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About the author 
 
Stuart Sorensen’s background is mental health nursing 
and as such he has a wealth of direct experience of 
working with people suffering from all forms of mental 
health problems. From early voluntary work with elderly 
people as a teenager to unregistered care assistant 
posts and then clinical practice as a qualified nurse 
Stuart has a real understanding of the issues faced by 
workers at all levels on a daily basis. 
 
Stuart qualified as a nurse in Stafford 1995 and gained 
his post graduate diploma in Psychosocial Interventions 
(PSI) from Sunderland University in 2004. His wealth of 
practical experience allows Stuart to engage with a 
variety of participants in training that has the feel of 

reality about it rather than the ‘ivory tower’ type of presentation that comes from 
merely reading a book. He has been a full time trainer in health and social care since 
2006. 
 
Stuart is passionate about recovery from mental disorders and much of his clinical 
and training work has been based around helping people to recover from serious 
mental disorders such as schizophrenia. He is particularly interested in ways of 
ensuring that vulnerable service-users are protected whilst still retaining the right to 
make decisions. 
 
The ‘Fallacies’ project was built up from a series of instalments that appeared on 
Stuart’s blog at http://www.stuartsorensen.wordpress.com during the summer of 
2012. 
 
1: Why write this series? 
 
As much as anything else this blog series is intended to help me to clarify my own 
thinking about the various ways in which we fool ourselves (and others) as we try to 
make sense of the world around us. That’s been an interest of mine for many years 
but it has come to the fore of my thinking lately because of a number of exchanges 
and experiences online. 
  
In one such experience I found myself at the sharp end of what has come to be 
known as a ‘Twitter spat’ in which some very good people, people whom I respect 
greatly, allowed themselves to be convinced by someone who from my perspective 
seems to be a particularly obvious charlatan. This surprised me and prompted me to 
ask myself how so many intelligent people could be fooled so completely. 
  
As the series progresses we’ll look at various fallacies and types of argument that 
people use (consciously or otherwise) to misrepresent themselves, their arguments, 
the world around us and other people. We’ll cover some fairly obscure areas but also 
look at a number of ‘current affairs’ stories to try to get a sense of what is happening 
in the real world as well. 
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As ever I’ll try to use illustrations alongside any more abstract discussion to try to 
maintain some sort of balance and keep the blog accessible. Some of these 
illustrations will be more familiar than others. Some of the logical fallacies and tactics 
that we will cover are used commonly in ‘everyday’ discussions whilst others are 
seen more rarely or apply only to particular situations. All of them have the potential 
to lead us astray, often to our cost, both financially and in terms of our quality of life. 
  
So far I plan to include the following fallacies, thinking errors and manipulative 
techniques but, as usual, there will undoubtedly be more things that will occur to me 
as time goes on. The little ‘contents list’ below is therefore much more of a general 
guide than a final plan. It should give readers a rough flavour of what is to come 
though. I hope you enjoy this series and as always I’d welcome feedback. You can 
leave your comments on the blog: www.stuart.sorensen.wordpress.com or Email me 
at info@thecareguy.com  
  
List of contents 
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2: The clinician’s illusion 
 
The clinician’s illusion sounds as though it would only 
apply to clinical, therapeutic situations but that’s not the 
case at all. This is one of the most widespread examples 
of faulty thinking and we are all susceptible to it. 
Essentially it’s one of several logical errors that are 
based upon the false idea that ‘my experience is all there 
is’. 
  
There are very good reasons why human beings are so 
vulnerable to the clinician’s illusion. Many would argue 
that it’s inevitable because we base our judgements upon 
our experience of the world. In evolutionary terms that’s 
one of the main reasons why our species has survived at 
all. This is probably as ‘hard-wired’ into consciousness as 
any human trait could ever be. We all learn from 
experience. 
  
Unfortunately that experience can be misleading as we shall see. 
  
To make sense of the clinician’s illusion I want to tell you a little about my own 
experience as a mental health nurse on acute psychiatric wards. Then, having made 
the point we’ll widen the scope a little to show how the clinician’s illusion is both 
applicable to all of us. We’ll also show how our vulnerability to it is used by cynical 
persuaders from private citizens to politicians who manipulate our understanding to 
gain agreement or endorsement of their views. 
  
When I worked on the wards my colleagues and used a familiar expression – a cliche 
if you will. It went like this: 
  
“We don’t have much money but we do see life.” 
  
It was, as much as anything a relatively light-hearted way to acknowledge amongst 
ourselves that sometimes we witnessed and were involved in situations that were 
distressing, unpleasant and occasionally harmful. What we saw on a fairly routine 
basis had the potential to cause very real psychological trauma in its own right and I 
have known many mental health nurses who have been unable to bear its weight. 
The use of clichés such as this is more than just a way to acknowledge that ‘shit 
happens’ – it’s also a way to demonstrate mutual awareness and support. Like the 
‘gallows humour’ so often heard on ward nights out (and so often criticised by the 
uninitiated) it’s part of an arsenal of psychological defence mechanisms that nurses 
at the front line employ to keep themselves sane. 
  
But there’s a major problem with this. It’s not true. Well – the not having much money 
part might be but not the rest. Acute nurses do not see life – at least they don’t see 
very much of life. They see the worst of life but not the best. 
  
By definition patients in acute psychiatric wards are distressed and they are not 
coping well. If they were then they’d be somewhere else getting on with their lives. 
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Acute nurses meet people at their most unwell – and only at their most unwell. And 
many of them return repeatedly to the wards as their mental health breaks down. 
  
Our experience then, as ward based nurses was that everyone with a diagnosis of 
serious and enduring mental disorder comes back to us sooner or later. We see them 
come back every working day and that experience of working with relapsing patients 
is what we used to form our opinions. That’s why, when I was an acute nurse I didn’t 
believe in recovery from mental disorders such as schizophrenia. I had no experience 
of it. Everybody I met at work had relapsed (or I expected that they would one day 
based upon my past experience of other people). 
  
But not everyone comes back. 
  
According to the Royal College of Psychiatrists own figures only about a third of 
people diagnosed with schizophrenia experience lifelong deterioration and another 
third (give or take) get beyond their problems altogether. We didn’t see those people 
on the wards because they never needed us again. We only saw the people who did 
relapse. 
  
Not everybody relapses 
  
The clinician’s illusion is the illusion that comes from limited experience. Clinicians 
see ill people and so they come to believe that everybody is ill – or at least likely to 
become so. 
  
The clinician’s illusion is what happens when we place too much weight upon our 
own limited experience and ignore the wider experience of others. It’s the fatal flaw 
that underlies the statement so beloved of many that.. 
  
“I speak as I find” 
  
It’s laudable, of course to learn from our own experience but not to the exclusion of 
everything else. If we really want to make sense of the world we need to be prepared 
to look beyond our own experience and take account of the experiences of others. 
  
Oscar Wilde once remarked that only a fool learns from his experience. The wise 
man learns from the experience of other people. 
  
Perhaps Wilde would have called the Clinician’s illusion the ‘fool’s illusion’ for 
precisely that reason. 
  
But it’s not enough just to say ‘learn from everyone’. It’s necessary to have some 
means of judging the reported experiences of others too – otherwise we’re open to all 
sorts of abuses and misrepresentations. My own view is that ‘evidence is the thing’. 
  
Don’t worry too much about anecdote – that can be misleading. Follow the evidence. 
Otherwise we end up making just as many mistakes. 
  
For example there is a narrative in UK about people with disabilities and those who 
need to rely upon state benefits to survive. The narrative is that disabled people are 
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workshy scroungers and that honest hard-working people should not be asked to 
support them. This narrative has proven to be very persuasive and many people 
(largely those who do not work with disabled people) believe it. Let’s look at why.. 
  
Ever since the current government came into power UK citizens have repeatedly 
been told that benefits claimants are predominantly abusing the system. Government 
ministers have repeatedly made that claim and the real evidence about claimants and 
their circumstances has repeatedly been suppressed. 
  
Right wing media articles repeatedly publish stories about people ‘swinging the lead’ 
and even ‘fly on the wall’ television shows present benefits cheats to the nation on a 
very regular basis. For the majority of people (who don’t regularly come into contact 
with severely disabled citizens) this constant procession of fraudsters becomes the 
only experience they have of disabled benefits claimants. And cynical politicians 
know this all too well. 
  
So the clinician’s illusion (my experience is all there is) means that the population is 
easily swayed by arguments about benefits fraudsters because they believe that it’s a 
real problem when in fact official figures (the evidence from a range of experiences) 
show that only a tiny proportion of claimants are ‘swinging the lead’. But that’s not 
what our political leaders want us to believe. So that’s not what we are shown. 
  
Unless we become alert to the notion of the clinician’s illusion in our own lives we will 
remain susceptible to persuasion by any Tom, Dick or Harry who wants to manipulate 
our opinions for their own cynical ends. 
  
For example, if your only experience of someone you meet is what they tell you about 
themselves it pays to look a little deeper before you jump in and support their 
endeavours. You might just be being played. 
  
I’ll end with another cliche. 
  
“Self praise is no recommendation” 
 
 
3: The naturalistic fallacy 
 
With acknowledgements to Ben Goldacre (@bengoldacre on twitter) whose book 
‘Bad Science’ has heavily influenced my thinking on this topic. Check his website at 
www.badscience.net  
  
The Western world is awash with people claiming that their product or service is 
‘healthy’ because it’s ‘natural’. From beauty and skin care products to healthy eating 
and a range of alternative therapies we are sold the message that natural is 
somehow ‘better’. Often these advertisements are dressed up in ‘sciencey’ language 
to add credibility but still the basic message is that natural is best. More significantly 
for this post the idea is that ‘natural’ is the same as ‘how it ought to be’. 
  
This idea that ‘natural’ is the same as ‘ought to be’ is the essence of the naturalistic 
fallacy. It has dogged our understanding of the world and spawned entire political 
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movements simply because people haven’t quite grasped the simple truth that 
describing something isn’t the same as supporting it. 
  
To illustrate this I thought I’d try out a naturalistic advertisement for myself to see if 
anyone bitesHH.. 
  
Great skin care – the natural way 
 

It’s true – you just can’t beat nature. That’s the verdict of 
our poll. Nine out of ten of the people we asked agreed 
that natural products are better for your health than 
synthetic ones. 
  
And who are we to argue? 
  
So we’ve created a range of health and beauty products 
for you to enjoy. They’re simple to apply and completely 
biodegradable. They’re also completely natural, 
harvested without any form of cruelty from free range 
sources on our organic farms. All our skin creams have 
been fermented and irrigated inside completely organic 
chambers using only the biological agents 
recommended by mother nature herself. They have also 

been shielded from any light source throughout the preparation process so you can 
be sure that no photonic contamination has occurred. 
  
Complete with biodegradable cardboard packaging and wooden applicators these 
skin creams will be available on the shelves soon.  
 
If you’re concerned about your skin and only want to use 100% natural products then 
Sorensen’s natural horse shit cream is for you. For the more discerning customer try 
our elite range – the bullshit bottle. Lovingly packaged in reconstituted glassware this 
range of completely pure cow manure is just the thing for the discerning urban 
sophisticate. 
  
So what are you waiting for? Spread some shit on your face today. 
  
PS – We also stock a selection of antiseptic supplies and antibiotic preparations 
(prescription only). 
  
PPS – Strong perfume is recommended when using these products 
  
PPPS – Try our 100% natural perfumes made from purest Emu urine. 10% price 
reduction for bulk buys. 
  
Of course natural isn’t necessarily best at all. It’s not that simple. There are many 
natural poisons and a number of naturally occurring bacteria that will happily kill you 
given half a chance. There is much more to the equation than that. But that’s only 
one part of the naturalistic fallacy. The really dangerous bit is the idea that natural 
shows us how things should be. 
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That’s the fallacy that has created some of the biggest problems in our society. 
  
By way of illustration let’s consider Social Darwinism – a bastardisation of Darwin’s 
theory of evolution that brought nothing but confusion and ultimately death to many of 
its victims. This is the result of the naturalistic fallacy that to describe what is, is to 
determine what should be. 
  
Charles Darwin (and co-discoverer Alfred Russel Wallace) brought us the theory of 
evolution in the mid nineteenth century and demonstrated how via the mechanism of 
survival of the fittest our species (along with every other modern species) evolved 
and outlived weaker competitors over unimaginably long periods of time. That’s why 
human beings exist at all – because the Australopithecines were good at escaping 
from predators and because Homo habilis learned how to be a little more creative 
than the next guy. 
  
But Darwin didn’t make any sort of moral or ethical judgement about natural selection 
and the survival of the fittest. He merely described the reality. Nature doesn’t care 
about our sensibilities. It doesn’t care about anything. Nature just is. When we follow 
the evidence of natural history we can understand what has happened and even how 
it happened but we cannot draw any conclusions about what ought to happen. We 
particularly can’t use nature as a justification for what we’d like to do next. 
  
And yet that is precisely what the social 
Darwinists did. They took the knowledge 
of natural history and natural selection 
and confused it with the ideal of creating 
a master race. In its most extreme form it 
spawned the eugenics movement and 
inspired much of the thinking behind the 
holocaust in world war 2. It is the same 
thinking that underlies the eugenics of 
Project Prevention in their war on the 
offspring of people they dislike. And yet it 
is profoundly ill-informed and ridiculous. 
  
Just because something is a particular way does not mean that it ought to be that 
way. 
  
The naturalistic fallacy confuses reality with ideology and the results are not only 
foolish – they’re also extremely dangerous. If you believe that natural is the same as 
good then I urge you to buy my products (see above) and smear that 100% natural 
horse shit all over your face and neck. You won’t look any more foolish than you do 
already, thanks to the naturalistic fallacy 
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4: Agency fallacy 1 
 
What is agency? In simple terms it means ‘intention’. It’s about a conscious decision 
to do something, to achieve a particular result or to make a particular thing happen. 
  
The agency fallacy comes in two forms and both are related to intention. In the first 
form of agency fallacy we’ll discuss the issue is the agency, the intention, of other 
people. 
  
According to evolutionary psychologists such as Allen MacNeill human beings 
evolved an in-built ‘agency detector’ that allows us to understand possible threats 
and dangers. By developing the ability to understand and anticipate the actions of 
others we can learn useful survival information. 
  
However the agency detector sometimes goes awry and we attribute agency 
(intention) when none really exists. This is especially so when the issue at hand is 
risky. We are far more likely then to assume intention when someone does 
something that hurts us than we are when they do something that is neutral or even 
beneficial to us. The evolutionary reason for this is very simple. Detecting harmful 
agency is much more important to our safety than detecting neutral agency. If it can’t 
hurt us it’s not so important to be aware of it. 
  
This is why our agency detector goes into overdrive when we are harmed. It’s a 
natural defence mechanism. If we assume that the other person meant to harm us we 
will be ready and watching in case they try to harm us again. In this sort of situation 
it’s better to assume too much agency (that keeps us safe) than to assume too little 
(that makes us more vulnerable). 
  
Consequently our agency detectors are calibrated to be a little over-sensitive and we 
imagine intention when it doesn’t exist. It may be that that’s part of the reason why 
people become paranoid. They have over active agency detectors and they see 
malicious intent in others whether it exists or not. As do we all if we’re not careful. 
The antidote to over-active agency detection – to the first part of the agency fallacy is 
to remember Hanlon’s Razor: 
  
“Never assume intention if incompetence will suffice” 
  
Most of the time other people aren’t really interested enough in us to waste their time 
trying to hurt us. But they’re often not interested enough to worry about keeping us 
safe either. Hanlon’s razor essentially assumes that the source of most of our 
misfortunes when dealing with others is just as likely to be lack of agency on the 
other person’s part as anything else. 
  
The agency fallacy (1) is responsible for broken friendships, conflicts and lost 
opportunities. That’s why one of the most important things we can do when patching 
up our relationships is to make it clear that whatever the other person might imagine 
we didn’t mean to hurt them. Apologies are useful too but understanding the needs of 
the other person’s agency detector is vital. 
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5: Agency fallacy 2 
 
In the previous post we considered the unfortunate human tendency to assume 
agency (deliberate intent) where none exists. This may well lie at the root of a great 
deal of suspicion, paranoia and mistrust in human relationships. But that’s not all 
there is to say about the ‘Agency fallacy’. 
  

Not content with assuming agency in 
their dealings with other people, a 
surprisingly large number of our species 
also attribute agency to animals, trees, 
stones and even the weather. Often 
people assume deliberate intent where 
there isn’t even evidence of life, let alone 
consciousness. 
  
In an earlier post I mentioned the folly of 
ancient people imagining angry Gods 
that caused volcanoes to erupt or crops 

to fail. They assumed that the sun and the moon were conscious beings who 
interfered in human affairs and the natural world in general. And they invented 
elaborate rituals designed to keep these astronomical agents appeased. This is a 
perfect illustration of the agency fallacy in action. 
  
Many modern superstitions are just as fallacious. The idea that black cats crossing 
our path is somehow lucky can only make sense if we assume that some sort of 
agency exists in the natural world. The widespread idea that ‘the universe’ has a plan 
is another common example of the Agency fallacy. 
  
Inanimate objects such as stone circles, crystals and magical pools are variously 
assumed to have both agency and supernatural power as are oracles, certain plants 
and trees and even the stars themselves. 
  
Throughout human history this fallacy has prompted 
people to touch wood, to throw their most treasured 
possessions into pools and marshes, to sacrifice 
animals (& other people) to their Gods and Godesses 
and to spend hour upon hour chanting, praying and 
otherwise currying favour with the agency of their 
choosing. From ancient Gods of war such as Mars, 
Odin and the Old Testament Yawheh to lucky rabbit’s 
feet (not so lucky for the rabbit) and alternative 
‘therapies’ like Reiki the Agency fallacy is both 
remarkably common and extremely destructive. 
  
The more we focus on agency that doesn’t exist the 
less time we have to work on the things that really 
will make a difference. The less we rely upon our 
own agency, the expertise of others and our own 
(real) faculties.  
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This can have serious consequences and leads not only to errors in judgement but 
also leaves us open to a host of charlatans, sheisters and confidence tricksters. Over 
reliance on faith healing causes premature death from medically treatable conditions. 
The agency fallacy causes ill-judged decisions based upon irrelevant configurations 
of bones, stones or stars and untold millions lost in donations to disreputable 
mediums, psychics and unscrupulous evangelists. It has also been the basis of a 
host of prejudices and hate campaigns from mysogeny and disablism to homophobia 
– all because people assume that their God or (even more vaguely) ‘the universe’ 
has agency and the ability both to disapprove and to punish. 
  
The Agency fallacy is much more than just a harmless folly. It’s a distraction that both 
misleads and misdirects our attention. And it leaves us far more vulnerable to 
manipulation and abuse than many of us would care to admit. 
 
6: The Transcendental Temptation 
 
In the last post we saw how willing people are to believe that natural events are the 
results of supernatural agency, intention and consciousness. It’s easy to expose the 
beliefs of those who claim that weather patterns represent the whims of the Gods or 
that the universe can impart its wisdom via a swinging pendulum or a pile of bones. # 
 
But what about the more widespread and socially accepted forms of the Agency 
fallacy? What about those who claim (as did the previous Bishop of Carlisle) that the 
devastating floods of 2007 were actually God’s judgement on a sick society?  
 
What about the legions of Christian 
evangelists who describe HIV & AIDS as 
God’s judgement on homosexuality or the 
Catholic bishops who oppose contraception 
in Africa in spite of the AIDS epidemic 
sweeping that continent. Then there are the 
millions of Jehovah’s Witnesses who would 
rather die than accept a blood transfusion? 
  
If for no other reason than sheer weight of 
numbers these people are much more 
difficult to dismiss as misguided cranks than 
the ‘leyline dowsers’, ‘past life regression therapists’ and ‘energy healers’ of the 
world. But that doesn’t make them any less damaging. Consider for example the 
evangelical Christian who wants to bring violent ‘curative’ assault to UK in the name 
of his (presumably equally violent) God. Or imagine the terrifying plight of the 15 
women who were burned at the stake in 2007 by religious believers in Gambia. 
  
And yet these more mainstream ‘agency inventors’ have no more evidence or 
grounds for their beliefs than any of the rest. They may even have less. After all, at 
least the astrologist can show you that the stars exist. I’ve yet to find a priest, Rabbi, 
Pastor, Imam or Scientologist who can do the same for their revered God or alien 
overlord. 
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So what drives these otherwise intelligent, rational people to believe so completely in 
a deified agency without (or even in spite of) real world, empirical evidence? There 
are, of course many reasons for this. Some are cultural, some developmental and 
some neurological. But here we shall consider only one.  
 
Welcome to the Transcendental Temptation. 
  
Most people seem uncomfortable with mortality. There are exceptions, of course and 
throughout my care career I’ve known several people who seemed quite content for 
life to slip away as the end approached. These people experienced what we know ‘in 
the trade’ as a good death. But they’re not the only kinds of death that people 
experience. 
  
Others seem terrified at the prospect of their own demise. Their deaths are 
distressing, not only for themselves but also for those around them. It’s never 
pleasant to sit with and try to comfort a dying person who hasn’t managed to come to 
terms with the inevitable. For many people the prospect of death and eternal non-
existance is just too difficult to contemplate. 
  

� If only there was a way to cheat death. 
� If only there was a way to live forever. 
� If only there was a way to ‘transcend’ the physical body after death and carry 

on living in another, less tangible form. 
  
Now wouldn’t that be tempting? 
 

That’s the essence of the transcendental 
temptation. It’s a form of wishful thinking that 
allows the believer to pretend that they can cheat 
the reaper. But it comes at a price. This sort of 
belief can only survive so long as believers refuse 
to think too deeply about the evidence. 
  
The fact that not a jot of evidence exists (outside 
the world of cold-reading charlatans and heavily 
stage managed seances or TV shows) doesn’t 
matter at all. That’s why belief that comes from 
the transcendental temptation is called ‘faith’. 
That’s what we always call belief without 
evidence. Another equally descriptive term might 
be ‘wishful thinking’. 
  
Of course none of this takes away people’s right 
to believe what they want to and nobody should 
feel the need to justify their beliefs to anyone else. 
That’s not the point of this post. 

  
But whenever anyone tries to impose their religious morality upon others, from the 
‘donation’ seeking psychic medium to the Archbishop in the House of Lords it’s worth 
being clear about where their motivation springs from. It’s also worth understanding 
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the extent to which their views and moral standards are based upon wishful thinking 
and the transcendental temptation. 
 
It seems that for many of our self-appointed ‘moral leaders’ the chief professional 
qualification is gullibility and the desire to hide from reality. Think carefully before you 
allow these people to impose their views of right and wrong upon your life. After all 
these are the same people who brought us & continue to bring to many countries 
(including in many cases the UK): 
  

� Subjugation of women; 
� Anti birth-control campaigns & legislation; 
� Variously encouraging and condemning suicide and attempted suicide; 
� Corrective rape of lesbians; 
� Witch trials & executions; 
� Discrimination against (& even execution of) LGBT citizens; 
� Book burning; 
� Barbaric ritual slaughter of animals (EG Kosher & Halal); 
� Genital mutilation of infant girls and boys; 
� Censorship of science teaching (EG Evolution and the Tennessee Stopes 

‘monkey’ trial) in schools; 
� Holy wars; 
� State-sanctioned apartheid & slavery; 
� Loss of sexual freedom; 
� Religious genocideHHHH. 

  
The list goes on and on. 
 
Don’t let your life, your morality, your sense of self and your way of life be torn 
asunder by those who are so heavily motivated by the irrational desire to deny their 
own, inevitable demise. Unless you want to, of course. 
  
We all have the right to believe in whatever transcendental belief system we choose. 
At least here in UK we have that right. Exercising such freedom of belief in many 
Islamic states is likely to result in imprisonment or even execution. 
  
But we have that right in UK. 
We all have that right. 
  
And because we all have that right, nobody has the right to insist that other people 
‘join in’ with their particular, preferred transcendental temptation. 
  
What motivates your morality? 
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7: Argument from personal incredulity 
 
Nobody knows everything. That’s just the way it is. That’s why different people do 
different things. That’s why people specialise in different areas of expertise. A wise 
man or woman understands this and takes care to ask the right people (the right 
specialist) when he or she needs some advice. Let’s face it, you wouldn’t ask a 
mathematician for advice on gourmet cooking any more than you’d expect Jamie 
Oliver to help you with advanced logarithmic calculations. 
  
This point may seem obvious but it’s surprising how often we forget it when making 
our own decisions. It’s not enough just to acknowledge that we don’t have all the 
answers. We also need to be careful that the person we ask for advice does have the 
answers – or at least has integrity enough to admit it if they don’t. 
  
I remember an interesting (and particularly entertaining) series of conversations with 
a couple of LDS missionaries on the origins of humanity. As may be expected I 
argued that our species had evolved over time via a process of natural selection. The 
most forceful of these two church ‘elders’ (both were in their early twenties) helpfully 
explained that he knew ‘all about evolution’. He went on to explain that he could not 
imagine how if he stopped using his right arm his son would be born without that 
particular limb. 
  
This is a perfect example of the argument from personal incredulity. He didn’t 
understand it and so he didn’t believe it. To be fair, I don’t believe that my son would 
be born without arms if I didn’t use mine either. The difference between the 
aforementioned Mormon missionary and myself is that I know enough about evolution 
to understand that Darwin’s ground-breaking theory never suggested any such thing. 
  
Before you can advise another person 
on any topic you need to understand it. 
As Richard Dawkins famously 
remarked: 
  
“A true scholar reads more than one 
book” 
  
This earnest young missionary knew 
only what his church had told him 
about evolutionary theory. He’d never 
troubled himself to understand what 
evolutionary science was really all 
about. That’s why he didn’t understand 
how it could be possible. He didn’t 
know because his advisors (other members of the Mormon church) didn’t know 
either. His objection was based entirely upon his own ignorance. The argument from 
personal incredulity. He had relied upon the wisdom of LDS church leaders whose 
amazing insights include such scientific pearls of wisdom as:  
 
“The moon is a superior planet” which man will never reach. 
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A little knowledge is a dangerous thing. 
  
I remember a recent discussion about a TV conjurer and his genuinely remarkable 
illusions. The child I was conversing with insisted that the illusions we watched on the 
TV screen really must be magic simply because he didn’t know how else they could 
be achieved. But, of course, that’s the whole point of conjuring tricks. 
  
This conjurer made no claims (outside of his act) and certainly doesn’t pretend to be 
anything more than a skilled illusionist, however convincing his tricks may be. And 
they really are convicing. 
  
A host of mediums, charlatan fortune-tellers and other assorted confidence tricksters 
rely upon exactly that same trickery to fleece gullible ‘patrons’ every day. They use 
the incredulity of their ‘marks’ to persuade them of all sorts of deceitful claims from 
communion with the dead to knowledge from the Akashic record. And they make a 
great deal of money into the bargain. 
  
As I write this post I’m reminded of the original motivation for this series. It was 
inspired by a series of frustrating and ultimately futile internet exchanges with 
someone claiming to be an advisor in mental health law. Yet the bulk of this 
individual’s arguments were based upon ‘out of context’ quotations that he clearly 
didn’t understand well enough to tell how they relate to each other.  This superficial 
ignorance not only led him to make some worrying statements (extremely worrying 
when made by an ‘advisor’) but also to rely heavily upon the argument from personal 
incredulity. Several of us who have studied the relevant legislation saw right through 
this charade but equally many of those who hadn’t the same level of knowledge were 
completely fooled. They had taken the word of a man whose main argument 

amounted to little more than his own 
inability to understand complexity. 
  
That’s another classic example of the 
argument from personal incredulity. 
And it brings with it a particular 
warningH. 
  
Whenever someone tries to convince 
you of anything by telling you that they 
can’t see how something might be true 
– go and find someone who can. Then 
you can make a decision based upon 
genuine understanding, not upon the 

lack of it. 
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8: Some common thinking errors 
 
I think therefore I am. 
  
And all that I am is dictated by my thought. 
  
Thought breeds opinion, opinion belief, 
  
Belief engenders attitude and attitude: behaviour. 
  
Therefore in order to live well 
  
A man must first strive to think well. 
  
His thought must be fluid and well conceived. 
  
It must be as a strong fortress to withstand the onslaughts of derision and dogma 
  
And yet welcoming enough to admit the arguments of reason. 
  
Thought must not be fixed but it’s foundations must be firm. 
  
And thought belongs to us all. 
  
According to the late Albert Ellis (creator of ‘Rational Emotive Therapy’) there are 
three ‘general’ thinking errors that crop up time and time again in the development of 
emotional distress. These are much less specific than his famous collection of twelve 
irrational beliefs and are more to do with thinking ‘style’ than with any specific belief 
but they are, nevertheless a reasonable place for us to begin this little post on the link 
between cognition (thinking) and emotion. 
  
The three ‘general thinking errors’ areH. 
  
Ignoring the positive 
  
Whether you tend toward anxiety, anger or depression you’ll find it much harder to 
maintain emotional stability if you ignore the positive aspects of life. Like many of the 
thinking errors we’ll consider this simple truth is both obvious and depressingly 
common (pun intended). 
  
Exaggerating the negative 
  
As if ignoring the positive wasn’t bad enough, many people have developed the 
thinking habit of exaggerating the negative. The net result is that not only do they see 
the bad in their lives but they also have an even more negative view because they 
blow things out of all proportion until it seems as though they are overwhelmed by 
negativity. 
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Overgeneralisation 
  
This thinking error becomes habitual and remarkably destructive. This is the thinking 
habit that prompts people to believe that all aspects of their life are unsatisfactory 
when in fact only a small part of it may be. This is the sort of thinking error that 
prompts people to expect ‘one of those days’ simply because they spill the milk at 
breakfast. The misfortune is generalised to include the whole day. 
  
On a related point I often wonder why they choose to generalise only to the whole 
day. Why not to the whole week or month? Maybe even their whole life. Either one 
makes as much sense as the others. 
  
Or maybe they could try relating the misfortune to the whole of the time it takes them 
to clean up the spilled milk and then move on. After all: 
  
There’s no use crying over spilled milk! 
  
Yes – I know. I couldn’t resist that! 
  
Other errors that psychologists have identified include: 
  
Catastrophisation 
  
An inevitable result of Ellis’ 3 general thinking errors above is the way that people 
take a minor problem and blow it out of all proportion. This is what happens when a 
person argues with their partner and then convinces themselves that the whole 
relationship is over. Most of us have done this at one time or another – especially 
during our teenage years but by the time we become adult we should have plenty of 
evidence to show us that it’s not inevitably so. Yet – by ignoring the positive evidence 
and exaggerating the negative implications of the situation we convince ourselves 
that the worst is about to happen. 
  
Arbitrary inference 
  
Catastrophisation often relies upon this process of arbitrary inference to make it 
happen. This is the way we draw conclusions from very limited evidence to support 
our basic assumptions. 
  
The problem is compounded by the extremely common habit of inference chaining 
where a series of arbitrary inferences are linked together to create anxiety, 
depression, anger or even psychotic states such as paranoia and other delusions. 
For example: 
  
Joan and David live together and have done for eight years. They are happy and 
regularly go out as a couple to the local cinema as well as restaurants and other 
places. They have two small children, Anna and Michael who they adore. 
  
This afternoon David tells Joan that he is planning to go to the cinema with some 
male friends from work. Joan becomes distressed by this, much to David’s confusion 
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because he doesn’t understand the arbitrary inference chain that has developed in 
Joan’s head. It goes something like this: 
  

David’s going to the cinema without me 
  
That means he doesn’t want my company 
  
That means he doesn’t love me 
  
That means he will leave me soon 
  
That means I’ll be on my own with two children 
  
That means I’ll never find anyone else. Nobody will want to take on the 
kids as well 
  
That means I’ll be alone 
  
That means I’m a failure because I couldn’t keep him 
  
That means I’m useless 
  

Obviously this chain of ideas may well be distressing but these thoughts don’t really 
reflect reality. This thinking style of arbitrary inference is extremely destructive and 
unnecessary. It often has the feel of predicting the future. Assuming claIrvoyance 
another of Ellis’ irrational beliefs. One simple trick to get to the bottom of inference 
chains that therapists use a lot is to keep asking: 
  
If that were true, what would it mean for you? 
  
It is truly amazing to discover the assumptions people make based upon the flimsiest 
of evidence or the most innocuous of events. 
  
Determinism 
  
Determinism comes in many forms but they all have the same ‘feel’. This is the 
assumption that the outcome is inevitable because of some other, often irrelevant, 
circumstance. Determinism makes us powerless because it tells us that there is no 
hope. This belief discourages us from trying to improve our situation. Common 
examples of determinism include: 
 

� I’m bad tempered because my parents were Irish; 
� I failed at school so I’ll never make anything of myself; 
� I’m unemployed so I must be miserable 
� I was traumatised as a child so I’ll never be happy; 
� Of course I can’t look after myself – I’ve been diagnosed with schizophrenia. 
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Selective abstraction 
  
This thinking error is very similair to arbitrary inference. The difference is that it’s 
often a more conscious process of ‘self-censorship’. It’s the process by which people 
ignore evidence that doesn’t fit with their preferred beliefs and opinions. They 
acknowledge only the evidence that supports their preconceived notions and so they 
fail to grow, to develop and ultimately to learn how best to survive in the world. In 
everyday language this is what we mean when we say that someone is ‘burying their 
head in the sand’. This is the sort of thinking error that allows: 
 

� Racists to ignore the evidence that people from other racial groups are just the 
same as people from their own; 

� Politicians to draw different conclusions from the same evidence; 
� People to blame others for their emotions in spite of their own self-destructive 

thoughts and behaviours. 
  
Global thinking 
  
This is one of the most common thinking errors. It’s the habit of applying a single 
principle to a total situation. It’s one of the most destructive thinking habits, especially 
when people apply it to themselves. 
 

� The man who finds himself out of work following a spate of redundancies is not 
a total failure. 

� The girl who finds herself taken advantage of after a drunken night out is not a 
whore. 

� The woman diagnosed with depression is not completely unable to function in 
the world. 

  
All of these people may face some very real difficulties but that, in itself, does not 
negate all the other aspects of their personalities and circumstances that make up 
who they are. Global thinking, when applied to ourselves or others, is always far too 
superficial. It’s the sort of thought process that leads people to write off small children 
as evil and a host of other, equally superficial judgements with no real understanding 
of the complexity of human beings and their capacity to behave in a variety of ways 
given the right circumstances. 
  
Dichotomous thinking 
  
Also known as ‘black and white’ thinking, this is the belief in extremes. The world is 
full of shades of grey but the dichotomous thinker can see only definites. 
Dichotomous thinking is common among children – in fact it’s a vital stage in 
cognitive development but it isn’t the end result. Dichotomous thinking gives rise to 
attitudes such as: 
 

� With us or against us 
� Good and evil 
� Us and them 
� Good people and bad people 
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The reality is much more complex than that. 
  
Magical thinking (the Wizard did it) 
  
Magical thinking is the opposite of the ‘cause and effect’ principle that rationalism is 
based upon. 
  
Rather than take the time to understand how the world works people assume a 
magical connection or a guiding force instead. They put their faith in a form of wishful 
thinking and trust to ‘luck’ or to ‘God’ instead of doing the work needed to make 
lasting change. The irony is that when they don’t get the job or the advice of the 
pendulum they swung turns out to be false the same magical thinking provides them 
with some sort of solace through the belief that: 
  
It wasn’t meant to be. 
  
Magical thinking prevents people from taking responsibility because they attribute 
success or failure to the magical force of their choice. Consequently they stop trying 
to understand and ignore the real ’cause and effect’ lessons that would actually help 
them to achieve their goals. 
  
Personalisation 
  
Some people go through life believing so completely in their own importance that 
they think everything is about them. The majority of people really aren’t all that 
important and most people we come across are far too wrapped up in their own lives 
to devote much attention to us, our characteristics or the state of our hair. 
  
One excellent thing to keep in mind is this: 
  

I’m not special – I’m unique, like everybody else! 
 
 
 
9: The ‘single cause’ fallacy 
 
Everyone has a place in the world. They don’t always like it – but they have a place 
none the less. And everyone arrived ‘where they are’ because of a complex 
combination of circumstances, choices and characteristics that all contribute to 
whatever it is that makes us who we are. 
  
For exampleH. 
  
I am occasionally asked why I chose to become a mental health nurse. The usual 
answer I give (the shorthand version, if you like) is that I find mental health work 
(either as a practitioner or a trainer) both fascinating and rewarding. But actually 
there’s more to it than that. 
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To really understand why I drifted in to mental health care you’d need to know how a 
number of very different causative factors came together to bring me to that point. 
These includeH 
 

� Volunteering as a teenager in an elderly care day centre (primarily because I 
was bored); 

� Not being talented enough to realise my teenage dream of becoming an actor; 
� Leaving home in search of a theatrical career and becoming homeless; 
� Living either on the streets or in hostel accommodation during my early 

twenties; 
� Eventually finding employment in the hostel I lived in (Lincoln YMCA); 
� Being ‘thrown in at the deep end’ with a number of mentally disturbed hostel 

residents; 
� Witnessing a woman jump to her death from a multi-storey car park near the 

hostel; 
� Subsequently taking a series of care assistant jobs in mental health, elderly 

care and learning disabilities services; 
� Meeting and becoming engaged to a care assistant who was about to begin 

nurse training; 
� Following her into nurse training (to be together); 
� Entering mental health nursing (mainly because I didn’t fancy adult nursing). 

  
So you see, although the shorthand answer is that I love mental health work the 
actual answer includes many more causes than that alone. In truth I drifted into this 
field as much by chance as anything else. I would never have imagined myself doing 
anything like this when I was at school. And that’s how it is for most people. 
  
There is no single cause! 
  

Of course we all understand this when we think it 
through. Almost nothing significant happens 
because of a single event. There are always other 
underlying conditions that make it possible. 
Unfortunately though we all tend not to think it 
through quite so often as we should. 
  
Continuing for the moment with the theme of mental 
health I’d like to pose a questionH. 
 

What causes schizophrenia? 
  
If you were to ask 100 people that question you may not get 100 different answers 
but you’d find that a number of contradictory themes kept cropping up over and over 
again. Let’s look at two of these themesH. 
  
“It’s a biological brain disease” 
 
This means that schizophrenia (the tendency to experience hallucinations, delusions 
and thought disorders) is caused by something in the person’s body or brain. 
Different people will offer slightly different versions of this explanation – some will talk 
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about genes and heredity whilst others will attribute schizophrenia to chemical 
processes resulting from substance use or dietary processes. What brings them all 
together is the unifying belief that hallucinations, delusions and thought disorders are 
caused by physical issues and so physical remedies are required. The ‘single cause’ 
is assumed to be biology. 
  
That’s why doctors prescribe medications for people diagnosed with schizophrenia. 
It’s a chemical remedy intended to ‘fix’ or ‘manage’ a chemical problem. 
  
“It’s caused by social exclusion” 
  
People who believe this will not focus upon trying to alter the workings of the brain 
and/or body. They’ll concentrate their efforts upon more social, cultural and 
environmental variables and try to solve the problems service-users experience 
through interaction and coping skills development. 
  
There is extremely good evidence for this sort of intervention and it really can work 
wonders. 
  
The problem with both of these approaches, at least in my opinion is that they are too 
superficial and self-limiting. They both fall into the trap of the ‘single cause fallacy’ 
and because of this they are both essentially inadequate explanations. There is more 
to schizophrenia than just biomedical (nature) or socio-cultural (nurture) causes in 
isolation and until we abandon single cause explanations and explore the totality of 
causes we’re doomed to fail . More significantly we’re also doing our service-users a 
major disservice. I’ve explained more on this topic in my podcast: 
  
Why I’m not ‘anti-psychiatry’ 
 
http://www.spreaker.com/page#!/user/thecareguy/why_i_m_not_antipsychiatry_1 
 
 But that’s not really the topic of this entry – it’s just an example. Another example 
comes from the world of politics and the ‘single cause’ explanations that politicians of 
all stripes would like us to accept. For exampleH 
  
A little over a year ago the United Kingdom (or at least England) was blighted by riots 
in several major cities. The reasons for this seem complex and almost certainly 
include (among other things): 
 

� Poverty and alienation; 
� Disenchantment; 
� Opportunism; 
� An increasing sense of hopelessness; 
� Disregard for the rights and welfare of others; 
� Lack of cohesion within the larger community; 
� The psychological need of desperate people to scapegoat ‘the other’. 

  
The leader of the Liberal Democrats, Nick Clegg famously predicted that there would 
inevitably be riots if the Conservatives won the 2010 general election. He understood 
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the link between the ruthless capitalism of Conservative ideology, widespread poverty 
and the desperation of the masses all too well. 
 
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=YItK1izQIwo 
 
And yet both during and immediately after the 
riots (and after he’d led his party into coalition 
with those same Conservatives) he conveniently 
forgot all that in favour of the party line about 
‘lack of respect’ and ‘mindless yobs’. Even when 
directly asked to comment upon any other 
possible causative factors he declined to do so. 
  
Whenever someone tries to convince you of a 
‘single cause’ for a serious event ask yourself : 
  
What aren’t they considering? 
  
The more we allow ourselves to be drawn into the ‘single cause fallacy’ the more 
vulnerable we become to manipulative arguments from others, be they politicians, 
internet bloggers like me (yes I can fall into the same traps as everyone else) or the 
bloke ‘holding court’ in your local pub. 
  
So the next time someone tells you that disabled people are all benefit scroungers 
who don’t want to work or that the global economic crisis was caused by the UK’s 
previous prime minister stop and think for a moment before you fall victim to their 
particular brand of superficiality. 
  
What aren’t they telling us? 
  
Of course, as another blogger reminded me earlier this week, ‘We don’t know what 
we don’t know’. It can be difficult to work out just what the other person isn’t telling us 
because, by definition, we don’t know. But there are a few questions you can ask 
yourself that may help: 
 

� If this was a debate what would the other speaker have said? 
� If I had to explain this what would I have said? 
� Does this explanation fit with what I already know about the world? 

  
The trick, as ever, is to think for ourselves. The single cause fallacy isn’t only 
widespread – it’s dangerous too. 
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10: The Straw Man argument 
 

Think back to your schooldays. 
Remember the people you knew, the 
classes you took and the exams you 
sat. Picture your old friends and the 
arguments you had with your 
classmates, often over the most 
trivial of topics. And remember how 
you used to react when you realised 
that the other person had a better 
argument than you. 
  
There are lots of ways that children 
respond when they find themselves 
on the wrong side of a debate and 
they’re not always very pleasant. 
Sometimes they sulk, sometimes 
they come out fighting (physically or 
verbally) and sometimes, just 
sometimes they resort to the ‘straw 
man’ argument. 
  

This is because it’s easier. If they can’t beat their actual intellectual sparring partner 
in debate they construct another one in their head. They create a dummy opponent, a 
‘straw man’ whose arguments are easier to refute. Then they simply pretend that the 
weak arguments of the straw man are all they need to deal with. They triumphantly 
rail against their made up arguments instead of the real issues for which they have 
no answer. 
  
It’s a common schoolyard tactic because until they learn to keep their egos under 
control children are generally far more interested in appearing victorious in debate 
than in getting to the truth of the matter. 
  
So the child who argues that science class is interesting is accused of saying that 
children who enjoy sports are stupid. That’s easier for their detractors to argue down. 
The fact that the ‘sciencey’ kid never said any such thing is irrelevant. The straw man 
argument works and to the immature mind that’s all that matters. 
  
Unfortunately not everyone outgrows this tendency to try to score points at the 
expense of honest debate and examination of the arguments. Some adults never get 
beyond the straw man argument, no matter how silly they look as a result. I 
remember being accused of supporting child abuse when I objected to the coercive 
sterilisation of drug users. That was not what I said but arguing against child abuse 
(the straw man) was easier for Project Prevention than defending their cynical 
eugenics programme. 
  
I gave an example of a straw man argument in an earlier post when I outlined the 
Mormon missionary’s objection to Darwin’s beautifully elegant theory of evolution via 
natural selection. The real theory is far too reasonable for creationists to cope with, 
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especially in the light of modern understanding of genetics and genome mapping, so 
they construct a straw man argument and oppose that instead. It matters not a jot 
that no evolutionist ever proposed phenotypal limb loss within a single generation. 
Nor does it matter that individual behaviour has never been proposed as an 
evolutionary means of altering the genotype within a single generation. All that 
matters is the dishonest creation of an artificial playing field upon which they have a 
chance of victory – or at least the appearance of victory. 
  
And that’s the root of the problem. The more an individual needs to win the more 
likely they are to construct straw man arguments and the more forcefully they argue 
against them. This drive to win at any cost often makes them the most vocal and the 
most insistent of those who seek to influence the rest of us. Their arguments are 
dishonest and often reckless because the cost to their self-esteem of being seen to 
be wrong seems far greater than the cost to you of being misled. So they will lie and 
discredit without the slightest concern for what you or I might think of as the truth. 
And in many cases they will be relentless. 
  
Fortunately the straw man argument is easy to overcome. We only have to listen and 
consider both sides of the argument. If  you do that and find yourself wondering why 
someone’s arguing against a point that nobody made then take heed. You may well 
be witnessing a desperate person demolishing the arguments of their own straw man. 
  
You have been warned 
 
 
12: Taking offence 
 
If mankind is to progress it is important that we are able to discuss our ideas openly 
and honestly as part of the progressive process of problem-solving that characterises 
so many of mankind’s greatest achievements. Only through being able to shine a 
critical spotlight on our assumptions (and by allowing them to be questioned or 
opposed) can we refine our own thinking and so develop both collectively and 
individually. 
  
Discussion and debate is vital to the process of human development. So long as that 
debate focuses upon the issues themselves and doesn’t get distracted by 
irrelevancies or ‘closed down’ by those who cannot face that (sometimes painful) 
process of exploration. 
  
It is my belief that any idea should and indeed must be open to critical examination 
based upon the evidence before us and our own critical thinking skills. Indeed I’ll 
happily discuss my own beliefs so long as the other person is prepared to listen, to 
stick to the point, to consider both sides of the argument and to avoid any retreat into 
point-scoring in an attempt to win at any cost. 
  
That’s why I get irritated when people try to avoid rational arguments by feigning 
‘offence’ at the fact that I hold a different opinion from their own and am quite 
prepared to exercise my right of free speech in expressing that opinion. 
  
Let’s look at what it means to be offended by someone else’s argument.. 
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Being ‘offended’ contributes 
nothing to the discussion at 
hand. It’s a description of the 
other person’s subjective 
reaction that has nothing to 
do with the issue under 
examination. The person has 
merely chosen to be (or to 
pretend to be) offended at the 
expression of an opinion that 
differs from their own. So 
much for free speech. 
  
Being offended at another person’s right to express their opinion says much more 
about the narrow-mindedness of the individual than it does about the argument itself. 
Stephen Fry (pictured) puts it rather more succinctly than I have but I think the point 
remains the same. But it’s more sinister than that. 
  
It has become fashionable to claim offence (I’m afraid I’m usually far from convinced 
that such offence is genuine) as a deliberate and cynical tactic. It’s a way to avoid 
considering the difficult questions that often arise in serious debate. It’s as though the 
fact that somebody, somewhere might be offended by my opinion somehow takes 
away my right to express it. 
  
This is a particularly common tactic used by creationists and other theists who 
complain vigorously that any expression of disagreement constitutes ‘offence’. But as 
we have seen it says far more about them than it does about the opinion they object 
to. 
  
If someone is offended by what I have to say they are quite welcome not to discuss it 
with me. But if they attempt to impose their own views and lifestyle onto me then they 
need to expect me to object – and to provide them with reasoned arguments to 
support my objection. If they will find that process offensive then the answer is 
simpleH.. 
  
Don’t try to impose your belief system on to me 
 
 
13: The false dichotomy 
 

The false dichotomy argument (AKA Black & 
white argument, false dilemma argument, fallacy 
of exhaustive hypotheses) is a favourite of a 
range of manipulators from quacks and 
politicians to clerics and snake-oil salesmen. It is 
a tactic used to convince the other person that 
there are only two possibilities when in reality 
there are more. For exampleH 
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The English Defence League claims to defend England from what it regards as the 
‘Islamification’ of the Western world. You may have heard that argument before. It’s 
the one Anders Breivik used to justify his terrorist attacks in Oslo last year. 
  
The argument is depressingly simplistic, allowing for only two possibilitiesH. 
  

‘The Muslims’ will take over the world 
or 

We will stop ‘the Muslims’ from taking over the world 
  
It’s not hard to see that there are many, many more possibilities than this. Other 
possibilities includeH 
 

� People can learn to live harmoniously together. 
� Many parts of UK are peacefully integrated. 
� ‘The Muslims’ is no more an homogenous group than ‘The Christians’ is. 

There are ‘good and bad’ in both religions. 
� The extremist antics of the EDL and other far-right neoNazi organisations is a 

bigger threat by far to our society than the presence of people whose creed or 
colour differs from the stereotypical ‘Aryan Christian’ ideal. 

� All people, regardless of race, colour or creed have equal rights. 
  
And yet, by creating a false dichotomy this divisive group of neoNazis have managed 
to convince themselves that standing around in car parks and attacking anyone who 
looks a bit foreign somehow constitutes defending the nation. 
  
An equally silly false dichotomy involves the political nonsense that led David 
Cameron and Theresa May to inform us that the UK’s only options were: 
  

Scrap the Human Rights Act 
or 

Watch the collapse of the British economy. 
  
It’s true that the British economy isn’t doing particularly well right now but there’s 
much more to the argument than workers’ rights and a legal system that protects 
minimum wages and opposes unfair dismissal. Reducing tax for the highest earners, 
destroying the public sector and using tax payers money to boost private profits might 
have something to do with it too – not to mention the global financial crisis. 
  
One of my least favourite false dichotomies came 
from a West Cumbrian, Christian street preacher 
who kindly informed my autistic, teenage stepson 
that he had only two optionsH 
 

Convert to fundamentalist Christianity 
or 

Burn in Hell for all eternity 
  
As you may imagine I was sure to point out a range of options to that preacher when 
I saw him in the street some time later. 
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And yet the narrow focus of the false dichotomy continues to influence people and 
can actually sound quite convincing if we accept their assessment of the situation at 
face value. 
  
So I’ll set up a little dichotomous argument of my own. You can judge for yourself 
whether or not you consider the dichotomy to be a false oneHH 
  

When you are presented with only two options ask yourself if  
there may be more things to consider 

or 
Remain vulnerable to these manipulators and their superficial assessments of reality 

 
 
14: Ad hominem 
 
Literally ‘Ad hominem’ means ‘to the man’ although most people today would 
translate it as ‘about the man’. In truth the meaning probably isn’t significantly 
different in context but there seems little point in inviting criticism in the light of recent 
events. So – to be clear – in this blog post the translation we’ll use is ‘about the man’. 
  
The ‘Ad hominem argument’ is a very common tactic that people use when they have 
no real contribution to make. Instead of commenting upon the issues at hand they will 
attack the other person as though highlighting what they perceive to be a character 
flaw or an unappealing personality trait will somehow negate everything that the 
opposing speaker has said. 
  
Of course it doesn’t take much thought to realise just how silly that approach really is. 
For example: 
 

� The notion that Isaac Newton (reputedly) was less than sociable didn’t take 
anything away from his genius or from the validity of his insights into the 
physical universe; 

� The fact that Enid Blyton had an intense dislike of children didn’t prevent her 
from writing stories that delighted children everywhere; 

� The fact that Napoleon Bonaparte was prepared to slaughter men in huge 
numbers to achieve his goals does not mean that his ideas about universal 
education or a codified legal system were wrong. 

  
Just as the idea of a single cause can be fallacious, so is the idea that people can be 
defined by a single character trait or behaviour. The idea that a person can never be 
correct in anything they say or do is even more ludicrous and yet this is the very 
assumption that underlies the ad hominem argument. 
  
There may well be a case for questioning a person’s motives based upon their past 
behaviour. There may well be a case for characterising the person (in context) as a 
way to help us understand a situation. Indeed I did exactly that myself recently when 
writing to my ‘troll’ But that wasn’t the only argument I put forward. 
  
http://stuartsorensen.wordpress.com/2012/08/13/my-dear-little-troll/ 
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People characterise each other on a very regular basis. They question each others’ 
motives. Sometimes they even get their assumptions about other peoples’ motives 
right. But that’s not an argument in itself. It may provide context but that’s about all. 
  
An ad hominem argument alone is not worth listening to because without addressing 
the issues themselves it has no substance. People are complex and everyone is 
flawed to a greater or lesser extent but that doesn’t mean that our human flaws 
prevent us from having anything valid to say. 
  
If the only argument that the other person presents is ‘ad hominem’ then it’s generally 
a good idea to ask yourself why they haven’t said anything more. Why haven’t they 
addressed the real issue instead of indulging in cheap insults or ad hominem 
attacks? The answer may well be because there genuinely isn’t a valid argument that 
they could have made. 
 
 
15: Shifting the burden 

 

 “We must baptise dead people who didn’t believe when 
they were alive or they will not be saved. I know this to be 
true!” 
  
“Can you prove that?” 
  
“Can you disprove it?” 
  
“No – it’s impossible to disprove.” 
  
“Then it must be true.” 
  
By the way – I haven’t made that stuff up. It’s part of 
doctrine for a very well-established worldwide religion. 
Devotees of The Church of Jesus Christ & Latter Day 

Saints (LDS) really believe that. You may have heard of this religion before. It’s more 
usual name is Mormonism. 
  
I use this example because of a discussion I had with a couple of Mormon 
missionaries who knocked on my door in an attempt to convert me to their way of 
thinking. They didn’t particularly want to talk about baptising the dead as it happens. 
It was one of a long list of topics they like to avoid with new ’prospects’ including: 
 

� The need to wear protective underwear (temple garments); 
� The belief that black people are unworthy; 
� The belief that black people can become “white and delightsome to the Lord” if 

they lead a good life; 
� The belief that women should be subservient to men. 

  
There are many more unsubstantiable beliefs I could have listed but it isn’t my 
intention to pick on Mormonism particularly here. The LDS doctrine of post-mortem 
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baptism is just an illustration to demonstrate how weak an argument becomes when 
the only way to support it is to show that others can’t disprove it. 
  
The philosopher, Bertrand Russell illustrated this beautifully when he asserted that 
there was a silver teapot orbiting the earth and invited people to believe in it without 
evidence. To the best of my knowledge nobody did (not even Russell himself) 
precisely because there is no reason to believe in it. 
  
Interestingly Russell’s assertion that nobody could disprove the existence of his 
teapot didn’t cut much ice with most people. I suspect that even Mormon missionaries 
can see right through that line of argument when it suits them. 
  
Not being able to disprove something is no reason to assume it must be true. There 
needs to be positive evidence, not merely the absence of the negative. 
  
But let’s not worry too much about religion here. Let’s face it, we’ve covered that 
enough in this series already. Instead we’ll turn to some other equally disreputable 
uses of this same tactic. The example I’m choosing here is used by various religions 
(including LDS as it happens) but I’m much more interested in its secular use right 
now. It’s the idea that white people are superior to other races. 
  
This idea has been around for centuries and is still a major blight on human society. 
Racism, like sexism and a host of other discriminatory ’isms’ makes no sense to the 
critical observer. B for those whose grasp of evidence and the nature of reality is at 
best tenuous it is convincing enough to prompt violence, even murder, segregation 
and a whole host of atrocities that are too well documented elsewhere to need much 
repetition here. 
  
Of course most people don’t spend too 
much time thinking about racism. At least 
most people I know don’t. Race just isn’t 
relevant to many people. It’s reflects 
hereditary differences that are no more 
significant than eye colour or the 
particular shape of an individual’s chin. 
  
Unfortunately though, the acceptance 
that race is irrelevant may not be enough. 
Maybe, just maybe those of us who aren’t 
directly affected by racism, sexism, 
homophobia, disablism etc should be more prepared to stand up and be counted in 
support of our peers (our very clearly equal peers) who are. 
  
For those of us who do attempt to have reasonable discussions with racists the 
conversations are extremely illuminating. Admittedly such conversations don’t tend to 
teach us much about race but they do provide valuable insights into the way that 
many racists think (or perhaps more accurately don’t think) about what they believe. 
  
A typical conversation goes something like thisH 
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“White people are the best” 
  
“How do you know” 
  
“It’s obvious.” 
  
“How is it obvious?” 
  
“We just are.” 
  
“I don’t think so. I’m white but I don’t think I’m particularly special.” 
  
“You’re a traitor to your race.” 
  
How can I be a traitor to something that doesn’t really matter?” 
  
“But it does matter.” 
  
“Can you tell me why it matters?” 
  
“Because it does.” 
  
“But can you tell me why?” 
  
“Can you tell me why it doesn’t?” 
  
Of course – it’s not actually that hard to illustrate that race doesn’t matter a jot. There 
are plenty of illustrations that can be used to show both the highest and the lowest 
forms of human behaviour and achievement from across all racial groups. But that, of 
course, can be reduced to anecdote and so dismissed by the racist. And in fairness I 
have some sympathy with that process. Anecdote isn’t proof of anything. 
  
But then I don’t have to prove that race is irrelevant. I’m not the one making the claim 
that it matters. The burden of proof is on the racist to convince the rest of us that they 
have a point and that means provide some proper evidence. 
  

If you want my agreement - you need to give me a reason to believe you. 
It’s not enough just to assert that I can’t prove you wrong. 

  
Typically at this point the racist will trot out an anecdote of their own about some 
Asian bloke who looked at them funny or a black woman who didn’t say thankyou 
when they held the door open for her. But that’s just as weak as every other form of 
anecdote. It proves nothing that can be generalised to an entire race of people. 
  
Whenever I point this out (and the fact that they are using the same sort of argument 
they quite rightly declared invalid when I used it earlier) they almost always resort to 
the shifting the burden argument. 
  
“You can’t prove that black people are as good as white people.” 
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And of course, they’re right, I can’t. I can’t prove that there is a silver teapot orbiting 
the planet either but that doesn’t mean it’s really there. 
  
The principle is simple. If you want others to believe something, be it racism, religion, 
scientific conclusions, claims about therapeutic treatments or anything else, then you 
need to provide a convincing argument for that belief. That is your responsibility. The 
rest of us don’t have to disprove your ideas. You need to show why you are right. 
  
If the person trying to convince you of their point of view has no argument beyond 
“You can’t prove me wrong” then I’d strongly suggest you take that as evidence in 
itself. They have just demonstrated how weak their assertions probably are. They 
have, in fact, almost (but not quite) proven themselves to be wrong. 
  
After all – when they have no evidence to support their argument what other 
conclusion are we expected to reach? 
 
 
16: Correlation = causation 
 
One of the first symptoms of the bubonic plague that caused so much devastation 
throughout Europe was the sensation of a sweet smell. This was not caused by an 
actual scent in the air but rather by physical processes related to the illness. 
  
But, because the smell always accompanied the plague (was correlated with it) 
people assumed that it was the cause. They also likened the sores that appeared on 
the bodies of victims to flowers because they bore a superficial similarity to them. 
This is why physicians adopted large beak-like masks which they filled with sweet 
scented flowers. It was an attempt to ‘fight fire with fire’ and drive away the scent of 
the illness with sweet scents of their own devising. It also prompted people to carry 
sweet smelling flowers around in their pockets hence the rhyme: 
  

A ring, a ring of roses, 
 

A pocket full of posies, 
 

Atishoo, atishoo, 
 

We all fall down. 
  
Of course, with the benefits of modern scientific understanding we know that flowers 
have nothing to do with plague and that carrying roses around in your pocket or 
donning a beak filled with scent won’t prevent it. It was a pointless exercises but 
understandable in the circumstances. After all – people didn’t know what else to try. 
So they relied upon the only correlation they could think of and based their remedies 
upon the desperate hope that correlation somehow would equal causation. 
Unfortunately for the many who died, it didn’t – and it still doesn’t. 
  
That’s all very interesting but it’s hardly relevant today. We know that illness isn’t 
driven off by sweet smelling flowers and the follies of the past don’t really apply to the 
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modern world. Or at least we’d like to think they don’t. In reality the correlation – 
causation fallacy still persists even though modern examples of it may be different. 
  
A relatively recent illustration of this was the widespread assertion (which appeared 
to originate with research conducted by the Chinese government) that prolonged 
internet use caused depression. This conclusion was reached because the 
researchers had discovered a correlation between depression and time spent on the 
worldwide web. 
  
For the moment we can leave aside the possible motivation of the Chinese 
government in claiming that internet use is unhealthy. That may be a factor to 
consider when evaluating this research but it’s not the focus here. I’m going to 
assume that the correlation exists just as the researchers claimed. 
  
Based upon this correlation the researchers concluded that the internet causes 
depression but could there be another explanation? 
 

� We know that one of the symptoms of depression is withdrawal. 
� We know that people who withdraw tend to find things to do that don’t really 

involve face to face contact with others. 
� We know that it is very easy to find relatively passive distractions on the 

internet. 
� We know that in mild depression people don’t tend to sit around and do 

nothing – they simply find passive things to do instead. 
  
We can see then that we have a typical ‘chicken and egg’ quandary here. Does the 
internet use cause depression or does the depression prompt increasing use of the 
internet as an alternative to real world contact? 
  
Of course it’s also true that increasing isolation can deepen depression but that still 
doesn’t mean that the internet is the cause. The same thing would probably happen if 
the depressed person sat and drew pictures or watched TV all day long. The internet 
may just be incidental. 
  
To be fair I have no way of knowing whether or not the internet is significant. It might 
be but there isn’t nearly enough information to make a judgement. We have only a 
correlation and correlation isn’t causation. 
  
We could just as easily claim that since there is a correlation between short-
sightedness and wearing glasses that glasses cause short-sightedness. Perhaps 
using crutches is a clear cause of broken legs too. 
  
Correlation isn’t causation. This is obvious in the two examples above (short-
sightedness and broken legs) because we know enough to understand the cause 
and effect. But when we don’t understand that relationship in advance it’s very 
dangerous to draw any conclusions. Particularly if all we have is evidence of 
correlation. 
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17: The Star Trek fallacy (The argument from internal circularity) 
 
“Klingons are OK as a species but I wouldn’t want 
to make one angry.” 
“Come again.” 
“I said I wouldn’t want to cross a Klingon.” 
“It’s a good job they’re not real then.” 
“What do you mean? Of course Klingons are real.” 
“Oh, come on. What evidence do you have of the 
existence of Klingons?” 
“They’re in the book.” 
“What book?” 
“The Star Trek annual 1979. My mother bought me 
it when I was a boy. Klingons are in there. It’s 
written in black and white.” 
“That’s not evidence. It’s just a collection of stories.” 
“Well it’s evidence enough for me. I believe in Star 
Trek & Klingons. I also believe in the Ferengi and 
the Borg Collective. If it wasn’t true it wouldn’t be in 
the book.” 
  
Nobody in their right mind would be convinced about the existence of Klingons 
because of such a ridiculous argument. We need more than words on a page – we 
need some sort of evidence too. And anyway everybody knows that it’s fiction. The 
Star Trek stories are fictional metaphors. They’re just parables intended to illustrate 
aspects of contemporary morality. That’s why the moral messages have developed to 
reflect changing social values from the 1st episodes in the 1960s to the latest 
episodes some 40 odd years later. 
  

And nobody would seriously try to justify casual 
sexism or slavery by referring to the early 
episodes of Star Trek in which Captain Kirk 
supported both. Times have changed and a 40 
year old TV script neither proves nor justifies 
anything. 
  
Incidentally, an old book from the bronze age is 
no better qualified to justify sexism, 
homophobia, neoliberalism, creationism, racism, 
murder, eugenics, disablism, capital 
punishment, anti-abortion legislation, holy war, 

inequalities of wealth or ethnic cleansing. Nor does the existence of that book prove 
the existence of a God anymore than a Star Trek annual from 1979 can prove the 
existence of Mr. Spock. 
  
Believe what you like but if you want to influence society in ways that affect the rest of 
us you’ll need more than just an argument from internal circularity to get my support. 
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18: The appeal to popularity 
 

It’s truly remarkable how many different 
tactics people will use to persuade us of 
their point of view. One of the most 
common is the ‘appeal to popularity’ in 
which we are encouraged to agree simply 
because a significant number of other 
people do. It’s an appeal to herd mentality 
in which reason is seen as less important 
than populism. This is the argument that 
would have us believe the Nazis were 
correct simply because so many people 
attended the Nuremberg Rally (pictured). 

  
Of course that doesn’t mean that popular opinion is always wrong – far from it. But 
when popular opinion is reasonable it is because, coincidentally it matches the 
available evidence, not merely because it is popular. 
  
An interesting aspect of this argument is that it relies solely upon a statistical 
analysis, an opinion poll if you will, and such statistical perspectives are notoriously 
misleading. Different populations give different results. Different cultural groups often 
have predictable opinions and different views are prevalent at different periods in 
history. 
  
Unless we believe that modern society is infallible we need to be open to the 
possibility that popular opinion today may be wrong just as it was when most people 
believed that: 
 

� The earth is flat; 
� The earth is the centre of the universe; 
� Iron ships can never float; 
� Erupting volcanoes, failing harvests, infertility and disabilities are the 

judgements of the Gods. 
  
And then there is the problem of sampling. For example I know a number of people 
who proudly insist that most people in the world believe in a God or Gods. They’re 
not usually quite so keen to report that most people the world over do not believe in 
their particular deity of choice. Nor do they generally like to acknowledge that (with 
the curious exception of the United States), the more advanced the nation the smaller 
the percentage of believers. 
  
You see the question you ask about statistics of any kind can easily be used to 
manipulate the results to make whatever case you like. But that really just makes the 
very idea of the ‘appeal to popularity’ both meaningless and obsolete. 
  
So what if most people in rural Kenya believe that unprotected sex with a virgin will 
cure AIDS? Most people who have studied the disease understand how tragic and 
dangerous such a very popular misconception really is. It results in the widespread 
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rape of young girls who often go on to develop AIDS themselves as a direct 
consequence. So which statistic matters most? 
  
The reality is that every major advancement in human understanding involved an 
individual or minority group disagreeing with the majority. This is how we develop as 
a society. 
  
If the ‘appeal to popularity’ argument had held sway Eddison would never have 
developed electric lighting, Darwin would never have developed his theory of 
evolution and Columbus wouldn’t have rediscovered the Americas. Dismissing the 
minority view simply because it is the minority 
view stymies growth and prevents improvement. 
It’s far better to judge an idea on its merits than 
worry about the numbers of supporters it may 
have. Every good idea was outside the 
mainstream once upon a time. 
  
Instead of counting heads, ask what the 
evidence is for new ideas and beliefs. Who 
cares what the herd thinks? Unless, of course, 
you’re a sheep. 
 
 
 
19: Appeal to authority 
 
In the last ‘Fallacies’ entry we considered the appeal to popularity. In this entry we’ll 
look at a similar tactic known as the appeal to authority. This is a common argument 
used to shortcut any analysis of the issues and jump straight to the conclusion: 
 
“Professor such-and-such thinks this is right so who are we to argue?” 
  
There is some merit in this line of argument, especially when discussing complex 
issues over which most people know very little. We need to rely upon the judgement 
and opinions of experts simply because nobody has the time to study everything in 
enough depth to make informed decisions on all the topics that come up in modern 
society. 
  
But if we don’t know enough to make our own decisions then we need some way to 
judge which expert does. This is no easy task. 
  
It’s an old question that was first discussed (to the best of my knowledge) by Plato, 
an ancient Greek philosopher who covered it in his ‘Discourses’. Plato came to a 
rather unsatisfactory conclusion. He argued that the only way to judge the value of 
expert opinion is to become an expert yourself. 
  
As we have seen this isn’t really an option. But if we want to make sense of the world 
we have to try because let’s face it – even experts can be fallible. 
  
We have several basic problems hereH 
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Expert in the right field 
  
An expert in one field isn’t necessarily an expert in another. Indeed – the time and 
effort required to become an expert in any field means that it’s very unlikely that most 
people will be able to do it in more than one area of study. But it’s not enough to have 
a Ph.D. – you need to have the right Ph.D. 
  
For example it is not uncommon for creationists to argue that some (admittedly not all 
that many) leading scientists deny evolution. But you’d be hard pushed to find an 
evolutionary biologist (or even a general biologist) to take their claims seriously. This 
was the crux of the problem with the 2005 school curriculum trial in Dover, 
Tennessee. 
  
Although some members of the community and the school board wanted ‘Intelligent 
Design’ (the new incarnation of creationism) to be pushed on to the vulnerable minds 
of children in science classes, those who understood the issues (the teachers) 
refused. The case went all the way to the US Supreme Court and (of course) the 
teachers won. 
  
It’s not enough to cite an expert – it must be an expert in the appropriate area of 
study because nobody knows everything. 
  
This was the problem with Bjorn Lomborg’s 
controversial work on climate change (The Skeptical 
Environmentalist, 2001 and Cool it, 2007). Lomborg is 
not a climate scientist, he has a Ph.D. in political 
science. The overwhelming majority of actual 
climatologists (those who understand climate 
science) reject his work out of hand and it’s not hard 
for even a layman to understand why. 
  
His arguments contradict themselves (he can’t even 
make up his mind whether or not global warming is a 
good thing) and the evidence he uses to uphold one 
argument is conveniently ignored when he tries to 
make a different point without the merest hint of 
explanation. 
  
None the less climate change deniers and right wing politicians regularly cite his work 
as an ‘appeal to authority’. This would be like asking someone with a Ph.D. in 
theology to recommend treatments for psychiatric patients, a ridiculous situation 
indeed. It isn’t reasonable to expect someone with no knowledge of the relevant field 
to be taken seriously when they make recommendations. None the less this is 
precisely what Archbishop John Sentamu did when he suggested in the UK’s House 
of Lords that exorcism should be available to psychiatric patients on the National 
Health Service. 
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Authority in the organisation 
  
There are other types of authority to be wary of 
though. There’s the authority that comes from 
organisational structure – the boss. 
  
As we all know people rise through the ranks in 
organisations for a variety of reasons and they’re not 
always the best person for the promotion. Managers 
are promoted because someone owes them a favour, 
because nobody else wants the job, because they 
have a good relationship with powerful outside 
funders or supporters or sometimes even because 
they know stuff. 
  
Often though they are just in the right place at the 
right time. That’s not exactly a qualification for the 
status of expert. I’m sure I’m not the only person who 
has worked for incompetent managers and spent 
significant amounts of my time sorting out the messes 
they created. 
  

The Peter Principle is the phenomenon of promoting people to the level of their own 
incompetence. The fact that John is a good technician doesn’t mean he will be able 
to manage other technicians or run a departmental budget. But he gets promoted 
(because of his technical ability) into a job that requires a completely different skillset 
– and John just can’t cut it. 
  
But he doesn’t get sacked or demoted back to his former position. He just stays 
where he is. He’ll never climb any higher because he’s not good at his lower 
management job so he just stays there – perhaps for decades – making poor 
decisions and holding back his department’s progress. That’s the Peter principle at 
work. You’d be a fool to trust John’s judgement about anything to do with 
management. He’d be great at answering technical questions though. That’s his real 
area of expertise. 
  
Experts are fallible 
  
Even true experts are fallible. That’s why Alfred Russel 
Wallace (co-discoverer of the theory of evolution) was 
suckered by spiritism and spent much of his life 
vociferously supporting fraudulent mediums. He was good 
at what he did but he was far from perfect – just like the 
rest of us. 
  
Whenever we try to assess the credibility of experts we 
come up against these sorts of problems and it’s 
genuinely difficult to know who to trust. It’s almost 
impossible to make that decision with absolute certainty. 
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But there are some questions we can ask ourselves that may help: 
  

� Is this expert skilled in this particular area? 
� What do the majority of similairly trained experts think? 
� What does the evidence say? 
� How often has this person been right/wrong in the past? 
� If they’ve been wrong before have they been prepared to admit it? 
� Is this person ideologically driven? 
� Is this person financially driven to say this stuff? 
� Are there any other forms of bias you are aware of? 
� Does the expert use real data as evidence or just rely on stories and anecdote 

(you can make any point you like in a story)? 
� If you follow them and they are wrong – will there be a cost? 
� If you don’t follow them and they are right – will there be a cost? 
� What research could you do to check out their assumptions? 

  
You see there’s much more to being right than merely being an expert or a boss. 
  
The appeal to authority has merit – in fact it would be impossible to function in the 
modern world without trusting someone but it’s always a good idea to think carefully 
about which authority you choose to follow. 
 
Endnote 
 
We have now reached the end of this blog series as originally planned. However I’ve 
enjoyed writing it so much I’m sure I’ll be adding to the ‘Fallacies’ blog category as 
time progresses. 
 
If you’d like to follow this series as it develops please visit the appropriate category on 
my blog here: 
 
http://stuartsorensen.wordpress.com/category/fallacies/ 
 
You can follow the blog as a while here: 
 
http://stuartsorensen.wordpress.com/ 
 
Or visit my professional website (The Care Guy) here: 
 
http://www.thecareguy.com/ 
 
And The Care Guy blog here: 
 
http://www.thecareguy.com/blog/ 
 


