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All Of WS need to make good arguments now and then. Few of us, however, have been

trained in the art of building a strong and persuasive argument. Even those people who seem
naturally “good at arguing” could benefit from some excellent training. That is what 7he Argument

Builder seeks to do: train you in the art of building a strong argument.

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

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

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

the book.

While 7he Argument Builder specializes in building good arguments, its companion text, 7he Art of
Argument, specializes in detecting what is wrong in bad arguments. 7he Argument Builder will review
some of the fallacies studied in 7he Art of Argument, but you may want to work through 7he Art of
Argument to round out your study of arguments. You may also want to study Zhe Discovery of Deduction,
our formal logic text that examines the correct form logical arguments should take. To see samples of
these books please visit the website of Classical Academic Press at www.classicalacademicpress.com.

Enjoy your study of 7he Argument Builder. Soon you will be well prepared for building, supporting,
and presenting a well-formed argument.

Christopher A. Perrin, Ph.D.
Publisher
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HaVe YOU C€VCEI wanted to prove a point but you didn’t know how to do it? Have you

ever been stuck in an argument in which your opponent seems to have all the valid points but you

don’t know what to say? If so, this is just the book for you.

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

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

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




Y [ 10 the Teacher

cc ¢ arc glad that you have decided to teach students how to craft strong and compelling

arguments by using 7he Argument Builder. We think that you and your students will enjoy the

valuable enterprise that you are undertaking.

On the following page you will find a list of suggestions and recommendations for teaching this
course, along with some ideas for supplementing and enriching it. At the end of the book, you will
find a collection of supplemental exercises (along with their answers). You may photocopy any of these
exercises for use as worksheets, quizzes, or tests. The questions in these supplemental exercises are slightly
more subjective and interpretive than those found in the chapter review exercises. Therefore, student
answers will most likely vary widely for these supplemental exercises. The answers given are meant to be
illustrative rather than exhaustive, providing you with a basic idea of what to look for in your students’
answers.

Take note that for some of the review exercises in the chapters, the answers and/or additional
information extend beyond the space allotted. This is indicated by an asterisk and a page number
guiding you to the rest of the text.

Please contact us with any questions you may have about using the information and suggestions that
are provided in this section. You can reach us via our website at www.classicalacademicpress.com.
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1. Find examples from various sources. It is usually helpful for both the students and teacher to
be collecting good and bad examples of arguments that feature the use of the common topics. Using
contemporary examples adds freshness to the course and shows that the study of argument building is
quite relevant. Students should be encouraged to imitate good examples and eschew the bad ones. Good
sources for pertinent examples include print media (newspapers, magazines, journals) and the legions of
material available on the Internet.

2. Show students how to find sources. Depending on the age and maturity of the students, they may
need some significant coaching and guidance as they seeck examples of the common topics. It may be wise
to search for examples together as a part of training them to locate good sources.

3. There are some excellent resources to consult. The Internet is a vast resource of information, and
students will need to be guided in their use of it. There are many sites on which they will be able to find
statistics, quotations, anecdotes, proverbs, and the like. What is likely the best place for them to start is by
entering key words from their topic into an Internet search engine along with words that describe the type
of information they are looking for, such as “statistics,” “quotes,” or “etymology.” The Internet is a great
resource, but it is probably wise to warn students of the presence of fraudulent and incorrect information
and to encourage them to ascertain the credibility of the online source before using it in their arguments.

There are, of course, several very good books worth consulting when looking for material from which
arguments can be built. We recommend the following types of books: Anthologies of quotations, such
as Bartletts Familiar Quotations and The Oxford Book of Quotations; Bible concordances, many of which
are available online; dictionaries of biography for interesting examples from the lives of noteworthy people;
handbooks, such as The World Almanac and Book of Facts, The Oxford Companion to English Literature,
The Encyclopedia of World History, and The Reader’s Encyclopedia; and, of course, a good dictionary, such as
Webster’s Ninth New Collegiate Dictionary. All of these types of texts should be available at a good library.

4. Have students keep a quote notebook. Encourage students to copy excerpts of excellent examples
of the common topics into a notebook reserved for this purpose. In particular, they should develop the
habit of gathering and memorizing excellent passages that they come across in their own reading and
research. This practice is an ancient one that many people still employ today. Gathering such a collection
will provide a rich source of examples, analogies, etc., that will serve students in their writing and
conversation for years to come. Consider requiring students to record approximately one quotation a week
and to memorize a certain number of them over the course of the school year.

5. Have students work together. If you are teaching two or more students, have them work on some
of the exercises in this book together. It is often profitable to have students break up into pairs to create
arguments or to analyze examples of them. Students can also review one another’s work and offer opinions
and constructive critiques, with your supervision and guidance.

6. Have students make oral presentations. It is usually fruitful to have students orally present some
of their arguments. This will help them acquire skill in delivery, which is one of the main elements of
rhetoric, and will also create some energy and engagement among the students. It will also help prepare
them for the debate that is suggested in the appendix of this book.

7. Assign extra exercises and tests. If you feel there is a need to spend more time on one of the
common topics, you can make use of the extra exercises provided in the back of this book. These exercises
can be used for extra practice, additional homework, or as supplemental tests.
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Imag1n€ this scenario: You have just passed your driver’s test, and you are now the proud
owner of a license. You are excited about your new freedom and can’t wait to go out on the weekends
to drive around and hang out with your friends. You are certain that you are entering one of the most
thrilling times in your life. Then, you hear the bad news: your parents are a little nervous about your
driving alone, and they have set your weekend curfew at 10:00 p.m.—the same time your curfew
was even before you got your driver’s license. You are crushed! After all, you are nearly an adult,

so it seems like you should get a few more privileges. A 12:00 a.m. weekend curfew seems much
more reasonable to you. After all, all of your other driving friends have midnight curfews. However,
you know, instinctively, not to try that line of argument. Whenever you do try the “But all my

other friends...” argument, your mother always responds in the same basic way, with some creative
variations: “If all your friends jumped off a bridge, robbed a bank, sold themselves into slavery,

pierced their big toe would you do it, t00?”

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

In order to find the answers to these questions, it may help if you learn a little more about the
famous philosopher, Aristotle, and two of his favorite topics: logic and rhetoric. Aristotle lived in
Athens, Greece, in 384-322 BC.! In Aristotle’s day, people were becoming more and more fascinated
with rhetoric, which is the art of effective public speaking. As people joined the profession of
thetoric, they developed different concepts of what defined good rhetoric. For instance, the sophists
were one group of rhetoricians, or public speakers, who focused more on the sound and style of
their speeches, rather than on the content.? While there is nothing wrong, per se (in itself), with this
approach, many other rhetoricians considered the sophists’ arguments shallow. In fact, even today, if
someone says that an argument is “sophistic,” he means that the argument is shallow.



Aristotle did not agree with the sophists’ approach to
rhetoric, and was instead extremely concerned with the
content of speeches. He wanted to help his students find
all of the available arguments for a given topic. In order
to do this, he wrote about something called the common
topics, a set of argument categories that a person can use to
discover evidence for an argument. The main categories of
common topics are: definitions, testimony, comparison,
relationship, and circumstance.’ Each of these main
categories contains several subtopics. For example, under
the common topic of comparison, Aristotle discussed
analogy, difference, and degree. Aristotle believed that
logicians and rhetoricians could use these topics to help
them create the best arguments possible.

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

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

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

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

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

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




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

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

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

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

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

Chapter 1: Foundations

“argument,” it means that you supply the evidence or proof
for what you believe. When people state their conclusions
and premises clearly and logically, it can actually help
prevent tension and hostility. In fact, as you will see in

the next chapter, it is important to approach debates and
arguments with an attitude of humility and self-awareness.
One of the most important things you can realize before
you debate is that you might be wrong, and your opponent
might be right.

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

also study 7he Art of Argument, which is a companion text
to this book. In that book, you will learn dozens of fallacies
that people often commit. Learning those fallacies will not
only help you sharpen your argument skills, it will also help
you to avoid them in your own arguments. When you learn
to build good arguments and to critique others’ arguments,
you will be well prepared to engage in and analyze the
arguments you hear every day.
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Research these other
famous Greek and
Roman rhetoricians
and summarize

their views and their
contributions to rhetoric.
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1. Logic: The art and science of reasoning.

2. Rhetoric: The art of public speaking.

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

on the content.

4. Common Topics: A system Aristotle invented to help people discover all of the possible

arguments for a topic. The five common topics are: definitions, testimony, comparison, relationship, and

circumstance.

1. Demosthenes: He was an Athenian statesman who lived from 384 to 322 BC. He is considered the

greatest Roman orator, and is known for his “Phillipics,” a series of speeches he made protesting Phillip |l

of Macedonia’s possible invasion of Greece.* (p. 186)

2. Protagoras: He was one of the best-known sophists, along with Gorgias and Isocrates. He was

known for his claims that man is the measure of all things. He also claimed that he could make the

weakest argument in a speech sound like the best argument, and that one could not tell whether or not
the gods existed.” (p. 186)

3. Gorgias: _He was an early Greek orator who emphasized style. He is considered one of the founders

of sophism.

Students can find information about Gorgias at the following link:

http://www.iep.utm.edu/g/gorgias.htm

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

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

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

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

5. Quintilian: He was a Roman orator whose work was highly regarded by medieval schools of rhetoric

and referred to often in Renaissance writings. He is primarily known for his work Institutio Oratorio, which

was published around AD 90. It was a complete manual for public speaking.” (p. 186)

6. Cicero: He was a Roman philosopher, statesman, and orator who lived during the decline and fall

of the Roman Empire. He is widely considered one of Rome’s greatest orators. He did a great deal of

translating of Greek philosophical and rhetorical works into Latin, even inventing Latin words when the

Greek concepts did not translate well.* (p. 186)
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Our culture leans toward sophism. For instance, commercials focus more on flash and humor, rather than HDNS[EEK
on presenting logical reasons for consumers to buy a product. In fact, commercials often seem barely Rhetoric surrounds

related to the item being sold. In addition, when politicians make promises in their political campaigns, you every day in
speeches, commercials,

advertisements, and
good, this can strongly influence his audience. One of the first times this became evident was during the writing. Considering

people often know they are going to break those promises. However, if a politician sounds and looks

first televised debates between presidential candidates John F. Kennedy and Richard Nixon. JFK barely what you know about
the rhetoric of today, do

you think it is more in
line with sophistic (focus
over inner qualities. on style) or Aristotelian
(focus on content) views
on rhetoric? Give two
examples to support

won that election, but many people believe that he won because it was a televised debate and he looked

like a movie star. This kind of thing is common in our culture, which emphasizes a flashy appearance

your idea.

Sophistic Ideas: Sophistic speech is usually entertaining, emotionally engaging, and humorous. ES 1RI ’ E
Therefore, two strengths of this kind of speech are that it engages the listener’s attention and sustains it Describe two strengths
by stirring his emotions. However, since sophism is concerned more about style than content, you may and two w"_“k.mm
_ . T o . _ of both sophistic and

fall into shallow speaking and thinking when arguing in this style. A second weakness is that you may fail Aristotelian ideas
to address serious problems or to provide meaningful answers to important problems because you are of rhetoric.

overly focused on how your argument sounds.

Aristotelian Ideas: Because Aristotelian rhetoric focuses on content and good reasoning, its strengths

are that it provides thorough information for the listener, and it does so in a logical manner without

resorting to emotional manipulation. However, an exclusive focus on content fails to recognize that

people are, for better or worse, influenced by outward impressions. Therefore using this approach to
arguing may neglect aesthetics—the beauty of sound and image—which are important. This lack of
attention to the appeal of an aesthetically pleasing speech can detract from an argument because
listeners and/or opponents may get bored listening to a solely factual argument.

11
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At thlS pOlnt, you may believe that the main reason to learn logic is so that you can win
arguments. That is a common misconception. The most important reason for you to learn logic is to
help you understand what is right and true. This is an important distinction to understand. If your

main goal in argumentation is to win, you may, inadvertently, commit fallacies and miss the point.

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

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

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



and we don't want to believe things that are unpleasant or
uncomfortable to us. In this case, our idol, or our object of
extreme devotion, is our physical or emotional comfort. We
care about our comfort and pleasure so much that it can
prevent us from seeing unpleasant or uncomfortable truths.

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

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

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

Chapter 2: The Four Idols

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

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

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

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

nature, or the universe—it is difficult for them to see past
this philosophy, and it can blind them to the truth.'’ An
example of this would be the geocentric, or earth-centered,
theory of the universe, which most people believed until the
1500s. Ancient philosophers observed the earth, planets,
and stars and determined that the earth was the center

of the universe. This was a fairly reasonable conclusion
given the instruments and abilities they had to investigate
these matters at the time. However, this model of thinking
became so fixed in peoples’ minds that when scientists, such
as Copernicus and Galileo, demonstrated that the sun was
the center of the universe, it was difficult for people to give
up their belief in the old model. Many people still believed
that the earth was the center of the universe and even
refused to look at evidence that contradicted that theory."

We often look at examples like this and believe that we
could not be similarly deceived. However, instances such as
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these still occur. For example, even as late as the mid-1800s,
people did not understand the link between germs and
disease. During the Civil War, it was common for doctors
to operate on several different patients without washing
their hands between surgeries. Of course, this contributed
to a high rate of infection and death among their patients.
Because doctors at that time did not fully understand the
connection between germs and disease, it was very hard

for them to accept this connection, even when people like
Florence Nightingale (a Civil War-era nurse famous for
championing the adoption of improved medical hygiene)
presented good evidence for better hygiene. As these
examples demonstrate, the idols of the theatre represent our
love for our personal philosophies.'*

1hese four idols point to the need we all have to gain wisdom.

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



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

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

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

Bur, Mom, | am
{ STARTING MY REPORT EARLY.
I”’s NOT DLE LINTIL
TOMORROW.

Chapter 2: The Four Idols
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ANSWER

EXPLAIN

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

16

Who was Francis Bacon? He was an English philosopher, essayist, and a proponent of the scientific

revolution who lived from 1561 to 1626. He developed the scientific method. Interested in common

thinking errors, he developed a theory of four idols that attempts to describe beliefs that hinder human

thinking.

1. Idols of the Tribe: The idols of the tribe represent errors in thinking that are common to all humanity.
These errors in thinking include humanity’s tendencies toward wishful thinking and hasty generalization.

Wishful thinking distorts our logic because it causes us to believe something because we want to believe

it, rather than because there is good evidence for believing it. When we commit hasty generalization, we

believe something based on insufficient evidence or examples. This distorts our thinking because we

assume that an atypical example represents reality, when it is actually an odd exception to reality.

2. Idols of the Cave: The idols of the cave represent the errors or prejudices in people’s thinking that

come from their specific social, economic, or religious environments. The idols of the cave distort our

thinking because we accept ideas as true, not because of good evidence, but because it is how we were

raised, or it is the belief of our particular political, social, or religious group. Just because we were raised

with a certain belief does not mean it is false, but by the same token, we shouldn’t believe something just

because we were raised to believe it. We should only believe something if there are good reasons for

believing it.

3. Idols of the Marketplace: _These idols represent the problems with thinking that we encounter

when we use vague or ambiguous words. These word errors can distort both our thinking and our

communication with other people. Since ambiguous and vague words can be so easily misinterpreted,

two people can use the same word or phrase in a conversation and yet mean quite different things.

4. Idols of the Theatre: These idols represent the human tendency to accept older, more widely

accepted ideas rather than new ideas held by the minority. This can distort our thinking because we tend

to believe something not because of the best evidence, but because most people believe it and have for

a long time. Bacon also believed that once people develop a philosophy or a paradigm it is difficult for

them to see past this philosophy, and it can blind them to the truth.
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1. Bias: When someone is biased, he has a unreasoned inclination or disinclination toward someone or HEE[NE
something, which prevents him from considering it in an objective manner.

2. Prejudice: A positive or negative opinion formed about someone or something without consulting

information and logic, often based on hasty generalization.

Answers will vary. If students struggle with this, ask them to think of something that they believed when they were ES RI

younger but that they now know is wrong. If they can identify such a belief, ask them to determine how it is that Think of a time when
you were affected by one
of the four idols. You may
have noticed the idols

they came up with this belief. It will likely be due to an idol of the tribe or cave. Some of your students may also

have some funny stories about odd beliefs they held when they were little because they misunderstood something

that their parents said or because they took something literally that was actually metaphorical. This kind of clouding your judgment,
misunderstanding would represent an idol of the marketplace. or you may have noticed
them clouding the

In addition, you may want to take some time to discuss other scientific breakthroughs, in addition to the discovery

Judgment of someone
else. Describe what
majority opinion and consider unpopular beliefs. One interesting example of this is the story of Roger Bannister. For - happened, how it affected

regarding the placement of the sun and the earth, that have occurred because people were able to look past the

years, people had said that it was not humanly possible for anyone to run a mile in less than four minutes. Bannister V0% personally, and then
write down which idol

first broke that record in 1954, and since then many other people have broken it as well. You can find an article

affected the situation.
about this at the following link:
http://www.forbes.com/sport/2005/11/18/bannister-four-minute-mile_cx_de_Ir_1118bannister.html.
If students can'’t think of any such words, have them discuss the different interpretations people have for DST
the following words: Christianity, healthy, good education, beauty, patriotism. List three or four words
As an interesting exercise, write one of the words listed above on the board. Then give the students each people oﬁm use thf”
. - . — can be easily defined in
a note card and ask them to write a definition for the word on their card. When everyone has finished, several different ways.
collect the cards and read the different definitions, asking the students to point out similarities and Explain how these

dissimilarities among the definitions. Use this exercise to help students recognize how differently people different meanings could
result in conflict.

can interpret the same word.* (p. 186)
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“OMMON TOPIC 1

Definitions

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

The following are concepts that will be helpful to understand as you read the next chapter.
Thesis statement: A declarative statement of opinion that can be proven true or false.

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

You may not believe me right now, but once you learn how to define terms properly and clearly
state your thesis, you will save yourself and anyone with whom you debate a world of frustration.






