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IX.

We see an effect of something and sometimes mistake it for a cause. And vice versa. The Wizard of Oz famously confuses a brain with the effect of a brain.  Trying to determine cause can pose problems for some of us. Faulty reasoning about causal relationships leads to flawed analysis. But much of this can be eliminated with awareness of seven fallacies: Confusion of a Necessary with a Sufficient Condition, Causal Oversimplification, Post Hoc Fallacy, Confusion of Cause and Effect, Neglect of a Common Cause, Domino Fallacy, and Gambler’s Fallacy.
Fallacy 45: Confusion of a Necessary with a Sufficient Condition

Your computer power supply converts alternating current to direct current; from 110 volts AC, it produces three low voltages. For the computer to function, electrical power is necessary, but alone it is not sufficient for the computer to work properly. 

You know that to pass a course, attendance is required but will not guarantee that you receive a passing grade. A necessary condition is one thing, a sufficient condition is quite another. You could practice a violin for three hours a day for 10 years and never even come close to mastery of the instrument. 

Examples:


“I don’t understand why I’m always sick. I eat a well-balanced meal three times a day. I’ve always been especially careful about eating the right foods in the proper amounts, but still I seem to have something wrong with me most of the time.”

“You said that if I’m going to make more friends, I will have to learn to control my temper. I haven’t lost my temper in over six months, and I haven’t made a single friend.”


“I was told three years ago that I had to have stable employment in order to get a loan at the bank. Well, I’ve had this job for three years, so why am I again being turned down for the loan?”
Fallacy 47: Causal Oversimplification

This fallacy puts too much emphasis on an action or occurrence that brings about an event. Or it fails to consider other factors, accentuating only the most obvious cause.

Examples:


“If you had worn your gloves and hat, you wouldn’t have caught this cold.”


“If you always speak softly but firmly to your children, they will not be undisciplined. This is how I have raised my son, and he is well behaved.”


“Blame the feminist movement for the increasing divorce rate. It has encouraged women to be independent and assertive in relationships.”


“People eat too much junk food. This is why the so many are overweight.”

Fallacy 48:   Post Hoc fallacy  

This fallacy makes the assumption that one event is caused by the event preceding—in other words, because one follows another in time. A temporal relationship is only one of the indicators in a causal relationship. If time alone were sufficient to establish cause, then almost any event that precedes another could be assumed to bring it about. Such specious reasoning has given rise to numerous superstitions. An event preceding a misfortune could be perceived as bringing bad luck when it’s only a coincidence.

Examples:


“Tom Daschle came out in favor of the bill just a few days after meeting with President Clinton. The president must have applied some pressure.”


“They were a happy couple until she went back to work, which just goes to show how the wife turning her back on the traditional role can destroy a marriage.”

“They had been married three months when he started snorting coke. She must have had something to do with it.”

Fallacy 48: Confusion of Cause and Effect


A young woman less than five feet in height easily rides her bicycle up a steep hill every day. One observer says she can do this because she’s in such great physical shape. The truth is, her size is the factor here: she has more strength per pound than others. Size is cause, bicycling up the hill is effect. Taking this further, bicycling up the hill can be cause, being in great physical shape is the effect.


In The Wizard of Oz, when the Scarecrow asks the Wizard for a brain, he replies that he’s unable to give him a brain but he can give him a diploma from the University of Kansas. The Wizard has confused the brain with the effect of a brain.


Examples:


“Alcoholics suffer from malnutrition, according to medical records. This confirms our belief that a poor diet leads to alcoholism.”


“I finally figured out why our meetings are so boring: no one shows up for them.”  

“No wonder she can run the mile so fast; she’s in perfect shape.”

Fallacy 49: Neglect of a Common Cause


The Egyptian Book of the Dead is older than the Book of Genesis. To argue that Genesis is derivative of Book of the Dead would violate the Post Hoc fallacy. In all likelihood, there is a text common to both, so the argument actually violates Neglect of a Common Cause. 

That two events appear to be linked is not enough. To claim they are is oftentimes simplistic.

Examples:

“The majority of the members of Congress and state legislatures are lawyers. It appears that law schools prompt people to run for public office.”

“Those who major in philosophy and take the LSAT or the MCAT do statistically better than those from any other discipline. Therefore, if you want to do well on one of those exams, you might consider changing your major to philosophy.”

“My grades began to drop when I started drinking heavily. It would appear that heavy drinking and good grades do not mix.”

Fallacy 50: Domino Fallacy


George Carlin asks, “If one synchronized swimmer drowns, to the rest have to drown too?” If they did, events would be ruled by chain reaction, that the first event would always lead to a second. The name refers, of course, to falling dominos.

Every causal claim needs its own argument, even if one event leads to another. 

Consider this example: “If we allow the government to limit how much tobacco we can buy each month, what comes next? They will tell us how much food we can buy, how much liquor. They already tell us how much game we can shoot. Next thing you know, they will be telling us how many children we can have. They’ll keep on putting limits on us until they’re in complete control.”  

No evidence is given that the events are causally connected.

Other examples:


“The food-stamp program seems innocent enough, but once we start providing people with free food, the next thing you know it will be free clothing, then free housing, and eventually a guaranteed income. We must stop this while we can: junk the food-stamp program now.”

“If students don’t stand up to the administration on this small issue, they will begin to take away more and more of our rights until we have none.”


“If you let one of them in here, they’ll all be in here before you know it.”
Fallacy 51: Gambler’s Fallacy


People believe in luck and there is no changing it. “My luck has got to change” is often heard. “I can’t lose now, I’m hot.” 


The fallacy occurs when someone argues probability, that because something has happened in the past, its occurrence in the future is affected, which is to say, the past alters the future. We’d like to think so, but evidence must be supplied to support the argument.

Examples: “I have driven while drunk for many years and never been caught, so I know my luck is wearing thin. Somebody else better drive me home tonight.”


“We’re going camping this weekend because rain has forced us to postpone the trip for the past two weekends. This weekend we’re bound to have good weather.”
Sources
Copi, Irving M. and Carl Cohen. Introduction to Logic, 10th ed. Upper 

Saddle River, NJ: Prentice Hall, 1998.
Damer, T. Edward. Attacking Faulty Reasoning, 3rd ed. Belmont, CA: 

Wadsworth Publishing, 1995. 
