
Fun with Fallacies 
 

Summary 

 
If you weigh the same as a duck, then, logically, you’re made of wood and must be a witch. Or so goes the 

reasoning of Monty Python’s Sir Bedevere. Obviously something has gone wrong with the knight’s reasoning – 

and by the end of this lesson, you’ll know exactly what that is. This lesson will focus on 10 fallacies that 

represent the most common types of mistakes in reasoning. 

 

Key Terms 

 
Argument: A conclusion together with the premises that support it. 

Premise: A reason offered as support for another claim. 

Conclusion: A claim that is supported by a premise. 

Valid: An argument whose premises genuinely support its conclusion. 

Unsound: An argument that has at least one false premise. 

Fallacy: An argument that relies upon faulty reasoning. 

Boobytrap: An argument that, while not a fallacy itself, might lead an inattentive reader to commit a fallacy. 

 

Examples 
 

Example 1: Whichever basketball team scores the most points will win the game. Virginia scored more points 

than UNC. Therefore, Virginia won the game. 

 

In Example 1, the first two sentences are premises and the third is the conclusion. The argument is valid, 

for the two premises provide genuine support for the conclusion. 

 

Example 2: Whichever candidate receives the greatest share of the popular vote will be elected President of the 

United States. Al Gore received more votes than George Bush. Therefore, Al Gore was elected President of the 

United States. 

 

Example 2 has exactly the same structure as Example 1. The first two sentences are premises, and the 

third sentence is the argument’s conclusion. The difference, of course, is that in Example 2, the first 

premise is false. Getting the most votes is not the way one gets elected president. So Example 2 is 

unsound. 

 

Background 
 

Arguments can be bad for one of several reasons. They might fail because one of the premises is false. For 

example: 

 

If Burger King sells Big Macs, then McDonald’s will go out of business. 

Burger King does sell Big Macs. 

Therefore, McDonald’s will go out of business. 

 



In this argument, the first two lines are premises and the third line is the conclusion. The argument is 

formally valid (that is, if the premises were true, then the conclusion would have to follow). It’s also 

unsound, since Burger King is not in the business of selling Big Macs, and thus McDonald’s franchise is 

safe. (Or at least it won’t fail for this reason!) 

 

Arguments also fail when the conclusion does not properly follow from the premises. 

 

Baptists are often politically conservative. (premise) 

Republicans are often politically conservative. (premise) 

Therefore Baptists are often Republicans. (conclusion) 

 

This sort of argument can be extremely seductive, but logically it does not work. Consider another argument 

that has exactly the same form: 

 

John Elway is a great quarterback. (premise) 

Michael Vick is a great quarterback. (premise) 

Therefore, Michael Vick is really John Elway. (conclusion) 

 

Both arguments are invalid, for even if their premises are true, their conclusions can still be false. Many 

logical fallacies are of just this sort: They offer reasons that fail to support their conclusions. 

 

Finally, some arguments are bad not because they make false claims or because they commit some logical error, 

but rather because they are booby traps for unsuspecting readers. 

 

Dr. Roy Spencer, who is a prominent climate scientist at the University of Alabama at Huntsville and winner of 

NASA’s Medal for Exceptional Scientific Achievement, does not think that humans are causing global warming 

(premise). So humans are probably not causing global warming (conclusion). 

 

Formally speaking, there is nothing fallacious about this argument. It appeals to authority, but Dr. Spencer is 

fairly clearly an appropriate authority on the matter of global warming. So as far as it goes, this is a good 

argument. The problem, however is that the argument leaves out an important bit of information, namely that 

the overwhelming consensus in the scientific community is that global warming is being caused by humans. But 

by suppressing important evidence, the argument is potentially a boobytrap for unwary readers. 

 

Complete the following… 
 

I. Ordinary language arguments 
All video clips are attached to the class page and linked to Youtube.  Respond to the prompts for each clip. 

 

A.  Watch the “Witch’s Trial” clip and assess the arguments presented. 

B.  Watch the “Argument Clinic” clip and assess the arguments presented. 

 

1. What is the argument being offered? It is sometimes helpful to paraphrase it. You might consider writing 

down each premise as a separate line. Keep in mind that sometimes a larger argument might contain smaller 

subarguments. Remember a helpful tip for thinking about arguments: Look at a statement and then ask yourself, 

“Why should I believe that?” Then read the rest of the argument. If no other statement provides a reason for 



believing the one you just read, then the statement you’re looking at is probably a premise. If there is another 

statement that offers an answer to the why question, then the statement answering the why question is a 

premise, and the one you are looking at is a conclusion. 

2. Look at each conclusion. Now assess the reasons (premises) being offered for that conclusion. Ask yourselves 

two questions about those premises.  
 

a.  Do I have any cause to believe that the premises are true?  
 

b. Do the premises logically support the conclusion? 

 

3. Assess the arguments for fallacies and/or boobytraps. Do any of the arguments make logical errors? Might the 

arguments lead you to commit a fallacy? 

 

4.  Which if the fallacies of argument is present?  How do you know? 

 

II. Fallacies in Advertising 
 

Watch the “Moments” clip and assess the arguments presented. 

Watch the “Twilight Zone” clip and assess the arguments presented. 

Watch the “Old Man Has a Good Life” clip and assess the arguments presented. 

       Watch the “Bush-Hitler” clip and assess the arguments presented. 

 

For each of the ads, determine what, if any, mistakes are being made in the arguments. Then have each group 

come to some agreement as to why the ad is an example of a particular sort of fallacy or boobytrap. identify the 

fallacy/fallacies presented in each ad. 

 

Use the same guidelines you used the language arguments – that is, identify the argument being presented, as 

well as the premises. 

 

1. First, identify the argument being presented. It is sometimes helpful to paraphrase the argument. You might 

consider writing down each premise as a separate line. Keep in mind that sometimes a larger argument might 

contain smaller subarguments. Refer to the helpful tips above for thinking about arguments. Remember that 

arguments may be implied rather than stated explicitly. Ask yourselves, “What am I supposed to believe after I 

watch this ad?” and “Why do they ask me to believe it?” 

 

2. Look at each conclusion. Now assess the reasons (premises) being offered for that conclusion. Ask yourselves 

two questions about those premises.  
 

a.  Do I have any cause to believe that the premises are true?  
 

b.  Do the premises logically support the conclusion? 

 

3. Assess the arguments for fallacies and/or boobytraps. 

 

4. Do any of the arguments make logical errors? Might the arguments lead you to commit a fallacy? 


