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Abstract: The curative fallacy is a 

unique error in reasoning. It has not yet 

been identified in fallacy theory, so we 

propose here an initial statement of how 

to identify and criticize the error. One 

commits the fallacy when one reasons 

that means that would have prevented an 

unwelcome outcome are also means, af-

ter the outcome has come about, for elim-

inating or mitigating the outcome. That 

is, one takes prevention to be ipso facto 

also cure. This reasoning is appropriate 

under what we call symmetric conditions, 

where the preventative is also the cura-

tive, but it is not appropriate under asym-

metric conditions, where the preventative 

not only does not remediate but can actu-

ally make things worse. This fallacy is 

particularly appealing for political and 

interpersonal circumstances, and we 

identify a few examples of it in contem-

porary intellectual culture.  

 

 

Résumé: Le sophisme du remède est une 

erreur de raisonnement singulière. 

N'ayant pas encore été répertorié dans la 

théorie des sophismes, nous en proposons 

ici une première formulation, ainsi 

qu'une méthode pour l'identifier et le cri-

tiquer. On commet ce sophisme lorsque 

l'on raisonne en supposant que les 

moyens ayant permis de prévenir une is-

sue indésirable constituent également, 

une fois cette issue survenue, des moyens 

de l'éliminer ou de l'atténuer ; autrement 

dit, on considère que la prévention équi-

vaut ipso facto à la guérison. Ce raison-

nement s’applique dans ce que nous ap-

pelons des conditions symétriques—où 

le moyen préventif est aussi le moyen cu-

ratif—mais il ne l'est pas dans des condi-

tions asymétriques, où le moyen préven-

tif, loin de remédier à la situation, peut au 

contraire l'aggraver. Ce sophisme s'avère 

particulièrement séduisant dans les con-

textes politiques et interpersonnels ; nous 

en relevons quelques exemples au sein de 

la culture intellectuelle contemporaine.

Keywords: political argumentation, fallacy theory, causal reasoning 
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1 

On The Fulcrum, a platform for political exchange between those 

who disagree, contributor Hugo Balta observes that there has been a 

failure of civility in political discourse, and this has contributed to 

badly run arguments.  

Engaging in constructive and respectful dialogue is essential for 

maintaining a healthy democracy, fostering unity, and ensuring that 

governments function effectively. Unfortunately, modern political 

discourse is often characterized by hostility, personal attacks, and a 

reluctance to find common ground (Balta, 2025).  

Balta’s solution is a re-emphasis on those norms of civility that have 

been broken, a return to respectful discussion:  

By prioritizing respectful dialogue, cooperation, and mutual under-

standing, we can rebuild trust in political institutions, promote effec-

tive governance, and create a political landscape where diverse per-

spectives are valued (Balta 2025). 

Balta closes his contribution with the same sentiment, that rein-

forcing the norms that would have prevented the problems of polar-

ization contributes to solving those problems. The same sentence 

from before returns, but Balta’s conclusion expands it: 

By prioritizing respectful dialogue, cooperation, and mutual under-

standing, we can rebuild trust in political institutions and create a 

political landscape where diverse perspectives are valued. Civility 

in politics is not just an ideal—it is a necessity for the stability and 

success of any democratic society. The responsibility to uphold it 

lies with everyone—leaders, media, and citizens alike. Only through 

collective effort can we bridge divides and work towards a more in-

clusive and functional democracy (Balta, 2025). 

But, we ask, does it follow that simply because something would 

have prevented something bad, the preventative measure is our best 

solution, or a solution at all? We hold that it is often unclear when 

the preventative measures for a problem are the solutions, and there 

are many cases where they clearly are not.  

Here, we identify a common and intuitive pattern of reasoning 

that, alas, is not always reliable. An earlier version of our observa-

tions can be found in Talisse’s Civic Solitude (2024, pp. 11-15); 
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however, here we wish to develop a view of the error within the dis-

ciplinary foci of fallacy theory. As we clarify below, the pattern 

emerges in contexts of prescriptive reasoning, specifically cases 

where we engage in practical theorizing for the sake of remediating 

a problem. The pattern consists in identifying a measure that would 

have prevented the problem from arising and then inferring that by 

introducing that preventative measure now that we have the problem, 

we thereby assuage the problem. 

This pattern is undeniably instinctive. However, not every prob-

lem that calls for a prescriptive remedial response is structured such 

that enacting measures by which it would have been prevented will 

suffice as a curative once the problem has occurred. Those who de-

ploy this pattern in contexts where it is unreliable thereby commit 

what we call the curative fallacy. The curative fallacy, then, is com-

mitted when a prescriptive theorist proposes the preventative as the 

curative without having borne the burden of demonstrating that the 

problem to be addressed is of a kind such that the preventative is 

indeed a reliable guide to the curative.  

It should be noted straightaway that the curative fallacy is not of 

merely academic concern. In the research areas we (the authors) 

know best—democratic theory and argumentation theory in particu-

lar—prescriptive theorizing tends to have purchase; the recommen-

dations of well-developed theories are sometimes enacted in com-

munities, classrooms, and in other contexts. Yet, as we explain be-

low, the consequences of mistakenly introducing a preventative 

measure as a curative can vary greatly. In some cases, the preventa-

tive is simply inert, while in others it is obstructive or even exacer-

bating. In other words, real-world interventions rooted in the cura-

tive fallacy can range from not productive to actually counterproduc-

tive. 

Still, our aim in this essay is not to call out all the instances where 

the curative fallacy is committed. Although we will discuss some 

examples, we aim instead to draw attention to the curative fallacy, to 

make the error more salient so that those working in prescriptive re-

gions of normative theorizing might be better equipped to avoid it. 

Identifying the error, we allege, can also help clarify the task of pre-

scriptive theorizing in the contexts where the curative fallacy seems 

most common. This is, then, an essay in fallacy theory, in that we 
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identify a unique and tempting error of reasoning, but it is also a 

foray into the first-order theoretical disputes wherein this reasoning 

finds purchase. We will start by trying to clarify the error, then we 

will turn to showing the stakes for the corrections we propose.  

2 

Let’s start with the intuitive inferential pattern underlying the cura-

tive fallacy. When thinking about what to do in response to a prob-

lem, it is natural to begin by locating its cause. Indeed, identifying 

the cause of a problem is typically a necessary step in better under-

standing what the problem is. Once the cause is located, it may seem 

natural to infer that the problem can be solved by removing its cause. 

After all, we seek to treat the problem rather than its symptoms; and 

this, we tend to think, calls for the elimination of its cause. We 

thereby go to the root of the problem. Accordingly, we prescribe an 

intervention that eradicates the cause of the problem. 

This is an attractive pattern of prescriptive reasoning, and as we 

already noted, it is reliable in many contexts. For instance, consider 

the following cases, which we’ll call symmetric, as they are cases 

where the preventative is a good guide to the curative.  

SYMMETRIC 1. Alex is experiencing symptoms consistent 

with having high blood pressure. Reviewing Alex’s diet, a 

physician prescribes a significant reduction in sodium intake. 

Alex cuts back significantly on salty foods, and her blood pres-

sure normalizes. 

SYMMETRIC 2. Brian is experiencing unusually intense fa-

tigue. A physician orders a blood test and discovers an abnor-

mally low level of iron in Brian’s blood, but no other irregu-

larities. Realizing that iron deficiency can cause fatigue, the 

physician prescribes an iron supplement. Brian takes the sup-

plement, and after a short while, Brian’s iron levels normalize 

and his energy returns.  

SYMMETRIC 3. Cara turns the key on her car, and it doesn’t 

start. She observes that the gauge on the dashboard indicates 

that the gas tank is empty. She adds gas to the tank and the car 

starts as usual. In these three symmetric cases, the problem is 

adequately addressed by taking the steps that would have 
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prevented it in the first place. To be sure, in the first case, one 

omits a causal factor (sodium), whereas in the two other cases, 

one adds something to the causal mix. The causal nexuses and 

pathways vary across the cases, but we needn’t dwell on that 

difference. Our point presently is only that the inferential pat-

tern with which we are concerned is in certain cases reliable: 

it is sometimes the case that by implementing measures that 

would have prevented a problem, one indeed addresses and re-

mediates it. 

But not all problems have this causal structure. Consider a range 

of cases that we’ll call asymmetric as they involve circumstances 

where the preventative is not a reliable guide to the curative once the 

problem is extant.  

ASYMMETRIC 1: INERT, NON-ADVISABLE. Devin’s car 

won’t start, and it turns out that its engine has seized. Had 

Devin changed the oil two months ago, the car would still be 

running. However, adding oil now does nothing to restore the 

engine. Once the engine has seized, introducing the preventa-

tive is inert. Indeed, adding oil to a seized engine is wasteful 

and, hence, non-advisable. 

ASYMMETRIC 2: INERT, ADVISABLE. Sadly, Edie has 

lung cancer. Had Edie not been a heavy smoker for the past 40 

years, she would not now have cancer. It is certainly advisable 

that she stop smoking; continuing to smoke can cause addi-

tional health problems. Still, her choice not to smoke anymore 

will not treat her lung cancer. In this case, removing the cause 

does not mitigate or eliminate the effect. Though quitting 

smoking is advisable, it is nonetheless inert with respect to her 

cancer.  

ASYMMETRIC 3: OBSTRUCTIVE. Frank owns a stable of 

horses. One day, he discovers that they all have escaped from 

the stable due to the stable door being left open. Surely, it 

would be ridiculous to think that Frank would solve his prob-

lem by closing the door now. While it’s true that the open sta-

ble door enabled the horses to escape, shutting the door now 

does nothing to recover the horses. In fact, the situation is 

slightly worse than that. Given that Frank ultimately needs to 
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get the horses back into the stable, shutting the stable door is 

not merely inert, but obstructive. It creates an additional step 

in remediating the problem. Thus, here we have a case where 

introducing the preventative actually impedes the solution. 

ASYMMETRIC 4: EXACERBATING. Gina has received the 

crushing diagnosis that she has serious heart disease. Her phy-

sician points out that had she been engaged in a decades-long 

regimen of vigorous physical exercise, she would not now 

have heart disease. Still, once one has heart disease, vigorous 

physical exercise can be dangerous. In fact, once one has heart 

disease, engaging in precisely the kind of physical exercise 

that would have prevented it is likely to cause additional car-

diovascular damage. Here, doing what one should have been 

doing all along is not merely inert or obstructive; it actually 

makes that problem worse. 

We assume that these cases are generally unremarkable. But taken 

together they demonstrate the simple point that even though when 

engaged in prescriptive theorizing we often may be drawn to propose 

a preventative measure as a fitting response, not all problems are 

structured in a way that makes this suitable. As we’ve observed, in 

some kinds of cases, the preventative is inert, while in others it is 

obstructive or even exacerbating. 

Clearly, there are thorny philosophical issues in play about how 

we might develop a general theory of the structural factors that ac-

count for the difference between symmetrical and asymmetrical 

cases. This demarcation task is complex, one that is partly concep-

tual and partly empirical. We are not sure what a complete theory of 

that demarcation might look like. Indeed, we are not sanguine about 

the prospects of there being a durable account of the in-general dif-

ference between symmetrical and asymmetrical cases. Our point 

hinges only on there being a difference to be demarcated. 

Notice, too, that there are additional distinctions that, arguably, 

the envisioned demarcation would have to register. For example, 

symmetrical cases might differ according to whether the preventa-

tive successfully arrests the progression of the problem or also re-

verses the damage done. And in asymmetrical cases, there are likely 

different grades of obstruction and exacerbation. For instance, we 
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can imagine exacerbating cases where the mistakenly introduced 

preventative measure accelerates the extant problem-making fea-

tures of the circumstance, while in others it adds new features of that 

problem-making kind. 

Further, most of our cases are run off the idea that our etiologies 

have something like ‘the cause’ of what we are identifying as a prob-

lem—an open door with the horses, bad health habits for our hearts, 

an empty gas tank for our car, etc.  However, these are salient only 

because of larger background factors of the causal circumstance—

the motivations of horses, cardiovascular health as a matter of diet, 

exercise, and genetics, the details of internal combustion engines, 

and so on. So often, the cause is more a pragmatic notion of what we 

might identify as our proximal object of interest for control, blame, 

or regret, given broader distal objects not up for evaluation. Conse-

quently, our deliberations take those proximal matters as ones we 

focus on, and we leave those others alone. So, the notion of the sin-

gular factors in these causal stories are more for the purposes of our 

practical reasoning.  

Our objective here is not to navigate these complications, and, 

thankfully, we needn’t get entangled in them here. Our current point 

is rather pedestrian in comparison but nevertheless important: not all 

problems are of the same kind in terms of their causes and causal 

structures, what can prevent them, what could have prevented them, 

and what can remediate them. As our symmetry cases show, some 

problems can be addressed by eliminating their causes by imple-

menting what would have been preventative measures, even after the 

effects have emerged. But, as we’ve seen with the asymmetric cases, 

often there’s a crucial difference between preventing something 

from occurring and remediating it once it has occurred. And, im-

portantly, as problems don’t wear their causal and sustaining struc-

tures on their sleeves, it’s not always clear in a given case exactly 

what kind of case one is dealing with. 

Hence the curative fallacy. It is afoot when someone offers, as the 

fix for a problem, a course of action that would have prevented it 

from arising. More precisely, the fallacy consists in prescribing the 

preventative as the curative without first shouldering the burden of 

demonstrating that the problem in question is likely to be of the sym-

metrical kind. As our cases of obstructive and exacerbating 
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asymmetry show, committing the curative fallacy can be damaging. 

But note that even in the inert asymmetric cases, the fallacy can be 

costly. Introducing an inert measure, even when it fits our category 

of the advisably inert, might still be illicit given broader considera-

tions, like opportunity costs and managing expectations. We might 

say, then, that even in our advisable inert cases, the advisability is 

pro tanto. We suspect that in many real-world applications, the ad-

visability of an inert measure will be overridden given resource al-

locations, time restrictions, and stakeholder urgency. 

As with more familiar fallacies, we can identify different grades 

of the curative fallacy. These vary, in part, with different conceptions 

of what it means to address a problem. Some approaches are modest 

in that they understand the task to be that of improving, perhaps only 

incrementally, problematic circumstances; others are more ambi-

tious, seeking to eliminate or resolve a problem. In particularly egre-

gious instances, not only does the prescriptive theorist claim that the 

measures which would have prevented a problem are now the appro-

priate curative steps, but that they are also sufficient for wholly elim-

inating the problem—once and for all, so to speak. This is to claim 

that we need to do nothing more than introduce the proposed pre-

ventative. An even more extreme version holds not only that the pre-

ventative is uniquely sufficient to fully undo the problem. This is to 

claim that we need nothing other than to enact the proposed preven-

tative. Less severe points on the gradient can be readily envisioned. 

So much for the general character of the curative fallacy. Before 

proceeding, it may be helpful to represent it in a slightly more sche-

matic way. The underlying reasoning begins in a kind of regretful 

retrospect, that then turns into a positive prospect. Consider: 

Had we done X we would have prevented Y 

We did not do X 

Alas, we are now beset with Y 

To address Y, we should now do X 

To repeat, the flaw lies with identifying the preventative measure 

as thereby also the curative means. Recall that what makes the infer-

ence unwarranted is that it does not shoulder the burden of making 

the case that Y is a symmetrical case. Hence, we can represent a non-
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fallacious instance of the underlying inference. It would run as fol-

lows:  

Had we done X we would have prevented Y 

We did not do X 

Y has features p, q, and r, which suggest that Y is symmetrical 

with respect to its prevention and remediation 

Alas, we are now beset with Y 

To address Y, we should now do X 

As we have said, it is not clear to us how to satisfy the required 

burden (represented in the third step of the inference) in a general 

way. Our best guess is that the burden is met when it is shown that 

Y is relevantly similar to other cases that have been proven symmet-

rical. This is, after all, what’s going on in our symmetrical examples 

above. However, the symmetry of these cases has been borne out by 

way of extended processes of trial-and-error, in some cases under 

highly controlled conditions. In broader cases of prescriptive theo-

rizing, there’s the difficulty of establishing what should count as a 

relevant similarity. 

We opened this essay by noting that it is natural to take the pre-

ventative measure to be the curative means. It seems a kind of default 

to treat our problems as if they were curatively symmetric. But, as it 

turns out, many matters in our lives are not so simple as our defaults 

would dictate. In fact, as we’ve shown, following these defaults can 

be costly in asymmetric circumstances. Further, the costs of treating 

an asymmetric problem as symmetric is compounded, as the corre-

sponding failure of the misguided intervention is a point for a further 

cost: failed remediations invite despair, and that discouraged attitude 

may contribute to the stance that the problem in question is perma-

nent and insoluble. 

Difficulties abound. Nonetheless, one clear upshot of the account 

we have offered is worth highlighting. The task of prescriptive the-

orizing about a given problem is not exhausted by identifying the 

measures that, had they been taken at some point in the past, would 

have prevented the problem from arising. At the very least, the pre-

scriptive theorist who offers the preventative as the curative must 

also propose some account of why the problem they’re seeking to 

address should be regarded as structurally symmetrical. 
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3 

It is not our principal aim to expose the curative fallacy in the work 

of current prescriptive theorists; however, we must discuss some of 

the sites where it can be identified in the wild, so to speak. Let’s 

begin with the general observation that prescriptive theorizing be-

comes especially complicated when we depart from the simplistic 

kind of medical and mechanical cases we relied on above, and we 

look towards actual problems involving human conduct. Such cases 

are decidedly more complex because humans are reflective crea-

tures, and our reflection on ourselves and our conduct often changes 

our behavior. When it comes to human affairs, simply identifying 

existing conditions as problematic can create a kind of reflective 

loop which can itself impact the character of the problem, for better 

or worse (Aikin, 2020; Aikin & Talisse, 2020). 

Here's a simple example. Ordinary politeness is a background 

condition for the smoothness of much of our interpersonal interac-

tion. And politeness is especially important when routine social in-

teractions involve parties who embrace diverging priorities, prefer-

ences, and aims. One way we keep the interactions, over time, from 

escalating into overt conflict is to follow some relatively easy-to-

implement norms of face. Hence, we tend to accentuate the positive, 

exercise tact, project modesty, seek consilience, and practice pa-

tience. Interacting in this way keeps the lid on many sites of potential 

discord. And these norms make it so that we can get along over time, 

sustaining generally cooperative conditions that enable us each to 

pursue our own ends, even when they don’t align with those of 

nearby others. But when we routinely violate these politeness norms, 

our merely potentially conflicted relations tend to escalate into 

overtly hostile associations. Arguably, everyone loses. 

This much is commonplace. The trouble is that once interpersonal 

relations have turned hostile, explicitly returning to politeness can 

seem insincere and manipulative; sometimes it can even serve as a 

gesture of escalation. For example, when conditions are generally 

cooperative, encouraging another to “take your time” expresses pa-

tience and consideration; it is accordingly a way of preventing an 

escalation. However, once an interaction has escalated, that same 
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statement is prone to be taken as expressing condescension and con-

tempt; it thereby further exacerbates an already tense interaction. 

Additional examples of this kind are easy to devise. Friendly ges-

tures establish comity in neutral settings, but when things are heated, 

they are easily read as threats or sarcastic antipathy. Saying that one 

is ‘curious’ about another’s reasons or motivations is a good way to 

show interest in an interlocutor, but under conditions of confronta-

tion, one’s expressions of ‘curiosity’ are more legible as only thinly 

veiled expressions of contempt. Our point here is that there are 

norms that help us to maintain cordial and cooperative interpersonal 

relations, but which cannot repair interpersonal relations that have 

turned adversarial. Accordingly, there are cases in which starting to 

treat others as we should have been treating them all along is no 

way to proceed. In fact, there are cases in which adopting the right 

norms of interpersonal conduct fits into our category of exacerbating 

asymmetry. 

With this general point in hand, we can turn to sites of prescriptive 

theory where the curative fallacy is especially common. Consider 

first certain popular strands of democratic theory that are centrally 

concerned with toxic cross-partisan relations. Many believe—cor-

rectly, it seems to us—that incivility is at the heart of what’s ailing 

our democracy, and it has yielded bad political results, ranging from 

parties being blocked from procedure to a polarized populace inca-

pable of critical discussion, much less joint governance. It’s plausi-

ble to think that citizens are uncivil to their partisan opponents be-

cause they have stopped listening to one another, are ignorant of the 

fine points of rhetorical exchange, or are generally distrustful of 

those with whom they disagree. Let’s grant that had citizens been 

engaging in practices of respectful, sympathetic communication all 

along, they would not have developed their uncivil tendencies and 

would then engage in the appropriate political procedures of joint 

governance. One might infer that civility would be restored should 

citizens now adopt practices of proper communication and govern-

ance. Thus, the prescription: in order to restore civility, citizens 

ought now to adopt civil practices. Accordingly, entire programs of 

democratic revitalization are rooted in the prescription that citizens 

must “overcome” their divides, “mend fences,” “hear the other side” 

and “disagree better.” 
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In a recent New York Times opinion piece John Bowe (2023) ad-

vances this general line of prescriptive argument. He claims that ex-

ercising the skills of decent rhetorical exchange would have pre-

vented the toxic divides of contemporary politics, but, alas, we’ve 

neglected them. Bowe then urges us to regain those skills: 

For 2,000 years, rhetorical training allowed us to talk, argue, fight, 

negotiate and engage—even with those we disliked [. . . .] By any 

name we choose, it’s time to resume teaching the skills that form the 

basis of interaction and a civilized life (Bowe, 2023). 

Let’s grant that the rhetorical skills Bowe (2023) reviews would 

have been good means for preventing our political divisions from 

turning toxic. Nonetheless, it is unclear whether the problem of inci-

vility is symmetric given the facts of polarized politics. Thus, we do 

not know what introducing those practices now will achieve. Once 

again, one would need to make the case that political toxicity is a 

problem akin to having high blood pressure because of a salty diet 

rather than to having, say, full-scale heart disease.  

The relevant empirical data here is, perhaps unsurprisingly, not 

univocal. Experiments aimed at incentivizing practices of civil inter-

action across political divisions often (though not always) seem to 

turn the temperature down on cross-partisan animosity; however, 

this easing of tension, even when significant, does not correlate with 

a similar decrease among partisans to condone the use of nondemo-

cratic means to prevail politically (Voelkel et al., 2023). And some 

data suggests that curated political interactions designed to ease par-

tisan hostility commonly backfire, leaving participants more deeply 

entrenched in their negative view of their political opponents (Hastie 

et al., 2007). Even when partisan citizens are exposed to deliberately 

moderate messaging from the opposing side, they tend to intensify 

their cross-partisan animus (Bail et al., 2018). Given these data, it 

may be safe to conclude that incivility is an asymmetrical problem; 

it may even be a case of asymmetry where the preventative is exac-

erbating (Talisse, 2024). A further consideration is that civility fa-

mously has the problem of free-riding, especially in circumstances 

of disagreement, and this is something one should expect to be ex-

acerbated in cases where the divergent sides bear contempt. Civil 

overtures are now taken (both by one’s own side and the opposition) 
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as fake concessions that signal openness, but are actually traps for 

others to make themselves vulnerable (See Levy, 2019 and Fantl, 

2018 for analyses of this). The point here is that as we make the phe-

nomenon more social and the issue is about the dynamics between 

and internal to the disputing groups, civility is as likely to be an agi-

tant as it is to be something that de-escalates the opposition. 

We need not settle this matter. To repeat, our claim is that it’s an 

error simply to assume that a dysfunction can be remediated by en-

acting the measures that would have prevented it. So, as stated, we 

think there’s good reason to say Bowe’s argument commits the cu-

rative fallacy. It unwarrantedly prescribes the preventative as the cu-

rative, taking the case to be structurally symmetrical. To be clear, 

our contention here is not that incivility and political division is like 

heart disease. It might be. We don’t know. So, our point is that we 

would need to find out the relevant facts about the structure of the 

problem of incivility in order to discern whether preventative 

measures are a reliable guide to what we should do to address it. 

A version of the problem of escalation and our inclination toward 

the curative fallacy also arises in argumentation theory and 

metaphilosophy. Janice Moulton (1989) famously observes in her 

essay on adversarial arguments in philosophy that a culture of ag-

gressive critique has arisen in academic philosophy. The objective 

of this culture of critique is that “the best way of presenting work in 

philosophy is to address it to an imagined opponent and muster all 

the evidence one can to support it” (Moulton, 1989, p. 153).The 

thought behind that spirit of critique is that “a position ought to be 

defended from, and subjected to, the criticism of the strongest oppo-

sition…” (Moulton, 1989, p. 153). Moulton terms this general cul-

ture of philosophy the Adversary Method, and it has become a para-

digm for how philosophy is done in the academy.  

Moulton (1989) identifies several problems with the Adversary 

Method. For one thing, it disadvantages those who are not inclined 

toward combative exchange. It also distorts our readings of the his-

tory of philosophy (in seeing Socrates, for example, as an adversary 

of his interlocutors). Moreover, it restricts us from investigating pro-

grams that are (at this stage of the dialogue at least taken to be) re-

futed, and it encourages bad dialectical reasoning with the objectives 

of trying to refute an opponent’s views, instead of finding paths for 
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their improvement. So, adversariality is a cause, and these unhappy 

metaphilosophical results of exclusion, distortion, and underdevel-

opment are the effects. The question is, given the standing culture of 

opposition and the existing bad results, by hypothesis, would alter-

native norms remediate these problems?  

Moulton’s alternative is that evaluating a case for a commitment 

should be in terms of how it “relates to a larger system of ideas” 

(1989, p. 161). The criteria for relevance and salience vary between 

systems of thought, so how we see worldviews relate to philosophi-

cal commitments should take a more holistic form. Additionally, 

Moulton observes that our individual experiences vary, and this in-

forms our reasoning and philosophical commitments as much as our 

shared argumentation. “[A]dversarial arguments would be pointless 

if it was experience rather than argument that determined philosoph-

ical belief” (1989, p. 162).  

Others, such as George Lakoff and Mark Johnson (1980) and 

Daniel Cohen (1995), have introduced further refinements. The ad-

versarial method is justified and oriented by metaphors of arguments 

as weapons (big guns, or things to pierce or destroy opponent’s de-

fenses) or oppositional sporting moves (such as slam dunks or 

blitzes). To offset these metaphors of adversariality, Cohen proposes 

metaphors of comity as correctives, including emphasis on coopera-

tive epistemic dialogue as “reciprocal reading,” “diplomatic negoti-

ation,” “cross-pollination,” and “barnraising” (1995, pp. 183-186). 

Lakoff and Johnson propose other metaphors of “dancing,” and they 

propose that this would stand as a point on which a cultural shift 

could start toward arguing in more collaborative fashion:  

In such a culture, people would view arguments differently, ex-

perience them differently, carry them out differently, and talk about 

them differently. But we would probably not view them as arguing 

at all: they would simply be doing something different. It would 

seem strange even to call what they were doing “arguing.” (1980, p. 

6) 

Lakoff and Johnson (1980) concede that this alternative culture 

would be alien to us, but it is a path that would require significant 

rethinking on how we approach disagreements. Identifying philoso-

phy’s culture of adversarial argument as problematic for these rea-

sons and seeing the metaphorical alternatives, Martin Lenz (2020) 
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proposes that play, and ‘tinkering’ should be our approach to argu-

mentative exchange, and this offers a way out of our adversarial ex-

changes: 

The appropriate metaphorical resources for naming this philosophi-

cal practice should not be derived from warfare but from play-

grounds, where reinvention and serendipity guide our interactions. 

The critical nature of philosophy will thrive more if we model our 

conversations on the playful exchanges among friends rather than 

on the idea of a tribunal looking to tear down a philosopher who has 

an idea (Lenz, 2020). 

Lenz asks, lamenting the bad adversarial state of philosophy: 

“What can we do? A sensible response might be to construe criticism 

not as adversarial to the idea or its proponent” (2020).  

To be sure, these approaches (from Moulton’s holistic and expe-

riential approach, to Cohen’s and Lakoff and Johnson’s variance of 

the metaphors, to Lenz’s model of playful ‘tinkering’) would have 

been a powerful bulwark against the tide of adversariality in how 

argument is conceived in philosophy and taught by philosophers and 

likely would have prevented the exclusionary results, distorted views 

of philosophy’s history, and encouraged new lines of inquiry. So, 

they likely would have been good preventative measures at keeping 

a lid on the escalations of argument observed, but that does not mean 

that they are good correctives to the bad metaphilosophical results.  

To start, if there is a clash of intuitions or descriptions of experi-

ences (as proposed by Moulton), but the clash is explainable by the 

systems of thought that yielded them, then we have a clash of sys-

tems. Adversariality levels up with holism—this time to the system-

level. The same, by our lights, goes for the metaphors of ‘dancing,’ 

‘reciprocal reading’ or ‘barnraising’—once we see each other as ad-

versaries, the very idea of raising a barn with another is offensive to 

us and may even escalate things between the parties and those trying 

to cool things off. And if anyone holds that for us to argue with those 

whom we deeply disagree on core issues, we must also be ‘cross-

pollinated’ by those views, even metaphorically, we do not expect 

things to go well for anyone. Before the rancor had become white 

hot, yes, maybe these approaches could have prevented things from 

boiling over, but not so much now that we’ve turned up the heat (Ai-

kin, 2011). And, finally, many on the receiving end of this kind of 
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charitable treatment can find it to be a further source of alienation, 

as though they need to be welcomed and encouraged as if they are 

children (Aikin, 2025; Alsip Vollbrecht, 2022).  

The take-away, as we see it, is that the conceptual, procedural, 

and interpretive tools we have for maintaining civil political rela-

tions with each other and for pursuing productive philosophical ar-

gument are not automatically tools for re-establishing civil political 

relations or engendering productive argument once we’ve fallen off 

from those ends. In some cases, we think that those tools may be 

only inert but not advisable, since it may not hurt to treat others 

thinking of complications for one’s views as playful tinkering, but it 

makes the stakes for developing the view lower. But in other cases, 

it seems possible that these tools exacerbate the circumstances, as 

asking anti-racists to be ‘cross-pollinated’ by racist arguments seems 

to turn the problems of justice the anti-racists are identifying into 

ones they must themselves live. Our point is simply that it’s not au-

tomatic that the methods we use to maintain comity in pursuit of its 

benefits are thereby the methods to re-establish it or pursue those 

ends once comity is upset.  

4 

Let’s recap. We have laid out the structure of a common and intuitive 

pattern of prescriptive practical reasoning that is not always reliable. 

Generally, this pattern prescribes as a cure for a given problem those 

measures that would have prevented the problem from arising. We 

have argued that this symmetry of preventative and curative 

measures holds only sometimes, and we presented a rough-and-

ready taxonomy of different kinds of cases where that pattern of rea-

soning succeeds and fails. To deploy the pattern without meeting the 

burden of making the case for the problem’s symmetrical structure 

is to commit the curative fallacy. We then pointed to two regions of 

prescriptive theorizing where instances of the curative fallacy can be 

readily sighted, and with these presentations, we have proposed a 

model for how to live up to the burden of proof that the fallacy 

charge challenges. 

The upshot of this essay is modest. In detailing the curative fal-

lacy, we have sought to provide some of the conceptual infrastruc-

ture by which we can more readily remind ourselves that a 
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description of what we should have been doing all along is not nec-

essarily a reliable guide to determining what we need to do now. 

With this, then, we have proposed the curative fallacy. Accordingly, 

we have suggested that, at least in contexts like democratic politics 

and metaphilosophical argumentation, the objective of prescriptive 

theorizing is not simply that of figuring out how we might have 

averted the dysfunctions we currently face. Although it may be help-

ful to know the causes of incivility or certain forms of biased think-

ing, the prescriptive task has to do with determining what to do now 

that the problems have emerged. Thus, we recognize that in order to 

remediate these failings, we might need to begin doing something 

other than what would have prevented them from arising. The reme-

diation of salient social and intellectual problems might require us to 

do something else entirely. Our prescriptive thinking is thereby di-

rected beyond what should have been and towards what might yet be 

explored. 
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