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A~ air Macintyre entitled a recent book on ethics and political theory, 
ose Justice? Which Rationality? Those questions ought to be asked of 

teaching in contemporary philosophy courses. Courses on ethics and contem- 
porary moral problems are popular throughout the country, focusing on, among 
other things, justice. Logic courses, if not quite so popular, are also perennially 
full of students. Whose conception of justice and which conception of ratio- 
nality do these courses teach? 

We have undertaken a study of recent textbooks on contemporary moral 
problems and on logic. We have found that, overwhelmingly, these books 
adopt a liberal to left-wing political stance. The ethics books imply that liberals 
or leftists have the stronger arguments on topics ranging from abortion to 
capital punishment to affirmative action. The logic books suggest that conser- 
vative reasoning is routinely fallacious. These findings are disturbing because 
while, for most students, one or another of these courses is their first exposure 
to philosophy, for many, it is their last. At stake, therefore, is no less than how 
most students of this generation will understand not only justice and rational- 
ity, but philosophy itself. Will students think of philosophy as a open search for 
truth, wherever it lies, or as a process of partisan debunking whose goal is to 
ratify contemporary ideological preferences? 

T h e  Case of  Logic Textbooks 

Logic seems like a paradigm of an objective, apolitical discipline. Despite 
recent trends in other areas, there is no such thing as specifically "feminist" or 
"deconstructionist" logic. There are no left-right disputes concerning logical 
theory. Nevertheless, many logic textbooks reveal a bias against specific thinkers 
and positions, mostly conservative ones. 

We first began to suspect that the teaching of logic was not immune from 
politics when a referee criticized a manuscript by one of us for a logic textbook, 
not only for including too few quotations from non-Western thinkers, but also 
for presenting as an example of fallacious reasoning the following quotation 
from M. Y. Latsis, chief of Lenin's secret police, the Cheka: 

We are not looking for evidence or witnesses to reveal words or deeds against the Soviet 
power . . . .  The first question we ask is--to what class does he belong, what are his origins, 
upbringing, education or profession? These questions define the fate of the accused. This is 
the essence of the Red Terror. 1 
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In just two and a half years, the Cheka condemned to death over fifty thousand 
people, not because of any crime, but because of their parentage, education, or 
occupation-characteristics that are surely accidental to the issue of whether they 
deserved to die. The referee's defense of the Cheka's reasoning shocked us, and 
suggested that politics may permeate logic textbooks more than we had imagined. 

The focus of our study of logic textbooks were the sections most contain on 
informal fallacies: begging the question, arguments ad hominem, appeals to 
force, pity, emotion, and the like. Gerald Massey and others have criticized 
these sections for their obsession with taxonomy, their lack of theory, and their 
shoddy reasoning. Certainly, many treatments of fallacy do exhibit these fail- 
ings; without a theory of communication to support them, they amount to little 
more than lists of unrelated mistakes. Here, however, we want to focus on a 
different, though perhaps related, shortcoming. These sections, to explain the 
general kinds of fallacies and to offer students exercises, give examples of 
supposedly fallacious reasoning. We examined ten of the most commonly used 
introductory logic textbooks, containing, taken together, almost fifteen hun- 
dred examples of fallacious reasoning. 2 The books vary widely in their use of 
examples drawn from politics. In one book in our sample, only 19 percent of the 
examples were in any way political, and only 10 percent could be construed as 
partisan. In another, 69 percent were political, and 51 percent were partisan. 
(We consider an example partisan if it involves a political position often asso- 
ciated with a definite overall political stance. Most political but nonideological 
examples in our study involved fictional or little-known local politicians argu- 
ing about each other's qualifications, ethics, and other nonideological matters.) 

The degree to which the books are politically oriented, therefore, varies 
considerably. On average, 59 percent of the examples are nonpolitical, and an 
additional 13 percent are political but nonpartisan; 28 percent are partisan. 
(These numbers are skewed slightly by the highly political nature of several 
books. The median figures are 63 percent, 13 percent, and 24 percent, respec- 
tively.) Typically, then, about one example in four of fallacious reasoning is in 
some way partisan. Ideological examples are thus numerous enough to convey 
a political agenda, if they display a systematic bias. 

Is Conservative Reasoning Fallacious Reasoning? 

The main methodological problem in testing for such bias is distinguishing 
liberal from conservative thinkers and positions, which, if one is searching for 
a universally applicable test, is difficult. Fortunately, we found relatively few 
examples in the surveyed texts hard to categorize. In classifying individual 
speakers, we counted Richard Nixon as a conservative. He is criticized in these 
books for many things, but never for imposing wage and price controls, issuing 
an executive order authorizing affirmative action, or overseeing an explosion in 
federal spending. Classifying Lyndon Johnson is trickier; we counted him as a 
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liberal, even though he is charged with fallacy almost solely because of his 
support for American involvement in Vietnam. These two politicians represent 
the only thinkers whose position on the ideological spectrum was at all ambig- 
uous. Thus, if anything, we overstate the extent to which liberal thinkers re- 
ceive any critique at all in certain books. 

The numbers tell a discouraging tale. Only one text in our sample offers a 
politically balanced treatment of fallacies. That was the market leader among 
introductory logic texts-  Copi's Introduction to L0g/c--which offers a fully balanced 
approach, criticizing arguments for conservative and liberal conclusions equally 
often. In every other text, criticisms of arguments for conservafve positions out- 
number those for liberal positions by at Least three to two, and, on average, by three 
to one. The political orientation of the partisan examples varies significantly, but 
no textbook indicts liberals more often than conservatives. Overwhelmingly, the 
books suggest to students that fallacious reasoning is characteristic of conserva- 
fives, and is typically used to support conservative positions. In general, books in 
our sample indict conservatives or conservative positions for logical failings three 
times as often as they indict liberals or liberal positions. 

It is interesting to compare the frequent criticism of conservative thinkers 
with the treatment accorded representatives of extremist political positions who 
lie outside the conventional conservative-to-liberal spectrum, such as Hider, 
Stalin, other totalitarians, and overt racists. Rarely are such extremists charged 
with fallacy. Only 6 percent of the partisan examples, and just 2 percent of the 
examples overall are of extremist reasoning. Fully half the books surveyed had 
at most one example of this kind; no book had more than six. In no text having 
more than the median proportion of political examples did those assailing such 
extreme positions comprise more than 7 percent of the ideological examples. 
Given the continuing power of totalitarian ideologies to shape world politics, 
and the emergence of racist sentiments on campus, the lack of criticism of these 
modes of thought is unfortunate. Perhaps those responsible for these texts feel 
it is more important to assume a stand against mainstream conservative thought 
than to expose the pseudoreasoning of racists and dictators. 

Ungrounded Crit icism 

These numbers alone, however, do not tell the whole story. Other authors 
have pointed out how some examples of supposedly fallacious reasoning in logic 
textbooks are in fact perfectly legitimate. Massey, for example, has discussed 
texts in which examples drawn from philosophers are unfairly charged with 
fallacy. We found that some authors also evaluate arguments for conservative 
positions unfairly. Some putative examples of fallacious arguments by conser- 
vatives or for conservative positions are ambiguous, others are not fallacious at 
all. Often the authors seem to forget that, in a textbook on logic, the point at 
issue is not the substance of the speaker's position, but the quality of his 
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reasoning. Many examples of these faults are contained in Howard Kahane's 
two much-used logic textbooks, from which the following examples are drawn. 

Example 1: 

What persuades one person may be fallacious for another because people in different places, 
times, or circumstances, have different sorts of information and theories at their disposal. 
Thus, ten-year-olds who believe that court systems in the United States dispense justice 
equally to all, on the basis of what teachers and textbooks tell them, may not reason 
fallaciously, but any practicing lawyer (who isn't blind) who believes this has committed a 
horrendous error. 3 

Kahane's general principle--that whether an argument is good or fallacious 
depends on context -  is surely correct. But is the example he offers to the point? 
Keep in mind that the point at issue is not whether the court system really is 
always just, but whether particular arguments for that claim are logical or not. 
Kahane's remarks come in the context of his definitions of cogent and fallacious 
argument. Has the ten-year-old really been persuaded by argument? It seems 
unlikely, but if so, what argument? Without knowing, how can we judge whether 
it is fallacious for either the ten-year-old or the practicing lawyer? An experi- 
enced lawyer who believes that the court system never makes mistakes is naive, 
but has such a person committed a horrendous logical error? Again, how can we 
know unless we are told what argument has convinced the lawyer? In sum, 
Kahane's example illustrates his point so poorly that it seems a gratuitous attack 
on the American legal system. 

Example 2: 

General Alexander Haig . . .  described the Watergate break-in as "improper, illegal and 
immoral, an affront to the fundamental values I cherish and we all share." (He also said he 
didn't consider the secret bombing of Cambodia or the Christmas bombing of North 
Vietnam in the 1970s to be immoral.) But when asked about Richard Nixon's role in the 
Watergate mess, Haig replied, "I cannot bring myself to render moral judgment. That's not 
for me. It's not in me. I'll leave that to others and to history." (No one challenged him to 
nail down this incorlsigteTlcy.) 4 

This is a good example of an ambiguous argument to which Kahane ascribes a 
very debatable interpretation. If Haig meant that he never makes moral judg- 
ments, then what he said is false; his own testimony that Watergate was im- 
moral disproves it, and Kahane's charge of inconsistency is then legitimate. But 
while Haig interpretation is notoriously difficult, in this context, it seems likely 
that Haig was saying he cannot make moral judgments about Nixon's role. If that 
is indeed what Haig meant, then he is at least logically consistent, whatever 
one's opinion of Nixon. There is nothing wrong, logically or otherwise, with 
making moral judgments on some topics and withholding them on others. 
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Example 3: 

Henry W. Block of H & R Block, the largest income tax preparation company, argued 
fallaciously in a statement against a proposal to simplify federal income tax laws (for exam- 
ple, to eliminate deductions): 

There's nothing simple about taxes and never will be. Behind the seductive rhetoric 
of one tax structure for all are pitfalls that would literally destroy the basic principle 
of everyone paying a fair share. 

Block knew very well, as every taxpayer should, that the principle of everyone paying a fair 
share of taxes had long since been violated, if it ever was adhered to. He suppressed this 
information because a simplified tax law would be a disaster for his business. (Again, those 
with little relevant background knowledge are fair game.) s 

Once again, the issue is not the merits of tax simplification, but whether Block's 
argument is illogical. It simply is not. Block does not assume that everyone now 
pays a fair share of taxes, but that this principle is an important regulative ideal. 
He is arguing that fairness requires complexity, not that our current system is 
perfect. 

In fact it is Kahane, not Block, who commits a string of logical fallacies in this 
example. In painting Block as a Pollyanna who believes that the current tax 
system is always fair, Kahane sets up a straw man. Further, rejecting Block's 
argument on the ground that Block stood to profit from tax complexity is a 
classic instance of a fallacy usually termed a circumstantial ad hominem. Block's 
personal and financial circumstances are irrelevant to evaluating his argument, 
as virtually every discussion of fallacies, including Kahane's, indicates. Finally, 
Kahane also seems guilty of what is called ad hominem abusive; he insinuates 
that Block has "suppressed this information," that is, the obscure information 
that the tax system is sometimes unfair, in order to take advantage of "those 
with little relevant background knowledge." Once again these charges, even if 
true, are irrelevant to the logic of Block's case. (Indeed, Kahane's charges are 
not just irrelevant but silly; who does not know that the tax code is sometimes 
unfair or what H & R Block is?) Once again, Kahane's criticisms are so off the 
mark that lodging an insinuation against a business interest seems to be their 
only goal. 

In the following example, Kahane's book reproduces a full-page quotation 
from an abortion pastoral by Cardinal Cooke, with its key phrases about 
abortion crossed out, and references to the Vietnam War handwritten in to 
replace them. Kahane then comments as follows. 

Example 4: 

Selective use of principles constitutes a kind of inconsistency. In the above case, Cardinal 
Cook [y/c] argued against abortion on the grounds that it is "an attack on human life." But 
the cardinal did not argue against the Vietnam war on these grounds, even though it too was 
an attack on human life. 6 
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Let us skip over such obvious points as that the cardinal may have refrained 
from criticizing the Vietnam War, not out of inconsistency, but for various 
prudential reasons, and address Kahane's criticism of the cardinal's logic. Ka- 
hane's point, which is that as a matter of logic, abortion and the war in Vietnam 
are morally comparable, and that he who objects to one must logically object to 
the other, is incorrect. The thesis that abortion and the Vietnam War are 
morally equivalent is morally substantive. That is, it is not a matter of pure logic 
and would require a great deal of specifically moral argument to establish, 
especially since the circumstantial differences between abortion and the Viet- 
nam War are enormous. Moreover, even if such a conclusion could be estab- 
lished, it would not indicate any fallacy in the cardinal's reasoning; nothing he 
says contradicts it, or would be shown irrelevant by it. 

Kahane might respond that his cross-outs show that the cardinal's argument 
applies to the war just as well as to abortion. But Kahane changes "by the 
Abortion Law of 1970, New York State has alienated what the Declaration of 
Independence calls the 'inalienable' right to life" to read "by the war in Viet- 
nam, the United States has alienated what the Declaration of Independence 
calls the 'inalienable' right to life." There is simply no logical fallacy in believing 
the cardinal's statement is true, but Kahane's amended version is false, whatever 
one's position on these two contentious issues. 

Once again it is Kahane, not his chosen target, who commits the logical 
errors. First, not only does the selective use of principles not "constitute a kind 
of inconsistency," but to suggest so is itself a fallacy commonly called accident 
or misapplication. What  is fallacious is to apply principles unselectively, without 
regard to circumstances, for principles usually have exceptions. A common 
example is Plato's question in The Republic: Should you return a borrowed 
weapon to its owner, even if he or she requests it in a fit of rage and plans to 
use it to commit a murder? Although we should, in general, keep our promises, 
it is fallacious to argue from that principle alone to the conclusion that we 
should return the weapon. This suggests that selective application of principles, 
far from constituting a fallacy, is required to avoid fallacy. Kahane himself 
acknowledges this truth in another part of his text, thus leaving him in the 
position of arguing that selective application of principles is fallacious, and that 
unselective application is also fallacious. 

The problem here is not Kahane's implicit criticisms of the prolife position or 
the Vietnam War; it is that in straining to criticize the cardinal's reasoning, Kahane 
commits a string of fallacies of his own, and this in a textbook on logic. After such 
a performance, we cannot resist an ad bominem argument of our own. Kahane's 
texts make it clear that he opposed the Vietnam War but not Roe v. Wade. Pre- 
sumably he doesn't subscribe to the thesis of moral equivalence either. 

Kahane's books are admittedly an extreme case. In the matter of fallacies, he 
accuses conservatives over liberals by a ratio of more than five to one, and his 
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texts are by far the most political in our sample. They are nevertheless widely 
used. Furthermore, most other books we examined suffer from more or less of 
the same problem. Quite independent of what one's political sympathies may 
be, such bias is objectionable on a host of pedagogical grounds, especially when 
it drives authors to commit the very errors of reasoning that their own texts are 
supposed to correct. 

Ideologies and Agendas 

Textbooks in contemporary moral problems have a similar anticonservative 
bias, although it manifests itself in a different way. Typically, these texts are 
anthologies, offering small bits of moral theory together with articles on var- 
ious contemporary concems, such as abortion, euthanasia, affirmative action, 
obligations to the hungry, and nuclear deterrence, to take the issues that ap- 
peared most often in our sample. 7 

What strikes one first about these books is that they overlap very extensively; 
they mostly treat the same issues, and include many of the same readings on 
those issues. In general, the issues focused on are political issues, which itself 
represents a particular understanding of moral reasoning, one which, as Chris- 
tina Hoff Sommers has noted, suggests that morality is a matter of supporting 
the right causes and voting for the right people, s But our interest here is with 
the kind of political issues that are considered in these texts. 

Some of the issues most frequently considered in the texts we examined, such 
as abortion, euthanasia, affirmative action, and capital punishment occupy the 
attention of people at many points on the political spectrum. But consider the 
other issues that often appear (in order of frequency of appearance): obligation 
to the hungry, nuclear deterrence, censorship, extramarital sex, animal rights, 
income redistribution, enforcing private morality, feminism, social responsi- 
bilities of business, civil disobedience, terrorism, pacifism, and homosexuality. 

To see how unrepresentative the above issues are, consider some of the issues 
prominent in the public debates of the last two decades, all of which have a 
significant moral component, that do not appear on the list: busing, confron- 
tation versus d~tente in foreign policy, crime, drugs, education, family issues, 
human rights versus Realpolitik, Middle East conflict, school prayer, subsidies, 
taxation, trade policy, and welfare policy. 

The selection of issues undoubtedly reflects a desire to avoid messy empirical 
disputes in economics and other "unphilosophical" topics. But then again, 
many of the frequently chosen issues, such as income redistribution or nuclear 
deterrence, raise similar problems. Apparently those responsible for the texts 
we reviewed are more comfortable with examining a liberal agenda and prefer 
not  to discuss other concerns. 
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The Most Words and the Last Word 

But beyond examining the character of issues that get a hearing, we tried to 
measure whether the liberal and conservative positions on each issue at least get 
equal time. Once more, the main research challenge is deciding "objectively" 
what positions count as either liberal or conservative, but again, in this context 
there is less to the matter than meets the eye. As we mentioned, almost all of 
the most popular issues are "hot" political issues, with partisans clearly arraying 
themselves in characteristic positions. Interpreting and classifying the contri- 
butions to these texts thus presented no real problem. 9 

A slim majority of presentations on particular issues, 53 percent, were bal- 
anced. However, a very significant percentage of presentations, 43 percent, 
offered more liberal than conservative voices. By contrast, fewer than 4 percent 
gave a majority to the conservatives. (A greater number, 6 percent, gave only 
liberal voices.) Examining this book by book, 92 percent give liberals a majority 
on at least some issues; only 25 percent give conservatives a majority on any 
issue. Seventy-five percent of the books give liberals a majority on a substantial 
number of issues. 

The political orientation of these texts manifests itself even more in the ordering 
of the readings presented on each issue. Who gets the last word? The last article 
in each section has a special rhetorical position; the editors suggest implicidy, and 
sometimes explicitly, that it "ties things together" and presents tht most sophis- 
ticated view of the topic. Overwhelmingly, we found, the article in that position 
advances a liberal view. Liberals get the last word 71 percent of the time overall; 
92 percent of the books surveyed give the liberals the last word a majority of the 
time. In fact, 83 percent give liberals the last word at least 60 percent of the time, 
and 58 percent do so over 70 percent of the time. One text gave liberals the last 
word in every instance; another did so on every issue but one. 

These figures show that many contemporary moral issues texts are politically 
biased, favoring liberal views over their conservative competitors. But a more 
varied, and more interesting picture emerges when the texts are analyzed issue- 
by-issue. First, we considered how many voices the texts present on each side 
of each issue. On no issue do the books give conservatives a majority more often 
than they give liberals a majority. Table 1, which lists the issues in descending 
order of frequency in the texts, shows the pattern of majorities, issue-by-issue. 

Note that treatments of feminism and homosexuality invariably give liberals 
a majority; most treatments of abortion, civil disobedience, and enforcing pri- 
vate morality do the same. Liberals enjoy a majority in at least 25 percent of 
treatments of all other issues, with the exception of extramarital sex, capital 
punishment, and censorship. Thus, on 82 percent of the issues, at least one- 
fourth of the textbooks give liberals a majority. (The comparable figure for 
conservatives is 12 percent.) 
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TABLE 1 
Ideological Balance of Presentations, Issue-by-Issue 

Presentations Presentations 
Giving Liberal Giving Conservative Balanced 

Issue Majority Majority Presentations 
(%) (%) (%) 

Abortion 55 9 36 
Euthanasia 40 10 50 
Affirmative 
Action 50 0 50 
Obligations 
to the Hungry 50 0 50 
Nuclear 
Deterrence 43 14 43 
Censorship 17 0 83 
Extramarital 
Sex 20 0 80 
Animal Rights 40 0 60 
Capital 
Punishment 20 0 80 
Income 
Redistribution 50 0 50 
Enforcing 
Private Morality 75 0 25 
Feminism 100 0 0 
Social 
Responsibility 
of Business 33 0 67 
Civil Disobedience 67 0 33 
Terrorism 50 0 50 
Pacificism 50 50 0 
Homosexuality 100 0 0 

Looking again at who gets the last word (table 2), the results are more 
dramatic. Liberals get the last word at least 75 percent  of  the 6me on almost 
half the issues. T h e y  get the last word every time on extramarital sex, enforcing 
private morality, feminism, terrorism, and homosexuality. On  only three issues-- 
affirmative action, nuclear deterrence, and p a c i f i s m - d o  conservatives get the 
last word even 40 percent of  the time. 

These two tests of  bias-majorit ies and the last w o r d - g i v e  different results with 
respect to some issues, but on a substantial number they agree. We can get a more 
complete picture of how balanced the presentation of moral issues is in these tests 
if we combine our two tests. Let us assume that an issue receives a one-sided 
treatment if one side gets the last word on it at least 60 percent of  the time, and the 
difference between the percentages of texts giving that side a majority and those 
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Issue 

TABLE 2 
Who Gets the Last Word, Issue-by-Issue 

Presentations 
Giving a Liberal 

Last Word 

Presentations 
Giving a Conservative 

Last Word 
(%) (%) 

Abortion 73 27 
Euthanasia 80 20 
Affrmafive 
Action 50 50 
Obligations 
to the Hungry 63 37 
Nuclear Deterrence 57 43 
Censorship 67 33 
Extramarital 
Sex 100 0 
Animal Rights 80 20 
Capital Punishment 80 20 
Income 
Redistribution 75 25 
Enforcing 
Private Morality 100 0 
Feminism 100 0 
Social 
Responsibility 
of Business 67 33 
Civil 
Disobedience 67 33 
Terrorism 100 0 
Pacificism 0 100 
Homosexuality 1 O0 0 

giving the other side a majority is at least 25 percent. Using these criteria, 59 
percent of the issues receive a one-sided treatment. In each case, the one side 
presented is the liberal side. T h e  issues receiving a one-sided, liberal slant, by both 
our criteria, are: abortion, obligation to the hungry, animal rights, income redis- 
tribution, enforcing private morality, feminism, social responsibilities of business, 
civil disobedience, terrorism, and homosexuality. Perhaps not surprisingly, the bias 
is greatest among those issues less frequently treated. Some of this may result from 
the decrease in sample size for those issues. But some of it surely reflects the place 
of those issues in a political agenda. 

Despite the clear story the numbers  tell, it is hard to feel the strength of  the 
bias in these texts on the evidence of statistics alone. Consider  that  every text 
raising the issue of  terrorism gives the last word to someone defending terror-  
ism; half also give the defenders of terrorism a majority. Or  consider this 
section on sexual morality f rom one of our  surveyed texts: 
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The Vatican: Declaration on Sexual Ethics 
Russell Vannoy: Sexual Perversion: Is There Such a Thing? 
Richard Wasserstrom: Is Adultery Immoral? 
Richard Taylor: Having Love Affairs 
Pamela Foa: What's Wrong with Rape 
Ronald Bayer: AIDS and the Gay Community 

After the reading from the Vatican declaration--which presupposes a specifi- 
cally Catholic religious commi tmen t - the  only form of sexual activity con- 
demned by any author is rape. Unfortunately, as other statistics indicate, this 
kind of one-sided treatment is not unusual. 

T h e  Ethics of  Ethics 

The statistics we have presented here do suggest a real unfairness in philos- 
ophy texts, and no doubt conservative academics and students have a right to 
feel they are being denied equal air time. But the deeper point here is not just 
about making sure that yet another interest group gets its "fair share." Con- 
temporary moral problems presented in anthologies and logic textbooks reflect 
a deeply disturbing view that goes beyond any particular political opinion. The 
preponderance of authors and editors seem to think that reason establishes the 
truth of liberalism; that, correlatively, conservative views result largely from 
shoddy reasoning. Conservative opinions are implicitly or explicitly labeled 
unreasonable. The textbooks suggest that anyone who thinks properly about 
the issues will reach l ibera l - in  some cases it seems fair to say radica l -  
conclusions. 

To teach students that is to convey an unfortunate message indeed. For it 
denies that rational people can reason correctly about many difficult moral and 
political issues and still reach different conclusions. It denies that we can make 
progress on such issues by reasoning cooperatively together. And, by failing to 
distinguish between logical and political considerations, it discourages students 
from developing a critical distance on their own convictions. The political bias 
we found is objectionable not merely because it disadvantages a certain body of 
opinion, but because it betrays the goals of both rationality and justice, l~ 
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