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1. The Role of Logic in Writing and Thinking

To be convincing as well as valid, an argument must follow logical prin-
ciples. However, many arguments convince readers and listeners with-

out being particularly logical, or even by committing one or more well-known 
logical faults. Often it is because of the faults that the argument convinces 
unthinking people. Politicians are particularly expert in evading questions, 
appealing to popular opinion, or equivocating. Student essays often try to 
employ similar tactics. But logical writing and thinking depends on using 
arguments that are both convincing and sound.

Critical thinking makes use primarily of informal logic. That is, it applies 
the principles of logical concepts to the analysis of the materials studied in a 
course and the writing of assignments. Informal logic, then, is a kind of 
practical reasoning about the world. Another kind of logic, formal logic, is 
used to analyze the specific statements in an argument that are presented as 
a syllogism. In formal logic, the rules that have to do with the logical forms 
of arguments are stripped to their essential elements and are put into a 
coherent pattern according to conventional rules.

Arguments depend on statements, assertions, or declarations that are con-
nected to reach a conclusion. A declaration expresses what logicians call a 
proposition, a concept that is distinct from the sentence that expresses it. So 
the declarative statement “Mag loves Jim” expresses the same proposition 
as “Jim is loved by Mag.”

People use language in different kinds of sentences, to give commands or 
to ask questions. But propositions are different in that they are declarative 
or assertive: they make assertions that are either true or false. Truth claims 
enter at the beginning of an argument, often unstated, when you make an 
assertion that you are about to defend. You may make a proposition, for 
instance, to the effect that the fundamental cause of the French Revolution 
was economic, or that all of Hardy’s poems are pessimistic, or that the moon 
is made of Swiss cheese. Each of these statements or propositions can be 
defended or denied, but if it is asserted as a fact, a truth claim is being made 
about it at the beginning of your argument. Your audience might disagree, 
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but they will have to withhold their judgment about the validity of your 
truth claim until you finish your argument. Here, what is called traditional 
logic can serve a useful purpose in indicating the validity of your arguments 
(whether the arguments are put together correctly according to the rules of 
formal logic), and a knowledge of informal fallacies will often expose the 
gaps where an oppositional reading of a truth claim may be launched. 
Furthermore, a knowledge of basic principles of formal logic will help you 
in formulating your own arguments.

2. Inductive Reasoning

Strong inductive reasoning seeks to move from an accumulation of evidence 
to a probable conclusion. This method is often used in criminal procedures 
by the police and by lawyers in gathering the evidence to make a case (along 
with deduction in linking the parts of their arguments together). It is also the 
basis of the scientific method, in which the experimenter states a hypothesis, 
then proceeds through the experiment to examine all of the data to come up 
with a conclusion based on the evidence; one contrary piece of evidence 
means that the conclusion has to be modified. The scientific method then 
uses deduction to state the principle, to apply it to other specifics, and to 
draw a valid conclusion about it. In this way, the scientific method uses both 
inductive and deductive reasoning.

Plausible inductive reasoning should be distinguished from stating a posi-
tion and using one example to back it up as evidence, such as if you say, 
“The schools are in terrible shape. I know that because my brother is four-
teen and cannot spell yet.” In this instance, you are trying to prove your 
point by using only your brother’s poor spelling to validate the weak claim 
that your position can be maintained. The schools might indeed be bad, and 
doubtless your brother is a poor speller, but the reasons might have nothing 
to do with the school. You might be drawing a false relation of cause and 
effect, or your sample might be far too small, an error in statistics (see the 
fallacy of the hasty conclusion below). You would presumably have to draw 
on a much wider and more varied sample. This kind of weak inductive rea-
soning, however, is a common fault among television talk show hosts and 
politicians, who frequently generalize from one instance to a principle, mis-
relate cause and effect, use examples to elaborate a point rather than argue 
a position, or draw false analogies. Instead of using induction to advance 
argument, they tend to draw false conclusions and misleading inferences by 
generalizing from too few samples, by reading the evidence selectively, or by 
misrepresenting it.
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There are three major forms of inductive argument, by means of 
 hypothesis and evidence, by means of cause and effect, and by means of 
analogy.

Inductive argument by means of hypothesis and evidence

In detective fiction, the sleuth sifts through the evidence to find elements 
that can be compared and that point inevitably to the criminal: the hypoth-
esis is substantiated by the evidence. Sherlock Holmes in Conan Doyle’s 
fiction is a master of inductive reasoning: from a hypothesis he moves 
through the evidence to a conclusion. Inspector Clouseau in the Pink Panther 
series is a failure in induction because he misses the points of comparison in 
the evidence, just as he fails in common sense and mistaken assumptions, as 
when he asks the hotel clerk, “Does your dog bite?” When the clerk responds 
“No,” Clouseau is still bitten. The clerk then explains: “It is not my dog.” 
He drew a false conclusion on the evidence of the dog.

Most students use inductive reasoning in essays by making a thesis state-
ment in the opening paragraph, supporting it with a series of examples (his-
torical data, readings of specific passages in a text, comments on specific 
concepts, demographic patterns in sociology, and so on) more or less associ-
ated with the topic, and reaching a conclusion in which the thesis is reaf-
firmed in somewhat different wording than in the opening paragraph. In 
fact, however, many such essays use examples to illustrate or elaborate, or 
even to describe the claim made in the thesis, rather than to make an argu-
ment that actually defends the thesis. Such an argument is a weak form of 
inductive reasoning.

For instance, in a literary analysis, arguing that a character was often 
angry with his wife and children, and then listing and quoting from the text 
seven or eight instances of his anger, will certainly support your case. But the 
argument is not functioning at a very sophisticated level, because you are 
only concluding something about his disposition from its external manifes-
tations. The statement that he is angry is self-evident to anyone who has 
read the book: listing numerous examples of the obvious does not constitute 
a demonstration of proof for a thesis, though it is backing up a character 
trait. But this thesis is a self-evident truth or axiom. It is really a premise for 
a better argument, that the character is angry because of industrial exploita-
tion, or the deaths of other children, or because of his deep-seated feelings 
of guilt. Such an argument would require a more subtle thesis statement, 
and would depend upon more complex matters as evidence.

The strength of your argument using the inductive method depends largely 
on three factors:
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● The formulation of your thesis.

● The way in which you organize your evidence into categories related to 
your thesis.

● How the evidence in each of the categories is put together to support the 
categories. In more rigorously argued essays, the examples cited are in fact 
evidence, and they are arranged in some justifiable order, moving from 
stronger to weaker or the reverse in order to make a point. Hence, the 
thesis is well supported, and the paper takes the form of a more coherent 
inductive argument. The examples follow one another in a linked chain 
and rely on one another in important ways.

When the evidence does not support the claims of the thesis, the conclu-
sion is unconvincing and implausible. That is, it fails to convince a reader. 
Reasons for failures in inductive arguments concerning thesis and evidence 
can include the following:

● The thesis is not clearly formulated.

● The thesis is not sufficiently qualified on the basis of your evidence.

● An opinion or unsubstantiated position is mistaken for a fact or authori-
tative support.

● An error concerning fact is represented as a truth.

● A position that has been discredited is represented as true.

● The evidence is based on errors of fact or interpretation or is drawn from 
an unreliable source (such as a disproved scientific position). The evi-
dence must be presented in your argument without distorting or twisting 
it to make it fit your case.

● The evidence is not substantial enough to warrant a generalization. 
A poll conducted using only two people is invalid. Two hundred people 
would be better, but many thousands would make a much better case. 
Proving a case from a work of fiction means that one example can sup-
port a focused or limited argument, but more evidence might be needed 
to make a more general case. On the other hand, it is possible to give too 
many examples as evidence to support a claim that has already been 
proven.

● The evidence is unrepresentative. To be valid, the evidence must be fair, 
balanced, and representative of the case you are arguing. If you conduct 
a poll among people who are ignorant of the subject, you cannot make 
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any claim for its validity, unless your argument is related to something 
about the ignorance of people concerning this subject.

● The evidence is irrelevant to your hypothesis. If you argue that in a sur-
vey in your class of one hundred students’ study habits, the half who 
listened to music while they studied did significantly worse than those 
who did not, your evidence is not necessarily relevant. Many other fac-
tors might have been involved: the need to work, the number of courses 
taken, students’ ability, other claims on their time, familiarity with the 
subject matter, and so on. The evidence of listening to music is not rele-
vant to performance unless both halves of the class are equivalent in 
other respects except for their music-listening habits.

● Sweeping claims are made for your evidence in either your thesis or conclu-
sion. This mistake often occurs when students make universal claims about 
their evidence, using such words as all, always, certainly, everywhere, and 
never. Instead, a more qualified position, allowing for exceptions or special 
conditions, is more reasonable, as in arguments using such words as a few, 
many, may, often, perhaps, possibly, probably, and usually.

Inductive argument on the basis of cause and effect

The second common kind of inductive reasoning is used to show causal 
relationships among events, so that a specific cause can be claimed to have 
a particular effect, or the reverse. This kind of argument draws a connection 
between one assertion and another by saying that the cause A produces the 
effect B.

Trying to determine the effects of specific causes can produce a variety of 
alternatives. For instance, much medical practice consists of determining the 
proper causes for effects (symptoms) and prescribing appropriate remedies. In 
the field of psychoanalysis, Freud’s study of hysteria in the case of Dora is 
based on exactly this issue: Dora’s physical symptoms of a cough, loss of voice, 
and a limp were not, in his analysis, the result of a physical malfunction; instead, 
he argued, they were caused by psychic disorders resulting from events earlier 
in her life that she had suppressed into her unconscious and that were out-
wardly manifested in the changed conditions of her body. Freud’s method is 
that of induction, to trace the effects to their remote causes in her earlier life.

The probable relationship between a cause-and-effect induction collapses 
in the following cases:

● Post hoc. Merely because one event follows another, the first is claimed 
to cause the second, or there is no demonstrated relationship between the 
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cause and the effect: for example, Nettie went to Africa and therefore 
Celie fell in love with Shug; or, I took Tylenol and a day later my migraine 
went away. Technically, this fallacy is called the “After this and therefore 
because of this” fault, often given in its Latin form: post hoc ergo propter 
hoc. Other versions include the claim that when two events occur together 
they are causally related (cum hoc ergo propter hoc). The reverse is that 
there is no case for the claimed cause (non causa pro causa), because the 
claim that one event caused another was based on insufficient evidence 
or there was, in fact, no causal relationship.

● Wrong direction. There is a wrong direction in the causality sequence or 
antecedent effect, or causality with a wrong direction; the effect occurs 
before the cause, as when the door slams before the wind blows. Either 
the cause and effect are in the wrong order, or there must be a cause 
other than the wind.

● Oversimplification. A complex cause or effect is too simplistically drawn. 
To assert that World War II had a single cause (for instance, the rise of 
the Hitler’s Germany) or that the Stock Market Crash of 1929 had a 
single effect (the Great Depression) is an oversimplification.

Inductive argument by means of analogy

When various points of evidence are gathered in an inductive argument, they 
have to be compared, and the aim of that comparison is to find some points 
of similarity so that a generalization or conclusion can be drawn. That process 
often involves drawing an analogy between one set of evidence and another. 
At its simplest level, an analogy suggests that one object and its characteristic 
or effect can be compared to another object and its characteristic. Such a ratio 
or equivalence is common in speech and might not be used in argument. For 
instance, a writer might draw an analogy between the dying of a human body 
and the last days of a political regime. Such an analogy is descriptive, but it is 
not part of an argument. A more developed analogy can be used to persuade 
an audience that some things that are similar in some respects are probably 
also similar in some other respect: apes and humans are alike in characteristics 
A, B, and C. It is probable that they are also alike in characteristic D.

One of the most famous of these analogies is the argument for the exist-
ence of God, called the argument from design, used by William Paley in his 
Natural Theology ([1802] 1970). Paley argues that if you were walking on 
the beach and found a watch and examined it, you would have to assume 
that because the watch has parts that move in a certain fixed, orderly, and 
complex way, the watch had a maker (the watchmaker). Further, the watch 
was not made randomly but with a function and a purpose (to tell time). 
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Paley then draws an analogy to the universe. Like the watch, the universe 
moves in a certain fixed, orderly, and complex way and similarly must have 
a maker as well as a purpose. Analogy here is a vital part of Paley’s argument 
based on induction in the rest of the book, where he draws upon example 
after example of complex designs in the external world, each of them an 
analogy to this fundamental one at the beginning of his discussion. The point 
about analogies that makes them work in an inductive argument is that the 
common characteristics must be drawn out and expanded, and, as with cause 
and effect arguments, their common characteristics must be relevant.

Analogical arguments fail in the following cases:

● False or faulty analogy. An analogy is faulty when the two events or 
objects that are being compared are alike in a number of irrelevant 
respects, but differ in the one relevant respect on which the analogy must 
depend. For instance, Jim and Sam are both from Glasgow. Both have 
been in jail for misdemeanors. The one without a college degree has been 
able to get a good job in computer technology, and therefore the one 
with a degree will get a job there too. Put another way, the false analogy 
claims that two situations, A and B, are alike in many ways, and because 
situation A has the property X, so must situation B. But in the case of Jim 
and Sam, property X is fundamentally different from the similarities 
upon which the analogy is based. Oscar Wilde’s witticisms frequently 
depend on false analogy, as in the following examples from Lady 
Bracknell in the first act of The Importance of Being Earnest: “Ignorance 
is like a delicate exotic fruit; touch it, and the bloom is gone”; “To be 
born, or at any rate, bred in a handbag, whether it had handles or not, 
seems to me to display a contempt for the ordinary decencies of family 
life that remind one of the worst excesses of the French Revolution. And 
I presume you know what that unfortunate movement led to?”

● Extended analogy. Inductive comparison using analogy fails when it is 
assumed that because two situations are referred to in the same context, 
often the context of a proposed general rule, they are analogies. For 
instance, in a discussion of instituting laws on censorship, it is a faulty 
extended analogy to claim that censoring adult sites on the Internet is 
analogous to censoring books in high school libraries.

3. Deductive Reasoning

Deductive reasoning begins with some kind of position that can be defended 
or argued, often an axiom, or a self-evident truth, such as what goes up 
must come down. This opening declaration is called the first, or major, 
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premise. Deductive reasoning then adds a second, or minor premise, in order 
to draw out the implications (in this form of reasoning they are called infer-
ences) of the argument to apply them to a specific situation or set of data: 
an arrow is something that goes up. That is, a deductive argument moves 
from the general principle to the detail. Then it draws a conclusion: the 
arrow must come down.

Truth and validity in deductive arguments

One of the problems students face when they are developing an argument is 
whether their argument is solid or sound. Will it hold up to closer examina-
tion? In short, is it a valid argument? And what does it mean to call some-
thing valid? Is something that is valid also always true?

To answer such questions, philosophers, especially those who study logic, 
draw important distinctions between truth claims and the issue of whether 
an argument is valid. Philosophers want to restrict the terms truth and false-
hood to propositions, never to arguments, and they want to keep the terms 
valid and invalid to apply only to deductive arguments, and never to propo-
sitions. Logicians say that a deductive argument is “valid” when it is put 
together according to the rules of logic, when each of its premises is properly 
stated and proceeds toward drawing a conclusion that is based on the pre-
ceding propositions. Deductive arguments also make truth claims, begin-
ning with the first premise, which is often a statement of an axiomatic or 
generally accepted truth.

If the argument is also put together correctly, then it is both true and 
valid, as in the following argument, one used frequently in logic textbooks:

All humans are mortal. (major premise – axiomatic truth claim)
Socrates is a human. (minor premise – self-evident truth claim)
Therefore, Socrates is mortal.  (conclusion – conclusion is framed as 

truth claim)

In this argument, all of the premises are true, and the argument is valid. 
However, it is possible to have a valid argument with false propositions:

All whales have four legs. (major premise – false claim)
All four legged creatures have tails. (minor premise – false claim)
Therefore, all whales have tails.  (conclusion – conclusion is 

framed as a truth claim, and is 
true despite two false premises)
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In this argument, the first and second premises are false, though 
the  conclusion is true. The argument is put together correctly, however, and 
so it is valid. If its premises were also true, it would be both true and valid.

A conditional argument depends on a stated conditional “if” or “when” 
concept:

When it snows the streets get slippery. (major premise – axiomatic
truth claim)

It is snowing. (minor premise – truth claim
[observation])

The streets are getting slippery.  (conclusion – conclusion as
truth claim)

However, arguments that begin with a false statement, whether or not it 
can be considered metaphoric, might be valid in their terms and arrange-
ment, but untrue:

All humans are baboons. When it snows, balls of fire drop everywhere.
Socrates is a human. It is snowing.
Socrates is a baboon. Balls of fire are dropping everywhere.

It is also possible to have all of the premises and the conclusion true, but 
the argument invalid:

If this squeegee kid owned all of the money in the IMF, he would be 
wealthy. 
This squeegee kid does not own all of the money in the IMF.
This squeegee kid is not wealthy.

The premises and the conclusion to this argument are true, but the argument 
is invalid, because it does not draw a correct inference from the premises as 
they are stated. The premises would remain true even if the squeegee kid 
were to inherit a lot of money from a regular customer who died, but the 
conclusion then would become false. For instance, if the terms were changed, 
this point would be even clearer:

If Bill Gates owned all of the money in the IMF, he would be wealthy. 
Bill Gates does not own all of the money in the IMF.
Therefore, Bill Gates is not wealthy.
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Thus, there can be invalid arguments with true conclusions, and valid 
 arguments with false conclusions. When an argument is both true and valid, 
it is spoken of as sound. When it is an invalid argument (even with a true 
conclusion), or has a false conclusion, it is referred to as unsound. Hence, the 
logic of a sound deductive argument allows a conclusion to be drawn as a 
certainty. On the other hand, as we have said, inductive arguments, moving 
from examples toward conclusions, always posit a high degree of probabil-
ity, but never certainty.

Many texts in courses, especially literary texts, are based on a major 
premise that is untrue. But rather than being called a false truth claim, such 
texts are often described as fictions, as assertions that, though false in fact, 
can be accepted as potentially true or as true for the purposes of representa-
tion in a text. For instance, when Dickens begins Great Expectations by 
saying, “So, I called myself Pip, and came to be called Pip,” he is beginning 
a fiction, an invented narrative that purports to tell the “true” story of a 
boy’s growth to manhood. It represents the data of the story as true, but, in 
fact, it is false: such a person has never existed.

Even texts loosely based on historical narratives take one aspect of that 
historical narrative and fictionalize it so that it is untrue in point of fact. 
When Dickens begins his account of the French Revolution (a “true” his-
torical event) in A Tale of Two Cities, his opening paragraph sets out a series 
of oppositions: “It was the best of times; it was the worst of times . . . .” The 
truth of either part of the statement can be debated. The argument that 
Dickens advances in the narrative draws out the inferences of these state-
ments and applies them to the cases of two men, Charles Darnay and Sydney 
Carton, at first the best and worst of men. However, the story that Dickens 
tells of their love affairs and their involvement in international intrigue and 
French politics is an invented fiction and is not a true story.

More pertinent to deductive arguments are those texts (both print and 
visual, as in films) that take some element of the external world and distort 
it as one of the axioms for creating the fictional world, as in science fiction, 
fairy tales, much children’s literature, and fantasy. Often, this major premise 
is not stated overtly, but rather is implied, especially in the journey or transi-
tion from the represented real world to a representation of an alternative 
world. What follows in the narrative, however, unravels this false premise 
according to a logic that is entirely valid in its own terms, that is, according 
to the alternative world, as in the journey into the alternate world through 
the wardrobe in C. S. Lewis’s The Lion, the Witch, and the Wardrobe (1950) 
in the Narnia series, or via the Ancient House in Yevgeny Zamiatin’s We 
(1921), or the London Underground wall in Harry Potter and the Philosopher’s 
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Stone (1997) by J. K. Rowling. In the  alternative world, then, the false 
premise is accepted as true. For instance, in Lewis Carroll’s Through the 
Looking-Glass a major premise is that everything works backwards. Within 
the alternative world of Looking-glass Land, this premise (false in the real 
world) is both true and valid. The premise is implied in the moment of transi-
tion, when Alice steps through the mirror. There are, of course, many other 
major premises that are advanced – for instance, Looking-Glass Land is con-
structed as a chess game.

In fact, however, propositions deal with the smaller parts of arguments, 
with the formal coherence between one statement and the next logically 
dependent statement and on the conclusion that can be drawn from the 
related propositions. It is only when we look at the major concepts of an 
intellectual position, say in abnormal psychology, or the causes of the col-
lapse of Napoleon’s march on Russia, or the logic of Looking-Glass Land as 
an alternative world, that we can see how a false assumption or assertion in 
the major premise can be carried forward logically to set out a coherent 
argument, and how the validity of the argument as a whole depends on the 
logical connections of the parts of the deductive argument.

4. Rules for Syllogisms in Formal Logic

A number of formal rules govern the way deductive arguments work, a 
matter that can become a complicated study in itself. The most common 
errors, or fallacies, in students’ deductive arguments are suppressing the 
first stage of the argument (not stating the premise), using an opinion 
instead of an axiomatic truth for the first or major premise, and using too 
few or too many terms in the syllogism. Each of these difficulties is dealt 
with in textbooks on logic, often in very technical language. Here we give 
a summary of the rules for syllogisms and note a few fallacies. The dis-
cussion is not intended to be exhaustive, but it outlines the main points 
that can be examined in greater detail in the suggested readings and web 
pages. Put simply, trying to find the formal logical steps in your thinking 
can help you formulate your arguments with much greater precision and 
effectiveness.

A syllogism is composed of three propositions that contain three simple 
terms. Each of the three terms occurs in two of the three propositions. The 
first two propositions are the major and minor premises, and the last, which 
follows from them, is the conclusion. The standard form of a syllogism fol-
lows a specific pattern:

9781405183765_4_004.indd   579781405183765_4_004.indd   57 10/9/2009   12:59:33 PM10/9/2009   12:59:33 PM



58 Writing in English Studies

All A are X. All university students receive 
grades.

(major premise)

B is A. I am a university student.  (minor premise)
Therefore, B is X. Therefore, I receive grades. (conclusion)

Both the major and the minor terms appear in the conclusion, and in the 
conclusion you can locate the parts of the syllogism. The subject term of the 
conclusion of the syllogism (B, or “I”) is the minor term of the syllogism as 
a whole. The major term of the syllogism (X, or “grades”) is the predicate 
of the conclusion. The third term (A, or “university student”), one that does 
not appear in the conclusion but only in the two premises, is known as the 
middle term. The proposition that connects the major term and the middle 
term is the major premise, while that connecting the minor term and the 
middle term is the minor premise.

Normally, every deductive argument can be reduced to its logical compo-
nents, the premises of a syllogism. In fact, however, most arguments abbrevi-
ate a syllogism, stating only one of its premises and its conclusion, especially 
in complicated arguments. Such an abbreviated syllogism (called an enthymeme) 
leaves out part of the argument, stating only a fragment of it and the conclu-
sion that allows one to proceed to the next point: for example, all physicians 
are university graduates, and so all members of the British Medical Association 
must be university graduates. Normally, you would accept such a statement as 
almost self-evident, but if you wish to test its validity, you have to supply the 
missing premise to the syllogism:

All physicians are university graduates.
[All members of the British Medical Association are physicians.]
So all members of the British Medical Association must be university 
graduates.

One of the most difficult tasks for a student in considering the formal 
validity of categorical syllogisms is finding the major and minor premises 
and stating them so that they make a syllogism that is faithful to the terms 
of the argument, and so that its validity or invalidity can be recognized. The 
key is to find the conclusion of the argument and to begin there. As stated 
above, the major and minor terms of the argument both appear in the con-
clusion: for example, Socrates is mortal. The word Socrates is the subject of 
the conclusion, and therefore it is the minor term. Mortal is the predicate, 
and therefore it is the major term. The remaining term, found elsewhere in 
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the sentence just before the conclusion, is the middle term, in this case, 
human. Hence the syllogism is:

All humans are mortal.
Socrates is a human.
Therefore, Socrates is mortal.

To make this section a little more complete, we can add the rules for 
standard-form syllogisms and their associated fallacies set out in parallel. 
A valid standard form of the syllogism (sometimes called the “categorical 
syllogism”) contains three terms used in same sense throughout:

All A are X. All children are creatures that need food.
B is A. I am a child.
Therefore, B is X. I am a creature that needs food.

Fallacies in formal logic

In formal logic, a fallacy is a violation of the rules of a syllogism, namely 
that they contain only three terms (for instance, mortal, man, Socrates in the 
example above), that all terms are used in the same sense throughout, and 
that middle term must be distributed in at least one premise. Distributed 
means that the information about the middle term must apply to all mem-
bers of the class. Hence, what is said about men being mortal is said about 
all members of that class. Finally, if either term is distributed in the conclu-
sion, then it must be distributed in the premises. We give only a few instances 
of the most common formal fallacies here, and leave the more complex 
problems to discussions given in the Further Readings.

Conditional syllogisms also have fallacies associated with them. A condi-
tional statement in a syllogism is an “if/then” statement, with the “if” part 
the antecedent, and the “then” part the conditional.

5.  Fallacies or Errors in the Logic of Informal 
Arguments

How can I judge whether my argument makes any sense, and how can I find 
the gaps in it? A reasoned or logical argument moves between its levels, that 
is, between hypothesis and evidence, or between premises and conclusions, 
in a sound manner. By a sound manner we mean that the links between the 
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Rules for standard-form or categorical 
syllogisms

 
Associated fallacies

1.  The syllogism must contain only 
three terms.

  All animals are mammals.
  Dogs are animals.
  Therefore, dogs are mammals.

2.  All of the terms must be used in the 
same sense throughout, as in 
example for rule 1.

1.  Fallacy of four terms (quaternio 
terminorum).

  All dogs are mammals.
  All cats are animals.
  Therefore, all dogs are animals.

2.  Fallacy of the ambiguous middle, or 
Fallacy of equivocation (implies 4th 
term).

   Power tends to corrupt [Lord 
 Acton]

   Knowledge is power. [Francis 
 Bacon]

   Therefore knowledge tends to 
 corrupt

This example equivocates because the 
middle term, “power” means different 
things, “political control over others” 
in the major premise and “mental 
ability or authority to control ideas” in 
the minor premise. If “power” were 
used in only one sense throughout, one 
premise would be false (in Copi and 
Cohen 1994: 262).

3.  The middle term must be 
distributed in at least one premise. 
“Distributed” means that the 
information about the middle term 
must apply to all members of the 
class. Hence in the example for rule 
1, what is said about animals is said 
about all members of that class.

3. Fallacy of the undistributed middle.
  All dogs are animals.
  All cats are animals.
  Therefore, all cats are dogs.
The middle term, “animals” is not 
distributed; nothing is claimed about 
the whole class of animals.

4.  If either term is distributed in the 
conclusion, then it must be 
distributed in the premises, as in the 
example from rule 1.

4a.  Fallacy of the illicit major (term): 
when the major term is 
undistributed in the major premise 
but distributed in the conclusion.
 All dogs are animals.
 No cats are dogs.
 Therefore, no cats are animals.
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Rules for standard-form or categorical 
syllogisms Associated fallacies

The conclusion makes an assertion 
about all animals, saying that all of 
them are excluded from the class of 
cats. Hence the major term in the 
conclusion, animals, is distributed. But 
the major premise makes no assertion 
about all animals, only that dogs are 
included in the class. Hence the 
conclusion is invalid since it illicitly 
goes beyond what the premises 
assert (from Copi and Cohen 1994: 
263–64).

4b.  Fallacy of the illicit minor (term): 
when the minor term is 
undistributed in the minor 
premise but distributed in the 
conclusion.
 All terriers are animals.
 All terriers are pets.
 Therefore, all pets are animals.

The conclusion makes an assertion about 
all pets, but the minor premise makes 
no assertion about all pets (pets is 
undistributed), so the conclusion illicitly 
goes beyond what the premises warrant.

5.  If one of the premises is negative, 
the conclusion must be negative.

  All dogs are animals.
  Some animals are not dangerous.
   Therefore, some dogs are not 

dangerous.

5.  Fallacy of drawing an affirmative 
conclusion from a negative 
premise.

  All dogs are animals.
  Some animals are not dangerous.
   Therefore, some dogs are dangerous.
While this conclusion might be true, it 
is not valid.

6.  Only one of the premises in a 
standard-form syllogism can be 
negative, as in the example in rule 5.

6.  Fallacy of the exclusive premises 
(when a syllogism has two negative 
premises).

  No Londoners are Americans.
  No Americans are British.
   Therefore, no Londoners are British.

(cont’d)
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Valid form of the conditional syllogism 
(modus ponens: way of affirming): Invalid forms of the conditional syllogism

If A then B.  If it is raining, then the 
streets are wet.

A. It is raining.
Then, B.  Therefore, streets 

are wet.

1. Affirming the consequent.
If A then B  If it is raining, then the 

streets are wet.
B  The streets are wet.
Then A  Therefore, it is raining 

(no: the street washer 
might have gone by).

2. Denying the antecedent.
If A then B.  If a bottle is marked 

“poison” it will kill me.
Not A.  This bottle is not marked 

“poison.”
Then, Not B. Therefore, it will not kill me.
3.  The way of denying (modus tollens) 
If A then B.  If it is raining the streets 

are wet.
Not B. The streets are not wet.
Then, Not A. Therefore, it is not raining.

Rules for standard-form or categorical 
syllogisms Associated fallacies

7.  If there is a particular conclusion 
(usually using “some”), one of the 
premises must be particular. 
Another way of stating this rule is 
that no valid syllogism with two 
universal premises can have a 
particular conclusion.

  All dogs are animals.
  Some animals are dangerous.
   Therefore, some dogs are

 dangerous.

7. Existential fallacy
  All dogs are animals.
  All animals are dangerous.
   Therefore, some dogs are 

 dangerous.
The minor premise is false.
Or All pets are domestic animals.
 No unicorns are domestic animals.
 Therefore some unicorns are not pets.
The conclusion asserts that unicorns 
exist, a false proposition (Copi and 
Cohen 1994: 266).

8.  Each premise must be true or 
axiomatic, as in the example in 
rule 1.

8.  Fallacy of invalid or impeachable 
premise: it is false, ambiguous, or of 
limited application.

  All students like hamburgers.
  Ahmed is a student.
   Therefore, Ahmed likes

 hamburgers.
He might not. The first premise is of 
limited application.
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levels of the argument must avoid fallacies or mistakes in reasoning. Fallacies 
are logical faults that invalidate the relationships between the parts of an 
argument. In logic there are two kinds of fallacies, informal and formal.

Fallacies in informal arguments

Informal fallacies are faults in inductive arguments based either on appeals 
to emotions or audience reactions that have nothing to do with the point 
being argued, or on mistakes in logical connections. An example of a fallacy 
based on an appeal to emotion is to attack the speaker of an argument on 
personal (and irrelevant) grounds: George W. Bush’s policy on the Second 
Gulf War, keeping American troops in the war, was wrong because he was 
too gullible to be president. Formal fallacies are faults in deductive reason-
ing that do not follow the rules of the syllogism. Fallacies can occur at each 
level of the syllogism. The major premise might not be an axiomatic truth. 
The minor premise might introduce too many terms, or the conclusion might 
not draw the proper inferences from the premises. The essential first step in 
assessing any argument is to become aware of the links between an argu-
ment’s parts and to test the logic of those connections.

A fallacy is a form of reasoning that should not be persuasive, though it 
often is. It depends on mistakes in logic, whether formal in propositions, or 
informal in thought or language forms. Many mistakes in reasoning are 
technical faults in the ordering of propositions (formal fallacies in formal 
logic), while others are usually called informal fallacies because they do not 
depend on the strict form of the syllogism. The following list divides com-
mon informal fallacies into two kinds, those based on an appeal to emotion 
and those based on mistakes in logical connection.

Fallacies based on the appeal to emotion or audience reactions
These fallacies distract the reader or audience by appealing to emotions or 
other psychological factors. You should be aware of these fallacies in testing 
your own arguments as well as in judging someone else’s.

● The argument or attack against the person (Lat. argumentum ad hom-
inem) is the most common of all appeals on the basis of emotion. It usu-
ally attempts to win an argument by attacking the personal characteristics 
of an adversary, often in a derisive or abusive way. Characteristically, 
instead of attacking the logic of arguments, the arguer attacks the person 
making the argument – criticizing character (as in discrediting honesty or 
sexual activity or orientation), labeling, or name calling. Sometimes, this 
particular kind of argument against the person is called the genetic  fallacy, 
since it attacks the source of an argument rather than the  argument itself. 
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Or the attack on the person may make the point that a particular position 
on one subject should be adopted by the adversary merely because of the 
adversary’s special circumstance: for example, The minister’s position on 
agricultural reform is wrong for the country because he has had a major 
interest in a shipping industry; Professor Smith’s lectures are incoherent 
because he is disheveled and dresses poorly. Other forms of the attack on 
the person include guilt by association. This form is often used in politi-
cal attack, perhaps the most famous being McCarthyism in the United 
States in the 1950s, when Senator Joseph McCarthy accused a number of 
civil servants, actors, and writers of being communists because of their 
friendships.

● A variant of this argument is the “you too” fallacy (Lat. tu quoque), 
when the action is deemed acceptable because the other party has also 
committed it, as when it is argued that a professor cannot deal harshly 
with a plagiarism case because he too had been convicted for the same 
offence, or, more generally, when it is argued, “You’ve told a lie” and the 
response is, “You are a liar too.” A more minor version, creating misgiv-
ings, is to dismiss the arguer and the source of the argument by dredging 
up old, even unsubstantiated, charges against the arguer, as in alleging 
old rumors of prostitution charges against a rape victim.

● Another form is to ridicule, mock, or laugh at the person who is making 
the argument, rather than deal with the argument made.

● The appeal to force (Lat. argumentum ad baculum), meaning to use 
physical force, violence, or threats to cause someone to accept a conclu-
sion, is often a last resort when an argument is slipping away and rage 
takes over. When all other arguments fail, you make your point by punch-
ing your opponent. Governments bring in the army. The appeal is based 
on the notion that “might makes right” and is appealed to by the politi-
cal lobbyist who reminds a politician of how many voters are annoyed 
with a particular position.

● The appeal to the people, the audience, or a majority or popularity (Lat. 
argumentum ad populum) is the attempt to win over the readers or audi-
ence by claiming a position is true because it is widely held, rather than 
appealing to facts and established positions or making logical connec-
tions. This appeal to the people, the crowd, or the gallery often involves 
the appeal to pity or an attack on the person. Shakespeare’s Marc Antony 
uses this kind of fallacious argument in the funeral oration over Julius 
Caesar’s body (combined with irony). This fallacy is much beloved of 
television commercial writers and evangelists.

9781405183765_4_004.indd   649781405183765_4_004.indd   64 10/9/2009   12:59:34 PM10/9/2009   12:59:34 PM



Writing in English Studies 65

● A variant of this fallacy is the argument from numbers (Lat. argumentum 
ad numerum), or the bandwagon effect, which states that because many 
people do a deed or hold a position, it must be acceptable or correct: 
Because thousands of people read the latest Harlequin romance, it must 
be good literature.

● The appeal to false authority (Lat. argumentum ad verecundiam) arises 
when the authority appealed to is being adduced for evidence outside his 
or her field of expertise, just because he or she is an expert somewhere. 
Advertisers use this fallacy as a stock-in-trade: Drive a Ford because David 
Beckham says it is the safest car. A variation of this fallacy is the appeal to 
anonymous authority: A well-known government spokesperson says . . ., 
or Many scientists have claimed that eating broccoli prolongs life.

● The appeal to pity (Lat. argumentum ad misericordiam) is an argument 
based on emotional sympathy. The many TV appeals to support children 
in the developing world exploit this fallacy: The hunger of children in the 
third world means that we should always leave our plates clean (or adopt 
a child, or support a particular charity). In courts of law, the argument 
on the basis of pity is often made to provide an extenuating circumstance 
for a breach of law: I am poor and hungry, and that is why I stole the 
bread. Some courts legalize the appeal to pity in the procedure known as 
the “Victim Impact Statement” before sentencing a convicted criminal. 
Nineteenth-century realist fiction by George Eliot, Charles Dickens, and 
Elizabeth Gaskell used the appeal to pity as a dramatic narrative device.

● The appeal to consequences or the appeal to intimidation is used when 
the audience is warned of unacceptable consequences to follow unless 
the argument is accepted: Unless you buy this burglar alarm, your house 
will be broken into and your children will be murdered in their beds.

● The appeal to the holy cow uses any concept, person, thing, or event 
that, in any given cultural context, is good and is immune to criticism, 
such as a national flag to a group of patriotic citizens, or the Queen to 
members of the Monarchists League.

● Variants of this fallacy include the appeal to tradition (Lat. argumentum 
ad antiquitatem), which means arguing that because something has 
always been done this way, it is the best way, or older is better (a favorite 
of city councils and local politicians who don’t want to rethink a matter). 
Another variant is the appeal to modernity (Lat. argumentum ad novi-
tatem), that the newest is the best, the claim of most software vendors 
wanting you to upgrade to the most recent version, despite the possibility 
that the bugs have not been worked out.
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Fallacies of mistaken logical connection
Logical arguments connect assertions and propositions together in ways 
that move from evidence to principles, or from premises to conclusions. 
When the evidence is faulty in inductive reasoning, or the premises are 
false or poorly constructed in deductive reasoning, many faults in logical 
connection can occur. A number of these faults are used consciously by 
speakers and writers to skip over some embarrassing evidence, to raise a 
false argument to distract the audience, or to persuade the audience by 
some illogical trick. For instance, when a politician is asked a direct ques-
tion about some unpopular social policy and responds by saying, “I have 
this to say about that” and then speaks of something altogether different, 
perhaps something very popular, this rhetorical ploy (changing the subject) 
is also an error in logic (dodging the issue), even though it might be an 
astute tactic. This fault is also called not answering the question, not fac-
ing the problem, or answering a question that was not asked – and this 
fault, like those that follow, exhibits weak or faulty links between evidence 
and proof.

● The hasty conclusion or generalization consists of jumping to a conclu-
sion before you have proved it or to a generalization on the basis of too 
small or partial a sampling: Fifty English fans rioted at the game between 
Manchester United and Chelsea, and therefore the English are a violent 
and lawless people.

● A variant is the sweeping generalization (the fallacy of accident), in which 
a general rule is applied to a particular situation to which it does not fit, 
or when an exception should be made or when the context appropriate 
to the rule is ignored: The law says you must drive past this school at 
40 kph, so even though you are rushing your wife, who is in labor, to the 
hospital, you should not have driven faster than 40 kph. Another variant 
is the inappropriate generalization (the fallacy of converse accident, the 
reverse of the fallacy of accident), in which the exception to the general 
rule is applied to cases where the generalization should apply: Because 
Michelle, who was in the hospital, got an extension on her essay, all 
members of the class should have extensions.

● Fallacy of belabored repetition (Lat. argumentum ad nauseam) applies 
when an assertion is repeated rather than proved; the arguer believes that 
the more times a position is stated, the more likely it is to be true: I’ve 
told you before and I tell you again that he is a habitual liar. He lies all 
the time. He is always telling lies. He lies, he lies, he lies.
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● Fallacy of composition applies to an argument in which what is true of 
the parts is argued also to be true of the whole: Each of the parts of a 
machine is light; therefore, the whole machine is light.

● Fallacy of division applies to the reverse of the fallacy of composition by stat-
ing that what is true of the whole is also true of the parts: Yale University is 
excellent; Jane Bloggs is a student at Yale; therefore, Jane Bloggs is excellent.

● The appeal to ignorance (Lat. argumentum ad ignorantiam) argues that 
a position is true simply because it has never been proved false, or the 
reverse: There must be people on Mars because no one has ever proved 
there are not people on Mars; or, There must be ghosts, because they 
have not been disproved.

● Fallacy of many questions (Lat. plurium interrogationum) occurs when 
two or more questions are made into one, as in the question “Have you 
stopped beating your dog?”, in which answering either yes or no admits 
to the beating. The fallacy is sometimes called the complex question; it is 
a frequent device in Sophocles’ Oedipus the King. This fallacy reduces 
the complex question into a simple either/or.

● Begging the question (Lat. petitio principii) uses as a premise the same 
proposition as is used in the conclusion. Usually, this circular argument 
begins with an assumption that you (and perhaps everyone) might think 
is true, and, after some arguments, you conclude that it is true. Often, the 
basic premise (or first argument) is hidden, or is not stated, and so can-
not easily be challenged: Shakespeare is a greater writer than Agatha 
Christie because people of good taste prefer Shakespeare. And people of 
good taste are defined by reading Shakespeare.

● Assuming or asserting a position without demonstrating it occurs when a 
statement asserts a case without evidence, a frequent problem in students’ 
essays: It is obvious that Alice hates all of the characters at the Mad Hatter’s 
Tea Party. Politicians frequently use this fallacy to their advantage in hid-
ing behind “government policy” or concealed economics: Tuition fees must 
rise because there is no money for universities and colleges (the statement 
that there is no money is an assertion that is not demonstrated or that can 
be challenged). Readers will often mark such a statement as a defective 
argument that is not demonstrated with the letters Q. E. D. (Lat. quod erat 
demonstrandum, what must be shown – and is lacking).

● Self-contradiction occurs when two contradictory premises are joined 
together to make a claim: Only after he kills himself in a car accident will 
he realize that he should not drink and drive.
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● The false analogy draws a comparison between two items on the basis of 
a supposedly common characteristic when, in fact, the items differ on 
precisely the point or context of the comparison. False analogies com-
pare things that do not fit the case you are arguing: Universities are like 
shopping malls. In shopping malls customers can enter any store and buy 
what they want and leave with it, and so it is with students at universi-
ties. The analogy here could be unpacked usefully, and by pointing out 
differences between universities and shopping malls many cogent critical 
arguments could be developed. Although students do have choices and 
pay for services at universities, paying for a course does not mean pass-
ing it. There are many requirements and contractual rules that apply at a 
university; therefore, the argument draws a false analogy.

● The vicious circle (Lat. circulus in demonstrando) occurs when an argu-
ment proceeds to a self- contradictory conclusion, as in the famous para-
dox of Epimenides the Cretan: “All Cretans are liars.” If he includes 
himself in the statement, then the statement is a lie, and therefore some 
Cretans are not liars and Epimenides may be speaking the truth. And yet 
he cannot be speaking the truth if he is included in his own statement 
that all Cretans are liars. Some logicians place this fallacy among the 
formal fallacies related to standard syllogisms.

● The irrelevant conclusion (Lat. ignoratio elenchi, ignoring the point) sets 
out to prove one thing and ends up proving another or may draw a con-
clusion that is irrelevant or beside the point of the argument: Closing 
hospitals is necessary financially to keep the health care system running. 
Saved money will be able to be spent elsewhere in the system. Therefore, 
health care will be improved. This argument begins with the goal of 
keeping the system running by saving money, and ends with asserting 
that health care will be improved; there is no necessary connection 
between closing hospitals and improving health care. On the face of it 
this argument also appears to be contradictory.

● The red herring throws the argument off track or diverts the audience by 
introducing irrelevant issues or questions: Why should we worry about 
the raising of tuition fees when Afghanistan and North Korea are devel-
oping nuclear bombs?

● The domino fallacy alleges that if one item in an argument can be dislodged, 
the whole structure of the argument will collapse: In this course on feminist 
literature, this novel is not about women. Therefore, the whole argument of 
the course is invalid. But it is usually the case that the parts of many 

9781405183765_4_004.indd   689781405183765_4_004.indd   68 10/9/2009   12:59:34 PM10/9/2009   12:59:34 PM



Writing in English Studies 69

 arguments will stand independently; the fall of one is not necessarily tied to 
the fall of all. Sometimes, this fallacy is known as the “house of cards.”

● The “slippery slope” maintains that if one exception is made, any number 
will follow from it, with dire consequences: If I let one student bring cof-
fee to class, and another a doughnut, soon they will bring in entire 
lunches and will be serving four course meals; or, If I let Suzie bring her 
gerbil to school, all the children will be able to bring their pets. Patrick 
will bring his turtle, Jemima her dog, and soon we will be run over with 
horses, and possibly elephants.

● The “straw man” involves setting up a false opponent merely to advance 
your own position, or strengthening your own position by attacking an 
unrepresentative or weak oppositional argument. Usually two methods 
are used to employ this fallacy: first, making an appeal to the general audi-
ence, and second, misrepresenting someone’s position to set up your own: 
Freud showed that his patients in Vienna suppressed their sexual feelings 
and experiences, and that is exactly why, as I shall show, civilization since 
him has been in great difficulty. Freud’s theory about suppressed sexuality 
is the straw man, an excuse for the arguer to advance his own theory 
about present-day civilization. This argument also shows the post hoc fal-
lacy. In another example, the arguer uses a politician’s comment as a straw 
man for an attack on an entire political agenda: When the mayor cut milk 
and lunch subsidy for school children, his comment that they only spend 
it on candy exposed everything about the city council’s agenda.

6. Eight Common Writing Problems

Having prepared your thesis statement, marshaled your evidence, applied 
your arguments to your data, and tested them for faults in logic, you have 
very likely done an outline and have filled it in as a draft. Now is the time 
to take one more look over the draft. By carefully revising it, you can correct 
some of the commonest writing problems, like typographical errors, or slips 
in spelling or punctuation, but above all you can avoid eight common prob-
lems in writing:

1. Avoiding meaningless abstractions

It is important to avoid generalizations that are undocumented, unsubstan-
tiated, or irrelevant to your thesis. Abstract concepts are used to provide 
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distance from what is often taken to be a singular and commonsense 
 meaning of something. As such, they enable us to examine that phenome-
non, whether it is the interpretation of a literary text or a historical prob-
lem, in new and different ways that open conventional interpretations to 
question. Such questioning depends on both the adequacy of the abstract 
argument and the relevancy of the examples.

When using abstract language, you need to be careful that your concepts 
are actually communicating ideas and arguments that are relevant to your 
topic. A tendency in beginning writers is to use abstractions that are empty: 
“In Vanity Fair Thackeray shows how the British showed tremendous disre-
gard for the suffering of soldiers in battle.” This notion could be better 
expressed without the meaningless abstractions and by focusing on the 
details: “In Vanity Fair Thackeray shows how the British officers partied on 
the eve of the Battle of Waterloo with little concern for the preparedness of 
the common soldiers.”

Modifiers, whether adjectives or adverbs, should have a purpose in quali-
fying what they modify. Stringing together empty qualifiers, such as excel-
lent, meaningful, interesting, beautifully, widely, and especially hopefully, 
makes your prose and argument vapid. As well, you should avoid circumlo-
cutions (beating around the bush, or refusing to come to the point), unless 
you wish to achieve a special effect. You should also beware of slang, buz-
zwords (interfaces, parameters), colloquialisms (I eyeballed him), and tech-
nical jargon, such as the now current computer jargon (boot up these ideas; 
get online with that plan). Such language may be appropriate to particular 
audiences, but for academic writing, it should be avoided. An essay is often 
much clearer when it uses concrete language.

2. Avoiding unnecessary and pretentious words

Cutting out wordiness is an essential to revision. Fillers, words that are 
unnecessary, should be struck out ruthlessly. They are padding that increase 
your word count but do nothing for your argument:

“It is very clear that when looking at and assessing this very historical 
development, you cannot begin to review aspects of ethnicity in 
the light of multiculturalism without taking into careful account both 
its liberal and conservative goals as their supporters have tended to 
state them.”

Most of this sentence from a student’s essay is padding, marked in italics. By 
changing the underlined phrase to considering, the sentence would read:
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“When assessing this historical development, you cannot review multi-
culturalism without considering both its liberal and conservative goals.”

Now the pruned sentence is far clearer.
Edit your text to get rid of the commonest empty words, some substitutes 

for a single clear term, others just unnecessary:

all during the time that, throughout the time of (for during)

as a matter of fact

at the moment

at the present (time, moment, period, on the present occasion—when you 
mean now) 

because of (due to) the fact that

by means of, by way of (instead of by)

for the purpose of. . . -ing (replace with to)

have a tendency to (replace with tend)

in a very real sense, in every sense

in connection with (in reference to) (for about)

in the case of, in respect to, in reference to, with regard to (for concerning)

in the final analysis

in the event that

in process of

last but not least

of a like mind with, one of a kind with (for like)

that point in time, at that day and age, in days gone by (for then) 

type of

Getting rid of most of these redundancies will involve slight revision.

As a matter of fact, the history of the Second Iraqi War could only been written 
because of the fact that the war correspondents accompanied the troops into 
battle by means of tanks in which space existed for them to be embedded.

Revise to cut out the wordiness:

The history of the Second Iraqi War could only been written because war 
 correspondents accompanied the troops into battle embedded in tanks.
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A similar problem involves making your writing sound more impressive 
by using fancy words. Sometimes your words are unclear because you use 
euphemisms (words that say indirectly what people avoid saying directly, 
particularly concerning sex, disease, and death). Euphemisms conceal direct 
meaning, hiding it behind the language of avoidance.

adult entertainment (pornography)

change of life (menopause)

downsizing (firing)

financial incentives (bribes)

passed away (died)

funeral directors (undertakers)

Other words are pretentious because they try to give a more sophisticated 
tone to your writing and use longer, or more obscure words instead of sim-
ple and direct words:

ascertain (find out)

commence (begin)

endeavor (try)

exists (lives)

facilitate (help)

finalize (end)

institution of higher learning (college, university)

reside (live)

terminate (end)

utilize (use)

3. Using active verbs in assertive sentences

Verbs in the active voice usually convey greater precision and power than 
passive ones. Assertions are more effective than weak, negative evasions. 
How feeble it is to say, “The memory of that wedding will not soon be for-
gotten.” How much stronger to say, “We shall long cherish the memory of 
that wedding.” To avoid introducing a personal perspective, opinion, or 
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argument, many writers for newspapers, journals, and magazines use passive 
constructions. (Indeed, journalists and their editors could rewrite this sen-
tence to read “Passive constructions are used by many writers”). Sometimes, 
passive constructions use the past participle ending in -ed: “This use of lan-
guage is required by many teachers and editors” instead of “many teachers 
and editors require this use of language.” Turning passive constructions into 
active ones almost automatically enlivens your prose and makes it more 
immediate by stressing the doer of the action rather than what is done.

You should also try to avoid the almost omnipresent copula verb. Instead 
of writing “Another set of circumstances is when the spots on the moon 
were seen by Galileo as bumps,” you should write, “The world-view changed 
when Galileo looked at the spots on the moon and called them ‘bumps.” 
You should also avoid tiresome phrases, such as: “It is seen,” “there is,” 
“there are,” or “an example is when.” These unreferenced uses of the cop-
ula verb conceal the agent of the action.

4. Introducing variety into your style

Variety in diction, phrasing, sentence structure, and paragraphs will improve 
your writing. Some of your ideas and sentences should be balanced; some 
sentences should be simple, some compound or complex. Sentences should 
begin and end differently, unless you are seeking a particular effect through 
repetition.

5. Using descriptive adjectives and adverbs

Appropriate and precise adjectives and adverbs will qualify your position 
and enable you to convey far more subtle shifts in meaning. Vague and gen-
eral descriptors will reduce your argument to meaningless platitudes. You 
should avoid the intensifier very, which rarely communicates the enthusi-
asm that you might feel, and above all, abominate very interesting, a bank-
rupt description. Modifiers should fall close to the words they modify. Other 
vague intensifiers include both the adjectival and adverbial forms of appar-
ent (apparently): clear, evident, obvious, and other words that assert that 
something is self-evident. Such assertions of the self-evident indicate prob-
lems in your argument.

6. Using precise connectives

You need to be certain about the precise shades of meanings that you wish 
to convey by your use of conjunctions and conjunctive adverbs. Consider, 
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for instance, the differences in meaning that can be accomplished by using a  
variety of them between the two clauses of a sentence such as:

“Dickens’s Little Nell was dying; her grandfather tried to save her.”

although because before nevertheless nonetheless
however therefore moreover indeed while
though hence accordingly meanwhile consequently

Inserting the different conjunctive adverbs in the blank space shifts the 
meaning of the sentence. Some of the subordinating conjunctions have to be 
used at the beginning of the first phrase, as in “Although Dickens’s Little 
Nell was dying, her grandfather tried to save her.”

7. Expressing parallel ideas in parallel grammatical forms

Readers follow your ideas according to the patterns in your thought and 
your language, and they expect that when you set up a parallel it will be 
followed through in the thought and expression: “He likes reading and 
writing”; not, “He likes reading and to write” (linking two different kinds 
of verb forms, a participle and an infinitive). Verb forms should be in par-
allel: “She was told to report to the teacher and to take her books with 
her” (parallel verbals). “Dogs are noted for their friendliness and for their 
loyalty” (parallel prepositional phrases). “The Bishop stated that he loved 
Bach, tolerated modern art, and hated contemporary architecture” (paral-
lel clauses).

8. Avoiding inconsistencies in point of view

You should avoid shifts in point of view from first to third person: “I 
shall argue that . . . . One can demonstrate from this text that . . . .” Also, 
you should ensure that moods or tenses of verbs do not shift. Historical 
events are usually put in the past tense: “Wellington defeated Napoleon 
at Waterloo.” When writing about literary texts or other documents, it is 
better to use the present tense: “Hamlet kills Polonius before Ophelia 
goes mad.” “Aristotle discusses tragedy; Frye applies his terms to world 
literature.” Other tenses need to be used logically for events before or 
after the main action: “Othello finally knows that Desdemona has been 
faithful.”
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7. Commonly Misused Words and Phrases

A.D.: This abbreviation (Lat. anno Domini, in the year of our Lord) 
is placed conventionally before a date: a.d. 1492. b.c. (before Christ) is 
placed after the year number. The current convention is to use terms 
that are nonsectarian: b.c.e. (before the common era) and c.e. (com-
mon era).

all right: Two words, not alright.

almost: An adverb, meaning “nearly all.”

among, between: Use among for more than two, between for two.

and with a verb: Try and see for try to see is a vulgarism.

anybody: Means “any person”; any body means “any corpse.”

apt: Means “suitable, fitting”. Liable means “exposed to danger, penalty”; 
likely means “probable”:

He is apt to lose his temper. ✗ Jim’s reply was apt. ✓
He is liable to lose his temper. ✗ The driver is liable for the damages. ✓
He is likely to lose his temper. ✓

beside/besides: Beside means “by the side of”; besides means “moreover.”

centers around: Vague in meaning and image. To center means “to place 
precisely”; hence, centers on is acceptable, but to center around suggests 
both precision and diffusion simultaneously. This principle also applies to 
focuses around.

continually: “At regular intervals”; continuously: “without interruption”.

data, phenomena: These nouns are plural and take plural verbs (from the 
singular forms in Lat. datum, and Gk. phenomenon).

different from: Not different than or different to.

due to: Implies a debt. Do not use it for because of (“by reason of”) or owing to 
(“on account of”); due to is a predicate adjective and should be closely related 
to the noun or pronoun it modifies. Because it is not an adverb, it is not used 
by most stylists instead of because of or on account of to introduce a verb.
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Due to bad weather, the match was cancelled. ✗
Because of bad weather, the match was cancelled. ✓
The cancelling of the match was due to bad weather. ✓

In particular, avoid the combination of due to with lack, which makes a 
sentence even more illogical:

Due to lack of study, she failed. ✗

e.g.: Means “for example” (Lat. exempli gratia). Students often confuse e.g. 
with i.e. (see below). For both abbreviations, write them out in English in 
a formal assignment. The abbreviations are acceptable (if used within the 
appropriate context) in summaries, lists, and notes.

farther: Is comparative of far; further means “moreover, or greater in 
degree.”

fewer: Used for number; less is used for quantity or degree.

finalize and other -ize nouns made from verbs: These are usually a lazy eva-
sion of precision. Finalize (complete), utilize (use), minimize (reduce), 
publicize (make public), familiarize (make familiar) – these words are the 
darlings of administrators and memo writers.

first: Preferable to the older firstly (secondly, etc.).

fix: Means “to make secure or fast” not “to repair.”

hopefully: An adverb meaning “in a hopeful manner, with hope.” In the 
phrase “Hopefully it won’t rain,” we mean “I hope it won’t rain.” Avoid 
“Hopefully it. . .” constructions.

however: This word is not a coordinating conjunction and cannot be used 
to join two sentences with a comma. It is a conjunctive adverb that indi-
cates a new direction in thought: “Alice is an innocent; however, her real-
world experiences enable her to be shrewd and questioning in strange 
situations.”

i.e.: Means “that is” (Lat. id est), not “for example” (see e.g.). These abbre-
viations are rarely used in formal writing, but they may be used in sum-
maries or notes.

if: Means “on condition that, on the supposition that”; whether implies 
doubt.

in depth: This cliché should be replaced with detailed or profound.
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interesting: This word conveys only empty praise.

in the case of: This expression is wordy and unnecessary. Sir Arthur Quiller-
Couch used to say that in the case of John Jenkins, deceased, the case was 
his coffin. Case technically refers to a case in law or police investigation 
and should not be used as a catch-all.

it: Should not be used as an unreferential pronoun: “It shows that. . . .”

lend, loan: Either is a verb, but lend is preferable, and loan is more com-
monly used as a noun.

no one, none: Both words are singular.

participles: Words such as being, falling, or jumping can function as verbal 
nouns or gerunds. When preceded by a pronoun or noun, they govern the 
possessive case: “His being sick,” “The hero’s falling from power,” “They 
insisted on my staying.”

quite: Means “completely,” not “rather.” So “Judy is quite sick” means that 
she is at death’s door, if not dead already. The expressions quite a few and 
quite often are, accordingly, silly expressions.

shall, will: The simple future tense of the verb to be is I shall, you will, s/he 
will, we shall, you will, they will. When you say “I will” you are using the 
subjunctive of intention, that is, you are not using the future tense but are 
making an oath or a vow: a realist can say “I shall die,” but a suicide says 
“I will die.” In popular usage these distinctions have already disappeared; 
in formal usage, they are rapidly disappearing.

this: A demonstrative pronoun often used without any antecedent or “gath-
ering” word to collect into a summary the complex of ideas that have 
gone before (“This shows . . .”). This loose reference word refers back to 
a previous sentence or group of sentences. It can become highly effective 
when followed by a catchword that gathers the argument. However, this 
without an antecedent lacks any specific reference. You can make the 
reference particular and effective by pairing it with a catchword that gath-
ers the argument together: “This material [or principle, difference, evi-
dence, position] shows. . . .” Which, it, and that, like this, are often wrongly 
used with no antecedent: “She gave us the essay topics, which scared eve-
ryone.” “His first essay was better than his second; it was more coher-
ent.” (Which one was?) “That is a false assumption.”

thus: Often followed by a present participle (“thus enabling . . .”), this 
word is exceedingly vague, especially when the participle dangles, or is 
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 unconnected to a pertinent noun. Usually, a writer using this weak 
 construction is  suggesting some logical cause and effect, but the phrasing 
should be more precise. Thus means “in this way” or “consequently.” 
Therefore is often used wrongly or weakly in similar fashion.

unique: Means “one of a kind” and so cannot be compared, as in “more 
unique.”

Web Pages of Interest from The English Handbook

Central Queensland University site on the Academic Essay (also other kinds of 
assignments): http://clc.cqu.edu.au/FCWViewer/view.do?page=811

PowerPoint: http://www.bcschools.net/staff/PowerPointHelp.htm; 
http://www.ellenfinkelstein.com/powerpoint.html

University of Chicago Grammar Resources on the Web: 
http://writing-program.uchicago.edu/resources/grammar.htm

University of Sussex. “What is an Academic Essay?”: 
http://www.sussex.ac.uk/languages/1-6-8-2-5.html

Writers’ Resources from “internet-resources.com”: 
http://www.internet-resources.com/writers/wrlinks-wordstuff.htm#top

Williams, Joseph and McEnerney, Lawrence. “A Short Guide to Writing in 
College” from the University of Chicago: 
http://writing-program.uchicago.edu/resources/collegewriting/index.htm

Other Web Links

Writing Aids

Kies, Daniel “Writing with Computers” from College of DuPage: 
http://papyr.com/hypertextbooks/comp2/compwrit.htm

Dartmouth College. Writing aids: 
http://www.dartmouth.edu/~writing/materials/student/index.html

Dartmouth College. Writing the English Paper: 
http://www.dartmouth.edu/~writing/materials/student/humanities/english.html

Floridi, Luciano. “How to Write a Philosophical Essay” from UK Student: 
http://www.uk-student.net/modules/wfsection/article.php?articleid=3

Gallaudet University. “English Works!” (planning an essay and the pre-writing stage): 
http://depts.gallaudet.edu/englishworks/tablecontent.html

Purdue University Online Writing Lab. Planning an Essay: 
http://owl.english.purdue.edu/handouts/general/glplan1.html

9781405183765_4_004.indd   789781405183765_4_004.indd   78 10/9/2009   12:59:35 PM10/9/2009   12:59:35 PM



Writing in English Studies 79

University of Illinois Writing Center. Grammar Handbook: 
http://www.cws.uiuc.edu/workshop/writers/

University of Indiana. Writing a Thesis Statement: 
http://www.indiana.edu/~wts/pamphlets.shtml

University of Victoria. Writer’s Guide for Different Kinds of Assignments: 
http://web.uvic.ca/wguide/Pages/MasterToc.html

University of Wisconsin. On developing a thesis: 
www.wisc.edu/writing/Handbook/Thesis.html

Logic and Argument

The Atheism Web. “Logic and Fallacies”: 
www.infidels.org/news/atheism/logic.html

Dartmouth College.“Logic and Argument”: 
http://www.dartmouth.edu/~writing/materials/student/ac-paper/logic.html

Downes, Stephen. Logic resources and list of fallacies: 
http://onegoodmove.org/fallacy/toc.htm

Fieser, James. Ed. The Internet Encyclopedia of Philosophy, 2002: 
www.utm.edu/research/iep/

Kemerling, Garth. “Philosophy Pages” including logic: 
www.philosophypages.com/index.htm

Longview Community College. “Critical Thinking Core Concepts”: 
http://mcckc.edu/longview/CTAC/corenotes.htm

San Jose State University. “Critical Thinking: 
www.sjsu.edu/depts/itl/graphics/main.html

Suber, Peter. “Truth of Statements, Validity of Reasoning” from Earlham College: 
www.earlham.edu/~peters/courses/log/loghome.htm

Suber, Peter. “Guide to Philosophy on the Internet” from Earlham College: 
www.earlham.edu/~peters/philinks.htm

Yoder, Brian. “The Fallacy Zoo”: www.goodart.org/fallazoo.htm
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