
Philosophy 101
(3/8/11)

• HW #3 will be returned on Thursday

• HW #4 has now been posted (see schedule page)
• It is due on 3/24 (and it’s a bit longer than usual)

• Quiz #3 on Thursday (just on chapter 3)
• This will cover validity, cogency, etc.
• It will be 22 True/False questions (only)

•  Chapter 4 — Strong Arguments
• Today:  a few more arguments to evaluate

• After Spring Break: Chapter 5
• Reconstructing Arguments

“The Curve” (so far)

• First, I should point out that all grades are stored in the sakai 
site for the course (which you should now have access to).

• Secondly, I want to report the (rough) “curves” for 
homework assignments and quizzes — up to this point:

• HW #1:   A [92–100], B [85–92], C <85 
• HW #2:   A [90–100], B [80–90], C [70–80]
• Quiz #1:  A [85–100], B [70-85], C [60-70]
• Quiz #2:  A [87–100], B [70-87], C [60-70]

• It is still early-on, but this should give you at least a rough 
sense of how you’re doing on the HW’s & quizzes, so far…
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figure 4.1 flowchart for Argument Evaluation 

Is the argument valid? 
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Are all the premises reasonable? 
,{ \. 

Is the argument cogent? 
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NO 

The argument 
is ill-formed. 
Reject it. 

The argument is 
deductively strong. 
Accept it. 

The argument 
is weak. 
Reject it. 

Are all the premises reasonable? 
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YES NO 
,{ 

Is the argument defeated 
by evidence? 

,{ '• 
YES NO 

The argument is weak. The argument is 
Reject inductively strong. 

Accept it. 

CHECKliST OF KEY TERMS 

• strong argument 
• deductively strong argument 
• defeated argument 
• inductively strong argument 
• weak argument 

CHAPTER EXERCISES 

\. 
The argument is weak. 
Reject it. 

1. Discuss the following claims. . a. If two people evaluate the same argument, and or:e the condus10n that it is strong and the other comes to the conclus10n that 1t 1s weak, then one 
of the two people is being unreasonable. 

Ill. Summary 111 

b. Suppose that there are two arguments, argument 1 and argument 2, about unre-lated Argument 1 is deductively strong for you and argument 2 is induc-tively strong for you. Since argument 1 is deductively strong, it must be valid. Argument 2 is merely cogent. Since the premises of valid arguments guarantee the truth of their conclusions, while the premises of cogent arguments do not guarantee the truth of their conclusions, it follows that argument 1 gives you a better reason to believe its conclusion than argument 2 gives you for its con-clusion. In other words, from the fact that argument 1 is deductively strong and ·argument 2 is merely inductively strong, it follows that argument 1 is stronger than argument 2. (This question may require considerable thought.) 
2. State whether each statement is true or false. 

a. Some deductively valid arguments with true premises are defeated. 
b. If an argument is deductively strong, then it is also inductively strong. c. All deductively strong arguments have tru;: conclusions. 

3. Evaluate the following arguments. 
a. l. All politicians are corrupt. 

2. Al Gore is a politician. 
3. AI Gore is corrupt. 

b. 1. Most Americans are either women or children. 
2. Sylvester Stallone is an American. 
3. Sylvester Stallone is either a woman or a child. 

c. 1. Most are weekdays (as opposed to weekends). 
2. There will be a day on which the population of the U.S. reaches 300 million. 3. The day on which the U.S. population reaches 300 million will be a weekoay. 

4. Suppose that you are uncertain about whether Tricky Dick is an honest person. You decide to ask him, and he says that he is. On this basis, you construct the fol-lowing argument: 

1 . Tricky Dick says that he is honest. 
2. If Tricky Dick says that he is honest, then Tricky Dick is honest. 
3. Tricky Dick is honest. 

Evaluate this argument. 
5. Suppose you replace premise (2) in the argument from question 4 with each of the following premises. Evaluate each of the resulting arguments. 

a. Everyone who says that he is honest is honest; 
b. Most people who say that they are honest are honest. 
c. Some people who say that they are honest are honest. 
d. Some people who say that they are honest are not honest. 
e. Whatever Tricky Dick says is true. 

6. Could an argument be cogent, have true premises, and be defeated, yet still have a true conclusion? 
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 More Questions about Argument Strength

1. Evaluate the following argument:

2.  Evaluate the following argument:
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cogent reconstruction. If you don't, the problem is usually that you have not done a 

good job in fine-tuning your reconstruction.l 

A well-formed argument is one whose premises provide good support for the 

conclusion. Deductively valid arguments have premises whose truth guarantees the 

truth of the conclusion. So, when you that an argument is valid, you are say-

ing that if the premises are true, then conclusion is true as well. Once you grant 

that an argument is valid, the only legitimate criticism you can make of the argument 

is that it has at least one premise that is not reasonable to believe (or is false). You 

can't legitimately criticize the argument by objecting to the conclusion itself And if 

the argument is valid, there is no other way the argument can fail to be strong other 

than by having premises that are not all justified. 

The situation is similar for cogent arguments, though slightly more complicated. 

Inductively cogent arguments have premises whose truth makes it probable that the 

conclusion is true. So, when you grant that an argument is cogent, you are saying 

that if the premises of the argument are true, and the argument is undefeated,2 then 

the conclusion is at least probably true. As a result once you grant that an argument 

is cogent, the only legitimate criticisms you can make must be directed at the 

premises or designed to show that the argument is defeated.3 

The key point is that you cannot legitimately criticize an argument by simply 

objecting to its conclusion. Good criticisms must be designed to show that the argu-

ment is ill-formed, defeated, or has an unjustified premise. Once you have done a 

good job of reconstructing arguments and made them well-formed, most of your 

attention will be devoted to evaluating the premises of those arguments. The 

remainder of this chapter explores the grounds on which you can rationally reject 

a prem1se. 
Remember that the fundamental purpose of argument analysis is to gain under-

standing, to find out what it is reasonable to believe and what it is not reasonable to 

believe. The goal is not to find reasons, even clever reasons, to deny what others have 

said or to defend points of view you currently hold. It is easy enough to deny 

another's argument; that is, you can always say, "I don't accept your premise." How-

ever, just saying something like that doesn't show that there is a reason not to accept 

the premise or that the argument is weak. Our goal here is to identifY the features of 

good criticisms of the premises of an argument, criticisms that show that the argu-

ment really does not merit acceptance. 

1. The exceptions are cases in which the writer has made an outrageous logical blunder and the argument 

is quite explicit in the passage. In such cases, it is best simply to point out that the argument is ill-formed 

and stop evaluating the argument. Such cases are relatively rare. 

2. See Chapter 4 for a discussion of the conditions under which an argument is defeated. 

3. Recall that only cogent arguments can be defeated. The notion of defeat does not apply to valid 

arguments. 

L Basic Rules of Argument Evaluation 

B. Accep.t an Argnmmt Simply Becanse Yon Believe 
we Conclnmon 
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People sometimes seem to think that the must acce t 

sion they believe to be true Ho th y 1 p every argument for a conclu-

£' . • wever, at Is sure y a mistake. There can be bad 

ments wr true concluswns. 
argu-

Argument 7.1 

1 · All professional athletes are male. 

2 · Bob Dylan is a professional athlete. 

3. Bob Dylan is male. (1 ), (2) 

This is a valid and it has a true conclusion. Nevertheless it is a weak a 

iliis argument 

It ls strong, just because you know that th I . . p e argument, or say that 

. e cone uston 1s true. 

Whlle Argument 7.1 is obviously weak and no one is like! to - . 

I accept simply because they already 

b examp d If you thmk that some controversial practice such as abortion ought 

may feel as lf you must defend every argument against abortion. 

to b:lieve for a conclusion is enough to make it rational 

elusion unless those other arguments for that same con-

There are at least tw ti 1 . 
b . o prac ca reasons to avmd accepting arguments sim l 

because thmk, or even know, that their conclusions are true One is that p y 

e temphte to accept other similar arguments and thus come accept th . you mlay 

swns w en you h ld , · h etr cone u-

h 
. s ou n t, smce t e arguments are really no good An th . 

t at you wlll h · o er reason 1s 

h . k appear to ot ers to be a more reasonable careful and d. · · · 

t m er d th h · ' , tscnmmatmg 
' an us one w ose v1ews are worthy of ·d · cons1 eratwn. 

C. Direct Criticisms at Individnal Premises 

If you think that there is something wrong with the premises of a h 

error must attach to f h . . n argument, t at 

cism" of the . onfe o t e premJses. There lS no such thing as a "general criti-

premJses o an argument When t · - . 

Say, "Premise X is false .... " ofhanhargument, be 

are cntiCizing. 
c ear w lC premtse you 

a well you will find that you are certain that there is something wrong with 

. .- :)fme argument but you aren't sure exactly what it is. You know that o h 

a cntlctsm of some premise but can't tell which one If th. h . y u ave 

haven't · full d . · 15 appens, 1t means you 

. . Y graspe the premJses or the criticism to tell which premise the crit-

ICISm app tes to. It must apply to one of them. 
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decisions on the basis of the evidence presented. He is a fair judge. The 

second says that he is concerned about the fact that judge Hannan is 

doesn't like to try cases before mediocre judges. 

In this example, the second makes an inference from the premise that the 

judge is fair to the conclusion that the judge is mediocre. Let's reconstruct this 

argument. 

Argument 7.7 

1. Hannan is fair. 

2. judge Hannan is mediocre. (1) 

here. If we add the likely candidate, we have 

Argument 7.7a 

judge Hannan is fair. (EP) 

2. All fair judges are mediocre judges. (EP) 

3. judge Hannah is mediocre. (1 ), (2) 

This looks like a valid argument, following one of our familiar patterns. However, it 

should be clear that something has gone wrong. 

The problem concerns the word "fair." It has two different meanings. The first 

meaning of "fair" is "impartial" or "unbiased." The second is "no better than average" 

or "mediocre." Having noted this ambiguity, the next step is to look at how the word 

is used in the argument Suppose we use "fair" in its tlrst sense in both premises of 

Argument 7.7a. In that case, premise is true. f:We can assume this is true for the 

sake of discussion.) But now premise makes the same statement as 

All unbiased judges are mediocre judges. 

This is plainly false. Some unbiased judges are excellent and some are terrible. So, 

when "fair" is used in this way, the second premise is plainly false. 

Now consider what happens when we use "fair" in its second sense throughout 

the argument. The second premise is true, but the first premise says that the judge is 

no better than average. That surely isn't the premise that the first lawyer asserted and 

the evidence provided does not support this premise at all. Interpreted this way, the 

argument is valid but the first premise is false. With each interpretation, then, we have 

found a to 
There is a third possible interpretation of the argument to consider. We can tlnd 

a way to make each premise true, but this requires switching the meaning of "fair" 

from one premise to another. If we interpret the two premises this way, then the argu-

ment can be restated as follows: 
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Argument 7.7b 

1. Hannan is unt)lased. (EP) 

2. All judges who are no better than average are mediae 

3 1 d . 
re. (EP) 

. u ge Hannan IS mediocre. (1 ), (2) 

argument is plainly ill-formed The tw . 

w atsoever for the conclusion. The .pattern provide no support 

1 xis an A. 

2. 

3. xis a C 

In sum, there are three · . 

"£ · , · · mterpretat f h 

. au lS given a consistent interpretation th 1 Ions o t e argument. If the word 

ls valid but one premise or the oth . c lroug lout the argument, then the argument 

th · er 1s 1a se When th · t . 

e premises are both true then th . . . e m erpretatwn shifts so that 

pretation of the argument in which argu;nent IS Ill-formed. Thus, there is no inter-

No one is likely to be b JArs s rong. 

trated b th. y gument 7 7 th f 

. Y 15 argument does mislead fr · ·. . e sort o error illus-

meanmg of a term is not so c .lorn tlme to tlme. When the shift in 

· f we can 1a1 to not h h 

premises o the argument relies on this shift H . lee t at t e plausibility of the 

Example 7.8 . ere Is an example of a more subtle shift: 

The fundamental claim of the Decl . . 

are created equal. However pe I aratJon ot Independence is that all men 

an th · ' 0 P e are created ver d.ff f 

o er m many ways. They differ in . y I erent rom one 

ways. Many of these differences Intelligence, and other 

from the time they are created S .t . genetic factors that are present 

equal. It follows that the funda.m o ; /s true that all men are created 

Independence is false. en a c alm ot the Declaration of 

This example is somewhat more puzzling than the . 

present a good argument. However probl . prhevwus one. It may even seem to 

' ems anse w en we reconstruct th 

Argument 7.8 
e argument 

1. People differ at the time they are created in man . . 

factors that contribute to . y ways, mdudmg oenetic 

If . SIZe, strength, and intelligence. (EP) b 

2. (1) IS true, then it is not true that all pe I 

3 ' 
. 

ope are created equal (IP) 

It IS not true that 11 1 

· 

. . a peop e are created equal. (l ), (2) 

4. If It IS not true that all I 
claim of the D 1 . peop e are created equal, then the fundamental 

ec aratlon of Independence is false. (EP) 

5. The fundamental c1 · f h 
. aim o t e Declaration of Independence is false. (3), (4) 



Chapter 4: Strong Arguments 17
 More Questions about Argument Strength

•Evaluate the following argument:

204 7 Evaluating Arguments 

C3. Arguments with vague Premises 

As is the case with ambiguous premises, the presence of vague premises in an argu-

ment does not make the argument defective. Vagueness is a problem when the 

argument improperly takes advantage of vagueness. This could happen if: somehow, 

the argument seems to provide good support for a conclusion when it in fact doesn't 

and this false appearance is the result of vague terms it contains. 

Some mistaken criticisms of arguments are based on the observation that some 

part of the argument is vague. Consider the following: 

Example 7.9 
Sents R. books and movies should be banned 

on the the of such materials contributes to violent 
behavior such as rape. In response, a critic asks, "\tVhere do you draw the 
line between what's and what isn't?" 

We can reconstruct Ship's argument the following lines: 

Argument 7.9 

1. people to have pornographic books and movies leads to violent 

behavior such as rape. 

2. We shouldn't allow that lead to violent behavior such as 

3. We shouldn't allow people to have pornographic books and movies. (1 ), (2) 

We will examine arguments about what should or should not be done in more detail 

in Chapter 11. For now, our concern is with replies such as "Where do you draw the 

line between what's pornographic and what's not?" or "Who's to say what's porno-

graphic and what's not?" . 

Both "Where do you draw the line?" and "Who's to are often used m 

response to arguments containing some vague term. It is true that the term "porno-

graphic" is vague, since there are many borderline cases of pornography. However, 

these rhetorical questions do not amount to effective criticisms of Argument 7.9. 

Rather, they tend to be argument stoppers. They don't show that there is anything 

wrong with either premise. The mere fact that there is some vagueness in premise (1) 

doesn't show that it is false. Many claims containing vague terms are undemably true, 

such as "Wealthy people typically have more money than poor people." Perfectly 

good premises contain vague terms. To respond to Argument 7. 9 by complaining 

about the vagueness of the word "pornographic" is to engage in insubstantial criticism 

and avoid confronting its central point. 
There are, of course, legitimate questions to raise about 7.9. One might 

wonder whether pornography really does have the consequences attributed to it, and 

one might consider whether or not allowing people to have pornographic materials is 

the best way to deal with the problem. To consider these issues is to address the argu· 

ment in a serious way. It is also true that the vagueness of the term "pornographic" 
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suggests that there will be a pn)blem 
raphy. One will have to a way to are pnJhibited. 

This may be a serious enough problem to make it best not to adopt any such 

There are, serious to consider when arguments such 

as Argument 7.9. merely pointing out that there is some vagueness in the 

term "pornographic" is not a way of those issues and is not an acceptable way 

to criticize the argument. out that some term in an argument is vague is not 

a substantial criticism of an argument. Our that criticisms of 

be substantial and that they be directed at prem1ses to minimize the use 

of poor criticisms like this. 
There are some unusual but mten;stlng which vagueness 

does lead to problems. These arguments pnmc1ples or statements of 

icy that seem to be but which lead to puzzling for ex<!m]Dle, 

the fo!l.owing .:JoaK-t:ne-ncn pm1Clj:)le" 

SRP: If a person is rich and one cent is taken from that person, the 
person is still rich. 

This principle expresses the plausible idea that reducing a wealth 

one cent can never make the go from being rich to not being rich. Now, 

with $1 According to (SRP), if one cent were taken from 

this person, still be rich. But imagine repeated applications of this principle. It 

tells us that after each decrease of one cent in wealth, the person remains rich. 

that probably seems to hold tme for quite a while. But after 100 billion apJ)licati<)ns 

of the we get the result that if he had nothing he still would be 

reasoning can be formulated as an argument. The argument is a little eas-

ier to state if we reword (SRP) slightly. What the principle says, in effect, is that one 

cent can never make the difference between being rich and not being rich. In other 

if a person with X dollars is rich, then a person with X dollars - $.01 is also 

rich. This will be the main premise of our argument. Thus we have the to!lovvmg: 

Argument 7.10 

1. A person with $1,000,000,000 is rich. 

2. For any number of dollars, X, if a person with X dollars is 
person with X dollars - $.01 is rich. 

3. A person with $99,999,999.99 is rich. (1), (2) 

4. A person with $99,999,999.98 is rich. (3), (2) 

5. A person with is rich. (4), (2) 

100,000,000,001. A person with $.01 is rich. (l 00,000,000,000), (2) 

100,000,000,002. A person with $.00 is rich. (1 00,000,000,001 ), (2) 

then a 
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• Evaluate the following argument:

 (1) In order to walk 1 mile, one must first walk 1/2 mile.
 (2) In order to walk 1/2 mi., one must first walk 1/4 mi.
  ...
 (n) In order to walk 1/n mi., one must first walk 1/2n mi.
 … and so on (ad infinitum)…
 (4) So, in order to walk 1 mile, one must traverse an infinite 
number of smaller and smaller intervals within that mile.
 (5) It is impossible to traverse an infinite number of smaller and 
smaller intervals (within a mile) in a finite amount of time.
--------------------------------------------------------------------------------
 (6) So, it is impossible to walk 1 foot in a finite amount of time.
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• Evaluate the following argument:

       (A) is valid.
(A)  ----------------
       (A) is invalid.

• We will (thankfully) not be dealing with “self-referential 
arguments” in this course (as they can lead to paradoxes).

• One more argument to evaluate:

 (1) Most (accepted) scientific theories have turned out to be false.
 (2) Einstein’s theory of relativity is an (accepted) scientific theory.
-------------------------------------------------------------------------------
 (3) Einstein’s theory of relativity will turn out to be false.


