Fallacies and Biases that
Impede the Search for Truth
Quote of the Day:

“The ideal subject of totalitarian rule is not the convinced
Nazi or the convinced Communist, but people for whom
the distinction between fact and fiction (i.e., the reality of
experience) and the distinction between true and false
(i.e., the standards of thought) no longer exist.”
-- political theorist Hannah Arendt

A recap of the class so far
Readings for next time
Midterm exam on Thursday, October 28. You will need a
blue book. Most of the points will be based on mediumlength questions, where you will write 1-2 paragraphs in
response. The rest of the points will be based on you
recognizing a particular fallacy or cognitive bias.
The exam will be in-person.

Coin flipping homework for Thursday. 200 flips, written
on a piece of paper, arranged in columns as follows:
H
H
T
H
T

Today’s class: we’ll examine some of the most
prominent fallacies and biases that impede the search
for truth.
fallacy (Wikipedia): “the use of invalid or otherwise
faulty reasoning, or ‘wrong moves’ in the construction of
an argument”
formal fallacy: a flaw in a deductive argument, where the
conclusions do not logically follow from the premises
informal fallacy: a false idea that often seems plausible
on first glance
In the political world, it’s almost always informal fallacies
that come into play.

cognitive bias (verywellmind.com): “a systematic error in
thinking that occurs when people are processing and
interpreting information in the world around them and
affects the decisions and judgments they make”
When someone refers to “fallacies and biases,” they
mean fallacies and cognitive biases, as opposed to the
full set of all possible biases

cognitive dissonance: the discomfort a
person feels upon learning that two of their
beliefs are contradictory, or seeing a
contradiction between a belief and a
behavior
when people experience cognitive dissonance, they can
reduce it by
● changing one of the contradictory beliefs
● justifying or rationalizing a belief or behavior (Carol
Tavris: this is the more common response)

Classic study by Leon Festinger and James Carlsmith
(1959). Subjects spent one hour performing a boring
task, then got paid $1 or $20 (worth 8 times as much
today) to tell the next participant that the task was
enjoyable (i.e., to lie). At the end, subjects rated the task.
Who gave the highest ratings?
The people paid $1. Participants paid $20 had an
external explanation for their cognitive dissonance and
thus rated the task lower. Participants paid only $1
reduced their cognitive dissonance by rating their
experience higher (“turning pegs was actually fun”).
Cognitive dissonance can help explain the prevalence
of two fallacies and biases: confirmation bias and the
straw man.

confirmation bias: the tendency to search for, notice,
favorably evaluate, and remember information that
supports beliefs you already hold
The related phenomenon of motivated reasoning
happens when you start with your conclusion, then
construct reasons for it, all while ignoring or dismissing
contrary evidence.

Once a person knows about confirmation bias and
motivated reasoning, they could try to correct for them.

straw man: an easy-to-refute caricature of
an opponent’s argument

How often do you see straw man arguments in politics?
● Internally, constructing a straw man can be
comforting. The actual version of an opposing
argument could cause cognitive dissonance—you might
have to change your mind. You therefore create a
distorted version that protects your existing belief.

● Externally, constructing a straw man might enhance
your status within your group, especially if your opponent
cannot easily correct you.

Let’s examine some ways to avoid the
straw man. Turing test: A person is at
a computer terminal having a
conversation with an AI. Can someone
else tell, from the transcript alone, who
is the person and who is the AI?

An example: Li Kaixiang’s text chatbot.

ideological Turing test: can you state your opponent’s
position in a way that sounds like it came from them?
To accomplish that, you have to examine what they say,
as opposed to what their opponents attribute to them.
A variant of the same approach is to construct the “steel
man” where you state the opposing position in its
strongest possible form.

Three possible outcomes from the ideological Turing
test or the steel man (with parallels to John Stuart Mill):
● You become convinced by the opposing position.
● You see that the opposing position is flawed even
when stated fairly.
● You see that the opposing position is a mix of good
and bad points.

Other informal fallacies:
ad hominem (Latin for “to the man”): saying something
about the person rather than the idea or argument they
are advancing. Not the same thing as an insult, though
it often includes an insult.

falsus ad hominem (Smith’s invention). Falsely claiming
that someone is attacking them as a person. Used as a
way to avoid responding to an objection to one’s
position.

red herring: a point someone
introduces to divert attention from the
original topic or argument. Similar to
changing the subject.
For the ad hominem, red herring, and other fallacies,
knowing about them is the first step in combating them.
We need to learn to recognize them in others and—
perhaps more importantly—in ourselves.

begging the question: a form of argument where the
conclusion is assumed within one of the premises. In
common usage, begging the question is the same thing
as circular reasoning.
Example: “How do we know that smoking causes
cancer? Because tobacco smoke is a known
carcinogen.”
false dichotomy/false dilemma: artificially limiting the
discussion to only two possibilities. One of the
possibilities is absurd, immoral, or otherwise flawed,
which the speaker uses to gain support for the other
possibility.
George W. Bush: You’re either with us, or you’re with the
terrorists.

equivocation: using a term differently from the standard
meaning without explaining why you are doing so, or
shifting from one to another meaning of a term
An example. “Sure, critical thinking helps you argue
better, but do we really need to encourage people to
argue? There's enough hostility already in this world.”

nutpicking: using an extreme person on the other side to
define the other side as a whole

origin fallacy (also known as the genetic fallacy):
rejecting an idea based on its origin rather than its actual
merit. Unreliable sources sometimes contain accurate
information, and you can’t assume something is false
because of the source.
Like many informal fallacies, the problem in the origin
fallacy is pushing a reasonable heuristic too far.

moving the goalposts: continually
changing the standards of evidence so
that they will never be met. As soon as
one point gets refuted, the person
introduces another.
special pleading: an attempt to invoke an exception to a
generally accepted rule or principle, without justifying the
exception
no true Scotsman: claiming that a person from your
group who behaves improperly isn’t actually in your
group

argument from ignorance: claiming something must be
true because there is no evidence contradicting it.
Related to the burden of proof.
argument from authority: accepting a claim merely
because it comes from an authority figure

argument from popularity (also known as the bandwagon
fallacy): asserting that a claim is true because many
people believe it
argument from tradition: asserting that a claim is true
because it has deep roots in the past

wishful thinking: allowing what you want to be true to
influence what you believe is actually true
is-ought fallacy: claiming that because things are a
certain way, they should be that way; or inferring a moral
claim from an empirical observation

naturalistic fallacy: equating “natural” with good or
desirable and “unnatural” with bad or undesirable

natural and good:
babies
sunsets
flowers

unnatural and bad:
pollution
eating a pound of sugar
excessive inbreeding in dogs

natural and bad:
cyanide
bird poop
earthquakes

unnatural and good:
glasses
indoor plumbing
chemotherapy

Let’s return to the subject of cognitive biases
(systematically inaccurate judgments we make about
ourselves, other people, and social situations).
We’ll focus on just some of the most prominent cognitive
biases.

availability bias (also called accessibility bias):
overestimating the actual frequency of something based
on currently accessible examples from experience or the
media
self-justification bias: the tendency for people to
rationalize their decisions after making them, for example
by increasing the spread between their decision and the
next-best alternative

Intelligence does not immunize a person from the
problems we are covering today (David Robson).
Various studies show intelligence to be at most weakly
correlated with the ability to avoid these biases and
fallacies. Intelligence can make things worse for
confirmation bias and motivated reasoning.

