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A.S. of Somerset, Pa., asks:
Would you explain how to use the expression “begs the question”? I know everyone is using it incorrectly, but I’m not sure how to do it right.

Marilyn responds:
The English phrase “begging the question” is a descriptive (not literal) translation of the Latin term petitio principii, one of the logical fallacies identified and classified by scholars several centuries ago. The fallacy is also known as “circular reasoning”; it refers to the error of basing one’s conclusion on an assumption, often a form of the conclusion. “That begs the question,” is a complete statement. No question follows. 

The phrase was first misused by unwitting speakers who were trying to sound learned, but as more listeners repeated the blunder, it became so common that the term began to acquire a new meaning: “raises the question,” followed by a question.

At this point, I recommend dropping the expression entirely, for two reasons. One, if you use it correctly, almost no one will understand you, and if you explain, you’ll sound pedantic. It would be better to use the term “circular reasoning.” And two, if you intend the newer meaning, why not simply say “raises the question”? It makes more sense and sounds better. Why “begs” the question?!

