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17 

Guilt by Association 

Fallacy Number Thirteen 

GUILT by association rests on the classicists’ first Law of 

Thought, A is A. The fallacy arises when unlike things are 

equated and the identification is spurious. The words may be 

the same, but the things behind the words are not. 

Few people distinguish between equality and identity. A 

half dollar and five dimes are equal but they are not identical. 

Even two half dollars are not identical, and semanticists quarrel 

with the classical corollary: “A thing is always equal to itself.” 

They say this ignores the time factor. Most objects or events 

represent a changing process through time — an apple, for in-

stance, or even a mountain. 

The fallacy we are discussing is more obvious, however. It 

equates unlike entities on the basis of a single common trait. 

Without this brand of crippled thinking, the phenomenon 

known as “McCarthyism”
1
 could hardly have gained a foot-

hold. Here is an example that shows the lengths to which the 

reasoning may be pushed: 

In 1954, Senator Ralph Flanders severely criticized Senator 

McCarthy on the Senate floor, rousing the latter’s followers to 

a blistering counterattack. Flanders expected that a certain 

 

 

                                           
1
 “McCarthyism. 1. public accusation of disloyalty, especially of pro-Communist activity, in 

many instances unsupported by proof, or based on slight, doubtful or irrelevant evidence.” Ameri-

can College Dictionary, 1955. 
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 charge would be brought against him, and he anticipated it by a 

statement to the press:  It is true, he said, that “a brother of the 

wife of Alger Hiss is my brother’s wife’s sister’s divorced hus-

band.” Hiss, convicted in court of perjury and serving a prison 

term at the time, was the number one symbol of Communist 

subversion. 

Flanders’ statement is complicated but we can help deci-

pher it by assigning common names to his relatives; thus:  

Senator Flanders has a brother we will call “John.” 

“John” has a wife we will call “Susan.” 

“Susan” has a sister we will call “Dorothy.” 

“Dorothy” was married to a man we will call “Walter”—

but she divorced him. 

“Walter” is the brother of Priscilla (this is her real name). 

Priscilla is the wife of Alger Hiss. 

Therefore Senator Flanders would probably have been 

“proved” a darling of the Kremlin, if he had not forestalled the 

charge with his statement. Assisted by this fallacy the taint of 

Communism might readily seep through these various relatives 

until it stained the Senator himself. 

DEFINITIONS 

“Guilt by association” is an omnibus term which needs 

some breaking down. It covers: 

1.  Physical association where the accused is repeatedly 

seen in close company with known public enemies, thus war-

ranting suspicion of contamination. 

2.  Physical association where the accused is obviously 

contaminated. Winston Churchill was seen in the company of 

Joseph Stalin during various war conferences, but nobody out-

side a mental hospital ever accused Churchill of being a Stalin-

ite. 

3.  Association by kinship—as in the Flanders case. No 

sub- 
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 versive acts are charged—only that the person is related to an 

alleged subversive. This is strongly reminiscent of certain 

alarming practices of the Inquisition. The “heretic” was the vic-

tim then, and Protestants were convicted by the ecclesiastical 

courts and given horrible punishments on the grounds of guilt 

by kinship. “The beliefs of relatives,” says Eleanor Bontecou
2
 

“were held to be presumptive proof of the guilt of the accused. 

In one case, the charge against a man was that his mother was a 

heretic, that she often used to visit him, and sometimes helped 

him when he was in need.” The charge, if not the punishment, 

can be matched today. In 1955, a series of officers in the armed 

services were discharged or denied commissions because of the 

alleged beliefs of their relatives.
3
 They included W. K. Novak 

of the Army and Eugene Landy of the Navy, both of whose 

mothers had had leftist connections in the past. 

4.  Guilt by verbal association, where no physical associa-

tion is necessarily involved at all. The accusation is based on a 

characteristic of the person similar to a characteristic of an al-

leged public enemy. It is the most frequent form of the fallacy 

and the one with which I am chiefly concerned in this chapter. 

5.  Innocence by association, the reverse of the above, 

which can be equally fallacious.  The accused defends himself 

by listing various important and respectable people who are his 

friends.  The late Judge Woolsey gave us a dramatic warning:  

“Before judging a man by his associates, remember that Judas 

Iscariot traveled in the best of company.” 

 

In his campaign for the Senate in 1954, Richard Neuberger 

of Oregon was under constant attack on the guilt-by-associa- 

 

 

                                           
2
 The Federal Loyalty Security Program (Cornell University Press, 1953). 

3
 After public opinion had been aroused, some of these officers were reinstated. 
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 tion formula. One charge was that he wrote for “leftist” maga-

zines like the Nation. He also wrote for conservative magazines 

like the Saturday Evening Post, but this was not mentioned by 

his opponents. Said the Senator: 

 

I can write for a radical magazine without being a radical, a conserva-

tive magazine without being a conservative, a Canadian magazine without 

transferring my citizenship, a woman’s magazine without being a woman. 

 

You can indeed, Senator, but if your political opponent 

thinks that there is still mileage in the fallacy, he will dismiss 

any such reasonable interpretation. 

If we can keep our eyes on specific acts, we need never be 

lost in this verbal no-man’s land. What crime did the accused 

commit? Had he access to military secrets? Did he hide ma-

chine guns against “the revolution”? What papers did he hand 

over to a Russian spy? 

THE WORDS ARE THE SAME, THEREFORE 

Guilt by verbal association can perhaps best be clarified by 

a famous case, with a false syllogism which illuminates the 

trick involved. The case has been widely quoted, to the point of 

becoming a classic. 

The late Senator Robert A. Taft did not hesitate to express 

what he thought was right, even when it did not harmonize with 

Republican ideology. In the great housing shortage after World 

War II, he concluded that some public housing was necessary, 

and he co-operated in introducing the Wagner-Ellender-Taft 

housing bill. He qualified his support by suggesting that public 

housing be limited to 10 percent of the people in the lowest in-

come brackets. 

The National Association of Real Estate Boards was op-

posed to public housing in any form, however limited, and vig-

orously fought the bill. The executive vice-president of the As-

sociation was quoted as saying that to the extent Senator Taft 

sup- 
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 ports the bill “he shares in the philosophies of Socialism, 

Communism and Fascism. It will lick the pants off him if he 

goes for it.” At another time, the real estate executive is said to 

have declared that the Senator was “lined up with Com-

munism.” The press carried these attacks widely, for newspa-

pers love a fight. Let us reduce them to a syllogism: 

 

All Communists favor public housing. 

Senator Taft favors public housing. 

Therefore Senator Taft is a Communist. 

 

Things equal to the same thing are equal to each other. But 

are they? We will now construct another Syllogism: 

 

All Communists have a blood temperature of 98.6 degrees (except 

when thinking about Wall Street). 

Senator Taft has a blood temperature of 98.6 degrees (except when 

thinking about the New Deal). 

Therefore Senator Taft is a Communist. 

 

We can all see what is wrong with the second syllogism, 

but many Americans were confused by the first—though the 

logic was precisely the same. The trick is to find one character-

istic, just one, which your man shares with a public enemy, and 

then leap to the conclusion that other characteristics—height, 

weight, age, sex, race, eye color, blood temperature, religion, 

occupation, political beliefs, attitudes, opinions, and so endless-

ly onward—it is child’s play to find a common one between 

any two people, or between a person and an organization. If 

you need suggestions, Raymond Cattel once prepared an al-

phabetical list of 171 personal attributes, beginning with ac-

quisitive, alert, alcoholic—and ending no doubt with zealous 

and zestful. 

With some common bond established, such as advocacy of 

public housing, or contributions to a given charity, guilt can be 

“proved” well enough at least to make the headlines, and cause 

many citizens to shake their heads in honest bewilder- 
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 ment. It sounds ridiculous when the trick is exposed: it is ridic-

ulous, but hundreds of loyal Americans have suffered because 

of it. Some of them have been financially ruined, more than 

one has committed suicide, the morale of the State Department 

has been badly damaged, the Voice of America reduced to a 

sham, and the nation split into angry factions. With this logical 

meat ax it is possible to “prove” anybody guilty of anything. 

 

The Pope favors child labor laws. 

The Politburo favors child labor laws. 

Therefore the Pope is a Communist, or 

Therefore the Politburo is Catholic. 

 

It may work either way, you see. 

Does the alert reader think he is immune? Just sit right 

there while the investigator asks you a few questions. You went 

to Harvard, did you not? That is unfortunate, most unfortunate. 

Senator McCarthy carried on a bitter vendetta against intellec-

tuals in general and Harvard in particular, calling it a hotbed of 

subversion and a “smelly mess.” Several of his victims were 

members of the Harvard faculty. So how could you, a Harvard 

man, escape contamination? … What, you were in college be-

fore those professors were apprehended? But how could the 

professors have gained a foothold unless the ground had been 

prepared—answer me that? Harvard must have been Red all 

along to tolerate Reds. You admit that, don’t you? And speak-

ing of Reds, where did those crimson colors come from? You 

don’t know? I’ll give you just ten minutes to find out! 

 

Many subversives went to Harvard. 

The reader went to Harvard. 

Therefore the reader is subversive. 

 

A similar line of reasoning can be applied to practically 

any association or connection or family relationship you ever 

had, 
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 to every word you ever wrote, and every book you ever read. 

David Lilienthal was charged with Communism on the Senate 

floor because his parents came from Czecho-Slovakia in the 

1880’s, more than fifty years before it became a “satellite.” 

Guilt can seep through kinfolk not only in the present, but half 

a century into the past. 

FORMAL LOGIC SAYS NO 

Aristotle’s formal logic does not allow the syllogisms ar-

ranged above about Senator Taft, the Pope, and the Harvard 

man. A formal syllogism has only three terms, as noted earlier, 

and should use some form of the verb  to be. To make a correct 

syllogism out of the Taft housing case it might read: 

 

Only Communists are in favor of public housing. 

Senator Taft is in favor of public housing. 

Therefore Senator Taft is a Communist. 

 

Here the first premise is obviously false to the facts and 

gives the case away. Or it might read: 

 

All Communists are in favor of public housing. 

Senator Taft is a Communist. 

Therefore Senator Taft is in favor of public housing. 

 

Here Communist is the proper middle term, which must be 

“distributed” or generalized in one premise, then must disap-

pear in the conclusion. If the real estate boards had used this 

classic form, which demands that Senator Taft be labeled a 

Communist in the premise rather than in the conclusion, it is 

probable that the publicity balloon would never have got off the 

ground. The formal syllogism, you see, has its uses. 

STAIRCASE OF GUILT 

Charges of guilt by association can be arranged in a series 

of steps, each more remote from the starting point. 
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 On the basement floor is Mr. X., a member of the U.S. 

Communist party today (the date is important), and so in effect 

an agent of a foreign power, and a potential spy or saboteur. He 

needs diligent watching by the FBI. 

On the first step above stand Communist fellow travelers. 

If it can be proved that they follow the Moscow line, shifting as 

it shifts, they are suspects too. 

The next step takes us to those old-line Marxists who are at 

war with Moscow and the American Communist party. They 

are for “the revolution” all right, but they are not agents of a 

foreign power. Furthermore, they are not a menace so long as 

the country keeps reasonably prosperous. Only if we have 

twenty million unemployed will they begin to attract a follow-

ing. 

Then come the Socialists, who advocate peaceful change 

without revolution. Norman Thomas leads this contingent, now 

much decimated, and he is no more an agent of a foreign power 

than Bernard Baruch. 

On the next higher step we find New Dealers. They too are 

a dwindling company in 1956—but critics pursue them with 

false syllogisms: 

 

New Dealers favor public power. 

Socialists favor public power. 

Therefore the New Deal is Creeping Socialism. 

 

This shoe, however, will fit the other foot: 

 

Republican governors (in the far western states) favor public power. 

Socialists favor public power.
4
  

Therefore Republican governors are Socialists. 

 

 

                                           
4
 The liberals sometimes throw false syllogisms back at the conservatives: 

 Hitler worked closely with Big Business. 

 The Steel Corporation is Big Business. 

 Therefore the Steel Corporation is lined up with Fascism. 
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 Up another step are reformers and liberals of all shades, 

often called “parlor pinks” on Capitol Hill, and by definition 

“soft toward Communism.” Advocates of racial and religious 

tolerance are found here, likely to be branded as stooges of the 

Kremlin by anti-Semites. As for agnostics, atheists, and other 

dissenters, they are of course held to be followers of Lenin, 

who once said that religion was “the opiate of the people.” 

On the next step are supporters of the United Nations. The 

fact that President Eisenhower is pledged to the UN offers them 

scant protection. In Southern California it is said to be less 

dangerous to be found studying the Communist Manifesto than 

defending UNESCO. “Internationalism and Communism are 

Siamese twins and the synonym is treason.”
5
 

The final step in the staircase leads to anyone with ideas. 

During the great days of McCarthyism, just to use your mind 

intelligently could readily identify you with Communist-type 

thinking.” 

Charges of treason and subversion have been briskly trans-

ferred up and down this staircase, on the principle of verbal as-

sociation. Citizens at any step could be equated with the real 

subversives on the ground floor. The calumny was fluid, flexi-

ble, and mostly beyond legal reach. General of the Army –

George Marshall, as well as Senator Taft, was called an agent 

of the Kremlin. One Congressional Committee tried to subpoe-

na President Truman to answer to the implied charge of trea-

son—did he or did he not once have contact with Harry Dexter 

White? Some citizens from the South have hinted at subversion 

in the U.S. Supreme Court because of its anti-segregation rul-

ings. 

 

                                           
5
 Letter to the New York Herald Tribune, February, 1954. 
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Communists are opposed to segregation. 

The Supreme Court is opposed to segregation. 

Therefore the Court is following the Communist line. 

 

Very few Americans can define a Communist. I have 

roughly defined them above in the first three steps of the stair-

case: Party members today, fellow travelers today, and old-line 

Marxists. Dr. Samuel Stouffer, in an article in Look which 

summarizes a large project in opinion research, has this to say 

about the persons interviewed, a sample carefully chosen to 

represent all adult Americans: 

 

When they were asked what they thought Communists were, many of 

them seemed to use the term simply as a convenient synonym for “that 

which I dislike or distrust”:  e.g., non-religious people, supporters of the 

United Nations, intellectuals, ardent advocates of peace, etc. –in other 

words, non-conformists. 

 

All of which puts us in mind of the man who was making a 

serious disturbance at a May Day parade in New York. When a 

policeman tried to silence him the man protested:  “But, officer, 

I’m an anti-Communist!” 

“I don’t care what kind of Communist you are, get outa 

here!” 

 

 

 


