Fallacies: do we »employ« them or »commit« them?

The Case of Discourse-Historical Approach’
Igor 7. Zagar

n this paper, I am looking at how fallacies are used in Discourse-His-
I torical Approach (DHA from now on), a branch of Critical Discourse

Analysis (CDA from now on) that uses argumentation as one of its an-
alytical tools. In view of this goal, I propose a rhetorical reading of Austin,
an Austinian interpretation of Hamblin, and a hybrid Austino-Hamblin-
ian perspective on fallacies (or what is considered to be fallacies).

I'll be asking three questions: what are fallacies? Are there obvious
and unambiguous fallacies in natural languages? Aren’t we forced to com-
mit and live (in) fallacies? And, is it methodologically acceptable to use
prefabricated lists of fallacies as an analytical tool in such a dynamical en-

terprise as (critical) discourse analysis?

J. L. Austin as rhetorician

J. L. Austin is usually considered to be the “father” of speech act theory,
and the “inventor” of performativity. In a very general framework this is
both true, but historically and epistemologically speaking there is a nar-
row and intricate correlation, as well as a deep rupture between the two
theories.

Performativity came about as a result of Austin’s deep dissatisfaction
with classical philosophical (logical) division between statements that can
be (and should be) cither true or false (with no gradation in between), and
only serve to describe the extra-linguistic reality (a division that implies
another opposition between saying and doing iz language and with lan-

guage).

1 First version of this paper was Publishcd in Argu mentation: C/)gizz'ﬂwz & Cammmzily, Pro-

ceedings of the 9" OSSA Conference, University of Windsor, 2011 (ISBN 978-0-920233-66-5)-
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Speech acts, on the other hand, came about as a result of Austin’s dis-
satisfaction with his own performative/constative distinction, a distinc-
tion that placed on the one side the utterances with which we can do (per-
form) something (and are neither true nor false), and the utterances with
which we can only describe what is already there (and can be either true
or false). After a careful consideration of what could be the criteria of per-
formativity in the first part of his lectures (that later became a book), in
the second part Austin comes to a conclusion that not only performatives
do something (with words), but also every utterance does something (with
words). ‘Something’ implying: not just describing reality. But between the
two poles of the lecture, the performative one and the speech acts one,
there is an important (I'll call it rhetorical) transitional passage that is
usually overlooked. Before I tackle the issue of how fallacies are used in
DHA, I would like to start my general examination of fallacies here, with
this passage.

Can we be sure that stating truly is a different class of assessment from
arguing soundly, advising well, judging fairly, and blaming justiﬁably?
Do these not have something to do in Complicatcd way with facts? /../

Facts come in as well as our knowlcdge or opinion about facts. (Austin,
1980, p. 142)

There are two important epistemological innovations in this para-

graph:

1) statements (stating truly) are given the same status as all other utter-
ances we may produce;

2)  facts are given the same status as (our, your, their...) knowledge of
facts.

And here is Austin’s rationale for this:

Consider also for a moment whether the question of truth or falsity is
SO very objcctive. We ask: Tsita ﬁzz’r statement?’, and are the good reasons
and gm}d evidence for stating and saying so very different from the good
reasons and evidence for pcrformativc acts like arguing, warning, and
judging? Is the constative, then, always true or false? When a constative
is confronted with the facts, we in fact appraisc it 72 ways z'mza/vzhg the em-
p/@/mmt of 4 vast array ofz‘ermx, which ovcrlap with those that we use in
the appraisal of pcrfbrmativcs. In real /zﬁ, as 0pp05m’ to the Jz'mp/e situations
ﬁwz’mgfd in /ng'm/ [/Jfo;f)/, one cmz;mm/mgys answerina 5]771/)/6’ manner whether

itis true or false’. (Austin, 1980, pp. 142-143)

2 All emphases throughout the textare mine - 177.
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Truth and falsity therefore don’t have objective criteria, but depend
on “good reasons and good evidence” we have for stating something. And
even then, we assess constatives employing “a vast array of terms”, which
should be understood as “not just whether they corresponds to facts or
not”. And Austin’s conclusion concurs with Hamblin’s (as we will see lat-
er): it is easy to say what is true or false in logic, it is much more complicat-
ed and less evident in everyday life and everyday language use.

Here are Austin’ arguments for this ‘relativization’

Supposc that we confront ‘France is hcxagonal’ with the facts, in chis
case, | suppose, with France, is it true or false? Well, ifyou like, up 1o a
point; of course I can see what you mean by saying that it is true /E)r certain
intents mzdpwposex. Itis good enough fora top—ranking gencral, perhaps,
but not fora geographcr‘ ‘Naturally itis pretey rough’, we should say, ‘and
pretty good as a pretty rough statement. But then someone says: ‘Butis
it true or is it false? [ don’t mind whether it is rough or not; of course its
rough, but it has to be true or false, it’s a statement, isnt it?” How can one
answer this question, whether it is true or false that France is hexagonal?
It s just rougf], and that is the rz(’g/]t and ﬁﬂﬂ/ answer to the question of the relation
of “France is /foﬂgona/ “to France. Itis a rougb 46557'4011'0;1,' itisnotatrueora féz/xe

one. (Austin, 1980, p.143)

Statements/utterances can therefore not just be either true or false,
there is (or at least should be) a gradation between what is false and what
is true, between o and 1. What we say can be more or less true, true up
to a (certain) point, or more precisely: true for certain intents and pur-
poses. As ‘France is hexagonal’ is a rough description, so are ‘France is a
country of good wines’, or ‘France is a cheese country”, for example. But
these utterances are not true (or false) in any logical (or absolute) sense of
the term: one must have good (specific) reasons and specific (appropriate-
ly oriented) intentions for uttering them.

Which brings us to an important part of this discussion, the ques-
tion of framing.

What is judgcd true in a schoolbook may not be so judgcd in a work of
historical research. Consider the constative, Lord Raglan won the battle
of Alma’, remembering that Alma was a soldier’s battle if ever there was
one, and that Lord Raglan’s orders were never transmitted to some of
his subordinates. Did Lord Raglan then win the battle of Alma or did
he not? Of course 72 some contexts, pcrhaps in a schoolbook, it is pcrfectly
justiﬁablc to say SO--it is somcthing ofan cxaggcration, maybc, and there

would be no question of giving Raglan a medal for it. As France is hexago-
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nal’is mugb, so Lord Rﬂg/ﬂ}’l won the bartle //fA/mﬂ)z's fnggf?‘ﬂ[Ed and suitable

to some contexts and not to others; it would be poz’nt/m to insist on its truth or ﬁz/sz’«
7y. (Austin, 1980, pp. 143-14.4)

What we say can therefore not only be more or less true, true up to
a point, or true for certain intents and purposes, it can also be true only
in some contexts, but not in others. And that is not all, Austin’s relativiza-
tion continues:

Thirdly, let us consider the question whether it is true that all snow
geese migrate to Labrador, given that pcrhaps one maimed one some-
times fails when migrating to get quite the whole way. Faced with such
problcms, many have claimed, with much justicc, that utterances such
as those bcginning ‘All. are prescriptive definitions or advice to adopt
arule. But what rule? This idea arises partly through not undcrstanding
the nférmce of such statements, which is limited to the known; we cannot quite
make the simple stacement that the truch of statements depends on faces
as distinct from knowlcdgc of facts. Supposc that before Australia is
discovered X says ‘All swans are white’ If"you later find a black swan in

Australia, is X refuted? s his statement false now?
Not ncccssarily: he will take it back but he could say T wasn't talking
about swans absolutcly Cvcrywhcrc; for cxample, I was not making a

statement about pOSSiblC swans on Mars’. Rt?ft;i"é’ﬁCK dfpfﬂdf on kﬂdw[fﬂlgf

at the time of utterance. (Austin, 1980, p- 144)

If we sum up all these Austin’s hedgings, we get the following:

—
~—

what we say can only be more or less true (i.e. true up to a point),

»
N—

it can only be true for certain intents and purposes,

=

3 it can only be true iz some contexts, and

4)  its truth (or falsity) depends on knowledge at the time of utterance.

This is a real rhetorical perspective on communication (truth, log-
ic, and philosophy) that was very often overlooked, mostly at the expense
of classificatory madness that started with J. R. Searle. What Austin is
proposing is that - outside logic, in the real world, in everyday communi-
cation, where we don’t go around with propositions in our pockets and
truth tables in our hands - the truth or falsity of what we say be replaced
by right or proper things to say, in these circumstances, to this andience, for
these purposes and with these intentions. Such a proposal is very Protagore-
an in nature and does justice to the first three canons of rhetoric, or more
appropriately to the officia oratoris, placing emphasis on inventio and el-
ocutio.
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I will claim that Hamblin followed the same enterprise 15 years lat-
er with his magnificent work Fallacies (2004). These two ground breaking
works follow the same pattern, run parallel, and I will (hopefully) show
why.

C. L. Hamblin’s pragmatic perspective
1) In real life, as opposed to the simple situations envisaged in logical the-
ory, one cannot always answer in a simple manner whether it is true or

false.

Withina fbrma/ /omguﬂge itis gcncra“y clear Cnough which argumentsare
formally valid; but an ordinary—languagc argument cannot be declared
‘formally valid” or “formally fallacious” until the language within which
itis cxprcsscd is brought into relation with that of some logical systcm.’

(Hamblin, 2004, p.193)

The message of this passage is very clear: we can speak of formal va-
lidity (which includes truth and falsity, and, consequently, fallacies) only
in formal systems (but Hamblin relativizes even that by saying “cener-
ally clear enough”), but not in “natural languages”. If we want any kind
of formal validity in natural languages, which wouldn’t involve only /z
langue (language) in de Saussure’s conceptualization, but also his /z pa-
role (speech, (everyday) communication) - we need to bring it into rela-
tion with a formal language of a logical system. This “bringing into re-
lation” usually means: translating the very vast vocabulary (lexicon) of
ordinary language, with its extremely ramified semantics and pragmatics,
into a very limited vocabulary of formal language with its even more lim-
ited semantics.

And we can do so, Hamblin (2004, p. 213) argues, “only at the ex-
pense of features essential to natural language.”

2) Reference depends on knowledge at the time of utterance.

If che arguments we are discussing are arguments that John Smith
produccs within his own head and for his own edification, e zz/)/)mz‘m/
criteria will rfﬁ*r C‘XC/M,\'ZVE/)/ 1o what is known to ]()/m Smith, in doubt to John
Smith, and so on. However, the paradigm casc of an argument is thatin

which it is produced f/)/ one person /o convince another. (Hamblin, 2004,

p-239)

My interpretation of the above passage would be that there is no
perennial and universal truth, and consequently, no perennial and uni-

versal truth-conditions or criteria. The truth is relative, but we shouldn’t
understand ‘relative’ as a trivial stereotype that everything changes and
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everything can be different. ‘Relative’ should be understood more in its
etymological sense, as a thing (concept, thought) having a relation to or
being in a relation to another thing (concept, thought). In this particular
relation (say, X to Y), the truth is seen as such and such; in some other re-
lation (say, X to Z), the truth me be different (i.e. may be seen differently).

3) Right or proper things to say in these circumstances, to this audience,
for these purposes and with these intentions.

‘What gOOd reasons various people may havc FOI” acceptingvarious state-
ments and proccdures are, no ClOU.bE, themsclves sometimes rc[cvant to
[hC worth ofargument CI‘CCECd on tl’lCl’l’l; l)U.[, 1FWC are to CerIW thC hl’]C
anywhcrc, élC[C’[)l‘éZﬂ[é’ /7)//)5%‘077 [}]E m’gﬂmmt is ﬂlﬁlf&{ ar — thC pcrson fOI'
\Vh()lﬂ EhC argumcnt 1san argumcnt — 1 l‘bﬁ d[)j)}’/}[)}’ld!ﬁ !MZJ'ZS (//ﬂ set Ofﬁ’l[f—

ria. (Hamblin, 2004, p.242)

There are no universal arguments or universal criteria for what an ar-
gument should look like to be (seen as) an argument. An argument should
be adopted and/or constructed relative to the (particular) circumstances
and the (particular) andience, as well as to the purposes and intentions we,
as arguers, have. Consequently, there can be no universal fallacies, general
fallacies, lists of fallacies, or universal criteria for what is a fallacy in every-
day communication (persuasion and argumentation).

4) Argumentation/persuasion has no necessary link with truth or falsity.

“We must distinguish the different possible purposes a practical argu-
ment may have. Let us supposc, first, that .4 wishes to convince B of 7,
and discovers that B aircady accepts S: A can argue ‘S therefore 77 in-
dcpcndcndy of whether S and 7 are rcally truc.]m]gm’ b)/ Bs standards,
thisisa good argument and, z/ A is arguing with B and has any notion at all
0f ‘wmﬂz’ng, he will have to start ﬁom xomel}]mg B will accept. The same point
applics to the infercnce—proccdurc One of the purposes of argument,
whether we like it or not, is to convince, and our criteria would be less
than adcquatc if thcy had nothing to say about how well an argument

may meet this purposc.’ (Hamblin, 2004, p. 241)

This is a kind of a corollary to the previous point (point 3): not only
do we have to rely on arguments that are acceptable by the person the ar-
gument is aimed at, we have to use these arguments (at least as our starting
points), even if we are not sure whether they are true or false, good or bad.

This quote also openly exposes and emphasizes one of the facets of
arguments that is too often timidly held in the shade by (some) argumen-
tation theorists: one of the purposes of argument s 2o convince, not just
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to present a good, solid, valid “evidence”. And in his plea for conviction,
Hamblin even goes a step further, for some argumentation theorists may-
be even over the edge:

5) ‘Conviction, of course, may be secured by threat, water torture or
hypnotism instead of by argument, and it is possible that Logic should
have nothing to say about these means; but we can hardly claim that an
argument is not an argument because it proceeds ex concesso, or that such

arguments have no rational criteria of worth. (Hamblin, 2004, p- 241)

Threat, water torture or hypnotism (we could add more) would be,
no doubt, judged as fallacious means of securing conviction by standard,
mainstream theories of argumentation (if there is any such thing). But
Hamblin’s point is worth some consideration: these means of conviction
are nevertheless arguments, they may not be rational arguments, but there
may be rational criteria for using them (in particular circumstances).

Troubles with fallacies
In chis light, Hamblin’s claim from the beginning of the book that there
has never yet been a book on fallacies becomes more understandable: Ar-
thur Schopenhauer’s A7t of Controversy is, in his opinion, too short, Jer-
emy Bentham’s Book of Fallacies is too specialized, the medieval treatises
are mostly commentaries on Aristotle, and Aristotle’s Sophistical Refuta-
tions are, in Hamblin’s view, “just the ninth book of his Zopics” (Hamb-
lin, 2004, p. 11).

So the state of the art would be that nobody is particularly satisfied
with this corner of logic (logic, not language (use)), concludes Hamblin.

And, there may be a (good) reason for that. Even if in almost every
account from Aristotle onwards we can read that a fallacious argument is
one that seems to be valid, but it is not, it is rather often argued that it is im-
possible to classify fallacies at all (and I have just presented Hamblin’s own
contribution(s) to this impossibility). Hamblin himself quotes De Mor-
gan (1847, cited in Hamblin, 2004, p. 276): “There is no such thing as a
classification of the ways in which men may arrive at an error: it is much to
be doubted whether there ever can be.” And Joseph (1906, cited in Ham-
blin, 2004, p. 569): “Truth may have its norms, but error is infinite in its
aberrations, and cannot be digested in any classification.” And Cohen &
Nagel (1934, cited in Hamblin, 2004, p. 382): “It would be impossible to
enumerate all the abuses of logical principles occurring in the diverse mat-
ters in which men are interested.”

On the other hand, it seems that certain fallacies are unavoidable,
which raises the question whether they are fallacies at all (and even much
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more important ones: how to classify fallacies? Are there any stable crite-
ria for detecting fallacies? All the way to the obvious one: do fallacies ex-
ist at all?.

Already Port Royal Logic (Arnauld and Nicole) (1662, cited in Ham-
blin, 2004, p. 264) warns:

Fina“y, we reason sophistica“y when we draw a gcncral conclusion from
an incomplctc induction. When from the examination ofmmz)/ particu-
larinstances we conclude toa general statement, we have made an induc-
tion. After the waters of many seas have been found salty and the waters
of many rivers found fresh, we can conclude that seawater is salty but river
water is fresh ... It is enough to say here that impcrfcct inductions - that
is inductions based on examination ofﬁwer than all instances - often lead us to

crror.

While David Hume, a century later (1748), is quite unambiguous:
every argument from particular cases to a general rule must be fallacious.

Hamblin, 200 years after Hume, opens a new perspective on this
problem: if some fallacies seem to be omnipresent and unavoidable, maybe
we shouldn’t treat them as fallacies: “.. Fallacy of Secundum Quid [hasty
generalization] is an ever-present and unavoidable possibility in practical
situations, and any formal system that avoids it can do so only at the ex-
pense of features essential to natural language.” (Hamblin, 2004, p. 213)
Ignoratio Elenchi [ignoring the issue, irrelevant conclusion] is another fal-

lacy of this kind. Hamblin (2004, p. 31) argues:

“This category can be stretched to cover virtually every kind of fallacy. If
an arguer argues for a certain conclusion while falscly bclicving or sug-
gcsting that a different conclusion is established, one for which the first
conclusion isirrelevane, then the arguer commits the fallacy ofirrelevant

conclusion. The premises miss the point.’

Secundum Quid, for example, could thus be just an instance of Igro-
ratio Elenchi.

Begging the question [petitio principii, circular reasoning] fits in the
same category; already J.S. Mill (in his System of Logic, 1843) claims that
all valid reasoning commits this fallacy. While Cohen & Nagel (1934, cit-
ed in Hamblin, 2004, p. 35) substantiate (and this passage is crucial for the
understanding of fallacies):

“There is a sense in which all science is circular, for 2/ /)roqf rests upon as-
Sumptions which are not 61’6’7‘[2/6’61{ ﬁam others but are jz¢slgﬁ‘ed b)/ the set of conse-

quences ZU}JZ'L‘/? are df&/[ﬂl‘ﬂ{ﬁ’&”i [/](’777...
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But there is a difference between a circle consisting of a small number of
propositions, from which we can escape by dcnying them all, or sctting
up their contradictories, and the circle of theoretical science and human

observation, which is so wide that we cannot set up any alternative to it.

A possible conclusion we could draw from Cohen & Nagel: on the
micro-level, we can fuss about small things, everyday conversation and
practical situations, and pass our time in inventing numerous fallacies,
but on the macro-level, when it comes to big things (the big picture), fal-
lacies are not objectionable any more - because there is no alternative. A
problem that is very similar to Godel’s (first) incompleteness theorem
(Kleene, 1967, p. 250):

Any cﬂ:cctivcly gcncratcd thcory capablc of expressing clcmcntary
arithmetic cannot be both consistent and complcte, In particular, for
any consistent, eﬁcctively generatcd formal thcory that proves certain
basic arithmetic truths, there is an arithmetical statement that is true,

bth not Pl‘OVZIblC in tl’lC thCOI‘)’.,

This theorem was designed to prove inherent limitations (incom-
pleteness) for axiomatic systems for mathematics, but what Cohen and
Nagel are claiming is, mutatis mutandis, an application of Gédel’s (first)
incompleteness theorem to possible theories of fallacies.

Replacing analysis with lists of fallacies: the case of CDA
All the epistemological and methodological objections, ambiguities and
caveats on one side, as well as the practical, empirical multiplications of
fallacies and their overlapping on the other, make the study of fallacies a
thriving enterprise, a field of its own and iz its own right. But, can we use
fallacies, i.e. lists of fallacies, extracted and generalized from one of the
theories that (among other things) deal with fallacies, as a ready-made, in-
stant analytical tool in another theoretical enterprise with different epis-
temological foundations? For instance, can discourse analysis, with its in-
herently dynamic approach to language use, use fixed lists of fallacies as an
analytical tool with any explanatory force at all?

In the second part of this paper, I would like to focus on one of these
theories, a Critical Discourse Analysis, more precisely on Ruth Wodak’s
Discourse-Historical Approach (the other ‘branches’ of CDA don’t use
fallacies as one of their analytical tool).

But first, a (very) short historical background may be in order. CDA is
usually associated with names such as Norman Fairclough, Ruth Wodak,
Teun van Dijk, Paul Chilton, Guenther Kress, Michael Billig and Theo

van Leuween (to name just a few). Their work is based on ‘critical linguis-
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tics’ that mostly started at the University of East Anglia in the 1970s (and
was associated with the names of Robert Hodge, Roger Fowler and Guen-
ther Kress), while the work of these critical linguists was based on the
systemic-functional and social-semiotic linguistics of Michael Halliday;
Halliday’s approach is still crucial to CDA.

In Ruth Wodak’s words (1997, p.173) CDA

studies real, and often extended, instances of social interaction, which
take (pardially) linguistic form. The critical approach is distinctive in ics
view of (a) the relationship berween language and society, and (b) the re-

lationship between :malysis and the practices :malysed.

Or with the words of Jan Blommaert (200s, p. 25), CDA’s sympa-

thizer, but also a harsh critic:

CDA focuses its critique on the intersection of language/discourse/
Speech and social structure. It is uncovering ways in which social struc-
ture relates to discourse patterns (in the form of power relations, idcolog—
ical effects, and so forth), and in trcating these relations as problcmatic,
thatresearchers in CDA situate the critical dimension of their work. It is
not cnough to uncover the social dimension oﬂanguage use. These di-
mensions are the objcct of moral and political evaluation, and analysing
them should have effects in society: empowering the powerlcss, giving
voices to the voiceless, Cxposing power abuse, and mobilising pcoplc to

remedy SOCiIlI wrong.

DHA and the (mis)use of argumentation

Ruth Wodak and Martin Reisigl initialized their own ‘school” of CDA,
called Discourse-Historical Approach, DHA (see Wodak, de Cillia, Re-
isigl and Liebhart, 1999; Wodak and van Dijk, 2000; Wodak and Chil-
ton, 200s; Wodak and Meyer, 2006; Wodak, 2009). Its programmatic
view and its shortcomings, especially when using argumentation in their
analyses, can be found in my analyses of DHA’s (mis)use of topoi (Zagar
2010, 2011), as well as in Fairclough & Fairclough (2011, pp. 243-268).
These were, however, not the only criticisms raised against CDA: in the
late nineties, Widdowson (1995, 1996, 1998) warned against the conceptu-
al vagueness in CDA approach, as well as against blurring the distinctions
between disciplines and methodologies, while Slembrouck (2001) is ques-
tioning the explanatory power of CDA’s approach. All these reproaches
could also be addressed to DHA’s unsystematic appropriation of (select-
ed) argumentative features from different (sometimes incompatible) the-
ories and approaches (see Zagar 2010, pp. 13-20).
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The work of reference for DHA is the book Discourse and Discrimi-
nation (D&rD from now on), authored by Martin Reisigl and Ruth Wodak
in 2001 (Routledge). I say the work of reference, because it is the only book
in the DHA tradition that gives any substantial overview of the theoreti-
cal approaches and concepts from argumentation theories DHA is using.
All the subsequent works would just quote the “theoretical” part of Dis-
course and Discrimination, while these quotes would usually get shorter
and shorter (as will become obvious from our analysis) and less and less
informative.

Here is the passage that introduces fallacies in DezD:

If one wants to analysc the persuasive, manipulativc, discursive legitima—
tion of racist, ethnicist, nationalist, sexist and other forms of discrimina-
tion and the pscudo—argumcntativc backing and strcngthcning of neg-
ative, discriminatory prcjudiccs, one encounters many violations thhexe
ten rules. In rhetoric and argumcntation thcory, these w’o/ﬂtz’am_arc called
‘fallacies’ (among many others see Kicnpointncr 1996, van Eemeren,
Grootendorst and Kruiger 1987: 78- 94, van Eemeren and Grootendorst

1992, Lamham 1991: 77fF, Ulrich 1992). (Reisigl and Wodak, 2001, p. 71)

The “violations of these ten rules” refer to pragma-dialectical ten
rules for critical discussion that Reisigl and Wodak introduce on the pre-
vious page. But “violations of these ten rules” (that should be observed in
every form of discussion whose aim is to resolve the difference of opinion
in a rational way by means of critical discussion) are called fallacies only
in pragma-dialectics, not in rhetoric and argumentation theory in gen-
eral. In rhetoric and argumentation theory there are many different ap-
proaches to fallacies that don’t even mention those ten rules of critical dis-
cussion, even theories that are unfamiliar with those ten rules or refuse to
use them.

Another problem for this hasty DHA definition arises if we con-
front it with a definition from pragma-dialectics itself:

In the pragma—dialcctical approach, a fallacy is defined as 2 S/’)EEC/) act that
counts as a violation of one or more (f[/]f rules f/)r critical dz’sczmz’on, which im-
pedes the resolution of a difterence of opinion. Fallacies are conceived and
ana )/zm’ /7;0777 the same view as Aristotle orzgz'na/b/ ﬂppmﬂc/)ed them: The dialec-
tical perspective [my Cmphascs] Thcy are incorrect, unreasonable moves in
a debate or in discussion in which (at least) two partices participate. (van

Eemeren, Garssen and Meuftels, 2009, p- 20)

In pragma-dialectics, fallacies are conceived and analyzed from the
dialectical perspective: they are incorrect, unreasonable moves iz 4 debate
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or in a discussion. In other words, we have to have a close look at a particu-
lar debate, and than decide whether any fallacies were committed (or even
set up). In DHA, on the contrary, 2 /ist of 14 fallacies is constructed (at
least in DerD, pp. 71-74), with short descriptions and even shorter exam-
ples (or even without them), while on the following 200 pages occasional
references would be made to this list, without any analysis or justification
why the analysed examples (mostly taken from the press) represent any of
the 14 fallacies listed (on pages 71-74), and the ten rules for critical dis-
cussion would never be mentioned again. This is the very same way DHA
deals with zopoi (see Zagar, 2010, pp. 5-13).

Eightyears later, in Wodak’s 7he Discourse of Politics in Action (2009,
PP- 43-45), we get the following definition of fallacies:

Reisigl and Wodak (2001) also draw on van Eemeren and Grootendorst
(1992) and Kienpointner (1996) when providing rhe list of general common
féz//;zcz'w, which includes the fo“owing very ﬁeqmm‘b/ employed argumenta-
tive devices: argumentum ad baculum, i.c. ‘threatcning with the stick’, thus
trying to intimidate instead of using plausible arguments; the argumen-
tum ad hominem, which can be defined as a verbal attack on the antago-
nist’s personality and character ... instead ofdiscussing the content of an
argument; the féz//ﬂgy ﬁyz '/mxt)/ gfizem/z'zﬂtz'm, when making gcncralizations
about characteristics attributed to a group without any evidence; and
ﬁnally, the argumentum ad popu/um or pﬂz‘be[z’f_ féz//ﬂg/, which consists of ap-
pcaling to prejudiccd emotions, opinions and convictions of a spcciﬁc

social group or to the vox populiinstead of employing rational arguments.
group ploying g

An attentive reader has no doubt noticed that the list of referenc-
es got shorter, that the list of 14 fallacies from De&»D got a new denomi-
nation: “general common fallacies” (without any explanation how “gener-
al common” is defined, or what constitutes “general common” fallacies in
relation to less “general common” fallacies), and that within these “gen-
eral common fallacies” an even narrower list of four “very frequently em-
ployed” fallacies was constructed. It is just these four fallacies that are
used in the analyses that follow, and I would like to point out a few ex-
emplary cases.

Fallacies in the discourse of politics in action

The Discourse of Politics in Action - Politics as Usual is a book about Euro-
pean politics, more precisely, about how politics is done - in all possible
details - in the European parliament. In her own words, Wodak (2009, p.
xii) wanted to
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find out ‘how poiitics is done, ‘what politicians actuaiiy do, and ‘what
the media convey about how poiitics is done. Moreover, I also wanted
to probc the impiications of the public’s lack of knowled ge about the be-
hind-the scenes rcaiity of‘poiitics asusual’inan era oi:poiitics that many
characterize in terms of an increasing and Widcsprcad disenchantment

with poiitics, dcpoliticization and the so-called ‘democraric deficic.

In chapter 4, “On being European”, Wodak examines the discursive
construction of MEP’s identities’ by analysing the responses of MEPs to
questions about whether they see themselves as European or not.

Here is one of her conclusions about these interviews:

In contrast to the European Commission officials who tended to speak
of themselvesin terms of ‘we, rcferring to the Commission, and Cquating
this with the European Union, the MEP’s constructed and performed

numerous identitics, both professional and personal (Wodak, 2004b).
[Different identities are enumerated - 1Z7Z]

Many of these (presentations of self’ manifest themselves in briefperson—
al anecdotes or ionger narratives, #sed as argumentum ad exemp/mn, e one
gmem/fzaé/f incident; this could also be ﬂnabﬂm’ as emg/ozz’ng the féz//ﬂg/ of bzf{y
genfm/z’zationf (Wodak, 2009, p- 99)

Wodak doesn’t present any concrete data, not even an example on
which the above claims would be based. But if there is no data, no analy-
sis can be performed. And if data as well as the analysis of these hypothet-
ical data are missing, it is impossible to judge whether we (the readers) are
dealing with fallacies or not. In this respect, it is crucial to remember what
Hamblin (2004, p. 224) keeps emphasizing:

Af;l//ﬂc_)/ is ﬂfé‘Z//tlc‘Z'OI/tS z/zrgummt. Someone Wl’lO mercly makcs {ZIISC state-
ment, howcver absurd, is innocent Oi: fallacy U.IllCSS tl’lC statements con-

stitute or cxXpressan argument.

What Wodak does offer is a short summary that many of these
“presentations of self” manifest themselves in brief personal anecdotes or
longer narratives, used as argumentum ad exemplum, i.e. one generaliza-
ble incident”.

Is there any other way of presenting oneselfin an interview than brief
personal anecdotes or longer narratives? It is quite a mystery why Wodak
labels these presentations of self, be it personal anecdotes or longer nar-
ratives, as argumentum ad exemplums; a classical definition of argumen-

3 MEP is an acronym for a Member of European Parliament.
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tum ad exemplum would be “arguing against a particular example cited
rather than the question itself”, but in this case, we don’t have an example
and there is certainly no question (except the one Wodak reports asking).
She goes on by paraphrasing(?)/explaining(?) argumentum ad exemplum
as “one generalizable incident”. If we set aside that she is using wrong clas-
sification (i.e. definition) and that she is obviously not familiar with the
standard terminology in rhetoric and argumentation (fallacy research in-
cluded), one could wonder why a presentation of self would be described
as a “generalizable event”? If somebody is presenting herself, why should
that personal presentation be generalizable to others? Wodak doesn’t say,
but she does claim that this argumentum ad exemplum (which, as we have
seen, is not an argumentum ad exemplum), i.c. one generalizable incident
(which, again, is not generalizable), “could also be analysed as emzploying
the fallacy of hasty generalization”.

We are encountering two problems here:

1) Wodak claims that this non-existing argumentum ad exemplum
could be analysed as the fallacy of hasty generalization;

2)  she further claims that this non-existing argumentum ad exemplum
could be analysed as employing the fallacy of hasty generalization.

A few critical remarks are in order here:

Ad 1) Once more, I would like to quote Hamblin (2004, p. 213): ©
Fallacy of Secundum Quid is an ever-present and unavoidable possibility in
practical situations, and any formal system that avoids it can do so only at
the expense of features essential to natural language.”

But let alone Hamblin’s caveat, Wodak would first have to show that
these individual self-presentations were not presented as presentations of
self, but as events (she calls them ‘incidents’) that could be generalized,
that usually are generalized, i.e. as instances of a more general pattern. But
she doesn’t, she doesn’t even present the “examples” she is talking about.

Ad 2) Wodak further claims that these un-existing argumenta ad ex-
empla could be analysed as ‘employing the fallacy of hasty generalization’.
‘Employing’ clearly implies that something was done intentionally, with
a purpose of achieving a certain goal. In Wodak’s case this goal seems to
be to deliberately create (later on, Wodak even uses a much stronger term,
i.e. ‘setting up a fallacy’) a fallacy. Which raises an important epistemo-
logical as well as methodological question: do we commit fallacies (with
a technical meaning: producing/coming up with/perpetrating a fallacy
without knowing that it was a fallacy; I am not claiming here that the Eng-
lish verb ‘to commit’ is restricted to this meaning, I am just using it in or-
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der to point to a dichotomy and construct an opposition), or do we emzploy
them, even set them up?

The answer is easy with witless examples like: ‘Everything that runs
has feet; the river runs: therefore, the river has feet’ it is obvious that they
were set up with a certain goal or intention (namely, to mislead an op-
ponent). But what about the ever-present ‘fallacies’ like hasty generaliza-
tions? As Hamblin pointed out, they are unavoidable, that is the way we
reason all the time because in everyday life we have no alternative: we usu-
ally simply can’t take into consideration all the instances of a particular
case, because it is (and it would be) impossible: the economy of time and
space don’t allow us such an commodity. In everyday life, we usually make
our decisions on a limited number of examples, even on examples or expe-
riences we don’t have direct access to (we were just told about them). Does
that mean that we are committing(?)/employing(?) fallacies all the time,
that we are talking and living (in) fallacies?

Let us proceed with Wodak’s reasoning. What follows the above
mentioned quote is the analysis of excerpts of different interviews:

Just before this excerpt begins, MEP 3 and the interviewer have been
talking about the kind of contact MEPs have (or believe they should
have) with their constituencies. In this context, MEP 3 contrasts her own
behaviour with that of what she considers to be typical of (male) poli-
tician, thus /Wow'dz'izg a J[ereot]pz’m/ gmem/z’zd[z’aiz and Setting up a straw-man

Jallacy. (Wodak, 2009, p. 105)

Again, there is no example (excerpt), and no analysis that would fol-
low. We are told that MEP 3 contrasts her own behaviour with that of
what she considers to be typical of (male) politician. We don’t get to know
what and how that is. But, if somebody is comparing her own behaviour
with the behaviour of some other group she is witnessing in her profes-
sional life, this is her own personal experience, not a “stereotypical gener-
alization”. It may sound stereotypical, if there are similar descriptions of a
certain professional group circulating in a certain public sphere (though
we would first have to answer the question, why do we find them stereo-
typical, and what we mean by stereotypical). But what MEP 3 might have
said could in no way be described as generalization: she was simply com-
paring her own behaviour with what she sees (herself, not ‘public opinion’
or ‘vox populi’) to be typical of male politicians. She is therefore express-
ing her own opinion, not in any way a general one.

But Wodak goes even further: MEP 3 isn’t just guilty of ‘stereotyp-
ical generalization’, she is also Ssezting up a straw-man fallacy’. In other
words, MEP 3 deliberately, intentionally constructed a fallacy.
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Since I've tackled the difference of producing fallacies intentionally
and unintentionally in the previous section, a few words about the Straw
Man fallacy. In my opinion, Straw Man could benefit from the same ca-
veat Hamblin used for Secundum Quid: Straw-man fallacy is an ever-pres-
ent and unavoidable possibility in practical situations. Why? For the sake
of the argument, let us have a look at one of the definitions that are avail-
able online (Wikipedia, List of fallacies, http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/
List_of fallacies):

(Wikipedia) The straw man fallacy occurs in the following pattern of

argumcnt:

1. Person A has position X.
2. PersonB dz’xrfgmzf.\' certain é@/ points an and instead presents the J‘upwﬁcm/»
by similar position Y. Thus, Y is a resulting distorted version of X and can be
setup in several ways, including:
1. Presenting amisrepresentation of the opponent’s position and then
reﬁlting it, thus giving the appcarance that the opponent)s actual
position has been refuted.
2. Quoting an opponents words out of context — i.c. choosing
quotations that misrepresent the opponent’s actual intentions.
3. Presenting someone who defends a position[)am‘{y as the detend-
er, then refuting that person’s arguments — thus giving the appear-
ance that every upholdcr of that position (and thus the position
itself) has been defeated.
4. Inventing a fictitious persona with actions or beliefs, which are
then criticized, implying that the person represents a group of
whom the spcaker is critical.
5. Oversimplifying an opponent’s argument, then actacking chis
ovcrsimpliﬁcd version.

3. Person Battacks position Y, concluding that X is false/incorrect/flawed.

How are we to understand and interpret all this? That every time
we don’t take into consideration all the facts, or all the data available on
a certain topic, everything a person we are talking about has said (and we
hardly ever can, because not only human capabilities are limited, so is the
time and space we have at our disposal, as well as our attention and inter-
est we may have for a certain topic or a certain person), we can be accused
of committing a Straw Man fallacy? Quoting an opponent’s words out of
context is a ubiquitous example we can hardly avoid in everyday conver-
sation: we usually concentrate on what seems important o #s in what our
hypothetical opponent has said. And that is, of course, not everything she
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has said. Even when writing reviews, for example, concentrating on what
seemed important from our point of view, and pointing to possible weak
points, our approach can easily (and rather often) be described (by the au-
thor under review) as misrepresenting author’s views, oversimplifying or
even inventing a fictitious persona. Accusations that somebody has com-
mitted a Straw Man fallacy can therefore serve a handy rhetorical tech-
nique when we don’t like someone’s arguments (or don’t agree with them).
And there will always be something that we leave out (that, for different
reasons, we have to leave out), and we can never include everything that
was written or said.

Let us now turn to more detailed examples of Wodak’s analysis
(2009, p. 105):

In lines 1-3 she casts the typical politician as prcferring to meet with cit-
izens indirectly, thi‘ough the media. Altcrnativcly, the typical politician
might ‘drop in on his constituency only bricfly, ina condcsccnding, pa-

tronizing (..) and elitist (...) manner.

[9lines oFsumming up the interview droppcd—lZZ]

Several topoi, strategics and fallacies are emp/o)/fd here: the topos 0/ “histo-
y, which refers to her experience as evidence for a more gcncral claim,
combined with the fé//my 0f/)//le)/ gmem/fzm‘z’oﬁ; the topos 0fmgmg/, which
stei‘cotypically characterizes politicians’ lives, and the topos 0/[{/{972’}’6’7765’
combined with the discursive strategy of singularization, which serves

O construct l1CI'SClEElS uniquc.

And this is the excerpt Wodak’s analysis refers to:
(Example 4 (Text 3.28)), 9 lines out of 22:

1/ mean [ know that — even on / on a: national level

2 [ mean there are very many /)()/z'[z'cmm all sorts in all parties —

3 that prefer o/ to meet the / the — ¢h / the citizens through — media

4 ch -/ solknow that I'm not that sort.

ssol prcfer to meet the peoplc. -

6 it / it could be hard but its more interesting ..

7 and that’s the way [ learn all the time - alot.

8...and a (xx) of - / I met so very many politicians - during my - living 45
9 years

(Wodak, 2009, Pp- 104-105)

When comparing the excerpt and the analysis, a few questions come
to mind. First, where in the excerpt could all these topoi and fallacies
mentioned in the “analysis” be found in the first place? What constitutes
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them as topoi and fallacies? How do topoi “combine” with fallacies (or
discursive strategies), what exactly is meant by that? Wodak would leave
all these crucial questions unanswered.

But if the reader of her book is left without these answers (if it is not
clearly showed in the analysis and in the excerpt where the topoi and fal-
lacies are, and what constitutes them as topoi and fallacies), what can we
learn from such an “analysis”? What is its added value in terms of cogni-
tion and comprehension (of what is going on in the text)? And what is its
explanatory force in relation to what is going on in the European Parlia-
ment (which is the supposed goal of the book)?

If we try to find answers in the text itself, we can casily see that MEP
3 is saying [ know that ... there are very many politicians ... that prefer to
meet the citizens through media (lines 1- 3), I prefer to meet people (line s).
And what I, as a reader, can conclude from this is that MEP 3 is express-
ing a purely personal experience, with no intention of generalization (she
is saying: I know - very many politicians (not all). In her own view, she
knows the situation, and that is all that she is saying.) So, where is the fal-
lacy of hasty generalization? The analyst should point to it, show how it is
constructed, and explain why it is a fallacy at all (i.c. fallacious argument).
Otherwise everything (every single utterance, not just a combination of
an argument and a conclusion) could be judged a fallacy.

Here is another analysis, this time from the chapter One day in a life
of a MEP. Hans, an Austrian MEP, is meeting a Slovenian delegation (at
that time Slovenia was an accession country), and Wodak (2009, pp. 141-
142) gives the following analysis of the conversation:

Once again, Hans Cmphasizes his contraryinavery Cxplicit factual state-
ment: ‘enlargement costs a lot of money!” This time the audience for his
argumentis actuaiiy a dcicgation from an accession country, to whom he
conveys in no uncertain terms the dominant — and in his view erroneous
— beliefs about cnlargcment held by many politicians inside the EU. 7his
topos cffhf actual costs o_f Erz/m:gmzmz‘, and the corresponding representation
of the EU as harbouring misguided beliefs on the subject (Hans even
characterizes the Eurocrats as ‘empty heads” (Hohlkdpfe), in a colloquial-
ism indicating the informal context and by fmp/o)/mg the féz//pzcy ofhﬂxg/
gmfm/z’zﬂtz’oﬁ again) might also serve as a icgitimation strategy later on,

ShOU.ld Cnlargcmcnt not gO aCCOrding to Plal].
And here is the conversation the analysis refers to:

31 St:in othcr words dO youmean that onc can now

32 that one can assume that the basic decision
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33 that one will bcgin discussion with six countries

34 that any fundamental obstacles could still be in the way?

35 H: uh I'would not make any strong predictions uh today

36 Stz yes

37 H: evenifthe monetary union is over

38 its side effects are not finished yet

39 politics can dcvclop its own dynamics

40 politics dcvclops its own dynamics when moncy is the issue
41uh chisis not unjustified

42 but the oné/ thz'ng that makes sense to the hollow Ewopmn skulls (1 Hob/ka’pfé)
43 is that nothing can cost anything

44 St:yes

45 H: castern cnlargcmcnt costs money

46 St: yesyes

(Wodak, 2009, pp. 141-142)

Again, it is completely unclear where and what the fallacy of hasty
generalization should be. There are (only) two possible candidates, “the
only thing (that makes sense)...” or “hollow European skulls”. But it is
hard to understand why these two should be fallacies: “the only thing
(that makes sense...)” is (or at least could be) an amplification or hyperbo-
le, a rather standard(ized) rhetorical device we use for emphasizing. While
the “hollow European skulls” is clearly a metaphor (or a metonymy in cer-
tain interpretations), serving similar purpose as hyperbole at the begin-
ning of the turn, but hardly a fallacy - unless every trope is a potential fal-
lacy, of course.

We could go on with many more examples from Wodak’s book, but
they are all repeating the same patterns described. A tentative conclusion
may therefore be in order.

Conclusion

I would like to conclude in the same way I started, with Austin and Ham-
blin. After pointing out that the reference depends on the knowledge at
the time of utterance, Austin (1980, pp. 144-145) emphasizes:

[tis essential to realize chat true’ and ‘false’ like ‘free” and ‘unfree’, do not
stand for anything simple at all; buc only for a gereral dimension of being a
rz{'g/ot or proper thz’ng to say as opp osedtoa wrong thing, in these circumstances,
to this audience, for these purposes and with these intentions. In general we may
say this: with both statements (and, for cxamplc, dcscriptions) and warn-
ings, &ec., the qucstion can arise, granting that you had the right to warn

and did warn, did stace, or did advise, whether you were right to state or
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warn or advise -not in the sense of whether it was opportune or cxpcdi-
ent, buewhether, o7 the facts and your knowledge of the facts and the purposes for
which you were :pméz’ng, and so on, this was the proper lhz’ng 1o say.

Whenever we are judging, not only whether something is true or
false, free or unfree, but also whether something is a fallacy or not, we
have to take into consideration the circumstances, the audience, the pur-
poses, as well as the intentions of the utterer (otherwise we may be commit-
ting a Straw Man fallacy or a fallacy of Hasty Generalization ourselves)
And when we do, we also have to bear in mind the following (Hamblin,

2004, p. 242):

When there are two or more partics to be considered, an argument
may be acccptablc in different dcgrccs to different ones or groups, and
adialectical appraisal can be conducted on a different basis according to
which party or group one has in mind; but again, {fwc‘ try 1o siep outside
and aaj’udz‘mz‘a we have 1o basis other than our own on which to do so. Truth
and validity are onlookers’ concepts and presuppose a God’s—cye—vicw of
the arena.

The choice of arguments, criteria and acceptability of their use is al-
ways a matter that only the parties involved in the argumentative discussion
can decide on. According to their

- knowledge at the time of the discussion,

- the circumstances in which the discussion takes place,

- the audiences that are involved in the discussion,

- the purposes and intentions the parties in the discussion bhave.

And since these discussions take place in natural languages, in par-
ticular circumstances and at specific times, artificial system and artificial
languages can’t really help. Neither can prefabricated lists of hypotheti-

cal fallacies.
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