
Finding Fallacies
Elections and the months leading up to them are important. A presidential election, 

especially, means many debates between candidates to determine who’s the best choice 
for a new leader. Not all debates are created equal, though. 

According to Merriam-Webster, a debate, in the context of an election, means “a 
regulated discussion of a proposition between two matched sides.” Think about the 
word “regulated.” That means a debate is overseen by somebody else, and it has rules 
that the participants have to follow. But what happens when the rules get broken?

In a debate, the participants are supposed to discuss their arguments for and against 
a certain topic. They’re supposed to argue for their ideas in a logical way. When they 
don’t, it’s called a logical fallacy. Let’s look at four types of fallacies:

Ad hominem attacks

Red herrings

Straw man fallacy

Loaded questions

What are Ad hominem attacks?
In Latin, “ad hominem” means “to the person.” It’s 
an adjective, so it was usually used to describe the 
word argumentum—argument. Today, the phrase “ad 
hominem attack” means an argument where one 
person attacks another person’s character instead 
of debating about their opinions. For example:

Alex: Cassie says cutting down trees in the 
rainforest is a bad idea.

Brianna: Cassie’s a liar. We shouldn’t listen to 
what she has to say.

An ad hominem attack also occurs when one 
person makes a statement about someone else’s 
appearance:

Illogical student: Look at her! She’s too tall/
short/ugly/pretty to be class president. Can 
you really expect someone like her to be a good 
leader?

This is a fallacy because the way someone looks has 
nothing to do with how well they lead.

Spotting Them
Which of the three 
arguments below is an 
ad hominem attack?

Starting statement:

I don’t think yogurt is 
healthy.

Responses:

1. Actually, yogurt has 
calcium in it that’s 
important for your 
bones.

2. You’re just biased 
because you’re 
lactose intolerant.

3. Well, studies have 
shown that yogurt is 
beneficial to kids.



What are red herrings?
Mystery stories use a plot device called a red 
herring. That’s a clue that seems to point to the 
culprit, but is actually a false trail. In an argument, 
a red herring fallacy is an argument that seems 
valid but is actually irrelevant or an answer that 
doesn’t address what the question actually was.  
For example:

Deidre: Dogs are smarter than cats.

Ella: Why do you think that?

Dierdre: Because lots of dogs are smart. Lassie 
was smart.

Ella: But why do you think they’re smarter than 
cats?

Dierdre: Because my dog can do all kinds of 
tricks.

Dierdre acts like she’s answering Ella’s question. She 
gives lots of reasons for why dogs are smart. But she 
never explains why dogs are smarter than cats. So all 
of her arguments are red herrings!

Spotting Them
Think of two arguments 
for the opinion below—a 
valid argument and a red 
herring (cross it out!).

Starting opinion:

Books are better than 
movies.

Responses:

1. 

2.  

Mini Quiz!
Decide which type of fallacy the following statements contain.

1. Fatima: I don’t think football is a good sport. It can lead to concussions. 

Gia: Yeah, well, you also think that math is better than English, which is so 
dumb, so you can’t be right about football.  

Fallacy:  Red herring Ad hominem attack

2. Gia: Why is eating candy bad for you? The candy tastes so good! 

Fallacy:  Red herring Ad hominem attack

3. Fatima: I can’t believe Gia’s running for class president! She’s so short—she 
can’t possibly be a good leader. 

Fallacy:  Red herring Ad hominem attack

Write your own example of an ad hominem attack.



What is a straw man fallacy?
A person made of straw would be weak and floppy. 
It would be a lot easier to win a boxing match 
against a straw person than it would be to win 
against a human! When someone exagerrates an 
argument to make it weaker (and therefore easier 
to argue against), that’s a straw man fallacy. For 
example:

Harley: I don’t think assigned seating in the 
cafeteria is a good idea.

Isabel: Well you just don’t care about lonely kids!

Isabel stated a weak (and completely incorrect) 
version of Harley’s argument. 

Harley never said she doesn’t care about lonely 
kids—she just said that assigned seating might not 
be a good idea. She might have good reasons for 
that.

But Isabel didn’t try to find out those reasons. 
Instead, she guessed about Harley’s reasoning. 
That’s a straw man fallacy!

What is a loaded question?

Think about how you would answer this question:

Have you stopped stealing Girl Scout cookies?

What happens if you say yes? To stop something, you have to have started at some 
point. So, if you say yes, you’re admitting to having stolen cookies at some point.

What if you say no? You’re admitting to continuing to steal cookies! Either way you 
answer, you’re saying that you stole cookies at some point.

“Have you stopped stealing Girl Scout cookies?” is a loaded question because it 
assumes that you have stolen cookies at some point. Instead, you should first ask 
“Did you ever steal Girl Scout cookies?” and then “Have you stopped?”

Break this loaded question in two:

Why are you always annoyed when I try to talk to you?

Spotting Them
Fix the fallacy! In the 
discussion between 
Harley and Isabel, what 
are two thingscould 
Isabel have said instead 
of resorting to a straw 
man fallacy?



Big Quiz!
Write your own definitions of the fallacies listed below:

Ad hominem attack

Red herring

Straw man fallacy

Loaded question

Identify the following fallacies (and spot the fake!):

1. Joy: I think we shouldn’t allow dogs in our local park. 

Karina: What! I can’t believe you hate dogs! 

Fallacy:

2. Advertiser: When are you going to buy my new product? 

Fallacy:

3. Naomi: Why do you believe more people like hippos than horses? 

Olivia: Well, in a poll asking “do you like hippos,” over 70% of people said 
yes. 

Fallacy:

4. Pamela: My little brother thinks dinosaurs are still alive. 

Quinn: That’s silly! 

Fallacy:

5. Raina: My aunt thinks exercise is really important. 
Sara: Doesn’t your aunt also believe in ghosts? If she believes in silly stuff 
like that, she can’t be right about exercise. 

Fallacy:

Answers spotting them: ad hominem attack 2; red herring, straw man, and loaded question answers will var; mini quiz: 1 ad 
hominem; 2 red herring; 3 ad hominem big quiz: 1 straw man; 2 loaded question; 3 red herring; 4 none; 
5 ad hominem


