The Straw Man Argument in Academic and Public Discourse: A Critical
Analysis

Abstract

Logical reasoning is central to academic inquiry and public debate. However,
arguments are frequently undermined by logical fallacies, among which the straw man
argument is one of the most prevalent. This paper examines the straw man argument as a
rhetorical and logical strategy, explains how it operates, and demonstrates its use through a
deliberately constructed example. By analyzing how straw man arguments misrepresent an
opposing position, the paper highlights their impact on the quality of discourse and emphasizes
the importance of accurately engaging with an opponent’s real argument. The study contributes
to critical thinking scholarship by illustrating both the mechanics and consequences of straw

man reasoning.



1. Introduction

Argumentation plays a crucial role in academic research, political debate, and everyday
disagreement. Ideally, an argument should engage directly with an opposing point of view in a
fair and accurate manner. In practice, however, many arguments rely on logical fallacies that
weaken reasoning and distort discussion. One such fallacy is the straw man argument.

The straw man argument occurs when an arguer misrepresents another person’s
argument, substitutes it with a distorted or exaggerated version, and then refutes that. weaker
substitute instead of the actual argument. This paper explores the strawsman argument as a
form of misrepresentation, demonstrates how it functions in real discourse; and analyzes its
implications for constructive debate.

2. Logical Fallacies and Argumentation

Logical fallacies are errors in reasoning that render an argument invalid or unreliable.
They often appear persuasive because they.appeal to emotion, simplify complex issues, or
attack irrelevant aspects of a disagreement. Logical fallacies undermine rational discussion by
diverting attention away from evidence and sound reasoning.

The straw man argument belongs to a broader category known as fallacies of relevance.
These fallacies occur when the response does not directly address the actual argument being
made (Tindale,»2007). JInstead of engaging with the real issue, the arguer introduces an
irrelevant or inaccurate substitute.

3. Defining the Straw Man Argument

A straw man argument involves three key steps:

1. An arguer presents or responds to an opposing position.

2. The opposing position is distorted, exaggerated, or oversimplified, resulting in

a misrepresentation.



3. The arguer attacks this distorted version and claims to have refuted the original
argument.

The name “straw man” comes from the idea of a scarecrow or military training
dummy—something non-existent or artificial that is easy to knock down (Copi, Cohen, &
McMahon, 2016). Similarly, the straw man argument attacks a non-existent version of an
opponent’s claim rather than the real argument itself.

4. Incorporation of a Straw Man Argument: An Illustrative Example

To demonstrate how a straw man argument functions, the following exchange
intentionally incorporates the fallacy:

Original argument:

Universities should invest more funding in student mental health/services to address rising
stress and anxiety levels.

Straw man response:

This proposal suggests that students are incapable of handling normal academic pressure and
need to be constantly protected from challenges.

In this example, the response misrepresents the opposing position. The original
argument focuses on providing additional support, not on claiming that students are weak or
incapable. The straw man argument creates a distorted version of the opposing point of view
and refutes that version instead of addressing the actual argument.

This misrepresentation allows the arguer to dismiss the proposal without engaging in
meaningful discussion about mental health resources, funding allocation, or student well-
being.

5. Why the Straw Man Argument Is Persuasive
Despite being logically flawed, straw man arguments are often persuasive. One reason

is that they simplify complex issues by reducing them to extreme or unpopular positions.



Another reason is that audiences may not be familiar with the original argument and therefore
accept the distorted version as accurate.

In public debates, especially live debates and political campaigns, straw man arguments
are used to portray an opposing position as unreasonable, radical, or dangerous. This strategy
shifts attention away from substantive issues and toward emotionally charged criticism.

6. Consequences of Straw Man Reasoning
The use of straw man arguments has several negative consequences:

. It weakens the quality of academic and public discourse.

It prevents constructive engagement with opposing viewpoints.

. It fosters misunderstanding and polarization.

It discourages compromise and pragmatic solutions.

By attacking a misrepresentation rather than the actual argument, the arguer avoids the
intellectual challenge of responding to a stronger, more nuanced position.
7. I1dentifying and Avoiding Straw Man Arguments

To identify a straw man argument, readers and listeners should ask whether the
response accurately reflects.the original claim. If the opposing position has been exaggerated,
oversimplified, or turned into‘a non-existent extreme, a straw man fallacy is likely present
(Walton, 1996);

Toravoid using straw man arguments in academic writing, researchers should:

. Restate an opponent’s argument fairly before criticizing it.

. Engage directly with evidence and reasoning.

. Avoid attributing claims or intentions that were never expressed.

. Focus on refuting the actual argument rather than a distorted version.

Conclusion



The straw man argument is a common but damaging logical fallacy that undermines
rational discourse by replacing an opposing position with a misrepresentation. Through the
intentional incorporation and analysis of a straw man argument, this paper has demonstrated
how easily debate can be derailed when the real argument is ignored. Recognizing and avoiding
straw man reasoning is essential for academic integrity, critical thinking, and meaningful
disagreement. Sound argumentation requires engaging with what an opponent actually says,

not with a version that is easier to defeat.
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