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18 

Town Meeting 

WE HAVE worked our way, with many examples, through 

thirteen fallacies. Some of them are lapses not so much in logic 

as in fact-finding, often through accepting unwarranted as-

sumptions. If one assumes that the moon is made of green 

cheese, it is logical to conclude that the first space ship from 

the earth need not stock so many provisions. The trouble is 

with the assumption. The trouble with reasoning in a circle is 

that the conclusion is planted in the premise and no true logical 

process takes place at all. 

Certainly all the thirteen are impediments to straight think-

ing, road blocks that throw us off the track and detour our rea-

soning powers. Some of the patterns, we remember, have their 

legitimate uses—analogy, for instance, and generalizing—and 

these call for extra care. Others can produce jokes and wise-

cracks, such as Irish bulls, and the policeman story which end-

ed the last chapter. 

A post hoc is always suspect, but taking the trouble to ana-

lyze and correct it may establish valuable new knowledge. The 

first post hoc argument connecting lung cancer and cigarette 

smoking proved nothing in itself, but it sparked a number of 

important scientific investigations. There is nothing wrong with 

generalizing or with extrapolation as such; human living, to say 

nothing if scientific progress, demands both. It is when the 

facts are too few to warrant a generalization, or the points on 

the curve inadequate to warrant even a cautious ride into the 

future, that the fallacies arise. 
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 Suppose we try an experiment in which a single question is 

asked, to be answered thirteen different ways, each illustrating 

one of the fallacies. If the reader is like the author, something 

of the sort is now required. After many pages of description, 

one needs—at least I need when reading somebody else’s 

book—a summary, as well as a reminder system with which to 

recall the main points and distinctions. 

The reader can hardly have failed to note my interest in lo-

cal zoning. Again and again while writing this book, I have 

been called from my desk to attend meetings of the Zoning 

Board of Appeals in my town (population three thousand), to 

officiate at public hearings, to inspect properties whose owners 

had applied for “variances,” or exceptions to the zoning regula-

tions. In the course of this civic duty I have heard countless ar-

guments, supported by all known varieties of logic, good, bad, 

and indifferent. AS a member of the Board of Appeals I have 

fancied myself a kind of grass-roots, judge, and have tried to be 

especially conscientious in weighing evidence, checking as-

sumptions, separating rumor from fact. 

What I propose to do, accordingly, is to illustrate each of 

the thirteen fallacies by a reply to the question:  “should our 

town adopt zoning?” The replies will all be in the negative, and 

will begin with an emphatic “No! because—“ 

I cannot say that I have personally heard every reply pre-

cisely as given, but I have heard most of them, and the rest 

come from reports of other towns.
1
  If zoning bores the reader, 

let him think of some local matter which does not bore him—

his schools, the volunteer fire department, traffic control, jury 

service, service club, board of directors. He is sure to find most 

of the thirteen there too. Note that the answers illustrate both 

honest confusion and eagerness to make a case against the pro-

posal. 

 

                                           
1
 The Connecticut State Journal, for instance, July, 1955, collected a series of ferocious an-

ti-zoning arguments from the town of  Southington. 
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 I have also added a well-worn example of each fallacy, 

taken from earlier chapters, as a tickler. 

1. OVER-GENERALIZING 

Question: Should our town adopt zoning? 

Answer: “No! Because it didn’t work in Oldtown and it 

won’t work anywhere.” 

The generalization, though based on a single case, is ap-

plied to all towns everywhere, presumably for all time. In this 

particular case, investigation happened to show that the reasons 

for abandoning zoning in “Oldtown” were complicated, unique, 

and political. Often people add a value judgment to the fallacy 

of over-generalizing, and reason that what may be partly un-

successful is all wrong or per contra, what is good in spots is 

flawless throughout. 

The proverb, “One swallow does not make a summer,” is 

an excellent short reminder of this fallacy. I personally remem-

ber first my grandfather’s story about “our old cat and another 

one,” a company which grew to a million cats. 

2. THIN ENTERING WEDGE 

Question: Should our town adopt zoning? 

Answer: “No! Because next thing you know they’ll be tell-

ing us when we can blow our noses!” 

This reply received hearty applause from the opposition at 

the town meeting where zoning was adopted. It follows the ad-

age:  “Give them an inch and they’ll take an ell.” To date hard-

ly any small Connecticut towns have installed even a building 

code, though some have had the comparatively mild zoning 

regulation for a generation. The above extrapolation makes no 

sense, though it  is an effective wisecrack. 

A reminder of the fallacy might be:  “If you give women 

the vote it will break up the home!” We did, and it didn’t. 
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3. GETTING PERSONAL (AD HOMINEM) 

Question: Should we adopt zoning? 

Answer: “Look who’s behind it; they say Joe Cook was in-

dicted for bootlegging back in the thirties.” This reply uses an 

unverified rumor from the omniscient “they,” a rumor which, 

even if true, has nothing to do with the question in hand. If a 

supporter can be discredited, it is hoped that zoning itself will 

be discredited. 

The classic example of ad hominem, found in all the text-

books, is the advice to the lawyer about to go to trial: “No case. 

Abuse the plaintiff’s attorney.” 

4. YOU’RE ANOTHER (TU QUOQUE) 

Question: Shall we adopt zoning? 

Answer: “Mr. Moderator, we are criticized by some citi-

zens of neighboring towns for being behind the times in not 

adopting zoning. I should like to ask, Mr. Moderator, why some 

of these same towns don’t plow out their roads in winter.” 

In tu quoque one answers a charge by revolving it upon the 

questioner, thus dodging the issue. A famous example is the 

guide in the new Moscow subway answering the American 

tourist:  “What about the trains?” “Well, what about the share-

croppers in Alabama?” 

5. SCRAMBLING CAUSE AND EFFECT (POST HOC) 

Question: Shall we adopt zoning? 

Answer: “Look at Northton. They put in zoning and the 

next thing you knew the town treasurer skipped to Canada with 

twenty-two thousand dollars.” 

The defaulting treasurer skipped after zoning went into ef-

fect, true enough, but there is no causal relationship, and the 

implication that he took a joy ride on zoning funds is ludicrous. 

In small towns with unpaid citizen members, zoning 
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 boards are economical if not always efficient. In our town the 

total cost has been about five hundred dollars a year. 

Chantecler, the rooster in Rostand’s play, was sure that his 

crow at dawn was responsible for the sunrise. 

6. FALSE ANALOGY 

Question: Should we adopt zoning? 

Answer: “No! It’s like a mirage in the desert.  It looks 

wonderful at a distance, but when you get close up there’s 

nothing there but trouble.” 

Analogies can often widen one’s view of an issue, but they 

must have a reasonable connection. This analogy has none. In 

Chapter 10 we quoted the letter writer who compared a pro-

posed chain of radar stations around the U.S. to the Great Wall 

of China. The Great Wall did not protect China, he said, there-

fore the radar chain will not protect America. Again no real 

connection. 

7. APPEAL TO AUTHORITY (AD VERECUNDIAM) 

Question: Should we adopt zoning? 

Answer: “Why, the very idea would make Old Israel Put-

nam turn in his grave. He believed in freedom!” (General Put-

nam is a local figure, as he had winter headquarters in our town 

during the American Revolution.) 

Rather than discuss the modern problem, the speaker 

would let General Putnam, dead before the invention of the lo-

comotive, decide it in the negative. Dead men, of course, can-

not speak for themselves, and wise men can be wrong. We re-

member how Columbus rejected the Orinoco against the factual 

evidence, because Pliny had not mentioned it. 

8. “FIGURES PROVE” 

Question: Should we adopt zoning? 
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 Answer: “No. The Whollop Poll shows that 74.86 percent 

of towns which adopted it wish they hadn’t.” 

In this fictitious case, the two decimal places make a dubi-

ous argument look impressive. But who runs the poll and how 

responsible is he? When was the question asked? How large 

was the sample? How did the pollster define “wish”? Who pre-

cisely are “they”? Did he drop the “don’t knows” down the 

drain? 

We do not have to look far for our key illustration. Mark 

Twain “figured” that if the Mississippi River kept on shorten-

ing its course as in the recent past, by A.D. 2600 it would only be 

a mile and three quarters from Cairo, Illinois to New Orleans! 

9. APPEAL TO THE CROWD (AD POPULUM) 

Question: Should we adopt zoning? 

Answer: “No! It’s just a scheme of the rich to run all the 

little people out of town!” 

To the barricades, comrades! But records in many towns 

over many years fail to indicate any “little people” driven out, 

though some new ones have doubtless been discouraged from 

entering. Acreage restrictions have sometimes prevented low-

cost subdivisions from being built in certain parts of town. Two 

considerations are often neglected in discussing the issue; first, 

that zoning never interferes with the status quo, it applies only 

to future construction; second, that the experience of other 

towns, if carefully studied, can answer most of the objections 

raised. 

A famous slogan to illustrate ad populum is Bryan’s fa-

mous peroration:  “You shall not crucify mankind upon a cross 

of gold!” 

10. ARGUING IN CIRCLES (CIRCULUS IN PROBANDO) 

Question: Should we adopt zoning? 
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 Answer: “Zoning may be all right for some towns, but not 

for other towns, and our town is one of the towns it isn’t all 

right for.” 

The argument has an authentic grass-roots ring, but it is 

swallowing its own tail. It says in effect, “Zoning is not good 

for our town because it isn’t good for our town.” 

Arguing in circles usually boils down to: “ It must be true 

because it says so itself.” “Why is the Koran infallible?” “Be-

cause it was written by Allah’s Prophet, Mahomet.” “How do 

you know Mahomet was Allah’s Prophet?” “Because the Koran 

says so.” 

11. “SELF-EVIDENT TRUTHS” 

Question: Should we adopt zoning? 

Answer: “No! Everybody knows it’s a lot of nonsense.” 

The debater takes it for granted that the question is not 

worth an argument. “Everybody” has already decided it in the 

negative. He leans comfortably on a proposition which he be-

lieves, or hopes to convince others, is self-evident. A little fac-

tual investigation, however, would tell him that the majority of 

citizens in his state have freely voted in favor of the proposi-

tion, and about a hundred million Americans now live under 

zoning regulations of some kind. 

I recall this fallacy by thinking of the course of the planets 

around the sun. The early astronomers considered it self-

evident that their paths were perfect circles. But later calcula-

tions proved they travel in ellipses. 

12. BLACK OR WHITE 

Question: Should we adopt zoning? 

Answer: “No! Zoning is dictatorship. We live in a democracy 

and there’s no middle ground We have to choose and I choose 

democracy, Mr. Moderator!” 

 



158 

 

 This ringing declaration also received a big hand from the 

anti-zoners. The trouble with it is that zoning is not a black-or-

white proposition. Our town already has many regulations; no 

human society indeed can exist without rules, prohibitions, ta-

boos—written or unwritten. Will these proposed new regula-

tions make living easier, or more difficult, for the majority of 

citizens? That is the real question, and it deals in tones of gray. 

A good illustration which often comes to my mind is the 

tone of gray in the liberty-versus-regimentation argument: 

“Your liberty to swing your arms ends where my nose begins.” 

13. GUILT BY ASSOCIATION 

Question: Should our town adopt zoning? 

Answer: “No! Because every Communist is in favor of it. 

Do we want to be known as headquarters for the Reds?” 

This reply directly contradicts the reply to number 9, ad 

populum, which argued that zoning would drive out the “little 

people”—for whom the Comrades are supposed to battle. Nev-

er mind; contradictions do not mean much when fallacies are 

on the loose. A careful poll would probably show a solid ma-

jority of real Communists against zoning as a rotten capitalist 

invention. But this is beside the point too. If the debater can in-

sert the idea into the discussion that pro-zoners are playing the 

Communist game, he is helping to defeat the measure. 

The false syllogism about Senator Taft favoring public 

housing, developed at length in the preceding chapter, is an 

easy case to remember. 

HAZY AT THE EDGES 

Just to run over the thirteen logical lapses in the above 

thumbnail form, let alone discussing them at chapter length, is 

to realize again how readily they stray into one another’s 
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 territory. Nearly all can be interpreted as over-generalizing to 

some degree, while the distinction between ad populum and 

self-evident truths is a pretty fine one. In my grouping, fur-

thermore, “figures prove” is frankly a subdivision of ad vere-

cundiam, and “thin entering wedge” a subdivision of over-

generalizing. 

If the meticulous student objects to the classification, I can 

sympathize with him. But it would perhaps be fair to ask him to 

make one of his own. The first thing he will find, as I found, is 

that the classical fallacies with the Latin names have certain in-

consistencies and duplications.
2
  The modern reader, especially 

if he has a little background of science and semantics, feels the 

need for a tighter list. Nor do the learned authorities always 

agree. For instance, some of them list a fallacy called non se-

quitur (it doesn’t follow) as part of the begging-the-question 

group, while others make it a kind of portmanteau, embracing 

all the fallacies. 

The above list has not been reached without considerable 

study, experiment, and consultation with my betters in the mat-

ter of technical logic. If the reader can devise a clearer one, I 

will be the first to welcome it. Meanwhile the thirteen, for all 

their hazy edges, are distinct enough to help us recognize many 

common distortions of the reasoning process, and steer our 

minds along a straighter and more consistent path. 

I have undoubtedly used every one of the fallacies in my 

time, and may even have repeated several in developing them 

in this book.
3
  Once alerted, however, I now find myself detect-

ing them more and more readily. It is not unpleasant to catch 

someone committing a circulus or a post hoc—even when the 

someone is yourself. 

 

 

                                           
2
 See Appendix. 

3
 If the reader finds one, please let me know. It will be useful in any revision. 


