the classroom.

Creating Fallacy Examples
Whenever you are asked to find or create examples of the fallacies—whether for a review exer-

cise, a chapter review, a cumulative fallacy worksheet, or a test—you should not be searching the 
internet for examples that someone else has already labelled and categorized. For these exercises, 
you should be writing down examples that you have heard in conversation or have come across 
when reading or when watching a movie, a video online, or a TV show. If you can’t think of 
examples you have come across, you should just create examples of your own. 

Keeping a Fallacy Notebook
Fallacies are present in the world around us. You should be on the lookout for them as you 

make your way through this course. You will find them in history, literature, science, movies, 
family conversations, essays, news reports, music, and more. Keeping an eye out for fallacies will 
allow you to reinforce and practice the logical skills you will learn in this course.

Consider building a list of fallacy examples in a notebook. In this notebook, you can jot down 
bad arguments as you come across them. If you see what fallacy is at work in the argument, write 
down the name of the fallacy along with your thoughts about how the argument demonstrates 
that particular fallacy. Even if you don’t immediately know what fallacy the argument uses, you 
can come back to it once you’ve learned more fallacies. Your teacher might require you to keep 
a fallacy notebook. But, if your teacher doesn’t require it, consider keeping one on your own for 
your own benefit! Keeping a fallacy notebook will give you even more practice in identifying bad 
arguments and specific fallacies and in articulating your ideas.
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