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Critical Thinking 
 
In this interactive session we explore some basic principles of philosophy, we dissect different kinds of fallacious 
reasoning and show how these techniques are often used to trip up Christians in conversation. This session should 
teach you to begin thinking around issues and problems as they come in the form of different questions and 
statements. 
 
Tom Price is an Academic Tutor at the Oxford Centre for Christian Apologetics, and an Associate Tutor at Wycliffe 
Hall, Oxford. He holds degrees in Christian Apologetics (MA) and Philosophy (BA). Tom is also a speaker for 
RZIM Europe and The Damaris Trust, and was previously the Founding Editor of UCCF's website bethinking.org. 
Tom's specific interests include: meta-ethics, analytic and continental arguments for God, faith and reason, 
suffering, cultural apologetics and C. S. Lewis. He is passionate about mission that engages with where people really 
are. Tom is married to Caroline, has a young daughter called Mia and they live in Oxford. 
 
‘Ideas have legs.’ Francis Schaeffer    ‘Common sense is not so common.’ Voltaire 
‘Good philosophy must exist, if for no other reason, because bad philosophy needs to be answered.’ CS Lewis 
 
Introduction 

1. We live in world that is saturated with messages and ideas; these ideas have influence and can determine 
economic, political and religious viewpoints 

2. Thinking well, or reasoning coherently is in concord with Jesus’ evangelistic strategy and nature (‘full of 
grace and truth’ John 1:14; ‘I am the way and the truth’ John 14:6) 

3. Ideas are one of the principal spiritual battlegrounds (‘The weapons we fight with are not the weapons of 
the world. On the contrary, they have divine power to demolish strongholds. We demolish arguments and 
every pretension that sets itself up against the knowledge of God, and we take captive every thought to 
make it obedient to Christ’ 2 Cor 10:5-6; ‘Did God really say?’ Genesis 3:1)  

4. It is important to be able to recognise statements and questions which are internally fallacious. If you don’t 
realise this and so jump in with an answer, you can become confused and fall into traps which could be 
easily avoided.    

• Fallacious reasoning, once detected, can often be dealt with by asking the questioner a clarifying question 
in turn. 

• If we learn to recognise how people think, we can then engage with them more effectively. 
• There is a significant DANGER in teaching logic and fallacies, that we turn ourselves into ‘big headed’ 

monsters who can win arguments and discussions but upset/lose people. It is of CRUCIAL and SERIOUS 
importance that we win people, and arguments. We need to therefore be careful with how we deploy this 
information and ability. 

 
What is an argument? 

 
There are good and bad arguments. How do you tell them apart? 
Good arguments, are called ‘sound’. Bad arguments are called ‘unsound’ 
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Statement 

Statement 

Conclusion 

An argument usually has two statements, 
or premises leading to a conclusion.  

Truth  
claims 

Logic 
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A sound argument will have: 

• Unambiguous terms 
• Valid logic 
• True Premises  

 
Some different kinds of invalid logic, or logical fallacy (errors in common sense thinking) 
 
Fallacies of Ambiguity 
 
• Phrasing or punctuating the same set of words in different ways can produce entirely different meanings: 

 
Dear John: 
 

I want a man who knows what love is all about. You are generous, kind, thoughtful.  People who are not 
like you admit to being useless and inferior.  You have ruined me for other men. I yearn for you. I have no feelings 
whatsoever when we're apart. I can be forever happy - will you let me be yours? Janet 
 
 
OR 
 
Dear John: 
 
I want a man who knows what love is. All about you are generous, kind, thoughtful people, who are not like you. 
Admit to being useless and inferior. You have ruined me. For other men, I yearn. For you, I have no feelings 
whatsoever. When we're apart, I can be forever happy.  Will you let me be? Yours, Janet 

 
 
Some statements can be read in two ways: 

 
“Save soap and waste paper.” 
 “I live by the river; drop in sometime.” 

 
• News headlines often suffer from this problem:  

 
“Panda mating fails.  Veterinarian takes over.” 
“Weak police force due to lack of intelligence.” 
“Blair unveils economic plan.  More lies ahead.” 

 
• Groucho Marx 

 
“Last night I show an elephant in my pyjamas.” 

 
Self-Contradiction 
A statement that: 
  a) refers to itself 
  b) fails to satisfy its own conditions for rational acceptability or truthfulness 
 ‘A sentence cannot have more than three words’ 
‘I don’t know how to speak or write English’ 
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‘There is no such thing as truth’ 
‘Philosophy is dead’ 
 
 If a statement is self-contradictory then it cannot be true 
 
The False Dilemma 
 
• This is when the either/or reasoning is used in a faulty way.  The Law of non-contradiction applies when 

there are two mutually exclusive options being presented.  With a faulty dilemma, 2 options are given by 
the speaker while in reality there are more options.  

 
“You’re either a Man United or a Man City 

Fan” 
“You’re either a communist or a fascist.” 
“Either God exists or evil exists.” 

  
The dilemma in this third statement is faulty - the 
person assumes that there is such a thing as evil 
and therefore is assuming that there is such a thing 
as good.  If there is such a thing as good, how, 
with that reasoning, can they disprove God? 

 
“Either dead people come back to life and are 
married to the people they were married to 
before or there is no resurrection.” 

 
Ad hominem 

 
 
The Slippery Slope 
 
• This reasoning aims to show that a particular proposition is unacceptable because of increasingly 

unacceptable events which are shown to follow from the proposition.  It can be used positively – to help 
one see where a particular line of thought may end up, but as a means of logic it is fallacious. 
 

“If women are educated then they will not want to stay at home and be good wives and mothers and there 
will be unrest in our society.” 

This is a kind of 
Character Assassination 

This is when a person or group is attacked, rather than the 
proposition itself: 

 
 
“Members of the jury, are you going to believe that 

alcoholic or this up-standing member of society?” 
 

Ad hominem 

www.damaris.org 55 

•  2 options are given, when really there 
are more 

False Dilemma 
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“If you pass legislation against abortion on demand then poor women will not be able to afford to keep 
their babies and we’ll have dangerous back-street abortions.” 
 
“If I make an exception for you then I have to make an exception for everyone.” 

 
“Here is this man performing many miraculous signs.  If we let him go on like this, everyone will believe 
in him and then the Romans will come and take away both our place and our nation.”  John 11:47-8 

 
The Complex Question 
 
• This is when two otherwise unrelated points are conjoined and treated as a single proposition.  The person 

who is replying is expected to accept or reject both together when in reality one may be acceptable while 
the other is not: 

 
“Does your mother know you are stupid?” 
“Is it right to pay taxes to Caesar or not?”  

 
In this second question the complexity is assumed:  the implication is that as the Romans are evil 
conquerors, if you pay you are on the side of evil.  But, if you propagate not paying you are breaking the 
law.  Either you are on the side of evil or you defy Rome.  This was a trap for Jesus – a complex question is 
often powerful because of the assumptions of the cultural context from which it comes.  Be careful before 
jumping in with a yes or no answer – identify what is going on, as Jesus did. 
 

“Have you stopped beating your wife?” 
  
Appeals – Force, Pity, Consequences and Popularity  
 
• Appeal to force - the listener is told that certain negative consequences will follow if they do not agree with 

the proposition: 
 

“Anyone who does not agree with the new company policy will be fired.” 
 

• Appeal to pity - the listener is encouraged to agree to a proposition because of the pitiful state of the 
speaker: 

 
“You mean you don’t think this article is good?  I spent so much time on it.” 
“God could not possibly send my lovely granny to hell.” 
“How can you sentence this man to life in prison?  Who will look after his wife and children?” 

 
• Appeal to consequences - the speaker points to a negative consequence of a particular proposition to show 

that the proposition is false: 
 

“If we allow these people to preach the gospel, then our culture will be changed, therefore we should not 
allow them to preach.”  
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Hasty/Over-generalisations 
 
• Character Assassination – this is when a person or a group are attacked rather than the proposition itself. 

 
“Members of the jury, are you going to believe that alcoholic, or this up-standing member of society?”   

 
Remember here – the up standing citizen could be the witness in a drink drive accident . Or we could take it 
the other way round – the driver of the car could be the perpetrator and the alcoholic the witness in which 
case the character assassination says the alcoholic’s testimony is invalid because he is an alcoholic. 

 
“Here is a glutton and a drunkard, a friend of tax collectors and sinners.”   
Mathew 11:19 
 

• Appeal to Popularity – this is when something is argued to be true on the basis that a large number of 
people hold to it: 

 
“This is the 20th century.  No one believes that rubbish anymore.” 
“How can millions of people be wrong in their sincere beliefs?” 
“But Mum and Dad, everyone is doing it.” 

 
• Hasty Generalisation - this is the fallacious reasoning by which a person will write off an idea or practice, 

when his or her exposure to the whole is not sufficient to do so. 
 

“All Italians are bald – at least the one I saw was.” 
“All churches are boring – well the one I went to 10 years ago was.” 
 

Begging the Question 
 
• In this kind of fallacy a person will make an assumption and go through a process of circular reasoning 

whereby their original assumption appears to be the conclusion.  They haven’t proved anything – the 
argument is circular.  We can see this in the reasoning of the philosopher David Hume.  He makes an 
assumption: 
 

1. “The Laws of nature cannot be violated.”  Assumption 
2. “Miracles are violations of the Laws of Nature.”  Statement of the obvious 
3. “Therefore miracles do not occur.” Conclusion in line with assumption 

 
“There is so much evil in the world, if there was a God he would not allow all this suffering, that is why I 
am an atheist.” 

 
Straw Man  
 
• This is where a person makes a case appear much weaker than it actually is: 

 
“Christians eat the flesh and blood of their leader, cannabalism is barbaric and wrong.” 
“Christianity is a list of dos and don’ts and has gone out of date.”  
(argument versus legalism) 
“Because atheists can’t sustain any moral framework you can’t trust what they say.” 
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Genetic Fallacy 
 
• This is the reasoning by which ideas or a people are rejected on the basis of their origins: 

 
“Can anything good come out of Nazareth?” 
“Christians in Africa are more primitive and believe the Bible literally” 
“You only say that because you are an evangelical.” 

 
Post Hoc Fallacy  
 
• This is where 2 events running in parallel are fallaciously seen as related causally: 

 
“The telephone rings and the doorbell immediately sounds therefore the telephone ringing must have 
caused the doorbell.” 
 
“My car has been playing up and will not start.   In frustration I kick the tyre.   Suddenly the car starts – 
therefore the tyre-kicking caused the car to start.” 
 

SUMMARY	  
 

 
  

Begging the 
Question Straw man Genetic 

fallacy 
Post hoc 
fallacy 

Complex 
Question Appeals Hasty 

Generalisation 

Self-
Contradiction False Dilemma Ad hominem Slippery Slope 

Unambiguous 
terms Valid logic True Premises  

Sound Arguments have 

Logical fallacies 
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Resources (+introductory level) 
+Geisler,	  Norman.	  Come	  Let	  Us	  Reason	  
+Hodges,	  Wilfrid.	  Logic	  –	  An	  Introduction	  to	  Elementary	  Logic	  
+Warburton,	  Nigel.	  Thinking	  from	  A	  to	  Z	  
Beckwith,	  and	  Koukl.	  Relativism	  
Copan,	  Paul.	  Is	  Everything	  Really	  Relative?	  
Copan,	  Paul.	  True	  for	  You,	  But	  Not	  for	  Me	  
Dancy	  and	  Sosa.	  Companion	  to	  Epistemology	  
Lewis,	  CS.	  ‘Musings	  from	  the	  Toolshed’,	  God	  in	  the	  Dock	  
Moser,	  Paul	  K.	  The	  Theory	  of	  Knowledge 
Watkins,	  Tony.	  Truth	  Wars	  
Williams,	  Peter.	  Darwin’s	  Rottweiler	  and	  the	  Public	  Understanding	  of	  Scientism	  –	  A	  primer	  in	  logical	  thinking	  using	  
examples	  of	  fallacies	  from	  Richard	  Dawkins	  works	  http://www.arn.org/docs/williams/pw_dawkinsfallacies.htm	  	  
	  
Mp3	  
Carson,	  D.A.	  Truth	  Series	  on	  bethinking.	  http://www.bethinking.org/truth-‐tolerance/intermediate/from-‐
modernism-‐to-‐postmodernism.htm	  
Craig,	  Are	  There	  Objective	  Truths	  About	  God?.	  http://www.bethinking.org/truth-‐tolerance/advanced/are-‐there-‐
objective-‐truths-‐about-‐god.htm	  	  
Macaulay,	  Ranald.	  The	  Place	  of	  the	  Mind	  http://www.labri-‐ideas-‐library.org/download.asp?fileID=142	  	  
Moreland,	  J.P.	  Epistemology	  http://www.brianauten.com/Apologetics/moreland-‐skepticism-‐epistemology.mp3	  	  
Schaeffer,	  Francis.	  Intellectual	  Proof	  and	  Faith	  	  http://www.labri-‐ideas-‐library.org/download.asp?fileID=83	  	  


