Propaganda Notes – Section F
1.
DIVERSION
To divert is to get off the subject. One party begins to talk of something that has no connection to the topic. A speaker can also divert himself by wandering off the subject without finishing the original thought.
Examples
1. Doe: “Larnis should be playing more. He played only one quarter in the loss to Richton.”
Roe: “You’re wrong. We won the Richton game by one point in the last second.”

Doe: “No, that’s the Mealville game YOU are thinking of.”

Comment
Roe succeeds in making Doe forget about his original point. 
2. I’m sure you will agree with me that Women’s Liberation has a great future. Why a great future? Well, it certainly doesn’t have a past. I say, Let the past be forgotten. Forgive and forget, I say. You and I have had our differences, but we don’t let them stand between us today. 
Comment
The speaker starts out talking about the future but then diverts himself into a discussion of past differences.
Example That Is NOT Diversion
3. Boss to her chief assistant: “I know we had this meeting set up to go over the new budget and see where we may have to set new priorities. But a crisis has come up with one of our employees. We have to shift gears this morning. Now, here is what I need you to do.”
Comment
The boss has a good reason for changing the topic of the meeting.
2.
DISPROVING A MINOR POINT
A speaker presents two or more points to support his point of view. The opponent knocks out one of the points, then claims that he has knocked out the entire case.
Examples
1. Smith: “Computer prices are falling. I checked the ads in this morning’s paper and HP, Gateway, Apple, and Dell machines are all cheaper than they were last year.”
Jones: “You had better check those ads again. Dell’s prices have actually increased by 3%. Prices are going up in the computer field just like every other area.”

Comment
Smith lists four companies that have reduced prices. Jones eliminates one of the four and claims that computer prices aren’t falling.
2. You said that Lykeisha had limited experience as a cheerleader, very poor jumping ability, and did not smile during her routines. So you don’t want her on the cheer squad. But Lykeisha was a member of her cheer squad in both 7th and 8th grades. She belongs on the squad here at Bonaparte High.
Comment
The speaker questions the claim that Lykeisha has “limited experience” but says nothing about her other deficiencies.
3.
AD HOMINEM (“To the man”)
Instead of attacking your idea, your opponent attacks you as a person. Although a person’s past record should be taken into consideration, it should not be the sole basis for judging an argument, especially if the background issue cited is not relevant.
Examples
1. Congress shouldn’t bother to consult the Joint Chiefs of Staff about military appropriations. As members of the armed forces, they will naturally want as much money for military purposes as they think they can get.
Comment
A common form of Ad Hominem is to question the motives of a person or group. Congress should take into account that military leaders will want as much as possible for their services (as do the heads of all other departments). However, this doesn’t justify ignoring the Chiefs entirely.
2. Frick: “I can’t believe we’re hiring Ann Winberg as our new principal.”
Frack: “Why?”

Frick: “She was once the president of the Teachers Union.”

Comment
Why does being president of the Teachers Union disqualify Ann from being principal?
Example That Is NOT Ad Hominem

3. I can’t hire you as a bus driver. You’ve been convicted of drunk driving three times.
Comment
The applicant’s drunk driving record is certainly relevant to the decision not to hire him as a driver. This is No Technique.
4.
APPEAL TO IGNORANCE
A statement (1) is said to be true because it has not been disproved or (2) is said to be false because it has not been proved.
Examples
1. Sure there’s life on other planets. You can’t prove there isn’t.
Comment
The statement deals with a matter that, at least at present, cannot be either proved or disproved. The statement could be changed to its opposite (“There isn’t any life on other planets. You can’t prove there is.”) and still be Appeal to Ignorance.
2. If our quarterback hadn’t gotten hurt in the first half, we would have won the game.
Comment
The speaker’s claim can never be tested. We’ll never know what would have happened if the quarterback had not gotten hurt.
5.
LEADING QUESTION
A leading question is one which (1) suggests an answer or (2) one which incriminates the answerer no matter how he answers.
Examples
1. This state needs honest, hard-working Congressmen. You are going to vote for Evers, aren’t you?
Comment
If you answer “no,” you oppose honesty and hard work. Answer “yes” just to get this speaker out of your face.
2. Ad: “Do you love food? Whole Food Market now has job opportunities available in our new stores in this area. Find out why we’re rated one of the best companies to work for eight years in a row!”
Comment
Ads often use a Leading Question to get the audience’s attention. Since the obvious answer here is “Yes,” you’ll listen to or read the rest of the ad, which turns out not to be about eating good food.
6.
COMPLEX QUESTION
The speaker hits you with a series of questions and then demands that you answer as a whole by either ‘yes’ or ‘no.’ Since there is always the possibility that you need to answer each question separately and differently, the complex question puts you in an unfair position.
Examples
1. Didn’t you run across campus Saturday night? Haven’t you been on campus many nights before? Didn’t you paint the flagpole lavender? Answer me, “yes” or “no.”
Comment
Three questions are asked and one blanket answer is demanded.
2. Do you deny, Mrs. Jones, that you are or have been a habitual liar, a gossip, and a troublemaker?
Comment
The speaker tries to force Mrs. Jones to answer “yes” for the entire package. A response like “I admit I’m a gossip, but I’m not a liar or a troublemaker” is not allowed.
7.
INCONSEQUENT ARGUMENT
The speaker proves something, but not what he said he would prove.
Examples
1. Ad: “University proves Grandmother’s Oats the best of all 14 leading cereals! Yes, we have the evidence. In a study of 14 nationally-known breakfast cereals, Grandmother’s Oats was first in protein.”
Comment
It is quite a jump from being declared “first in protein” to claiming that Grandmother’s Oats is the “best of all 14 leading cereals.”
2. U.S. President: “Capitalism is the best economic system in the world today.”
Chinese Premier: “You can’t prove that.”

President: “Yes, I can. Look at Japan. They have one of the highest standards of living and best literacy rates that exist today.”

Comment
The president shows that one capitalist country has a high standard of living. This does not mean that capitalism is the best economic system. 
8.
ATTACKING A STRAW MAN
Your opponent either (1) restates your idea falsely or (2) exaggerates the consequences that follow from your proposal.
Examples
1. Jones: “I believe that the inmates of our prisons should learn democracy while in confinement. So there should be some form of prisoner self-government.” (Jones then states his reasons.)

Smith: “Let us now consider my opponent’s argument. He is saying that hardened criminals can be made perfect overnight.”
Comment
Smith twists what Jones said to make it sound ridiculous.
2. Joshua, you can’t be serious about allowing those kids to use our back lot to play ball. Next thing you know, they will be messing around in our back yard and pestering us about drinks and bathroom privileges. How can you allow such intrusions?
Comment
The speaker exaggerates the consequences of allowing kids to play in the back lot.
Example That Is NOT Attacking a Straw Man
3. Jones: “I believe that the inmates of our prisons should learn democracy while in confinement. So there should be some form of prisoner self-government.” (Jones then states his reasons.)
Smith: “You raise some good points. However, I’m concerned that we may spend a great deal of money without achieving positive results. Has your program been tried in any other states and, if so, what have been the results?”
Comment
Smith responds seriously to what Jones said and asks some good questions.
9.
VICTORY BY DEFINITION
A position is defined so as to rule out all negative cases or contrary evidence. In other words, you can’t win. Don’t bother to argue.
Examples
1. Teel: “These students seem to have some school spirit.”
Beel: “Ah, yes, but when I said that students today don’t have any school spirit I was talking about real students, not these rah-rah boys.”
Comment
Beel rejects Teel’s example of students with school spirit. Whichever students Teel points to, Beel will say either they’re not true students or they don’t really have school spirit.
2. Ad: “Denny’s serves more breakfasts than any other family restaurant.”
Comment
“Family restaurant” is the key phrase. If you claim false advertising by offering Shoney’s as a restaurant that serves more breakfasts, Denny’s will simply say, “Shoney’s isn’t a family restaurant.”
10.
 BEGGING THE QUESTION
This technique involves assuming as true what you’re trying to prove. Frequently the same statement is used both as premise and as conclusion in a single argument. This may be done either (1) by the use of synonymous terms or (2) by circular argument, which involves the use of A to prove B and B to prove A.
Examples
1. The proposed law will certainly reduce juvenile delinquency, because it provides steps which will prevent crimes on the part of teenagers.
Comment
“Juvenile delinquency” and “crimes on the part of teenagers” are the same thing. How will the law prevent crimes by teenagers?
2. Marge: “The rich Johnsons are sending their daughter to Vanderbilt University.”
Wanda: “How do you know the Johnsons are rich?”

Marge: “Of course, they are. How else could they afford Vanderbilt?”

Comment
This is an example of circular reasoning. Let Proposition A be: “The Johnsons are rich.” Let Proposition B be: “Their daughter is going to Vanderbilt.” Then the argument becomes “The Johnsons are rich because their daughter is going to Vanderbilt” and “their daughter is going to Vanderbilt because they’re rich.” A leads to B and B leads to A.
SECTION F SUMMARY

1. Diversion – You get the speaker off the topic.
2. Disproving a Minor Point – The speaker gives several reasons for what he says. You knock out one of them and claim you destroyed his argument.
3. Ad Hominem – You attack the person instead of what he says.
4. Appeal to Ignorance – What I say is true because you can’t prove it isn’t or what you say is false because you can’t prove it’s true.
5. Leading Question – The speaker asks a question to get your attention.
6. Complex Question – You have to give one blanket answer to a series of questions.
7. Inconsequent Argument – You prove something but not what you think you proved.
8. Attacking a Straw Man – You twist someone’s argument to make it seem silly or exaggerate the consequences from what he says.
9. Victory by Definition – The speaker defines a word or phrase to rule out all negative cases.
10. Begging the Question – You assume what you’re trying to prove.
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