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Thin Entering Wedge 

Fallacy Number Two 

 THE OVER-GENERALIZING described in the last chapter deals 

with events in the present and a few in the past.  In this chapter 

we will concentrate on riding a curve into the future, predicting 

large, roomy conclusions on small scraps of fact.  The thin-

entering-wedge argument is also nicknamed the “camel’s-nose-

under-the-tent,” and “give-them-an-inch-and-they’ll-take-an-

ell.”
1
 

A good many of our arguments take the form: 
 

If the U.S. tries to coexist with Russia, Communism will sweep 

the earth. 

If we grant this union demand, the wage-price inflation spiral will 

wreck our economy. 

If automation comes there will soon be twenty million unem-

ployed. 

If we let them get away with that exception it will be the end of 

zoning in this town. 

If more hydrogen test bombs are exploded, the fall-out will ulti-

mately destroy the race. 

Or, to generalize these generalizations:  If you do not do what I 

think ought to be done, disaster will surely follow. 
 

It is easy to see the persuasiveness of this kind of argument.  

By pushing one’s case to the limit, just short of an obvious re-

ductio ad absurdum, one forces the opposition into a weaker 

position.  The whole future is lined up against him.  Driven 
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 to the defensive, he finds it hard to disprove something which 

has not yet happened. 

Extrapolation is what scientists call such predictions, with 

the warning that they must be used with caution.  A homely il-

lustration is the driver who found three gas stations per mile 

along a stretch of the Montreal highway in Vermont, and con-

cluded that there must be plenty of gas all the way to the North 

Pole.  You chart two or three points, draw a curve through 

them, and then extend it indefinitely. 

GREAT DEBATES 

It is instructive to look back on various debates which once 

shook the country and compare the predictions, pro and con, 

with what actually happened after the issue was decided.  As a 

young man I campaigned enthusiastically for woman’s suf-

frage, making my first public speeches on Boston street corners.  

I said it would purify politics, end the rule of corrupt bosses, get 

the cigar smoke out of smoke-filled rooms, elect the best men, 

improve the public schools and public health, clean up the 

slums.  My opponents on the soapbox were equally confident 

that the vote would destroy feminine charm, put women into 

trousers, reduce the birth rate, break up the home, and cause our 

forefathers, who said nothing about it in the Constitution, to 

turn in their graves. 

Well, women got the vote in 1920 and what happened?  

Very little.  The electorate was doubled with hardly any change 

in results; the Republic neither tottered nor reached the millen-

nium.  Few citizens now doubt that it is only fair and reasonable 

for women to have the right to vote.  But my prediction of puri-

fied politics was as shaky as my opponents’ vision of twenty-

five million broken homes. 

Where are the once fiery arguments about change after 

change which the American culture has since absorbed – the  

 



53 

 income tax, billion-dollar corporations, recognition of labor un-

ions, conservation of natural resources, social security?  Mostly 

gone with the wind.  Those that are still around have largely 

lost their fire. 

We were once solemnly assured that child labor couldn’t be 

regulated without regulating all labor; minimum wages couldn’t 

be fixed without fixing all wages; public housing couldn’t be 

built unless the government built all housing.  Some of use re-

member being promised from a score of platforms that propor-

tional representation was the answer to all democracy’s ills.  

The TVA, we were told, would usher in the complete monopoly 

of public power.  Per contra, friends of the TVA, alarmed by a 

contract for a private plant in the area, reversed the argument by 

predicting that the Dixon-Yates deal marked the end of the 

TVA. 

The National Association of Real Estate Boards still looks 

with alarm at public housing.  A recent news letter leads off 

with this dire prediction: 
 

Tyranny always begins by speaking in a soft voice and by explain-

ing it only desires the good of the individual and the community.  Eve-

ry tyrant is self-righteous.  Old Sam Johnson said 150 years ago, 

“There are few minds to which tyranny is not delightful.” . . . We must 

stop public housing now so that it will not grow into an octopus which 

absorbs the whole housing industry. . . . 
 

Instead of a camel’s nose we have here the tentacle of an 

octopus, conceivably a better metaphor.  It is doubtful if old 

Sam Johnson was thinking about public housing when he deliv-

ered that somewhat ambiguous line.  Indeed, it is a bit puzzling 

to know what old Sam was referring to.  If most minds find tyr-

anny delightful, how did political democracy ever gather sup-

porters? 

Another current argument concerns the public schools.  

Everyone admits that there are not enough classrooms, teachers, 
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 or equipment.  But at the point one faction demands federal aid 

which will solve everything, while another faction predicts that 

money from Washington will mean complete control of the cur-

riculum by bureaucrats and politicians.  This, the anti-federal-

aiders imply, would be worse than no schools at all. 

There are of course various safeguards which can be adopt-

ed to prevent federal control of education, following the safe-

guards whereby some local towns are protected from state con-

trol in receiving state aid.  Sooner or later, one suspects, such 

safeguards will be applied, federal aid to schools will be grant-

ed, and the conflict will evaporate.  In the meantime, unfortu-

nately, a lot of children are going to suffer unnecessarily be-

cause of thin-entering-wedge logic, just as many children suf-

fered because of the lag in the child labor law. 

LETTERS TO THE EDITOR 

 Letters to the newspapers provide a gold mine of logical 

fallacies, especially dire predictions of the camel-octopus order.  

Here are a few, all appearing in New York journals in 1955. 

A Brooklyn man notes that the steelworkers union has ne-

gotiated a wage increase.  Whatever the pleasure for steelwork-

ers, he says, it takes all the joy out of life for him.  “As each 

new round of increases triggers general rises everywhere else, 

the fixed income groups are driven ever lower on the income 

scale.  The dollar is cheapened, creditors and insurance policy 

owners lose.  Where will it all end?”  In ruin, obviously.  But 

before joining the Brooklyn man in a good cry, we should re-

member that it could end in a cost of living held stationary, as 

increases in production per man hour offset increases in wages.  

At least that is what seems to have been actually happening 

since 1953. 

Here is a lady, obviously very conservative in her views, 

and 
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 gravely distressed.  She says the two-party system has ceased to 

function, for the Eisenhower Republicans are just as radical as 

the Democrats.  She and her political friends are thus in effect 

disenfranchised.  “Allow the liberals to name both Presidential 

candidates in 1956,” she warns, “and in our lifetime, we will 

see America stripped of defense against dictatorship and tyran-

ny.” 

A New Jersey gentleman is deeply disturbed by American 

foreign policy.  He is afraid that we are being disarmed by Rus-

sian smiles, and by Moscow’s hospitality to visiting U.S. Sena-

tors.  This is in effect collaboration, he says, and dangerous in 

the extreme.  It will bring domination by the Kremlin.  Anyone 

who favors it is a collaborator, he says, and such a person is 

“through with capitalism, through with Christianity, and 

through with America.” 

Many letters to the papers deal with juvenile delinquency 

and teen-agers, in pretty violent terms.  One says:  “We pamper 

our brats, gratifying every wish and whim.  Result:  they blos-

som into callous criminals who scoff at religion and morality.”  

The gentleman is apparently handier with the rod than with the 

metaphor, for blossoming criminals are not seen every day. 

A woman writer is also distressed about our pampered 

youngsters.  “Our educational ‘experts,’” she says, “are deter-

mined to hand our youth success on a silver platter!”  They will 

grow soft and demoralized as a result, she says, without “guts 

or grit.”  The dear lady should start her trend curve a few years 

earlier.  She seems to have forgotten the performance of our 

pampered young men in the late war.  It took some guts and grit 

to storm the beach at Iwo Jima. 

Here by contrast is a letter writer in Time, who chides the 

magazine for a piece of extrapolation.  Time, he says, predicts 

that the loss of Quemoy to the Reds will mean the loss of For-

mosa, and mean the loss of all Asia.  Lose one small island, 
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 and a continent is gone, according to Time.  “I have much more 

faith,” says the correspondent, “in our Seventh Fleet.” 

An oil man from Texas writes a bristling letter to the New 

York Times advocating the passage of a natural gas bill, which 

would relieve the industry of federal regulation.  He is furious 

at the Supreme Court for upholding such regulation in an earlier 

decision.  “One of the shames of this political crime,” he says, 

“is that it brings into being the first act of governmental regula-

tion of all businesses and the overthrow of free enterprise. . . .” 

Letters such as these can be multiplied indefinitely.  The 

writer begins with a grievance, often a legitimate one.  But ra-

ther than considering it in relation to a similar problem in the 

past, he rushes headlong into the future until his grievance fills 

the sky.  Mr. A. sees a wild inflation destroying the economy.  

Mrs. B. sees America subverted by liberals and ripe for a dicta-

tor.  Mr. C. sees “coexistence” as the finish of capitalism and 

Christianity.  Mr. D. sees a younger generation “blossoming” 

into criminals, while Miss E. sees it going soft, without grit or 

guts.  Mr. F. envisions a Supreme Court decision as the end of 

free enterprise. 

Senator Carl Hayden of Arizona is also pretty annoyed at 

the courts for holding up the printing of one of his reports.  Said 

he in a prepared statement in May, 1956: 
 

If a court can enjoin Congress from issuing a report it will be only 

a matter of time before our remarks on the floor of the Senate . . . 

would be subject to a judicial review, and a complete breakdown of the 

constitutional principle of separation of powers would ensue. 
 

CRISIS IN THE MORNING 

Extrapolation is by no means confined to large political is-

sues.  You wake in the morning, let us say, with an unac- 
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 customed pain somewhere in your interior.  Your mind pro-

ceeds to expand this sensation into a future of the gloomiest na-

ture.  You lie there imagining a grim sequence of medical ex-

aminations, X-rays, hospitals, leading all too soon to the grave.  

An hour or two later, after your second cup of coffee, the pain 

has vanished and with it the extrapolation.  A little understand-

ing of the mechanism enables us to correct these soaring curves 

which seem to doom our health, or our family relationships, or 

our solvency. 

 

Scientists often use extrapolation to discover the future, 

with very fruitful results, but only when they have nailed down 

enough points to warrant the curve.  We should try to follow 

this course, both in our personal and political judgments.  If the 

pain comes three mornings in a row and persists, we had better 

see a doctor.  If a formidable array of facts indicates that the 

Chinese Reds are going to use the capture of Quemoy as a step-

pingstone to the invasion of Formosa, the U.S. position in Asia 

may very well be imperiled. 

Thin entering wedges can and do split great rocks.  But the 

process is not inevitable for all rocks, or for all types of wedges. 

 

 


