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AS level exam content 
 
You will sit two written papers for AS Philosophy, with the AQA board, both of which will be completed at the 
end of the academic year. There are no January modules or coursework options for this course.  
 

Exam title and related topics Exam details Exam 
weighting  
(AS) 

Exam 
weighting  
(A level) 

PHIL1 An Introduction to 
Philosophy 1 
 

 Reason and Experience 

 Why should I be Moral? 

 Why should I be 
Governed? 

 

1.5 hours 
90 marks available 
 
Complete the 15 mark and the 30 mark question 
on Reason and Experience 
 
Complete the 15 mark and the 30 mark question 
on either Why should I be Moral? or Why should 
I be Governed? 
 

50% 25% 

PHIL2 An Introduction to 
Philosophy 2 
 

 Tolerance 

 The Value of Art 
 

1.5 hours 
90 marks available 
 
Complete the 15 mark and the 30 mark question 
on Tolerance 
 
Complete the 15 mark and the 30 mark question 
on The Value of Art 
 

50% 25% 

 
 
 

Philosophy teaching staff 
 
XXXXX 
 
If you wish to see your course tutor outside of lessons, please contact them for an appointment. 
 
If you have any particular learning needs your course tutor should be aware of, do not hesitate to let them 
know. 
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Course outline 
 
The philosophy course covers a variety of different subjects, but the 
common thread across them all is argument. Whatever topic 
philosophy is focused on, the emphasis will be on providing and 
analysing arguments. Philosophy puts forward difficult questions, as 
we will soon see, and offers different theories as arguments in 
response.  
 
Your task as a student on this course is to learn how to analyse and 
argue problems philosophically. This requires you to take a detailed, 
logical and mature approach to difficult problems. To help with this, 
one of the first things we will cover is how to argue effectively. A 
significant aspect of this will involve ridding yourself of bad arguing 
habits and learning to approach problems in a philosophical way. 

 
 

 

 
Class work will focus on learning about and assessing philosophical theories. There will be a significant amount 
of reading and writing in relation to this, along with a good deal of classroom discussion and presentation 
work. Consequently, studying philosophy is also good for developing your skills in close analytical reading, 
complex essay writing, and detailed debate of complicated problems.  
 
 
 

What you will need to be a good philosophy student 
 

 A very high level of skill in both reading and writing 

 A good ability to construct and consider arguments, in both spoken and written form 

 Good concentration levels 

 The ability to consider viewpoints which may strongly oppose your own 

 Well-developed organisational skills, both in and out of the classroom 

 The patience to focus on difficult, lengthy problems 

 An appreciation of precision in the use of language 

 Intellectual curiosity and a willingness to pursue an argument relentlessly  

 Not expecting this subject to be like other subjects you have taken, in terms of both content and difficulty 
 
 
 

Learning resources 
 

Print resources 
 
For all of the topics studied, you will be provided with course 
handbooks which cover all of the information you need to 
complete your classroom tasks and succeed in the exams.  
 
You should also familiarise yourself with the resources on offer 
in the library. There are several sections which including texts 
specifically focused on philosophy. For example: 
 
xxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxx – General philosophy 
xxxxxx – Logic and critical thinking 
xxxxxx – Moral philosophy (incl. 179 treatment of animals) 
xxxxxx – Ancient philosophy, texts on specific philosophers and 
types of philosophy (e.g. political philosophy) 
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The library also includes texts on other subjects which have connections to some of the areas studied in 
philosophy as a whole. For example: 
 
200s, 210s – Theology and religion 
305s – Culture, gender, social/economic class, justice 
320s – Political science, political theory 
321s, 323s – Human rights issues, political and pressure groups 
 
 

Online resources – Moodle 
 
All students can access the Moodle from within college and through any 
internet connection elsewhere. The website can be found by following 
the ‘Moodle’ link on the college homepage, which is the first page you 
see when you log on within the college. If you are outside the college, the 
address is XXXXXX.  
 
There are two separate sections of Moodle you need to be signed up to. 
If you have any problems accessing these, talk to Resources in xxxx.  
 

 Philosophy AS – You should be automatically enrolled on this course, so it should appear with your other 
subjects on your Moodle home page. It includes links and files specific to the AS course and its topics, 
including the AQA exam board pages, and copies of all handbooks and tasks. 

 

 Philosophy Resources – This includes a large number of files and links, to be used by both AS and A2 
students. It features essays and articles on many areas of philosophy. You will mostly be using this part of 
Moodle when completing reading assignments for homework. Your first homework is to sign up to it by 
following the link for ‘Philosophy Student Resources’ on the ‘xxxxxxxxxxxxxxxx’ course. You will need to 
enter the enrolment key, which is ‘avril’.  

 
 
 

AS Philosophy units 
 
The following topic descriptions have been edited from the AQA specifications. A complete copy of the 
specifications can be found through the AS Philosophy Moodle page, and can also be found through the 
dedicated AQA course page at http://www.aqa.org.uk/subjects/philosophy/a-level/philosophy-2170. The AQA 
pages also features other documents, such as examiners’ reports and past exam papers.  
 
 

PHIL1 – Reason and experience 
 
We encounter the world through our senses; but does 
what we sense delineate what we think? Isn’t it possible 
to conceive some things that I could never confront via 
sensation? We experience the world as something more 
or less understood, but does recognising what we see, 
taste, touch, hear or smell involve nothing more than 
submitting ourselves to stimuli? How much do we 
contribute to the way the world appears to us in 
experience? How could mere conglomerates of sensation 
yield the principles we use to judge anything? Perhaps 
these guiding principles are not derived from, but known 
independently of, experience. If these principles are 
grasped a priori, then do they track the way the world is 
or just articulate the way the world appears to me?  
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These issues assumed centre stage in the debate between rationalism and empiricism, but have a longer 
history and are still central concerns in contemporary philosophy.  
 
In covering these issues, students will be expected to demonstrate their understanding of terminology: the 
contrasts and connections between necessary and contingent truths, analytic and synthetic propositions, 
deductive and inductive arguments, a priori and a posteriori knowledge. 
 
The issues to be covered are: 
 

Mind as a tabula rasa 
 

 The strengths and weaknesses of the view that the import of all ideas derives from and is determined by 
sense experience. 

 

 The strengths and weaknesses of the view that claims to know about what exists or occurs must be 
justified by sense experience. 

 
 

Innate knowledge 
 
The strengths and weaknesses of the view that the mind contains innate knowledge regarding the way the 
world is: the doctrine of innate ideas and its philosophical significance. 
 

 The view that some fundamental claims about what exists can be grounded in and justified by a priori 
intuition and/or demonstration. 

 

 Is ‘certainty’ confined to introspection and the tautological? 
 
 

Conceptual schemes 
 

 The idea that experience is only intelligible as it is, because it presents sensation through a predetermined 
conceptual scheme or framework; and the philosophical implications of this view. 

 
 

PHIL1 – Why should I be moral? 
 
This unit examines the nature of moral motivation 
and introduces students to three contrasting 
approaches which try to make sense of the relation 
between self-interest, practical reason and morality.  
 
The issues to be covered are: 
 

Morality as a social contract 
 

 It is reasonable to conform to the expectations of 
morality because morality is a conventional 
agreement for our mutual advantage. Exactly 
what kind of agreement could it be?  

 

 Whether morality can be the product of a contract. Can morality be identified with whatever is 
advantageous to us? Will it always be true that it is in our interests to honour a contractual  agreement? 
Are all moral interests covered by the contractual approach? 
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Morality as constitutive of self-interest 
 

 It is reasonable to conform to the expectations of morality because self-interest can only be realised in the 
context of a virtuous life. So what does self-interest involve and how might virtues promote happiness and 
flourishing? 

 

 Does ‘being moral’ demand virtuous character, or merely require conformity with moral rules? Is it 
realistic to suppose we could achieve stable and harmonious selves? Could a genuinely ‘virtuous’ action 
ever be motivated by any kind of self-interest? Is altruism virtuous? 

 
 

Morality as overcoming self-interest 
 

 It is reasonable to conform to the expectations of morality and these expectations disregard self-interest 
as morally relevant. Moral motivations as universal imperatives. 

 

 Does eschewing self-interest leave us without any motivating reasons to act morally? Are universal 
principles too abstract to guide actions? What do we do if principles conflict? Is this approach too rigid 
and insensitive to circumstances? 

 
 
 

PHIL1 – Why should I be governed? 
 
This question has been selected due to the foundational 
nature of the question of how an individual or collection of 
individuals, originally free, come to be obligated or bound to 
obey the laws and commands of the state.  
 
The issues to be covered are: 
 

The state of nature 
 

 Different views of the condition of mankind in a ‘state of 
nature’: a war of all against all in which life is ‘nasty, 
brutish and short’ (Hobbes); a state in which men live 
together according to reason, in perfect freedom and 
equality without superiors to judge them (Locke). 

 

 

 

 The benefits of political organisation: why it may be rational for individuals to submit to some form of 
authority which regulates conduct. 

 
 

Political obligation and consent 
 

 Consent as the basis of obligation: the legitimate political obligations of individuals are grounded in a 
considered, voluntary and binding act of consent. The concepts of hypothetical consent and tacit consent. 

 

 The concepts of power, authority and legitimacy and the relationship between them.  Whether legitimacy 
requires popular approval. 
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Disobedience and dissent 
 

 The view that we can only be said to possess obligations if we have a guaranteed right of dissent; just 
grounds for dissent. 

 

 Civil disobedience and direct action: the use of unlawful public conduct for political ends. The aims, 
methods and targets of civil disobedience and direct action. How either might be justified. 

 
 

PHIL2 – Tolerance 
 
Tolerance has been analysed as involving three components: 
objection, acceptance and rejection, but how clear-cut is that 
analysis? What reasons recommend tolerance: could tolerance be 
undesirable; how might being tolerant lead to the so-called 
paradoxes of tolerance? This concept has been selected due to its 
connectedness to issues of on-going and contemporary interest.  
 
The issues to be covered are: 
 

The tolerant individual 
 

 What characteristics do tolerant individuals possess? The 
difference between tolerance and indifference, indulgence 
and weakness. 

 

 Does tolerance merely imply that we leave other individuals 
alone to think and do as they please, or does it also require us 
to do or say nothing to offend others? Different conceptions 
of tolerance: permission, co-existence, respect and esteem. 

 

 
 

The tolerant society 
 

 Tolerance and the ideal of a liberal democracy: tolerance as the virtue of a pluralist democracy. Whether 
tolerant societies should be neutral with regard to conceptions of the good life; whether a culture which 
encourages tolerance, civility and respect for others should be nurtured. 

 

 Arguments for tolerance: fallibility; pragmatism, the fact that coercion is ineffective and the threat posed 
by strife; the value of autonomy; the value of diversity. Arguments against tolerance: social cohesion; 
moral standards; repressive desublimation. 

 
 

Tensions and applications 
 

 Could a liberal society tolerate a minority culture that doesn’t respect its values without undermining 
those values? Could a liberal society nourish a particular culture and make judgements about the relative 
worth of diverse lifestyles without becoming intolerant? 

 

 Tolerance, diversity and difference: issues raised by religious and social diversity and difference. 
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PHIL2 – The value of art 
 
Although we often dispute the relative merits of 
particular works of art, it is striking that most of us care 
a great deal about art in one form or another. The 
appreciation of art is a significant facet of our 
experience. But even if it is obvious that we do value 
art, it is less clear what constitutes that value. Art has 
always been associated with the advancement of moral, 
political and religious judgements and beliefs but 
contrariwise, the view that art should be regarded ‘for 
art’s sake’ has a long tradition. Crudely, is art valuable 
because of what it does or what it is? Art appears 
inseparable from emotion, but whose emotions are we 
engaging with when we appreciate the emotional 
content of a work of art? Perhaps there will not be a 
comprehensive story for a field that encompasses 
literature, drama, painting, sculpture, music, dance, 
architecture and the multiplicity of hybrids and 
elaborations that fall under the heading ‘art’. 
 
The issues to be covered are:  

 

We value art because it informs us 
 

 Good art should illuminate our experience, reveal ‘truths’, articulate a ‘vision’, be epiphanic, portray 
authentically or at least imitate or represent its subject convincingly or faithfully. 

 

 How is art supposed to stand for reality? Are all arts equally concerned with representing? What could we 
mean by ‘truth’ in art? Even if artinforms us, is that why we value it as art? Is art especially informative? 

 
 

We value art because of its expressive quality 
 

 Good art is moving or otherwise captures a mood or feeling. We describe and appraise it using an 
affective vocabulary. But how can psychological ascriptions normally attributed to persons apply to works 
of art? Are such descriptions merely metaphorical? 

 Is it really the artists’ self-expression we value, or are our own responses occasioned by the art the focus 
of our appreciation? 

 
 

We value art because of its particular ‘artistic’ quality 
 

 Good art is good because it affords a peculiar aesthetic enjoyment of ‘form’: balance, structure, 
proportion, harmony, wholeness, ‘significant form’. 

 

 Is the notion of ‘form’ clear? As a matter of fact, are there recognisable formal universals displayed in art? 
Even if ‘form’ matters is it the ‘essence’ of art qua art? Does formalism neglect the place art has in the 
hurly-burly of human life? 
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Your file 
 
It is essential you bring the following to every lesson: 
 

 Pens and writing paper 

 The handbook of whichever topic is currently being studied in class. This will either be ‘Reason and 
experience’, ‘Why should I be moral?’, ‘Why should I be governed?’, ‘Tolerance’, or ‘The value of art’ 

 On occasion, you will also be required to bring in this ‘Introducing philosophy’ handbook, and/or the 
‘Writing philosophy essays’ handbook. 

 
It is required that you organise your handouts and notes into a ring binder. Your second homework task is to 
get this ring binder, where you will store your handbooks, and any work you complete, including marked 
essays. Because of the amount of material that will be put into it, it should be a lever arch binder, and one that 
is dedicated only to your philosophy work. There will not be room to include work for your other subjects in 
the same file.  
 
Your file will be checked regularly by the subject teacher. If your file is not up to date, disciplinary action is 
likely to be taken. Note if you miss lessons, this is not an excuse for falling behind in either home or class work. 
 
 
 

What is philosophy? 
 

Part I 
 
The term ‘philosophy’ comes from Greek, and translates as ‘love of 
wisdom’. Beyond this, a clear definition of what the subject involves is 
difficult to pinpoint specifically. This is not helped by there having been 
significant disagreements among philosophers over the centuries as to 
what the true focus of the subject should be. 
 
What philosophy frequently does is to question and investigate how we 
think about and engage with the world. Aristotle (b. 384 BCE in 
Chalcidice, Greece d. 322 BCE in Euboea, Greece) said ‘philosophy 
begins in wonder’. Philosophy attempts to find answers to a very broad 
range of questions. Some examples of the problems philosophy 
addresses include: 

 
Aristotle 

 

 How is knowledge to be defined? 

 Is the world as we perceive it to be? 

 Is it possible to know anything for certain? 

 How should we live our lives? 

 What is art? 

 Do we have free will? 

 Are judgements of morality merely opinion? 

 What type of political system should we live by? 

 Does God exist? 
 
In our lives we make a huge number of assumptions, many of which we do not even realise. Philosophy aims to 
examine and question these assumptions, asking if we are justified in thinking what we do. In many cases, 
philosophers argue the assumptions we make are not so certain, and it would be worth our time questioning 
them and looking for greater certainty. Because of this, studying philosophy can often lead to us having to 
reconsider a great number of things which we take for granted. 
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Additionally, many subjects have a ‘philosophy of . . .’ For example, there is philosophy of religion, philosophy 
of education, philosophy of science, philosophy of mathematics and philosophy of law. One of the main things 
these areas of philosophy look at in detail is the assumptions and practices of these subjects. For instance, 
while science may tell us how to clone a mouse or split an atom, philosophy of science will question such 
things as whether science is capable of proving anything, and whether the methods used by scientists are 
reliable and certain. The philosophy of economics is there to question the methods and assumptions which 
economists use in their theorising and predictions. And the philosophy of religion asks key questions about the 
existence and nature of deities, religious experience, miracles, and so on. 
 
In its approach of taking nothing for granted, philosophy can become very detailed and persistent, so it is often 
challenging. Students often need time to get used to how annoyingly relentless and unforgiving philosophy can 
be. As many of the questions philosophy is concerned with do not lead to simple, straightforward answers, 
some of the things it argues are complicated and occasionally quite bizarre. Also, because philosophy is 
constantly challenging our views, it can sometimes be quite upsetting and frustrating. In a few weeks time, 
during one of the many lessons in which all of the class is annoyed about what is being taught, your teacher 
may refer you back to this paragraph, to remind you that you were warned. 
 
However, philosophy can also be very rewarding and even life-changing. Many of the questions philosophy 
asks can have a great impact on how you view the world and on how you act. This can also apply to strange, 
abstract-sounding questions such as ‘What is justice?’ and ‘What evidence is there for the existence of 
material objects?’  
 
 

Part II 
 
The following extract is taken from the television programme ‘Men of Ideas’, in which Bryan Magee (b. 1930 in 
London, England) discusses philosophical questions with guest philosophers. Here, he and Isaiah Berlin (b. 
1909 in Riga, Latvia d. 1997 in Oxford, England) talk about precisely what philosophy is. 
 

   
Bryan Magee Isaiah Berlin A C Grayling 
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Part III 
 
From A C Grayling’s (b. 1949 in Luanshya, Zambia) introduction to ‘Philosophy 1: A Guide through the Subject’: 
 
The aim of philosophical inquiry is to gain insight into questions about knowledge, truth, reason, reality, 
meaning, mind and value. Other human endeavours, not least art and literature, explore aspects of these same 
questions, but it is philosophy that mounts a direct assault on them, in the hope of clarifying them and, where 
possible, answering them. 
 
... In its earliest days, at a time when few distinctions were drawn between the pursuits we now label ‘natural 
science’, ‘social science’, the ‘humanities’, and the ‘arts’, philosophy was the study of almost everything. The 
Greeks of the classical period are credited with the beginnings of Western philosophy... because they inquired 
freely into all aspects of the world and humankind, starting not from religious or mystical principles, but from 
the belief that human reason is competent on its own account to formulate the right questions, and to seek 
answers to them, concerning every matter of interest or importance to humanity.  
 
The Greeks speculated about the origins, composition, and functioning of the physical universe. They discussed 
the ethical and political circumstances of mankind, and proposed views about their best arrangement. They 
investigated human reason itself, and the nature of truth and knowledge. In doing so they touched upon almost 
every major philosophical question, and their legacy to subsequent thought is vast.  
 
For a very long period – roughly from the fourth to the seventeenth centuries AD – thought in the West was 
dominated by Christianity. This does not mean that there was no philosophy; far from it; but much of it served 
theology, or at least (except in such cases as logic) it was constrained by theological considerations. In the 
seventeenth century, as a result of the complex events which for convenience are collected under the labels 
‘Renaissance’ and ‘Reformation’ and which took place during the preceding two centuries, there occurred a 
powerful renewal of philosophical inquiry. It was connected with the rise of modern science, and began by 
asking fundamentally important questions about the nature of knowledge. This same freedom of thought 
prompted renewal of debate about moral and political questions also. 
 
According to a certain view of recent intellectual history, one can see philosophy as having given birth in the 
seventeenth century to natural science, in the eighteenth century to psychology, and in the nineteenth to 
sociology and linguistics; while in the twentieth century it has played a large part in the development of 
computer science, cognitive science, and research into artificial intelligence. No doubt this oversimplifies the 
role of philosophical reflection, but it does not much exaggerate it, because in effect philosophy consists in 
inquiry into anything not yet well enough understood to constitute a self-standing branch of knowledge. When 
the right questions and the right methods for answering them have been identified, the field of inquiry in 
question becomes an independent pursuit. For example: in the suppositious history just sketched, as soon as 
philosophical reflection on the nature and properties of the physical universe identified appropriate ways of 
asking and answering questions – chiefly, in this case, by empirical

1
 and mathematical means – it ceased to be 

philosophy and became science. 
 

1. In what ways can philosophy be defined? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
2. What relationship does philosophy have with other subjects, and how has it changed over time? 
 
 
 
 

                                                 
1
 To say something is empirical means it relies on information provided to us by our senses. 
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3. What can cause philosophy to be challenging, and in some cases be resisted by people? 
 
 
 
 
4. Despite this, why might philosophy be worth doing? 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 

Arguing philosophically 
 
As has been mentioned, one very common feature of philosophy is argument, and we are going to focus on 
this first of all. In order to try to solve the questions that philosophy raises, various theories are offered, which 
are backed up by arguments. If you are to succeed at philosophy, it is vital you recognise what makes a good or 
bad argument. In learning this, you will also develop the ability to argue more effectively.  
 
Most people argue very poorly. In fact, a lot of 
the time people think they are making an 
argument when they are doing nothing of the 
kind. To show this, a distinction is made between 
a quarrel and an argument. An ‘argument’ is a 
form of reasoning which leads to a conclusion. A 
‘quarrel’ is where the opponents merely rely on 
‘assertions’ – statements that do not provide 
evidence for any particular conclusion. In other 
words, quarrellers make claims they give 
insufficient evidence for, or maybe even no 
evidence at all.  

 
A distinction is also made between repudiation and refutation. If you ‘repudiate’ someone’s view, you are 
saying you think it is false. If you ‘refute’ someone’s view, you are presenting arguments and evidence which 
show the view is false. It is important to recognise that disagreeing with someone’s views, even if done so in a 
very loud and sarcastic voice (repudiation), is not the same as giving an explanation of why they are incorrect 
(refutation). 
 
 

Premises and conclusions 
 
It is possible to present any argument in the form of premises and conclusions. Often when this is done it 
makes it clearer to see if the argument is a good one or not.  
 
A ‘premise’ is a point or assumption which is made. Most arguments have more than one premise. A 
‘conclusion’ is a point which is drawn from the premise(s). When formally presented, conclusions are indicated 
with the preceding term ‘therefore’. Some, more complicated, arguments have more than one conclusion. 
 

Examples of arguments 

Premise #1 
Premise #2 
Conclusion 

All ducks like rain. 
Steve is a duck. 
Therefore, Steve likes rain. 

Premise #1 
 
 
Premise #2 
Premise #3 
Conclusion 

You can only see the dog iff you’re in 
the room and the dog is not in the 
bin. 
You are in the room. 
You cannot see the dog. 
Therefore, the dog is in the bin. 
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‘Iff’ means ‘if and only if’. It is often used in philosophical arguments where the distinction between this and 
the looser term ‘if’ needs to be specified. 
 

You will often be required to provide examples to illustrate terms and 
arguments when writing about philosophy.  The following list provides areas 
of some controversy in philosophy, for a variety of reasons you don’t need to 
worry about for now. However, it should be said that unless the topic you 
are writing about is specifically concerned with one of these areas, it is 
generally better to create examples that are about something else. 
 

 Religious judgments e.g. ‘God exists’, or ‘Jesus was divine’ 

 Moral judgments e.g. ‘Eating children is wrong’, or ‘It is good to be kind 
to others’ 

 Aesthetic judgments e.g. ‘Sarah is beautiful’, or ‘Harry Potter is the 
greatest book ever’ 

 Personal preferences or opinions e.g. ‘Mushrooms taste good’, or ‘It’s 
hot in here’ 

 Statements about colour e.g. ‘The book is orange’, or ‘The sky is very 
blue today’ 

 
When providing examples of propositions, make sure their beginning and 
end is clearly indicated through the appropriate use of speech marks, as 
shown above. 
 
It is also a good idea, wherever possible, to keep your examples simple. One 
key reason for this is what you are writing about will often be complicated 
enough, without the need for your examples complicating matters further. 
 
Also, take great care with the precision of your language. Every word counts. 
For example, the propositions ‘That is a cat’ and ‘That is my cat’ are not 
saying exactly the same thing. 
 
As a final note, avoid making ‘funny’ examples for anything. Examiners hate 
these, and by extension will hate you and anything else you have written. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Often we do not structure arguments in the formal way outlined above when we present them to people in 
everyday situations. Frequently there will be ‘implied premises’ rather than explicitly stated ones. For 
example: 
 

Example of implied premises 
Argument in everyday speech Argument with implied premises 

Stay off the thin ice! Premise #1 
Premise #2 
 
Premise #3 
 
Premise #4 
Conclusion 

The ice is thin. 
Thin ice is likely to break if you walk 
on it. 
If the ice breaks while you are on it 
you will get wet. 
You don’t want to get wet. 
Therefore, you should stay off the 
thin ice. 

 
 

Valid, invalid and sound arguments 
 
An argument is ‘valid’ if there is a necessary connection between the premises and conclusion. What this 
means is if the premises are true, then the conclusion must also be true.  
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Note to say an argument is valid tells us nothing about whether any of the premises or conclusions are actually 
true or false. As stated, all this term means is if the premises are true, then the conclusion must be true as 
well. Therefore, valid arguments with false premises exist, as do valid arguments with true premises – or a 
mixture of both. 
 

Examples of valid arguments 
You are not my sister. 
You are my sibling. 
Therefore, you are my brother. 

Portugese is spoken by all Germans. 
Kate is German. 
Therefore, Kate speaks Portugese. 
 

Veronica is a cat. 
Anything which is a cat hates the Edinburgh Festival. 
Therefore, Veronica hates the Edinburgh festival. 

All men are mortal. 
Socrates is a man. 
Therefore, Socrates is mortal. 
 

 

5. Create two examples of valid arguments. 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 
An argument is ‘invalid’ if the conclusion has no necessary connection with the premises. In other words, even 
if the premises are true, they do not guarantee the conclusion is true.  
 
Note it is still possible for an invalid argument to have a true conclusion and/or premises. As with the term 
‘valid’, to say an argument is ‘invalid’ is making a point about whether there is a necessary connection 
between premises and conclusions, not about whether anything said is actually true or false. An invalid 
argument can have premises within it that are true, false, or a mixture of both. 
 

Examples of invalid arguments 
The Queen is a woman. 
The King is a man. 
Therefore, London is the capital of England. 

Jessica is happy when she is eating pasta. 
Jessica is happy. 
Therefore, Jessica is eating pasta. 
 

If you add 2 to 4, you get 6. 
If you deduct 2 from 4, you get 2. 
Therefore, 17 is a prime number. 
 

All of your friends are communists. 
You own several books on communism. 
You have a lot of red shirts. 
Therefore, you are a communist. 
 

 

6. Create two examples of invalid arguments. 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 
Finally, an argument is ‘sound’ if it is valid and the premises and conclusion are all true. Remember that while 
it is possible for an argument to be valid but have false premises and/or conclusions, a sound argument is true 
at every stage, with the conclusion necessarily following the premises.  
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Because of the specific 
meanings of the terms ‘valid’, 
‘invalid’ and ‘sound’, it is 
important you use them 
appropriately in philosophy. 
For example, do not use 
‘valid’ or ‘sound’ as another 
way of saying ‘true’, ‘good’, or 
‘convincing’, and do not use 
‘invalid’ as another way of 
saying ‘false’, ‘bad’, or 
‘unconvincing’.  

 

 
 
 

Fallacious arguments 
 
There are many different approaches in arguing. However, many of the most common methods people use are 
best described as fallacies. A ‘fallacy’ is a mistaken argument, even though it may appear convincing.  
 
The following list provides several – though by no means all – examples of different fallacies. One important 
skill to develop in philosophy is the ability to identify fallacious arguments, and to avoid making them yourself. 
(This second requirement is often harder to accomplish than the first.) 
 
A term used to describe arguments which are merely persuasive-sounding rather than valid/sound is ‘rhetoric’. 
Many people use a huge amount of rhetorical techniques in their arguments, particularly if their main 
intention is to persuade others to think the same as they do. One criticism that can be made of, for example, 
school and university debating teams is that through their focus on being persuasive rather than truthful, their 
arguments are principally rhetorical. In philosophy, rhetorical arguments are something it is very useful to be 
able to identify and avoid. In other words, greater value is placed on truth than the appearance of truth. 
 
You will not be explicitly assessed on your knowledge of different fallacies in the exams. They are included 
here as examples of what not to do when presenting an argument. 
 
 

Ad hominem move 
 
An ad hominem move (from the Latin for ‘to the person’) is where the arguer puts forward a point that has no 
bearing on the argument of their opponent, but instead attacks the opponent themselves. The intention is to 
show that because there is something wrong with the person who holds the argument, there is something 
wrong with the argument itself. For example: 
 

 ‘Why should I listen to your views on parenting when you’ve been convicted of drug use’? 

 ‘You argue against capitalism, but you live in a big house’. 

 ‘No country supports this’. 
‘What about France and Saudi Arabia’? 
‘I mean real countries’. 

 ‘I’m not going to debate this with you. You’ve got a warped view of this world and are clearly insane’. 
 
A variation of ad hominem attack is known as ‘poisoning the well’. This is a kind of pre-emptive move, in which 
the attempt is to build a hostility to a person or viewpoint before they have even begun explaining their point 
of view. For example: 
 

 ‘I now welcome to the stage David Cameron, whose policies have helped to destroy our once-great nation. 
Never before have we been lorded over by so utterly evil a man. Over to you, David’. 
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7. Your examples + why they are an example of this type of fallacy 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

Alternative explanations (a.k.a. false dilemma fallacy) 
 
A fallacy of alternative explanations occurs when 
someone wrongly argues there are only a limited 
number of possible options, where in fact there are 
others. For example: 
 

 ‘Only idiots and fools go to this college. Which 
are you’? 

 ‘If I wasn’t at work I’d obviously either overslept 
or I was ill’. 

 ‘If you don’t love your country, you should leave 
it’.  

 

8. Your examples + why they are an example of this type of fallacy 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

Anecdotal evidence 
 
When arguing against a particular claim or theory, people sometimes use anecdotal evidence. This involves 
looking to a small group of instances (possibly only one instance), and imagining other instances follow a 
similar trend.  
 

 ‘We’re told that smoking greatly increases the risk of heart disease. My uncle Jim has been smoking for 
fifty years, and there’s nothing wrong with him’. 

 ‘Scientists have claimed there is no connection between the MMR vaccine and autism. They can say what 
they like, but my son had the MMR vaccine, and he’s autistic’. 

 

9. Your examples + why they are an example of this type of fallacy 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

Appeal to common sense 
 
Suggesting the argument you are making is rooted in common sense can make it seem more persuasive. This is 
equally the case if you suggest that people who agree with you are sensible themselves, and/or your 
opponents are not. 
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 ‘Common sense dictates that we can’t have students free to go into any classroom they wish during 
lunchtimes’. 

 ‘You’re rational, sensible people. I’m sure you can see the value of purchasing this product’. 
 

Simply put, the problem with appeals to common sense is there is absolutely no guarantee that it provides us 
with truths. Being a reasonable, level-headed person yourself, I’m quite sure you can think of examples of 
people confidently being assured of the powers of their own common sense, and being completely wrong in 
doing so. 
 

10. Your examples + why they are an example of this type of fallacy 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

Argument from ignorance 
 
An argument from ignorance is made when someone states that because we cannot know if something is 
false, it must be true. However, just because we don’t know something is false is rarely a good enough reason 
to think it is true. For example: 
 

 ‘You can’t show God doesn’t exist. This suggests that He does’. 

 ‘Seeing as you can’t show that you were not in the building when the murder took place, I conclude that 
you killed him’. 

 

11. Your examples + why they are an example of this type of fallacy 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

Assertion 
 
An assertion is made when a person presents a statement that has 
yet to be established as being true. It may well be said in a 
particularly authoritative voice to achieve the desired effect.  
Advertising and public relations make great use of assertions. For 
example: 
 

 ‘The Army – Be the Best’. – advertising slogan for the British 
Army 

 ‘Probably the best lager in the world’. – advertising slogan for 
Carlsberg 

 ‘Because you’re worth it’. – advertising slogan for L’Oreal 

 ‘We are never ever getting back together’. – Taylor Swift 
 
Note it is possible an assertion is actually true. However, the 
person putting it forward has not shown it is true – they are just 
claiming it is.  Therefore, relying on assertions in arguments is not 
a good idea, as their truth has not been firmly established. 

 

 

 



Introducing philosophy 

 

[20] 

 

‘Persuader words’ often feature in assertions. These are terms used to convince their audience what they are 
saying is true. For example, someone might begin their points with persuader words such as ‘Obviously... ’, 
‘Clearly...’, ‘Of course...’, ‘Surely...’, ‘If you think about it...’, or ‘No one with any intelligence can deny that...’ 
 

12. Your examples + why they are an example of this type of fallacy 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

Bad company fallacy 
 
A bad company fallacy is when someone’s argument 
is attacked by pointing out that other unpleasant or 
ignorant people also agree with it. Doing this tells us 
nothing about whether the argument itself is true or 
valid. For example: 
 

 ‘Josie likes that band’. 
‘She trims her toenails using her teeth, so they 
must be awful’. 

 ‘That’s exactly what people like your mum say! 
And you know what she’s like’. 

 
When making a bad company fallacy, it’s always 
worth suggesting your opponent is just like Hitler. 
 
It is also possible to make what could be labelled a 
‘good company fallacy’, in which someone defends 
their argument by noting that other esteemed and 
impressive individuals agree with them, so of course 
it must be true. See also ‘truth by authority’, below.  

 

13. Your examples + why they are an example of this type of fallacy 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

Begging the question 
 
Begging the question involves assuming the issue which is being debated is true before it has been shown to 
be true. Therefore, it is an unreliable form of argument. 
 
For example, some people who have argued against homosexuality have stated it is wrong because 
homosexual men sometimes influence impressionable boys to take up the same lifestyle as them in later life. 
Even if this is true, such an argument is assuming already that becoming homosexual is a bad thing, which is 
precisely the point which is being discussed in the first place. 
 
A related term to begging the question is a ‘circular argument’. This occurs when two claims are made that 
justify each other, without any other evidence.  
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For example, someone who argues God must exist because the Bible says He does, and that the Bible must be 
true because it is the word of God, is making a circular argument. 
 
Note the term ‘begging the question’ is sometimes used in a different way outside of philosophy, in the sense 
of ‘raises the question’. For example, someone might say ‘This research begs the question as to why nobody 
thought of this before’. 
 
Also, it should be said that if a definition or argument relies on circular reasoning, this is not necessarily a 
fallacious move. As the Internet Encyclopedia of Philosophy puts it: 
 
Circular reasoning occurs when the reasoner begins with what he or she is trying to end up with. The most well 
known examples are cases of the fallacy of begging the question. However, if the circle is very much larger, 
including a wide variety of claims and a large set of related concepts, then the circular reasoning can be 
informative and so is not considered to be fallacious. For example, a dictionary contains a large circle of 
definitions that use words which are defined in terms of other words that are also defined in the dictionary. 
Because the dictionary is so informative, it is not considered as a whole to be fallacious. However, a small circle 
of definitions is considered to be fallacious. 
 

14. Your examples + why they are an example of this type of fallacy 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

Coincidences 
 
Coincidences happen all the time. For example, you might 
meet someone who happens to have the same birthday as 
you. You could be thinking of an old friend you haven’t seen 
for ages, and suddenly they turn up. You may be reading a 
book, and the sentence on the page is exactly the same 
sentence that your brother says as he unexpectedly walks into 
the room. On your 12

th
 birthday, you might get 12 birthday 

cards, and then get knocked down by the number 12 bus, 
causing you to break 12 bones, putting you in bed 1 of ward 2 
of the local hospital. 
 
Where we might make a fallacious mistake is in thinking that 
the presence of a coincidence, even one that seems extremely 
unlikely, means there is some deeper meaning behind it all. In 
other words, that it’s not just a coincidence. We might even 
go so far as to think of these coincidences as evidence of fate, 
or some higher power. 

 

 

 

 ‘I’m wearing red, you’re wearing red. Our birthdays are both 8
th

 May. We’re both reading books about 
iguanas. I think Fate is trying to tell us something’. 

 
The mistake being made here largely comes from an ignorance of how probability works. To take one example, 
if you have 23 people in a room together, the chance that two of them share the same birthday is 50%. This 
seems ridiculously high, but it is the case. 
 
A few years ago, I was surprised to come across an old friend from university. We both happened to have gone 
on holiday to Vancouver without either of us knowing about it, and were walking along the same street at the 
same time. This could well have been a ‘million to one’ chance. However, if we consider that 1,000,000 
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seconds takes just under 12 days to pass by, perhaps we should perhaps expect ‘million to one’ events to 
happen to us every couple of weeks. ‘Million to one’ events are happening to you all the time. For instance, 
what are the chances that your friend has that birthday, and is wearing that colour coat, and you saw that 
breed of dog on your way to work the other day? However, in cases like this, you don’t notice the coincidence 
as they can’t be as easily interpreted as having some ‘special’ meaning, but they’re just as meaninglessly 
coincidental as that time you were humming a song by U2 just before their tour bus first ran your friend Hugh 
Tew over, and then you too. 
 
Finally, we should also be extremely careful of describing unlikely coincidences as ‘miracles’, or a some that 
something was ‘meant to be’, when they are nothing of the kind. They are just an unlikely event that, given 
enough time, was likely to happen eventually. 
 
 

15. Your examples + why they are an example of this type of fallacy 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

Confirmation bias 
 
Confirmation bias occurs when a person latches onto evidence which supports a view they already hold, while 
at the same time ignoring or dismissing evidence which goes against what they think. For example, if you are 
predisposed to think astrology is accurate, you may well focus more on examples of astrological prediction 
which support your belief, and dismiss or ignore those which go against it. 
 
Those who believe in the claims of mediums and other psychics have often been criticised for engaging in 
confirmation bias. When they are told something that has some meaning to them – ‘Have you lost someone 
whose name begins with ‘J’? – this is taken to be evidence of psychic ability, and when they are told something 
which they don’t make any connections with, it is ignored. 
 
Another example of confirmation bias can be seen in 
the widespread belief that there is what might be 
described as a ‘moral order’ to the universe. This view 
is not solely found among those who describe 
themselves as ‘religious’ or ‘spiritual’. It involves the 
belief that good, honest people will in some way be 
rewarded for their actions, and those who are selfish 
and hurtful to others will receive some form of 
comeuppance for what they have done. This is not 
necessarily a view about events in an afterlife, but can 
be more of a ‘what goes around comes around’ 
attitude.  
 
Why it can be argued this is an example of confirmation bias is because innumerable examples of good but 
unrewarded – sometimes massively disadvantaged and tragic – people can be found. Equally, there are plenty 
of terrible people having a wonderful time, who are never brought to account for their actions. Those who 
provide evidence for the view that there is a form of ‘moral order’ will often refer to cases which back up this 
position, while ignoring the many which do not. To convincingly argue there is a guiding, corrective moral force 
at work requires more persuasive evidence than this. 
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16. Your examples + why they are an example of this type of fallacy 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

Contradiction 
 
A contradiction occurs when someone holds two positions which cannot both be true and/or accepted. When 
we are arguing against someone who holds contradictory positions, we are likely to be justified in insisting 
they should abandon one of them. For example: 
 

 Dermot states that ‘All Norwegians are nationalists’ and that ‘My Norwegian friend Barry is not a 
nationalist’.  

 Brenda claims that ‘Eating meat is wrong because it involves killing animals unnecessarily’ and that 
‘Wearing leather shoes is acceptable’. Unless it can be shown that the wearing of leather shoes is 
necessary, Brenda is making contradictory claims. 

 
In both of these cases, and in many other examples of people exhibiting contradictory positions, although it is 
appropriate to point out the contradiction, this does not in itself show that either one of the positions the 
person argues for is more likely to be true/acceptable than the other. For example, although in Brenda’s case 
she is making a contradiction, this doesn’t show that her first statement should be abandoned over the 
second, or vice versa. She has simply made a contradiction, or to put it another way, her statements are 
incoherent. 
 

17. Your examples + why they are an example of this type of fallacy 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

Correlation = cause confusion 
 
A correlation = cause confusion is when someone wrongly or 
carelessly argues the fact that two events occur together – i.e. 
they are correlated – shows there is a definite connection 
between the two. In other words, that one event caused the 
other event. However, just because there is a correlation 
between events does not necessarily suggest there is a causal 
link between them. For example: 
 

 ‘Hyperactive children are shown to watch more television 
than non-hyperactive children. Therefore, greater 
exposure to television leads to hyperactivity’. 

This reasoning has been criticised as being fallacious 
as it is likely that parents with hyperactive children 
will be more worn out, and so more likely to try to 
occupy them with activities like television. 

 

 ‘Violent people are often found to engage in a higher than average amount of violent television shows, 
films and computer games. This suggests that violent media cause violent behaviour’. 

This reasoning has been criticised as it is likely that people with violent tendencies will find the 
depiction of violence entertaining, and so will seek out art forms which include it. 
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 ‘Children who are shown a lot of affection by their parents are often more outgoing and well-behaved 
than those who are not. Therefore, not giving a child affection can cause them to be withdrawn and/or 
poorly-behaved’. 

This reasoning has been criticised as it is likely that outgoing, well-behaved children will be responded 
to with more affection than those that are withdrawn and/or poorly-behaved. Equally, children who 
are the opposite are unlikely to be responded to in an affectionate way. 

 
Other examples of correlation = cause confusion occur in some types of superstitious thinking. For example, if 
Sadie is wearing a hat when she is playing bingo, and then wins, she might think she won because she was 
wearing the hat, and go on to refer to it as her ‘lucky hat’. In other words, she is claiming a causal relationship 
between her wearing the hat and the outcome of the game. It is odd to see how the two could be related, so 
this can be labelled a correlation = cause confusion. 
 
If you want to sound a bit pretentious, you can accuse people of this fallacy in Latin, by saying ‘post hoc ergo 
propter hoc’, meaning ‘after this, therefore because of this’. 
 

18. Your examples + why they are an example of this type of fallacy 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

Democratic fallacy (a.k.a. truth by consensus) 
 
A democratic fallacy is committed when someone argues 
because the majority of people think something is true, 
then it is true. This gives no guarantee of truth, and merely 
records what people’s beliefs or opinions are.  
 
An example of where this can occur is if we are arguing 
with someone, and have several friends who agree with us. 
Because your side outnumbers the other, it is tempting to 
think you must be right. But this is not necessarily the case. 
 
Therefore, be careful of arguments that use such terms as 
‘Most people believe that...’ or ‘Everyone says that...’ 
Equally, someone might present the fact that few people 
hold a view is evidence that it is certainly false. For 
example, ‘Nobody seriously believes this any more,’ or 
‘You’re the only one here who thinks that’s true’. It is 
important to question in such cases whether what the 
majority or minority thinks has any relevance to what the 
truth really is. 

 

 

 

19. Your examples + why they are an example of this type of fallacy 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 



Introducing philosophy 

 

[25] 

 

Gambler’s fallacy 
 
The gambler’s fallacy is incorrectly thinking the 
chance of something occurring increases the 
more times it has not occurred. This is most 
often used by gamblers, hence the name. For 
example: 
 

 ‘My numbers haven’t come up on the 
lottery for ages, so the chances of them 
coming up in the next draw are higher now’. 

 ‘I haven’t won on the horses for five months 
now, so I’m due for a win today’. 

 
Use of this fallacy can occur outside of gambling. 
For example:  

 

 ‘My last three boyfriends were really horrible. So my next one is likely to be nicer’. 
 
However, not all reasoning in this way is fallacious. In some cases it may be appropriate to argue that the 
chance of something occurring has increased because it has not occurred several times previously. For 
example, if you are the sixth player in a game of Russian roulette and the other five people were not killed on 
their turn, it would not be a mistake to think the chances of your now being killed are very high. 
 

20. Your examples + why they are an example of this type of fallacy 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

Humptydumptying 
 
Humptydumpyting is named after the character in Lewis Carroll’s ‘Through the Looking Glass’, principally 
because of this extract: 
 
"I don't know what you mean by 'glory,' " Alice said. 
Humpty Dumpty smiled contemptuously. "Of course you don't—till I tell you. I meant 'there's a nice knock-
down argument for you!' " 
"But 'glory' doesn't mean 'a nice knock-down argument'," Alice objected. 
"When I use a word," Humpty Dumpty said, in rather a scornful tone, "it means just what I choose it to mean—
neither more nor less." 
"The question is," said Alice, "whether you can make words mean so many different things." 
"The question is," said Humpty Dumpty, "which is to be master—that's all." 
Alice was too much puzzled to say anything, so after a minute Humpty Dumpty began again. "They've a 
temper, some of them—particularly verbs, they're the proudest—adjectives you can do anything with, but not 
verbs—however, I can manage the whole lot! Impenetrability! That's what I say!" 
 
As can be seen, the fallacy occurs when someone uses a word or phrase in a different way to how those they 
are having a discussion with do so, either on purpose or because they are unclear themselves. In any 
argument, it is essential key terms being used are understood by all sides involved, otherwise confusions are 
likely to result. 
 
For example, in the ethical debate on abortion there is sometimes talk of ‘when life begins’. Some people use 
this phrase to refer to the physical, biological state of life, while others use it to mean the point at which an 
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embryo or foetus acquires moral value. This lack of clarity over what is meant by the term frequently leads to 
further argument and misunderstanding. 
 

21.  Your examples + why they are an example of this type of fallacy 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

If I don’t do it, somebody else will 
 
As we will see later in the course, the topic of morality is a difficult one. One related area is that of providing 
moral justification for our actions. When some people are accused of performing an action that is argued to be 
immoral, one way they might attempt to justify their behaviour is to say that if they didn’t do it, somebody 
else would instead. 
 
Such an argumentative move misses the point. Firstly, it does not provide any reason to think the action being 
discussed is not wrong to carry out. Secondly, it goes against a fundamental moral principle that we are 
responsible for our own actions, not the actions which others carry out. This is not to say we shouldn’t be 
concerned about what other people get up to, but we are only morally required to justify what we do 
ourselves, not what others do. The following examples make use of this fallacious tactic: 
 

 ‘Of course this country sells weapons to warlike nations. But if we didn’t, somebody else would’. 

 ‘I’m going to carry on eating animals, because if I didn’t eat them, somebody else would’. 

 ‘Murder is wrong. But murders will continue to happen regardless of whether I murder people or not. So 
I’m going to carry on murdering’. 

 

22. Your examples + why they are an example of this type of fallacy 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

It’s nothing to do with you! 
 
On occasion, one person will tell another who is disagreeing with them that because it doesn’t affect their 
opponent, their opponent therefore shouldn’t comment on it. In other words, they are suggesting that if a 
theory, claim or situation does not directly impact on us, we should not say anything about it. 
 
Such reasoning is bizarre. It is unclear why anyone 
should remain silent over a topic that does not 
personally affect them. This is irrelevant as to 
whether they have the ability and/or moral 
entitlement to put forward their views. 
 

 ‘I don’t think abortion should be allowed’. 
‘You’re a man, and abortion is something that 
only affects women. So, your view doesn’t 
matter – it’s entirely up to the mother to 
decide’. 

 ‘Stop hitting your baby’! 
‘It’s not your baby! Stay out of this’!  
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Nonetheless, it is worth mentioning there will be cases where someone’s viewpoint is both unwelcome and 
unnecessary. For instance, if someone barged into your house to complain they disapprove of your shower 
curtain, it probably is justified to reply ‘It’s nothing to do with you’! 
 

23. Your examples + why they are an example of this type of fallacy 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

Magical thinking 
 
Magical thinking refers to when someone believes there is a cause and effect relationship between two 
events, which cannot be explained in physical or scientific terms. This is often combined with the belief that 
there is some kind of ‘connectedness’ between things.  
 
One form of magical thinking is a belief in 
what has been called the ‘law of contagion’. 
It occurs when people believe that things 
which have been connected to each other 
in time or space go on to retain a 
connection afterwards. For example, 
believing that if you keep someone’s 
jewellery in your pocket, their spirit or soul 
will be with you. Also, if your friend had a 
Transformer toy and got injured while 
holding it, you might believe the object is 
cursed, and should be destroyed in order to 
prevent its evil affecting others.  
 

 

Another form of magical thinking is a belief in what has been called the ‘law of similarity’. It occurs when 
people claim that because two or more things have some kind of similarity to each other, they are connected 
in other ways. For example, if you had the same type of Transformer toy as your injured friend, and you 
believed all such toys were cursed, causing you to throw yours away. 
 
Magical  thinking can also involve the belief that people can shape reality by non-physical means. For instance, 
if your opponent in a game of pool is about to take their shot and you mentally focus on sending out ‘negative 
energy’ in order to make them miss. Another example would be if someone says ‘I’m glad our car hasn’t blown 
up’, and you thought this would ‘jinx’ the car (which is in itself a form of magical thinking), so you performed a 
special hand movement in order to block the jinx from happening. 
 

24. Your examples + why they are an example of this type of fallacy 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

Mystical/supernatural explanations 
 
For some people, the use of mystical and supernatural explanations can be very appealing. However, caution 
should be taken over any conclusions of this nature. After all, more mundane, non-mystical explanations may 
well be the case instead. In many cases, mystical explanations for things happening are combined with other 
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types of fallacy mentioned in this handbook, including assertions, coincidences, correlation=cause confusion, 
magical thinking and unfalsifiability. For example: 
 

 Graham’s really helpful and friendly with people at work, 
but he’s always grumpy and miserable at home. It’s 
probably because he’s a Gemini’. 

 ‘I hate having people grab me by the neck. I think I was 
hanged in a previous life’. 

 ‘I went to Windsor at the weekend to get some shoes. I 
don’t normally go to Windsor. This morning I saw Amrit, and 
he said that on Saturday he dreamt about me shopping in 
Windsor. We must be psychically linked.’ 

 ‘I lost my Billy five years ago. He loved cheese & onion 
crisps. He loved them... He couldn’t get enough of them. 
Quavers, he loved Quavers. You couldn’t move for Quavers 
in our house... Multipacks. And when he died, and they 
lowered his coffin into the ground, I swear... an empty bag 
of Quavers blew across. That were Billy – he were there’! 

 

 

 

25. Your examples + why they are an example of this type of fallacy 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

Natural good, unnatural bad 
 
Sometimes people argue because something is natural, therefore it is good, and should be continued or 
supported. Also common is the opposite approach of stating that something is bad because it is unnatural. For 
example: 
 

 ‘Hunting is natural for all animals, so we should not be prevented from doing it by the government’. 

 ‘Males are genetically programmed to want to spread their genes. Therefore, insisting on monogamy is 
against the natural order, and should be ignored’. 

 ‘Surgery goes against nature. It must be stopped’. 
 

The problem here is that something could be natural, and still be undesirable or morally wrong. For example, 
the dominance of the strong over the weak, forest fires, disease and miscarriage can all be said to be natural, 
but it does not follow that they are all good things because of this.  
 

26. Your examples + why they are an example of this type of fallacy 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

Non sequitur 
 
Invalid arguments all make use of non sequiturs, but they can also make an appearance in other situations. It 
involves making a statement that is unconnected to what has preceded it. For instance, a conclusion that does 
not follow its premises. This move is very common in both ordinary conversation and academic essays. 
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Typically, someone will either claim a spurious ‘Therefore...’ or ‘So...’ with what follows having no relation to 
the point they have just made. Alternatively, a point may be made ‘out of nowhere’. 
 

 ‘Marx argued that the working class would eventually overthrow 
the ruling class. Therefore, he is typically European’. 

 ‘Jonathan just got an awesome face-paint job. What do you think’? 
‘I like turtles’. 

 ‘The philosopher Jean-Paul Sartre claims that ‘existence precedes 
essence’. What he means is that we do not have a fixed nature or 
character, and that we decide what kind of person we are through 
the decisions and choices we make in life’. 
‘I don’t think that’s true, because I’ve got lots of brothers and 
sisters, and they’re all different’. 

 
It should be noted that a non sequitur could well be true, but it is 
separate to other claims that have been made, and therefore has not 
been shown to be the case – no necessary connection has been 
established.  

 

27. Your examples + why they are an example of this type of fallacy 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

Politician’s answer 
 
A politician’s answer is a method of responding to a question where the speaker gives a response that does 
not address what is being asked. A politician’s answer will often be long and complicated, perhaps covering 
many points. It may well include persuasive language, flattery and other fallacies like ad hominem moves, bad 
company fallacy and straw man argument. The arguments presented in the answer may well be true and 
logically argued, but they have marginal or no relevance to the question. Often the intended purpose of using 
a politician’s answer is to dodge a question without making it look like they have done so, or to talk about 
something else they feel more comfortable about. 
 

28. Your examples + why they are an example of this type of fallacy 
Question: 
Response: 
 
 
 

 
 

Pseudo-profundity 
 
Pseudo-profundity occurs when statements are used which are presented as being deep and meaningful, but 
in fact are not. Often these statements will be spoken or written in a very earnest and serious way. They often 
take the form of assertions. For more examples than you could ever need, see popular song lyrics, lifestyle 
magazines and anything in the ‘Mind, Body and Spirit’ section of a bookshop. 
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29. Your examples + why they are an example of this type of fallacy 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

Quantity over quality fallacy 
 
A quantity over quality fallacy occurs when someone relies on multiple unconvincing, invalid and/or fallacious 
arguments to make their point. A move such as this may be initially convincing to the listener, because it can at 
first seem that because there is a great quantity of points made, they ‘add up to’ an overly persuasive case. 
However, this is a mistake in reasoning. For example, if someone were to make the case that Jack the Ripper 
was actually Queen Victoria by referring to fifty individually unpersuasive arguments, this does not serve to 
make their claim fifty times better. Instead, what they have are fifty unconvincing points, which merely add up 
to being, simply, unconvincing. 
 
To take a longer, more specific example, Julian Baggini (b. 1968) writes about the 9/11 conspiracy 
documentary ‘Loose Change’: 
 
‘Loose Change’ is an excellent example of the power of quantity over 
quality of evidence. We are told that in 1962, the Joint Chiefs of Staff 
presented a report to Secretary of Defense Robert McNamara 
suggesting terrorist attacks were staged in Guantanamo Bay to 
provide a pretext for attacking Cuba… But that proves nothing except 
that faking terrorist attacks had been considered at some time in the 
past. So what? It has nothing to do with events forty years later. 
 
Next, in 1984 a remote controlled Boeing 720 was flown for sixteen 
hours and then crash landed by NASA. Again, so what? We all know 
that planes can be flown by remote control. Then, in 1997 the cover of 
FEMA’s Emergency Response to Terrorism depicted the World Trade 
Center in crosshairs (a type of weapons sight). Again, so what? If 
America was to be attacked by terrorists, the World Trade Center was 
an obvious target. Do the film-makers think that FEMA’s graphic 
designer was in on the plot? 

 
Julian Baggini 

 
All this is just in the first few minutes. And so it goes on, for nearly ninety more. Nothing plus nothing equals 
nothing, but for some reason, when bad evidence mounts up, we seem to think that makes it better. Could it 
really be a coincidence that the US had considered faking a terrorist attack, had experimented with drone 
aircraft, and had even believed the World Trade Center as a target? No, because it isn’t a coincidence: these 
are all things you would have expected the US government to have thought about at some point in the past. 
 

30. Your examples + why they are an example of this type of fallacy 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

Straw man argument 
 
A straw man argument is when a person misrepresents someone’s argument with one that is much easier to 
refute and/or sounds ridiculous. The intention is to show that the person they are arguing against can be easily 
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defeated. Clearly, this is a dishonest approach that does not address what their opponent is actually claiming. 
For example: 
 

 ‘Environmentalists would have us believe that human activity is capable of destroying the entire planet. 
The Earth has been here long before us, and will be here long after’. 

 ‘I think immigration laws are too restrictive’. 
‘So you’d happily have millions of foreigners roaming the streets, then’. 

 ‘A lot more money is lost each year to tax fraud than benefit fraud. We should probably focus on sorting 
out tax fraud first’. 
‘I see what you’re saying. You think everyone should quit their job and live off benefits. Surely you realise 
such a system is both unsustainable and deeply immoral’. 

 
The reason this is referred to as the straw man argument is it suggests the arguer has created an easy-to-
destroy ‘copy’ of the person they are in opposition with – a man of straw. This copy may superficially resemble 
their opponent and the argument they are making, but it is not a true representation. 
 

31. Your examples + why they are an example of this type of fallacy 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

Taking the middle ground is best 
 
A lot of topics create great disagreement among 
people. The attitudes we hold on many issues 
can often be thought of as appearing on a 
spectrum, with what are often labelled 
‘extremist’ positions on the edges, and more 
‘centrist’ positions in between. For instance, in 
response to issues of criminal justice, one person 
might hold the view that we should execute all 
criminals, all the time, while someone else might 
argue against any form of retaliatory 
punishment, perhaps arguing for an entirely 
rehabilitative approach. In between these two 
positions, a whole range of views on criminal 
justice can be found.  
 
Where fallacious reasoning can occur is when it is argued the truth must, perhaps ‘obviously’, lie between two 
or more extremely contrasting positions. However, this is not necessarily the case, and a person who holds this 
belief is perhaps guilty of lazy thinking. Where a viewpoint falls on a spectrum of competing ideas does not in 
itself tell us whether it is true or false.  
 

 ‘Karen says we should always kill innocent people. Nadia says we should never kill innocent people. These 
are two extremist positions on the issue, so it’s most likely true that we should sometimes kill innocent 
people’. 

 ‘Some say the BBC’s coverage of Israel is massively biased against the Israelis. Others say it’s massively 
biased against the Palestinians. The truth must be somewhere in between’. 

 ‘There’s a lot of religions to choose from. They must all have some element of truth to them’. 
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32. Your examples + why they are an example of this type of fallacy 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

Truth by adage 
 
Adages are established sayings. Often people 
will fall back on these rather than make an 
effort to properly think about a problem – this 
is a truth by adage fallacy. Just because 
something is an adage does not mean it is true. 
For example: 
 

 ‘Beauty is in the eye of the beholder’. 

 ‘I’m entitled to my opinion’. 

 ‘Everything happens for a reason’. 

 ‘Every cloud has a silver lining’. 

 ‘True love conquers all’.  
 

33. Your examples + why they are an example of this type of fallacy 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

Truth by authority 
 
When someone points to how an ‘expert’ agrees with their argument in order to convince others that what 
they are saying is true, they may be committing the fallacy of truth by authority. After all, people in authority 
are not guaranteed to be faultless in the claims they make. For example: 
 

 ‘She knows about this stuff. After all, she won the Nobel Peace Prize’. 

 ‘The teacher agrees with me, so I must be right’. 

 ‘Alternative medical thinking isn’t tainted by the profit-related concerns of modern society. It’s informed 
by the wisdom of the ancients. Therefore, it’s more trustworthy’. 

 
The last example provides a case of how the authority appealed to may be some kind of ‘ancient wisdom’. A 
similar move of this type could refer to the thinking of traditional, non-industrial cultures – for example, tribal 
practices and customs. To some people, these kinds of authorities are appealing, perhaps because they 
represent a purer, more thoughtful and spiritual source of knowledge, untainted by the concerns and 
prejudices of Western, industrialised, capitalist society. For instance, describing a product as ‘inspired by 
ancient Chinese medicine’ can make it sound better than ‘recently put together in a lab in Sheffield’. However, 
whether your source of information and values is contemporary or ancient, ‘rationalist’ or ‘intuitive’, ‘linear’ or 
‘holistic’, capitalist or collectivist, it can be wrong either way. Where and when something comes from does 
not necessarily determine whether it is true or false. 
 
In some cases appealing to authority is not a fallacious move. For example, if you are arguing with a friend who 
does not believe they are ill, and you note that several physicians who have examined her think that she is, this 
is probably a persuasive point to make. 
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Even so, people who are ‘experts’ are still capable of being mistaken. This is also true of a majority view held 
among ‘experts’.

2
 For example, if the economists at the International Monetary Fund, World Trade 

Organisation and World Bank all argue that the best way to improve the quality of life for people in developing 
countries is for their governments to open up trade to foreign investors and privatise their public services, they 
may all still be mistaken. 
 
A different variation on truth by authority occurs when someone accepts the views of an ‘expert’ on an area 
that is outside of their speciality. This is also known as ‘universal expertise fallacy’. For example, thinking a 
successful science fiction writer is also an authority on climate change, or a celebrity newspaper columnist or 
Hollywood actor has an insight into the medical science. 
 

34. Your examples + why they are an example of this type of fallacy 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

Uncontroversially vacuous 
 
Above, we covered the fallacy of the politician’s answer. 
Being uncontroversially vacuous is another area at which 
this profession seems to excel. However, with the right 
focus and dedication, you can master this skill too. All you 
have to do is say things which very few people, if anyone, 
would ever oppose. This way, you make it look like you’re 
saying something of substance, with the result that people 
support you, and you don’t have to justify your points 
because they’re so automatically appealing to everybody. 
For example: 
 

 ‘We need to lower instances of crime’. (Who would say 
we need to raise it?) 

 ‘It’s important that we take a balanced view on this’. 
(Who would say we need to take an unbalanced view 
on something?) 

 

 ‘We need to focus on what’s important for all of us’. (Who would say we need to ignore what’s important 
for all of us, or that we should focus on what’s unimportant?) 

 ‘We value those close to us’. (Who would say we don’t value those close to us, or that we place more 
value on those further from us?) 

 ‘We are committed to a fair, just, free and democratic nation’. (I think you get the point by now.) 
 

35. Your examples + why they are an example of this type of fallacy 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 

                                                 
2
 This could be seen as a combination of truth by authority and democratic fallacy. 
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Unfalsifiability 
 
Before looking at what ‘unfalsifiability’ is, we shall first define its opposite, ‘falsifiability’. In many arguments, 
the evidence people present to support their positions can often be described as ‘falsifiable’. What this means 
is it is possible to conceive of evidence that could contradict it.  
 
For example, you could argue there is no gold in your garden. This statement is falsifiable, as it can conceivably 
be shown this claim is false. In this case, the argument would be falsified by showing there is gold in your 
garden. To take another example, Jessica argues that the actor Kevin Eldon is a robot. This is a falsifiable claim, 
as it could conceivably be shown that he isn’t a robot, such as by carrying out a surgical procedure on him. 
 
In the ‘Reason and experience’ handbook, we will look at the argument that the key feature of scientific 
theories is they are ‘inductive’, meaning they draw conclusions and predictions based on the results of 
previous observations. One alternative view to this account of the scientific method is that, rather than being 
an inductive process, it is instead one which deals with falsifiable theories. A philosopher who is strongly 
associated with this view of science is Karl Popper (b. 1902 in Vienna, Austria d. 1994 in London, England). 
 
Popper argues scientific theories are ones that put 
forward falsifiable claims. For example, ‘In ordinary 
circumstances, water boils at 100 degrees’, ‘Nothing 
can travel faster than light’, and ‘As energy is converted 
from one form to another, the total amount remains 
constant’. All of these claims are falsifiable. They would 
be respectively falsified if it could be shown that: 
 
1. In ordinary circumstances, some water did not boil 

at 100 degrees. 
2. There is something that travels faster than light. 
3. That in a case of energy being converted from one 

form to another, the total amount did not remain 
constant. 

 
Karl Popper 

 
On Popper’s view of science, therefore, it is not possible for the scientific method to show that any of its claims 
are true by necessity. Instead, what science can do is falsify claims. Another way of putting this is to think of 
science as a method of putting forward suggestions about how things are, inviting other scientists to falsify 
them. Therefore, the scientific method can establish what is false, but it cannot establish what is necessarily 
true, such as a supposedly universal physical law. 
 
Anyway, back to the fallacy. While many arguments do present falsifiable claims, this is not always the case. 
Sometimes people put forwards claims and theories which are ‘unfalsifiable’. This means that it is impossible 
to conceive of any evidence that could be said to contradict it. 
 
For example, Stephanie claims that all people are selfish, no matter how they act or what they themselves say 
about their motivations. If someone were to object to this, perhaps arguing that they themselves act 
unselfishly, Stephanie could respond that they are confused about what truly motivates them. She could 
perhaps say the reason they are acting kindly towards others is to feel better about themselves, which is 
selfish. This approach means Stephanie’s argument is unfalsifiable. No matter what evidence is presented 
against it, she will take it to confirm her original argument.  
 
It can be argued unfalsifiable arguments are fallacious, because they are unscientific. After all, if there is 
nothing that could ever be said that would make the person holding the argument change their mind, then 
exactly what kind of a theory is it? At the very least, it is certainly not one that a ‘proper’ scientist would use.  
 
However, saying an argument is unfalsifiable and/or unscientific does not necessarily mean its claims are 
wrong. For instance, it may be the case that we are unavoidably selfish. But the problem is with the way the 
argument is presented. 
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Unfalsifiability can be seen as a defining feature of conspiracy theories. In a conspiracy theory, no evidence can 
be presented that will be permitted to indicate it is false. For example, David believes many world leaders are 
secretly giant lizards. When told that nobody has ever seen them in their lizard form, he responds that they are 
devious, and only show their true form when no-one else is looking. When it is pointed out to David that it 
would be impossible for them to evade detection, he counters that security and surveillance services are also 
in on the deception, and have been lying to us too.  
 
Some very popular and enduring theories have been accused of unfalsifiability, including psychoanalysis, 
Marxism, and religion. 
 

36. Your examples + why they are an example of this type of fallacy 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

Van Gogh fallacy 
 

 ‘Van Gogh lived in poverty and his genius was unrecognised during 
his lifetime. I live in poverty and nobody has recognised me as an 
artistic genius either. Therefore people will think that I’m a great 
artist when I die’. 

 
This is the paradigm example of the Van Gogh fallacy. The problem 
here is the person expressing the point is making the mistaken 
assumption that because they resemble somebody in some ways, they 
resemble them in other ways as well. Other similar examples include: 
 

 Chris defends his low attainment at school with the argument that 
‘Einstein had poor grades as well, and he grew up to be a famous 
physicist’.  

 

 In talking about her waitressing job, Josie says ‘Lots of models and actresses were discovered while 
waitressing, so it will probably happen to me as well’. 

 Wesley justifies his heavy drug use by reminding people that ‘Many of the most creative authors, 
musicians and artists did the same. I’m just doing what they did’. 

 Sabrina argues that ‘Loads of the most successful people struggled for years and were told they’d never 
make it. I’ve been struggling for years and everyone doubts I can make it, so I’m sure to do well’. 

 
It’s worth adding here that if we look to people who succeeded against the odds and take inspiration from 
them, the reason why we’re aware of them is because they succeeded against the odds. (See anecdotal 
evidence, above.) If one person succeeds where others have failed, it does not show that ‘anyone can do it’. 
Many, many, many people face great barriers against them succeeding, and go on to not succeed at all. But 
because these people have failed, we’re unlikely to hear about them. So, although it’s true that some people 
do fantastically well against everyone’s expectations, a lot of people don’t. Statistically, you’re far more likely 
to be in the ‘unexceptional’ category. Hooray. 
 

37. Your examples + why they are an example of this type of fallacy 
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Wishful thinking 
 
Wishful thinking is when someone mistakenly believes something must be true simply because they would like 
it to be true. Sadly, this is no guarantee that our wishes are true. For example: 
 

 ‘There must be something after death. I can’t imagine there being nothing’. 

 ‘He smiled at me. That means he likes me’. 
 
 

38. Your examples + why they are an example of this type of fallacy 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 

Some closing remarks on arguments 
 
Another mistaken view which is sometimes held is that if a person takes 
a long time to respond to a challenge or problem in an argument, then 
their eventual response can be ignored. For example, if someone says 
they will have to go away to research a point they wish to make, or if 
someone brings up the argument several years after it began as they 
have just thought of something else, this in no way makes a difference 
as to whether or not what they say is valid or true. 
 
Also, if someone wishes to alter a point they have previously made, or 
recognises they have made an error in what they have said and 
attempts to clarify it, their opponent has no justification in thinking it 
wrong for them to do this. It certainly does not suggest the argument 
they wish to make is invalid or false.  

 
Another thing you should also be wary of is emotive language. This is the use of particular words that steer the 
person hearing or reading them to a particular point of view, and is frequently used by politicians and tabloid 
journalists. For example, someone describing immigrants as ‘scroungers’ is likely to be trying to instil a 
negative feeling about them. Conversely, someone describing them as ‘victims of oppression’ is likely to be 
trying to instil a positive feeling. 
 
Finally, you may come across others who tell the person they are arguing with that ‘Nothing you can say will 
make me change my mind’. This is a very strange position for anyone to hold, as they are suggesting that 
things such as facts, evidence and the possibility of their being wrong or contradictory in their views are not 
matters that are important when having an argument. If a person is arguing from the position that nothing 
that could be said might make them reconsider, then they’re not really having an argument at all – they are 
sticking firmly to an unquestioned prejudice. (This does not, of course, necessarily mean that the view they are 
supporting is wrong.) 
 
As stated, avoiding making fallacious arguments yourself is often harder than pointing out that others are 
doing so. While the study of philosophy promotes your skills in arguing effectively, you may find that you have 
to abandon previously used, and often enjoyable, methods. 
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