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1. In the world of sensible objects there is an Order of efficient causes.
2. It is not possible that anything is the Efficient cause of itself.

a. If something is the Efficient the cause of itself, then it would 
have be Prior to itself.

b. It is impossible for something to be Prior to itself. 
c. Therefore, it is not possible that anything is the Efficient cause of 

itself.
3. If in the world of sensible objects there is an Order of efficient 

causes then it is possible to go on to Infinity in efficient causes if and 
only if both it is not possible that anything is the Efficient cause of 
itself and there is no First Cause.

4. If it is possible to go on to Infinity in efficient causes, then there is no 
interMediate cause.

5. If there is no interMediate cause, then there is no Ultimate effect.
6. There is an Ultimate effect.
7. Therefore, there is a First Cause.
8. If there is a First cause, this first cause is God. Therefore God exists.

The second way is from the nature of the efficient cause. In the world of sense we find 
there is an order of efficient causes. There is no case known (neither is it, indeed, 

possible) in which a thing is found to be the efficient cause of itself; for so it would be 
prior to itself, which is impossible. Now in efficient causes it is not possible to go on to 

infinity, because in all efficient causes following in order, the first is the cause of the 
intermediate cause, and the intermediate is the cause of the ultimate cause, whether the 
intermediate cause be several, or one only. Now to take away the cause is to take away 
the effect. Therefore, if there be no first cause among efficient causes, there will be no 
ultimate, nor any intermediate cause. But if in efficient causes it is possible to go on to 
infinity, there will be no first efficient cause, neither will there be an ultimate effect, nor 

any intermediate efficient causes; all of which is plainly false. Therefore it is necessary to 
admit a first efficient cause, to which everyone gives the name of God. 

Summa Theologiae I, 2, 3. 

Secunda via est ex ratione causae efficientis. Invenimus enim in istis sensibilibus esse 
ordinem causarum efficientium: nec tamen invenitur, nec est possibile, quod aliquid sit 
causa efficiens sui ipsius; quia sic esset prius seipso, quod est impossibile. Non autem 
est possibile quod in causis efficientibus procedatur in infinitum. Quia in omnibus causis 
efficientibus ordinatis, primum est causa medii, et medium est causa ultimi, sive media 

sint plura sive unum tantum: remota autem causa, removetur effectus: ergo, si non fuerit 
primum in causis efficientibus, non erit ultimum nec medium. Sed si procedatur in 

infinitum in causis efficientibus, non erit prima causa efficiens: et sic non erit nec effectus 
ultimus, nec causae efficientes mediae: quod patet esse falsum. Ergo est necesse 

ponere aliquam causam efficientem primam: quam omnes Deum nominant.
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Formal argument are called 
'formal' precisely because our 

analysis of them focuses on the 
"form" or "structure" of the 

argument, not the contents of 
the premises of the argument.

When analyzing formal 
arguments, what matters is how 

the premises of the argument 
relate to the conclusion.
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In formal logic, there are strict 
rules governing these 

relationships.

When any of these rules are 
broken, the argument is said to 
be invalid, having committed a 

formal fallacy.
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Informal fallacies

arise almost 
exclusively from the 
relationship of the 

content of the 
premises to the 

context within which 
the argument is 

advanced.

Formal fallacies

stem from an error 
regarding the form 
or structure of the 

argument 
irrespective of the 

content of the 
premises.

Some Observations 
about Informal Fallacies
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Because informal fallacies arise 
from the relationship of the 

content of the argument to the 
context of the argument, the same 
informal argument structure in a 
different context might give rise 

to an informal fallacy. 

If x is bigger than y and 
y is bigger than z then 

x is bigger than z.
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Ɐ(x) Ɐ(y) Ɐ(z) ((Bxy • Byz)  Bxz))

If x is the mother of y and 
y is the mother of z then 

x is the mother of z.
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Ɐ(x) Ɐ(y) Ɐ(z) ((Mxy • Myz)  Mxz))

Ɐ(x) Ɐ(y) Ɐ(z) ((Bxy • Byz)  Bxz))

Beware of the 
"Med School" 

Syndrome.
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Make sure it 
actually is 
a fallacy.

There's nothing 
necessarily wrong 

with someone 
using passion and 

emotion in 
conveying his 

views and 
arguments. 
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The fallacy occurs 
when the emotions 
seek to serve as a 

surrogate for 
evidence and 

reason.

Thus ...
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Not every expression of pity 
is an appeal to pity fallacy.

Not every appeal 
to an authority is 

an appeal to 
authority fallacy.
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Not every ad hominem argument 
is an ad hominem fallacy.

Note, further, that there 
is a  difference between 

truth and credibility.
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In other words, 
there is a  
difference 

between whether 
a claim is true ...

. . . and whether 
the person 

making the claim 
is credible. 
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Thus, while is it true that certain 
facts about the person do not 
necessarily make the person's 

claims false, it may be that certain 
facts about the person would make 

it unreasonable to trust him.

Given this, do you think it could ever be 
reasonable for someone to believe 

something that is false?
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The Fallacies

"Brilliant people 
make mistakes 

brilliantly."
Norman L. Geisler



18

Selection 
Effect

 Selection Effect 
You commit this fallacy when you argue 
for your own position (or against your 
opponent's position) based upon an 
illicit selection (often unknowingly) of 

the evidence.
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 Selection Effect 
It does not follow that there are 
no $100 bills on the beach just 

because your metal detector 
failed to detect any. 

 Selection Effect 
If you drag a net through 
the water of the lake in 

order to gather data about 
the relative sizes of the 

marine life, invariably any 
life that is either too small 

or too large will not be 
caught in the net. 
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 Selection Effect 
We see this fallacy often 

when physicalists 
completely miss the 

evidence for God because 
they are being 

scandalized by their own 
presuppositions.

"I believe that anything 
that has been reported 
reliably — anything —

can be interpreted 
scientifically within 

the framework of 
modern science."  
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"I believe that anything 
that has been reported 
reliably — anything —

can be interpreted 
scientifically within 

the framework of 
modern science."  

Can Atkins' 
statement "be 

interpreted 
scientifically 

within the 
framework of

modern science"?   

"I believe that anything 
that has been reported 
reliably — anything —

can be interpreted 
scientifically within 

the framework of 
modern science."  

Can Atkins' 
statement "be 
CORRECTLY
interpreted 

scientifically 
within the 

framework of
modern science"?   
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A. J. Ayer
(1910-1989)

A. J. Ayer
(1910-1989)

"We mean also to 
rule out the 

supposition that 
philosophy can be 

ranged alongside the 
existing sciences, as 
a special department 

of speculative 
knowledge." 
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A. J. Ayer
(1910-1989)

"There is no field of 
experience which 

cannot, in principle, 
be brought under 

some form of 
scientific law, and no 
type of speculative 

knowledge about the 
world which it is, in 

principle, beyond the 
power of science to 

give." 
[A. J. Ayer, Language, Truth and Logic (New York:  Dover 
Publications, 1952), p. 48] 

Genetic 
Fallacy
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 Genetic Fallacy 
You commit this fallacy when you imply 
or argue that your opponent's position 
is false because of some questionable 

aspect about the origin of the 
opponent's belief.

Dan Brown
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Dan Brown

"I humbly submit that 
if all of us in this 

room had been born 
in Tibet, probably a 
lot of us would be 

Buddhist. I think the 
chance is pretty 

good. 

Dan Brown

"And I also think 
we'd hold on to that 
Buddhist philosophy 
with all the passion 

that some of us 
might hold on to our 

Christian ideals." 
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What if it was true that if you had been 
born in Tibet, you'd be a Buddhist?  

This has nothing to do with 
whether Buddhism is true. 

What if it was true that if you had been 
born in Tibet, you'd be a Buddhist?  

This claim is potentially 
self-refuting. 
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I could counter by saying that 
the only reason Dan Brown 

believes that if all of them in the 
room had been born in Tibet, 

probably a lot of them would be 
Buddhist is because of where 

Dan Brown was born.

Fallacy of 
Composition / 

Fallacy of 
Division
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 Fallacy of Composition/Division

You commit the fallacy of composition 
when you illicitly apply the 

characteristics of the parts to the whole. 

Each tile on the 
floor is square, 
therefore the 

floor is square.   
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 Fallacy of Composition/Division

You commit the fallacy of division when 
you illicitly apply the characteristics of 

the whole to the parts. 

The floor is 
square, 

therefore each 
tile of the floor 

is square. 
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The most common first 
name in the world is 

Muhammad.
The most common surname

in the world is 
Chang. 

Does it follow that the 
most common full name 

in the world is 
Muhammad Chang? 
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1. Fifty-five percent of Ole Miss 
graduates are female.

2. Richard is an Ole Miss graduate.

Therefore, Richard is fifty-five 
percent female.

But, what about this?
Each tile on the floor is white, 

therefore the floor is white. 
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But, what about this?
Each tile on the floor is 
wooden, therefore the 

floor is wooden. 

Is this a fallacy?
Everything in the universe is 

caused, therefore the 
universe is caused.
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Those Wily 
Statistics!
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Seventy-eight percent of men 
in jail for sex crimes 

use pornography.
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Fallacies of 
Generalization

 Fallacy of Accident 
(dicto simpliciter)

You commit this fallacy when you illicitly 
apply a legitimate generalization to a 

specific (accidental) exception. 
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Birds fly. Penguins are birds.
Therefore penguins fly.

"Therefore, whatever you 
want men to do to you, do 

also to them, for this is 
the Law and the 

Prophets." 
Matthew 7:12 
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Frank: "The median age 
of death for 
lesbians is 45."

Lesbian Critic: "I'm 54!"

Frank: "Median!"

Frank Turek

 Converse Accident 
(Hasty Generalization)

You commit this fallacy when you make 
an illicit generalization about a group 

based on too few samples from 
that group. 
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 Converse Accident 
(Hasty Generalization)

This also called stereotyping 
or bigotry.

Special 
Pleading and 

Straw Man
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 Special Pleading and Straw Man 

You commit the special pleading fallacy 
when you cast your opponent's position 
in its worst possible light and/or ignore 
your opponent's strong points, or cast 

your own position in its best possible light 
and/or your ignore own weak points.

Karl Keating
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Karl Keating

"Kenneth E. Hagin, 
a Protestant 

evangelist, notes 
that this 

assurance of 
salvation comes 
through being 
'born again.'" 

[Karl Keating, Catholicism and Fundamentalism: The 
Attack on "Romanism" by "Bible Christians." San 
Francisco: Ignatius, 1988, 165] 

 Special Pleading and Straw Man 

The special pleading fallacy can be 
thought of as a fallacy of selective 

evidence.

This fallacy can be easily confused with 
the straw man fallacy.
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With special pleading, you seek to refute the weakest 
element or representative of your opponent's views. 

In the straw man 
fallacy, you 

misrepresent your 
opponent's position, 

making it considerably 
weaker than his real 
position, and then 

refute the 
misrepresentation.
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George H. Smith

George H. Smith

“Every existing thing has 
a cause, and every cause 
must be caused by a prior 
cause, which in turn must 
be caused by a still prior 

cause, and so on, until we 
reach one of two 

conclusions: (a) either we 
have an endless chain of 

causes—an infinite 
regress, or (b) there exists 
a first cause, a being that 
does not require a causal 

explanation.
[George H. Smith, Atheism: The Case Against 
God, (Buffalo: Prometheus, 1979), 236]
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Sam Harris

Sam Harris

"Everything that 
exists has a cause; 

space and time exist; 
space and time must, 
therefore, have been 
caused by something 
that stands outside of 
space and time, and 
the only thing that 

transcends space and 
time, and yet retains 
the power to create, 

is God."
[Sam Harris, Letter to a Christian Nation (New 
York: Vintage Books, 2008), 72] 
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Daniel C. Dennett

Daniel C. Dennett

"The Cosmological 
Argument, which in 

its simplest form 
states that since 

everything must have 
a cause the universe 
must have a cause—

namely, God—
doesn't stay simple 

for long." 
[Daniel C. Dennett, Breaking the Spell, (New York: 
Penguin Group, 2006), 242]
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Dan Barker

Dan Barker

"Everything had a 
cause, and every 

cause is the effect of a 
previous cause. 

Something must have 
started it all. God ... is 
the eternal first cause 

... the creator and 
sustainer of the 

universe. 
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Dan Barker

"The major premise of 
this argument 

'everything had a 
cause,' is contradicted 
by the conclusion that 

'God did not have a 
cause.' You can't have 

it both ways. If 
everything had to have 

a cause, then there 
could not be a first 

cause.“
[Dan Barker, Godless: How an Evangelical Preacher 
Became One of America's Leading Atheists 
(Berkeley: Ulysses Press, 2008), 113-114]

Greg Bahnsen
(1948-1995)
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Greg Bahnsen
(1948-1995)

"How should we 
understand the 

fundamental premise in the 
cosmological argument 

'Everything has a cause' (or 
'Every object has an origin,' 
or, better, 'Every event has 

a cause')? If this is taken as 
a universal metaphysical 

principle ... then the 
embarrassing conclusion 
reached by the apologist 

would be that God too has 
a cause or origin." 

[Van Til's Apologetic: Readings and Analysis 
(Phillipsburg: P&R, 1998), 617-618, emphasis in 
original]

"I remember, when reading 
The God Delusion by Richard 
Dawkins, where he attacked 
that straw man and cringing. 

There are many different 
cosmological arguments for 
God's existence and none of 

them rely upon the stupid 
claim, 'everything has a 

cause.'"
[http://www.patheos.com/blogs/secularoutpost/2014/02/17/feser-insults-
readers-of-www-infidels-org/#comment-1248907824, accessed 08/06/19] Jeffrey Jay Lowder



48

Category 
Mistake

 Category Mistake

You commit this fallacy when you illicitly 
mix or cross categories or ascribe an 

attribute or property to a thing or 
concept which could not possibly have 

that attribute or property.
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"What time is it 
on the Sun?"

"How long can you survive 
stranded at sea 

without drinkable water?"
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"How long can you survive 
stranded at sea 

for about two weeks?"

Beware of certain 
"how" questions.
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Beware of certain 
"how" questions.

George H. Smith
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The question "How did 
God create?" can be a 

category mistake. 

How does 
matter take 
up space?



55

Well, the 
Higgs 

Boson of 
course!

How does the 
Higgs Boson 

cause matter to 
take up space?
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Critic: "Before creation, there was no space, 
right?"

Christian: "Right"

Critic: "Then, when God created, where did he 
create the universe?"
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Each member is a 
separate being 

= Tri-theism 
(3 Gods)

Each member is a 
part of God

= no one member is 
God
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Each member is a 
separate being 

= Tri-theism 
(3 Gods)

Each member is a 
part of God

= no one member is 
God

Argument 
from 

Ignorance
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 Argument from Ignorance

You commit this fallacy when you illicitly 
affirm the truth of something on the 
basis of the lack of evidence to the 

contrary. 

"X must be the case 
since it has not been or 
cannot be shown that X 

is false."
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"The atheist need only 
demonstrate that the theist 

has failed to justify his 
position. ... If there is no 

evidence that He exists, then 
one can claim to know that 

God does not exist."
[B. C. Johnson, The Atheist's Debater's Handbook (Buffalo: Prometheus 
Books, 1983), 14, 15]
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"We can properly claim to 
know that many things are 
not so if reasons have not 

been offered to support the 
claim that they are so. 

"For example, I am able to 
claim that I know my friend 

Frank is not at home 
precisely because there is no 
reason to believe that he is at 

home. There is no noise 
coming from his house, the 
lights are out at a time when 
he is usually awake, his bed 

is empty, and so forth."
[B. C. Johnson, Handbook, 14-15]
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Note the difference between 

an argument from ignorance 
(a fallacy) 

and 

an argument from silence 
(not a fallacy).

If someone claims X is the case 
and X would reasonably lead us 
to expect Y, then the absence (or 
silence) of Y is evidence that X is 

not the case. 
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This is the difference between

"lack of evidence" 

and

"evidence of lack."

Suppose someone claimed that a 
huge bomb went off just five minutes 

ago right out side.
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If such a bomb did go off (and we 
lived through it), we would have 

heard the sound and felt the impact. 

The lack of the sound and the lack of 
the feel of the impact are evidence 

that a bomb did not go off.



65

Such reasoning is not the fallacy of 
argument from ignorance.

False 
Dilemma
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What Is a 
Dilemma?

A dilemma is a choice 
between two options: 
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either when both options are desirable 
but only one can be chosen ... 

or when both options are less than 
desirable and one must be chosen.
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A true dilemma is when there 
are only two options.
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A false dilemma is when one 
insists there are only two 
alternatives, when in fact 
there are more than two.



70

Now as Jesus passed 
by, He saw a man who 
was blind from birth. 

And His disciples asked 
Him, saying, "Rabbi, 

who sinned, this man or 
his parents, that he was 

born blind?"
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Jesus answered, 
"Neither this man nor 

his parents sinned, but 
that the works of God 

should be revealed 
in him.
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"We shouldn't insist on the 
doctrine of the inerrancy of 

the Bible. 
After all, we'll never totally 

agree on everything!"

Argument 
of the 
Beard



73

 Argument of the Beard 

You commit this fallacy when you 
assert that there is no real difference 

between the extremes on a continuum. 

Here you get lost in the middle ground, the 
state of continuous and gradual shading 
between the two extremes, and begin to 
doubt the existence of real differences 

between such obvious poles as good and 
evil, strong and weak, and black and white.
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The argument of the beard fallacy is the 
reverse of the false dilemma fallacy. 

The false dilemma denies the middle and 
illicitly says there are only the extremes 

whereas the argument of the beard denies 
the extremes and illicitly says there is only 

the middle. 

For example, someone 
might claim:

"Stalin was an evil man and 
Mr. Rogers was a good man." 

"All saints have some vices and all sinners 
have some virtues! Therefore you can 

never call one man good and another evil."   

"All saints have some vices and all sinners 
have some virtues! Therefore you can 

never call one man good and another evil."   
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"Every religious group has 
some mistaken ideas!" 

"I'm discouraged 
at Christians who 
feed on vampire 
novels just for 

entertainment."
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"Well, weren't we 
all 'addicted' to 
Lost in Space 
when we were 

kids?" 

"Hah! He's 
obviously never 
been to a CIA or 
he'd never have 
committed the 

argument of the 
beard fallacy."
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Poisoning 
the Wells

 Poisoning the Wells 
You commit this fallacy when, instead of 
answering any argument directly, you try 
(usually in advance of the arguments) to 

unfairly discredit your opponent as an 
unreliable source of information or discredit 

his argument as in some way suspect. 
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If it can be planted in 
advance in your 

hearer's minds that 
your opponent is 

unreliable, then, no 
matter what he says, 

his hearers will have a 
prejudice against him. 

"Is there anything God 
cannot do?"

"Yes. God cannot lie and 
God cannot do stupid 
things!"
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Burden of 
Proof

Burden of proof 
has to do with 

determining who 
bears the sole or 

greatest obligation 
to prove his 

position. 
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Burden of proof is 
not a fallacy as 
such. However, 

sometimes one can 
try to illicitly shift 

the burden onto his 
opponent. 

Deciding who 
bears any burden 
of proof (one side 

or the other or both 
together) depends 
on the issue being 

debated. 
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The Definition of 
Atheism and the 
Burden of Proof

George H. Smith Greg Bahnsen
1948-1995
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George H. SmithGeorge H. Smith

"There is no atheistic 
worldview. Let's be 

clear about that. 
Atheism is simply 

the absence of belief 
in God." 

[Debate between George H. Smith and Greg Bahnsen] 

Keith Parsons
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Keith Parsons

"After all, 'atheism' 
means simply the 

lack of belief in 
God (and not, as is 

commonly 
supposed, the 
denial of God's 

existence)."
[J. P. Moreland and Kai Nielsen Does God Exist?  
The Great Debate (Nashville:  Thomas Nelson 
Publishers, 1990):  179 republished as Does God 
Exist?  The Debate Between Theists and Atheists
(Buffalo:  Prometheus Books, 1993):  179]
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"The term 'atheism' is 
from the Greek atheos. 

The prefix 'a' means 
'without,' and the Greek 
theos means 'god,' so 
atheism means simply 

'being without god.' 
Theism asserts that 

there is a god, so 
atheism is the view 

which does not assert 
that there is a god."

[Douglas E. Krueger, What is Atheism? A Short 
Introduction (Amherst: Prometheus, 1998), 17]

Notice that Krueger 
moves from the alpha 
negating 'god' (which 
would mean 'without 

god' or 'not-god') 

to the alpha negating 
the assertion (which 

means the absence of 
the assertion of god 

instead of the absence 
of god).
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What's at stake in 
the definition of 

atheism?

Dan Barker



86

Dan Barker

"Theists claim that 
there is a god; 

atheists do not. ... 
In any argument, 

the burden of 
proof is on the one 
making the claim." 

[Dan Barker, Godless: How an Evangelical 
Preacher Became One of America's Leading 
Atheists (Berkeley: Ulysses Press, 2008), 104]

"Theists believe in God, 
while atheists do not 

have such a belief.  Many 
theists insist that it is the 

responsibility of the 
atheist to offer evidence 

justifying his lack of 
belief in God.  But is the 

theist's demand rational?  
Must the atheist justify 

his lack of belief in God?   
Or does the burden rest 

with the theist?"
[B. C. Johnson, The Atheist Debater's Handbook 
(Buffalo:  Prometheus Books, 1983):  11]
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Responding to this 
definition of 

atheism?

This definition 
entails a 

contradiction.
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This definition 
conflicts with 
the standard 

academic 
view.

"According to the most 
usual definition, an 
'atheist' is a person 
who maintains that 

there is no God, that is, 
that the sentence 'God 

exists' expresses a 
false proposition."

[Paul Edwards ed. in chief, The Encyclopedia of Philosophy (New York:  
Macmillan Publishing Co., Inc., 1967):  s.v. "Atheism," p. 175.] 

Paul Edwards
(1923-2004)
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"[A]theism is not to be 
identified with sheer 

unbelief....  A child who 
has received no 

religious instruction ... 
is not an atheist—for 
he is not denying any 

theistic claims."
[Ernest Nagel, "Philosophical Concepts of Atheism" in Critiques of God:  
Making the Case Against Belief in God, Peter A. Angeles, ed.  pp. 4-5]

Ernest Nagel
(1901-1985)

"Is the proposition that God exists 
true or false? You are a theist if and 
only if you say that the proposition 
is true or probably true, you are an 
atheist if and only if you say that it 
is false or probably false, and you 
are an agnostic if and only if you 

understand what the proposition is, 
but resist giving either answer, and 
support your resistance by saying, 

'The evidence is insufficient' (or 
words to that effect)." 

[Theodore M. Drange "Atheism, Agnosticism, Noncognitivism," from 
https://infidels.org/library/modern/theodore_drange/definition.html, 
accessed 01/15/19] 

Theodore M. Drange


