Phil 04 - Anderson               The Ad Hominem Fallacy

One of the most common types of faulty reasoning is called the ad hominem fallacy.  It occurs when one attacks the person making a claim or argument rather than assessing the claim or argument itself on its merits.  The fallacy may take any of several different forms.

Bias Ad Hominem: By far the most common version of the fallacy.  We often mistakenly dismiss a person's claim outright just because we believe they have something to gain from the outcome.  The mistake should be obvious: The mere fact that they have something to gain from the outcome doesn't mean they cannot give a good argument for the position they hold.  If that weren’t true, no one could make a credible claim about any issue that is of great importance to them.  For example:

- "Don't listen to his argument on the Iraq war; he's a Muslim", (or an Arab, or a high-ranking officer in the US Army, etc.)   Obviously war is a highly charged emotional issue, but it doesn’t follow that people can never reason clearly about the matter, even when they have a personal stake in the issue.
- "Don't listen to that guy, he’s just trying to sell you that car."  Just because he wants to sell you a car doesn’t mean he must be dishonest or prone to distorting the facts.
On the other hand, since it is undeniable that biases can distort our judgments, it is perfectly appropriate and not a fallacy to give very close scrutiny to any argument made by someone you have good reason to believe is highly biased.

You only commit a bias ad hominem when you dismiss a person’s claims outright, because of their biases. 
Inconsistency Ad Hominem: Being the flawed creatures that we are, our actions aren't always in sync with our words.  But that fact alone does not mean our arguments are not sound.  It is an inconsistency ad hominem to dismiss a person's argument because what they argued for conflicts with the way they actually behave.  For example:

- Your doctor gives you a long list of good reasons not to smoke, a subject, we can assume, on which he has some expertise.  Two days later you happen to see him driving by and he is himself smoking.  You conclude that the reasons he gave you for not smoking are no good.  You commit the inconsistency ad hominem fallacy.

Psychological Ad Hominem: Sometimes we ignore the argument a person gives      in support of some claim and immediately proceed to give a psychological explanation (often merely speculative) of why they hold the position they are arguing for.  Once again we are failing to address the argument on its own merits.  For example:

- On an April 14, 1992 broadcast, Rush Limbaugh took up the issue of animal rights.  In the course of the discussion, Limbaugh described – but quickly  rejected - the arguments put forward by the son of a wealthy Illinois cattleman.  The latter argued that raising cattle for food imposes suffering on the animals, wastes grain, and contributes to pollution and that since we do not require beef to live, the factory farming of cattle is wrong.  In response, Limbaugh asserted that this was a classic case of liberal guilt: The young man had become wealthy as a result of his father's beef-farming operation and the young man had himself done no work for this wealth, so now he must attack his father and the source of his wealth in order to assuage his guilt for enjoying the wealth he did not earn and in order to establish his independence from his father.

Legitimate Ad Hominem: It is not a fallacy to doubt whether a person is saying something true when you have good reason to believe they are not honest or trustworthy.  Example:

- You are a jury member in a criminal trial.  A witness for the prosecution asserts that the accused admitted to him that he did commit the crime when they were jail cellmates.  But it is pointed out by the defense attorney that the witness only agreed to testify for the prosecution after he was promised a reduction in his own sentence.  It is a legitimate ad hominem criticism to argue that you refuse to believe the witness because his testimony is not credible.
