Fallacy 2: Ad Hominen Circumstantial



Fallacy 2:

Ad Hominem Circumstantial

DEFINITION: ents that try to discredit an opponent because of
his background, affiliations, or self-interest in the matter at hand.

The ad hominem circumstantial fallacy does not abuse the personal character of an
opponent as the ad hominem abusive fallacy does. Instead, it criticizes something
about the circumstances of an opponent—things such as the opponent’s place of birth,
educational background, job experience, family, friends, and the associations and
organizations to which he belongs. For example, does it make sense to reject a person’s
argument because she is from the northern part of the country? Should we reject the
argument of a person because he did not attend college or because he did attend college?
Consider the following examples of the ad hominem circumstantial fallacy.
Example 1
You can't accept her argument against abortion—she is a Catholic and the Catholic
Church opposes abortion.
Example 2
You cant accept his argument favoring legalized abortion—he is a member of the
American Civil Liberties Union, which supports legalized abortion.
Example 3
That is a typical argument from someone who was raised in a wealthy family—of
course you want to reduce taxes for the rich!
Example 4
He worked for thirty years as a prison guard—that’s why he wants the government
to build ten more prisons we can'’ afford.

Whether someone is a Catholic or a member of the American Civil Liberties Union,
as in examples 1 and 2, should not be a cause for rejecting that person’s argument
about abortion. The argument itself needs to be heard and stand or fall on its own
merits. Notice that in examples 3 and 4, the critic seems to think that the person whose
argument is in question is seeking his own personal benefit. In other words, the man
raised in a wealthy family is accused of making an argument to reduce taxes for the
wealthy only because he and his wealthy family members would benefit from such a
reduction. The prison guard seems to be accused of supporting the construction of more
prisons only because it would benefit other prison guards such as himself. In these cases,
we would do well to separate the argument from any benefits that may come to the
person arguing. Simply because you are interested in, and will benefit from, the thing for
which you argue does not automatically discredit your argument. These people may have
strong arguments, so let’s hear them.



Ad Hominem Circamstantial

Genus (general class): An argument to the source.
Difference (specific trait): An argument directed against the
circumstances of the speaker’s rival. (Not necessarily or obviously

abusive.)

Ad Hominem Circumstantial

FALLACIES OF RELEVANCE | Arguments that are really distractions from the main point.

Ad Fontem Arguments | Arguments that distract by focusing on the source of the
(Argumenzs against the source) | argument rather than the issue itself.

Ad Hominem Circumstantial | Ad hominem arguments that try to discredit an opponent
because of his situation.
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Ad Hominem Circumstantial
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Fallacy Discussion
on Ad Hominem Circumstantial

Socrates: Here's another exercise for you to try: discuss whether or not the following
argument is an example of an ad heminem circumstantial fallacy.

One should never trust a military man who wanis an increase in military spending, since it is
in his interest to use that money to create a larger military. The only reason why he wants to
have a large military is because it makes him more important!

How do you think this argument might or might not be fair and relevant? Is a fallacy
being committed?

An answer appears on the next page, but don’t look until you've thought about it your-
self and written down your own answer.




Socrates: If you answered that the example was, indeed, committing a fallacy, you were right!
This sort of approach is actually quite common in the public sphere. When listening to argu-
ments relating to politics and policy, one frequently hears a speaker attempting to refute his
opponent’s argument on the grounds thar his opponent has some sort of self-interest involved.
This line of argument fails on more than one level.

First, it unfaidy imputes motives to the person involved. Because of this, it fails as an explanation
for why the person is making the argument that he is making. Remember that it is always a tricky
business to judge someone else’s motives because no one can judge the heart. After all, it could be
that the military man involved has dedicated his life to the military precisely because he has always
been convinced ofiits vital importance from the beginning. (Thus there could be a “common

cause” for both his being in the military and his thinking that we need a larger one.)

Of course, even ifhis motives for wanting a larger military are entirely noble, it still doesnt
necessarily follow that a larger one would be better. However, explaining the speaker’s motives for
advocating a course of action is never the main point of an argument at alll That’s why these sort
of arguments are so misplaced; even to allow ourselves to be drawn into the tricky quagmire of
ascertaining someone else’s motivations is allowing ourselves to be drawn into the wrong debate.
The best response is to return to our old standard response to all fallacies of relevance: “true or not,
its irrelevant.”




