

  APPENDIX:
LOGICAL FALLACIES COMMON TO CHRISTIAN APOLOGETICS


  1. SPECIAL PLEADING


  Special pleading is creating or allowing an exception to a generally applicable rule (a double standard) without first justifying the exception. The principled approach, by contrast, is to set or recognize prescriptive rules on the front end and then apply those rules consistently. A special pleader will set ad hoc rules or exceptions after the fact, based on whatever argument he is making. Special pleading is often used to immunize one’s position from criticism by claiming that the rules applicable to everyone and everything else simply don’t apply to this claim. His claim, the proponent argues, involves special considerations and must be treated differently. Why, you may ask? Because.


  Special pleading is often seen in paranormal research, where those claiming such powers as ESP fail to demonstrate it under controlled conditions. They will claim, for instance, that the testing procedures themselves interfered with their abilities. When repeated tests fail to confirm their paranormal claims, they may explain that their ability is not amenable to testing at all. In this way, they render their claims unfalsifiable. Special pleading is perhaps the most common logical fallacy used by apologists, who routinely create double standards for God.


  Example 1: Because all things must have a cause, the cause of the universe must be God.


  This argument sets up a rule that is consistent with our common experience but then exempts God without justification. If the universe must have a cause, then why must God not have a cause? If God can be uncaused (eternal), then why could the universe not be uncaused? The first premise of the cosmological argument is often written as “Everything except God has a cause,” but of course that gives away the game because the exemption is written into the premise. There is no justifiable basis for simply defining God as the only thing in existence not requiring a cause just so one can prove the existence of God. It is a circular argument.


  Example 2: While it is true that throughout the Old Testament, God engages in behavior we would deem horrific by modern standards of morality, we cannot judge God by those standards.


  Here, the apologist has attempted to do an end run around the obvious conflict between God’s behavior, as most notoriously reflected in the Old Testament, and modern standards of common morality by claiming that no such standard applies to God. No rationale is ever offered for why we shouldn’t expect God’s behavior to conform to virtually universal moral sentiments on such issues as rape, slavery, and arbitrary murder. Nor is any standard ever offered by which we might assess or classify God’s actions on an ethical scale. God’s actions are defined to be good simply because He took them—another circular argument.


  Related to this argument, many apologists also claim that God, being omniscient, has ultimately beneficent goals and strategies we could not hope to imagine. Accordingly, they say, we cannot assess God’s motivations by our own limited reasoning and understanding. This has been called the Omniscience Escape Clause because it would effectively immunize any act of God from critical inquiry.


  The problem, once again, is that there is no verifiable basis for concluding that an omniscient God even exists, much less that His actions follow altruistic motives. If God did exist and were omniscient, then His motives would be inaccessible to us. Such a position, therefore, has no explanatory value.1 To the extent it is used to rebut an argument against God, it is useless because it must assume the existence of the very God it is attempting to prove. (See “5. Begging the Question.”)


  Example 3: While there might appear to be conflicts between scientific consensus and the Bible on numerous points, that is only because we do not adequately understand either the true nature of the universe, the Bible, or both. If we only had better understanding, then we would see how they could be harmonized.


  This argument, common among religious moderates, tries to deflect the parsimonious conclusion that conflicts between science and religion must mean that one or both are wrong. As scientific consensus is always based on a solid foundation of empirically testable and repeatable experiments, religious claims must yield where such conflicts arise. The apologist argues, however, that despite all appearances to the contrary, no such conflicts exist.


  The special pleading here is that some undetectable fog intrudes to distort our observations in only those areas in which science and religion appear to conflict. Presumably, we can trust our observations in other areas, but an exception occurs once apparent conflicts are identified with religious claims. No standards are ever offered by which we can proscriptively identify situations in which our observations are trustworthy and those in which they are not. The claims subject to exception can only be identified after the fact, once a conflict becomes apparent. As such, the argument is entirely ad hoc. (See ad hoc explanations.)


  The only reason the apologist has to doubt the scientific consensus or biblical interpretation is that he cannot accept that they would irrevocably conflict. He therefore creates his own set of rules, having no internal consistency or proscriptive value, by which he can dismiss any conflicts in retrospect as purely theoretical but retain all observations and interpretations that appear in accord.


  Apologists can get away with these strategies because they staunchly refuse to agree to any meaningful definition of God or even of Christianity. This is perhaps the greatest example of special pleading of all. An endlessly malleable definition provides one’s position with immunity from all forms of criticism. It renders that position unfalsifiable, thus serving the apologists’ immediate goal of deflecting attack. Unfortunately for them, however, it also renders their position epistemologically worthless.


  2. NO TRUE SCOTSMAN


  A subcategory of special pleading is the “no true Scotsman” fallacy. When faced with a counterexample to a universal claim, rather than denying the counterexample or conceding the original claim, the proponent modifies the claim just enough to account for the exception in an ad hoc manner. The use of the term was advanced by British philosopher Antony Flew:



   Imagine Hamish McDonald, a Scotsman, sitting down with his Glasgow Morning Herald and seeing an article about how the “Brighton Sex Maniac Strikes Again.” Hamish is shocked and declares that “No Scotsman would do such a thing.” The next day he sits down to read his Glasgow Morning Herald again; and, this time, finds an article about an Aberdeen man whose brutal actions make the Brighton sex maniac seem almost gentlemanly. This fact shows that Hamish was wrong in his opinion but is he going to admit this? Not likely. This time he says, “No true Scotsman would do such a thing.”2




  A simple rendition of the fallacy would be:



   PERSON A: No Scotsman puts sugar on his porridge.


  PERSON B: I am Scottish, and I put sugar on my porridge.


  PERSON A: Then you are not a true Scotsman.




  Apologists use this argument to deflect criticisms of Christian atrocities, church scandals, or the vast body of evidence revealing Christians to behave less morally than non-Christians. They merely wave away these criticisms by claiming those behaving badly could not have been true Christians in the first place because no true Christian would behave like that. They identify no standard by which one can identify a true Christian from a false Christian proscriptively but only, once again, after the fact, based on whether that person’s behavior supports the Christian hypothesis or undermines it.


  If the claims of Christianity are true, then it represents a moral system superior to all others. We would reasonably expect Christians as a group to behave better than non-Christians. We would expect there to be statistically significant differences in their behavior, whereby the Christians acted with more charity, love, compassion, and justice than non-Christians. But, as discussed elsewhere herein, that is not what we find in the world. We generally find the opposite. The logical conclusion is that the claims of Christianity are not true. Rather than face this conclusion, however, apologists cling to the “no true Scotsman” fallacy.


  3. EQUIVOCATION


  Equivocation occurs when one uses the same word to mean different things in an argument without acknowledging the tactic. This is especially common among apologists when using words that are naturally vague or ambiguous or poorly understood outside of technical applications, such as objective or theory.


  Apologists regularly equivocate when using faith, sometimes equating it to trust generated by reliable evidence (“I have faith the Sun will rise tomorrow morning”) and then, having induced acceptance in faith as a valid epistemological approach, using it to mean belief in the absence of reliable evidence (“You just have to have faith that God will provide”). No one can seriously equate belief in gravity with belief in angels. The former is based on mountains of testable evidence, notably lacking among those who believe in the latter. Referring to the basis of both beliefs as faith without distinguishing between how that term is being used is an intellectually dishonest means of manufacturing credibility from thin air.


  At times, apologists may tap into a widely understood meaning for such a term as good but use it in a way that is necessarily inconsistent with that meaning. For example, they might describe God’s command to slaughter all Canaanite children as good simply because God commanded it, despite that killing children does not comport with any modern understanding of good. We are clearly talking about very different concepts.


  Another common source of equivocation would be descriptions of God. When apologists describe God, they often do so in vague terms that allow them cover if their arguments are attacked. If characteristic X is criticized, then they can claim they never explicitly stated God to have characteristic X. They can reinstate characteristic X into their definition if it later becomes strategically advantageous to do so. This tactic improperly uses inherent or even manufactured ambiguity in people’s concepts of God.


  While insisting on a vague and nebulous definition may appear to shield the apologist’s claim from atheist attacks, that is just an illusion. This version of God bears little resemblance to the being in which most Christians believe, which has such measurable qualities as love for humanity and acts in such predictable ways as regularly intervening in response to prayer and rewarding those who follow His commands. If God has no measurable qualities, then it makes little sense to talk about proving His existence. A claim that cannot be defined cannot be defended, and an argument to an incoherent position must be rejected as incoherent itself.


  Equivocation is related to a fallacy known as “failure to elucidate,” in which one makes a claim based on an obscure term that one fails to define in a meaningful way. Calling a spirit an incorporeal entity or an aura a mystical field of psychic energy provides no useful information because the definitions themselves lack a clear meaning. While we might understand the individual words in isolation, stringing them together results in nonsense. Definitions of Christian souls run into this same problem.


  Apologists regularly use definitions for God and such theological concepts as the Trinity that fail to elucidate. How can we meaningfully discuss God’s existence if we can’t agree on a definition for God? In such cases, skeptics often resort to ridiculing the vague claim for, as Thomas Jefferson recognizes, “Ridicule is the only weapon that can be used against unintelligible propositions. Ideas must be distinct before reason can act upon them.”3 When evaluating an argument, the key terms must be adequately defined, and those definitions must be used consistently. Unless the terms are clearly understood by all involved, no reasoned argument is possible.


  4. ARGUMENT OF THE BEARD


  When one argues as if no useful distinction can be made between two extremes simply because no clearly definable point exists on the spectrum between them, he is making the fallacious argument of the beard. The name comes from a philosophical paradox that posits the arguably rhetorical question, “When does a man go from clean shaven to having a beard?” Presumably, everyone would agree that at some point, he will develop a beard, but it may be impossible to reach a consensus on the exact moment that occurs. One could say that a beard is a fuzzy concept.


  Another example would be defining the point at which a person reaches adulthood, purely legal definitions aside. It seems absurd that on any single day a person would magically transform from child to adult, and so it would be difficult to get people to agree on a specific date when this occurs. We can all agree, however, that by the time people reach their early twenties, they are adults. Though no single day makes a demonstrably meaningful difference, there is certainly a real difference that becomes more noticeable as the gap widens. The lack of a clear demarcation point wouldn’t justify us refusing to distinguish a six-year-old from a twenty-six-year-old.


  This argument often arises in discussing the moral argument for God. Many apologists subscribe to the position that any valid ethical system must incorporate a set of absolute rules. This is known as deontological ethics. It can be contrasted with consequentialist ethics, by which the moral value of a choice is determined by evaluating its consequences. Consequentialist ethics are necessarily context based. Where a deontologicalist might insist on the absolute scope of such a command as “Thou shalt not kill” and condemn anyone who violates it, a consequentialist would need further information. He would need to know, for example, the consequences of the killing in question, such as whether it served a greater good, to determine whether the killing warrants condemnation.


  Most secular ethical systems are consequentialist in nature. Apologists often attempt to delegitimize such systems by arguing that the lack of clearly defined rules determining right from wrong renders the entire systems relativistic and therefore worthless. Such arguments commit the fallacy of the beard by failing to acknowledge that useful and legitimate distinctions can be made even where it is difficult or even impossible to agree on specific points of demarcation.


  The fallacy of the beard also comes into play in debates over abortion. Strict abortion opponents argue that human lives begin at conception and are thereafter all of identical intrinsic value. This would treat the thousands of fertilized eggs in a lab conducting in vitro fertilizations equal in value to a six-year-old child. If forced to choose between destroying the egg or killing the child, then this position would offer no guidance as to the correct moral choice. A coin flip would be as moral a decision-making method as any.


  One who is prochoice would presumably see a just-fertilized egg as different in kind from a six-year-old child, just as day-old stubble differs from a chest-length beard, entailing different moral considerations. This is the approach taken by the Supreme Court cases governing abortion in the United States today, such as Roe v. Wade and Planned Parenthood v. Casey, which recognize stronger rights to abortion based on the length of pregnancy and viability of the fetus. An advocate of abortion rights would treat a “human being accorded full human rights and intrinsic value” as something analogous to a beard—something that emerges over time, even if a clear point of demarcation cannot be pinpointed.


  Categories are human constructs we create to help us make sense of things. They can often lead to confusion, however, by tricking us into thinking these abstract concepts exist as concrete things with clear boundaries. In fact, category boundaries can and often should be fluid. The important thing is that our categories be useful, at least representing conditions with meaningful differences. When discussing issues of morality, they must be morally significant. To deny a moral distinction simply because one cannot identify the demarcation point is to commit the fallacy of the beard.


  5. BEGGING THE QUESTION


  Begging the question is assuming the very thing you are trying to prove as a premise of your argument. One must accept the conclusion to accept the premises, resulting in circular reasoning.


  Christian apologists often beg the question when discussing biblical authority. If you’ve ever heard someone say when describing the Bible, “God said it. I believe it,” then you’ve witnessed begging the question. Apologists called on to support some claim found in the Bible often feel they need point only to the Bible itself. After all, they say, it is the word of God. Apparently, it does not occur to them that when attempting to establish that something is X (with X representing whatever claim the apologist is making), one cannot assume from the outset it is X. While the apologist may consider the Bible to be the inerrant and inspired work of a divine author, that assumption would not extend to the outsider, for whom any reasoned argument must be persuasive and who may not believe that author even exists. The assumption itself must be supported by evidence before it can support the argument.


  An example that demonstrates the circularity of begging the question is as follows:


  
     	We know that the Bible is true because Jesus performed a miracle witnessed by five hundred people.


  	We know that Jesus performed a miracle witnessed by five hundred people because it is in the Bible (which is true—see number 1).

  


  Any outsider would immediately recognize that neither claim may be assumed. Biblical inerrancy can only be proven by independently verifying every claim in the Bible, for which we could begin by using the empirical findings of science and archaeology. Even a divinely inspired book would get virtually everything correct. Only if it is demonstrated to be exceedingly accurate regarding all verifiable claims would we arguably be justified in accepting its accounts of such unverifiable extraordinary claims as miracles or such purely theological claims as the correct path to salvation. We must begin by reading the Bible as we would read any other book written in the same time period with the same skepticism and see if it makes a compelling case for its claims.


  Another example comes from apologists who cite as support for their Christian beliefs experiences that can “only be described as divine,” such as William Lane Craig’s “self-authenticating witness of the holy spirit.”4 By beginning with the assumption that any unusual experience of transcendence, calm, or clarity must necessarily have been generated by the God they already believe in, the experience becomes evidence for that God in their minds. Their failure to consider other plausible alternatives (or to acknowledge the similar claims of the practitioners of thousands of other mutually exclusive religions) renders their conclusions wholly uncompelling to anyone who doesn’t already share their beliefs.


  Rather than starting with the known to determine the unknown, the foundation of logical reasoning, one who begs the question assumes something unknown to establish or reinforce belief in something else that is unknown. In the immediately preceding example, Dr. Craig must assume the existence of an ineffable God to provide meaning and significance to his experiences, which then serve as evidence for that same God. At no point in this process has useful information been injected, so it results in no increase in clarity. It is merely a closed, self-reinforcing feedback loop that may just as accurately be characterized as “I feel what I feel” or “I believe what I believe.”


  An approach to argument that systematically incorporates begging the question is known as presuppositional. A presuppositionalist begins with the assumption that Christianity is true and should be accepted unless definitively proven impossible. As Darius and Karin Viet of apologist website Answers in Genesis acknowledge, “We agree that presuppositional apologetics is the ultimate biblical approach to apologetics. The common accusation that the presuppositionalist uses circular reasoning is actually true.”5 Being a presuppositionalist means never having to admit you’re wrong because you begin with the non-negotiable premise that you are right. The Viets defend this obviously flawed approach by inexplicably claiming that “everyone uses some degree of circular reasoning when defending his ultimate standard.”6


  Contrary to the Viets’ claim, no circular reasoning is required when advocating or defending claims based on sufficient evidence. Take evolution, for example.7 The theory of evolution is based on billions of known observations and repeatable experiments that consistently demonstrate its validity. Evolution does not require as a premise anything that is not known or self-evident.8 Evolution allows for future predictions, which have, when tested, consistently verified the theory. No circular reasoning or begging the question has ever been required to prove evolution or many other scientific claims. Circular reasoning is only necessary when one has no evidence to support their claims from the ground up.


  Some may have noticed that begging the question and special pleading are related. When people engage in special pleading on God’s behalf, they are usually begging the question, as well. For example, apologists claim that all God’s actions must be considered good, even those that would be deemed atrocities by any modern civilized society, because God by nature is good. This provides God an unwarranted exception but also depends on the unproven assumption, which is also part of the ultimate argument, that God is indeed good.


  6. ARGUMENT FROM AUTHORITY


  I’ll be the first to acknowledge this one can be tricky. The idea is that citing another person or authority who agrees with you does not necessarily support your argument. Your argument must stand on its own merits, and the agreement of others doesn’t directly go to the merits. While there may be some people who agree with you, there are likely others who don’t. We don’t determine who is right and who is wrong on a factual issue by adding up those who agree with each of the two sides. Reality is not decided by majority rule.


  There are situations, however, in which the agreement of others may legitimately help decide an issue—when fully understanding it requires specialized expertise. That is why American courts allow expert witnesses to provide their opinions to juries, while nonexperts cannot. These opinions, which would otherwise be excluded as hearsay, are allowed if they are shown to be reliable and helpful. The reasoning of the courts is that without expertise relevant to the issue at hand, one person’s opinion should be accorded no more weight than any other. As juries determine what happened in a case, their task is not made any easier or more reliable by hearing the opinions of others with no more understanding of the issue than themselves. That is why generally witnesses may not give their opinions. Their testimony is limited to facts of which they have firsthand knowledge.


  But the courts treat experts differently. Experts are allowed to provide their opinions specifically because they have unique knowledge that is likely to assist the jury in making better decisions. To qualify as an expert, however, the witness must demonstrate specialized knowledge related to a matter at issue. The great minds who developed our system of laws determined that such people should be treated differently from nonexperts and their opinions accorded more weight.


  Presumably relevant expert opinions should be given even more weight when they converge in general agreement—especially in the scientific fields. The agreement of true scientific experts is not based on whims or arbitrary factors, as would be the case when people choose their favorite singers on American Idol, but on mutually agreed-upon standards and empirically verifiable evidence. That makes all the difference.


  As an example, a full understanding of evolutionary theory requires specialized expertise. One must have a solid background in biology and relatively strong knowledge of other scientific fields, such as chemistry. We would expect, furthermore, someone with an advanced degree, such as a PhD, in biology to have a greater level of knowledge and expertise than someone with merely a BS degree. All other things being equal, their opinions should be accorded different weights.


  The difference between a true subject matter expert and a nonexpert is analogous to that between a professional and amateur athlete. Just as my Uncle Joe would fare pathetically poorly in a golf game against Tiger Woods, so, too, do nonexperts have no business being on the same playing field as experts in established fields of scientific study. When I see Christian apologists objecting to the conclusions of professional physicists on physics, I always picture my Uncle Joe duffing away, while Tiger absent-mindedly glances at his watch. If a layman perceives something erroneous about an expert’s opinion, then his first thought should be “What mistake am I making?” rather than “This expert must have it all wrong.”


  Likewise, just because someone is an expert in one field doesn’t render him qualified to give an opinion in an unrelated field. Michael Jordan was one of the greatest basketball players who ever lived, but when he turned his attention to professional baseball, he was, so to speak, way out of his league. Even someone with all the athletic gifts of Michael Jordan couldn’t effectively compete with players who had dedicated their lives to baseball. Likewise, no number of professional degrees renders one competent to speak in an area on which she has had no formal training.


  Where a solid consensus has emerged among those with the highest levels of scientific expertise, that opinion should be accorded the greatest weight. Because of the self-correcting nature of science, the formation of a consensus around a particular theory or idea represents something significant—the successful and confirming results of thousands, if not millions, of tests and observations and the analysis of those results by people with the expertise to understand them.


  A crucial component of useful expertise is that it be disinterested. The opinion of a person with a strong incentive to take one position or another should not be given special (if any) weight. Bias is always relevant in American courts, as it is directly germane to the credibility of the testifying witness. Outside of the hard sciences, expertise also has value, but it becomes more difficult to weed out bias because there may be fewer, if any, objective measures or self-correcting mechanisms in place. Where bias can be demonstrated, the weight of “expert” opinion is reduced.


  One area rife with biased “expert” opinion is apologetics. Apologists are notorious for supporting their arguments by citing the support of the majority of biblical scholars. The problem is that the majority of biblical scholars are lifelong Christians. They were raised as Christians, took on Christian beliefs as children, maintained them into adulthood, and likely decided to pursue a study of the Bible at least in part to strengthen and support their preexisting religious views. Their early views were not shaped by the evidence but do provide them a particular lens for viewing that evidence. Such individuals can hardly be called disinterested.


  Even more troubling are the large number of such “scholars” employed by religious institutions explicitly dedicated to perpetuating a particular faith. Many such institutions have purpose statements that confirm their commitment to the inerrancy of Christian Scripture or something similar. Faculty members are often required to sign these statements, allowing the institution to ensure that no employee strays too far from party line. The institutions can and do use these statements to force out anyone who publishes something contrary to the purpose statements.


  In a 2010 book, New Testament scholar and professor Michael Licona from Southern Evangelical Seminary (SES) said that the events of Matthew 27:52, in which thousands of corpses reportedly roamed the land following Jesus’s Resurrection, didn’t literally happen. This caused quite a controversy within the scholarly Evangelical community. According to Christianity Today, prominent Christian theologian Norman Geisler accused Licona of denying the full inerrancy of Scripture and called for him to recant.9 Licona was ultimately pressured out of his job as professor at SES, and his position as apologetics coordinator for the North American Mission Board was eliminated.


  Religious institutions are not subject to the same religious discrimination laws as other businesses, so they may punish their employees for taking positions contrary to established doctrine. To call this a potential source of bias would be a monumental understatement. These people are under threat of losing their entire careers just for expressing the “wrong” opinion. In such an environment, no room is left for intellectual honesty. They might as well have a gun to their heads or to the heads of their entire families, who rely on them for support.


  Many Christian scholars are “devotional,” meaning they begin with the assumption that the Bible is divinely inspired and allow only for interpretations that support its credibility and integrity. They consider it their job to harmonize difficult facts and deliberately avoid any interpretation that might undermine the Christian faith. Devotional scholars begin with biases so profound that none of their conclusions can be taken seriously. Their aims are identical to those of the apologists, which is why it is disingenuous for apologists to cite them for authority. The apologists might just as well cite each other.


  The remainder are considered critical scholars. Despite the somewhat misleading name, it is not the goal of critical scholars to find fault with Scripture. Unlike devotional scholars, they simply allow for interpretations that do not tow the Christian party line. They take an impartial, disinterested approach to Christian Scripture, applying the same standards to religious Scripture as to other historical documents. They do not privilege Scripture over other ancient texts and are at least willing to entertain the possibility it was not divinely inspired. They do not begin with the assumption that every passage of the Bible is true in some respect. They consider that a particular passage may simply be wrong. In other words, they may be critical and even dismissive when the evidence demands it, which is the only intellectually defensible approach. Critical scholars can be identified by their disinterested, principled use of the same tools to assess all historical documents, regardless of content. The common component to legitimate philosophy and history is criticism. One must take a critical approach, treating everything as an open question, to distinguish truth from falsity and to thereby uncover what is genuinely true.


  We all use sources for information we treat as true. The key question is how do we determine which sources are trustworthy? Which should be relevant to our assessments of truth? It is irrelevant and unreliable authority that should be disregarded. The opinions of devotional scholars are worthless because, having their minds made up before they begin, their opinions tell us nothing about the relative weight of the evidence, which is precisely the reason we depend on experts. A devotional scholar, like an apologist, could be presented with the strongest possible argument against a Christian claim, but he will always find a way to rationalize it away to arrive at his preset conclusion. What good is a conclusion that bears no relation to the supporting evidence?


  Any time you hear an apologist cite the “majority of biblical historians or philosophers,” insist that all lifelong Christians be identified so their opinions can be placed into proper context and that all devotional scholars be removed from the equation entirely. Otherwise, you are falling for a fallacious appeal to authority.


  7. ARGUMENT FROM POPULARITY


  An argument from popularity suggests a position is more likely true if it is held by many people. While you rarely see this argument made explicitly, there can be little doubt that it comforts a great many Christians that billions of other people share their views. With so many people believing the same thing, there must be something to it, right? Strength in numbers represents a powerful psychological support for any belief.


  Any historian can tell you that history is littered with beliefs extraordinarily popular in their day that ultimately proved false. At one time, belief in the Roman gods was widespread among the Western world, but today they are universally acknowledged as myth. False medical theories were ubiquitous until the 1800s, when advances in science swept them into the dustbins of irrelevance. As Bertrand Russell points, “The fact that an opinion has been widely held is no evidence whatever that it is not utterly absurd; indeed in view of the silliness of the majority of mankind, a widespread belief is more likely to be foolish than sensible.”10


  8. POISONING THE WELL


  Consider the following: A person who mocks something the church considers sacred is called a blasphemer. One who questions or openly criticizes church doctrine is known as a heretic. To leave a church for another or no church at all will get one branded an apostate. Now, try to come up with a word outside the religious context for someone who mocks, criticizes, or abandons an idea, set of ideas, or ideology. There is none.


  Religion has such a rich history of suppressing critical inquiry that it has developed names to marginalize people with dissenting views, names that can have very serious consequences. For most of recorded history, being labeled a blasphemer, heretic, or apostate has been sufficient grounds for imprisonment, torture, or even execution. In some countries, it remains so. Even where penalties are not so severe, being assigned one of these labels instantly tags you as a dangerous outsider, someone whose views should be avoided at all costs.


  This argumentative strategy, known as poisoning the well, involves priming one’s audience with adverse information about the opponent to preemptively undermine the opponent’s credibility. It is a form of the ad hominem fallacy, by which one attacks his opponent’s personal character rather than the merits of the opposing claims. Through its branding of dissenters, religion has taken this strategy and institutionalized it.


  These attacks can be effective because humans are inclined to put disproportionate weight on whether the person addressing them is within their “tribe.” Once someone has been branded an outsider, those within the tribal group will erect cognitive barriers, such as confirmation bias, to shield themselves from the outsider’s arguments. The mere perception of outsider status may be enough for people to shut their ears entirely.


  Good ideas don’t require demonizing those who disagree. Good ideas stand on their own merits and do not shrink from critical inquiry. Those seeking the best ideas actually invite such inquiry, for without it, how would we ever hope to approximate truth? When one sees this strategy being employed, it should send up a red flag that the proponent of the strategy is operating out of desperation rather than strength.


  9. APPLYING INCONSISTENT STANDARDS OF PROOF


  Apologists regularly apply inconsistent standards of proof to claims that support their version of Christianity versus those that do not. Philosophers call these epistemic standards. Such standards set an evidential bar for those claims that people are justified in believing. If one is being intellectually honest, then he must apply the same standard to all comparable claims, accepting only those that meet the standard while rejecting those that don’t. With the strong emotional pull of religion, this is often difficult for people to do, as their cognitive biases strongly incline them to judge their own religion far less stringently than others. As Mark Twain wryly observes, however, “The easy confidence with which I know another man’s religion is folly teaches me to suspect that my own is also.”11


  It is common for the religious to apply inconsistent standards to claims of religious miracles. Many religions make miracle claims, usually based on the same type of evidence, such as anecdotal hearsay. Christian apologists regularly accept the miracle claims that accord with their views while rejecting those that don’t. Rarely, if ever, do they attempt any justification for treating miracle claims differently.


  Needless to say, these are all extraordinary claims, to which a high standard of proof must apply. One cannot justifiably lower that standard when faced with a claim he favors. But this is just what Christian apologists do. They adopt whatever epistemic standard they need to justify accepting or rejecting a particular claim, based on whether that claim supports or undermines their version of Christianity. Such an ad hoc approach is intellectually indefensible.


  10. CHERRY-PICKING AND STRAW-MAN ARGUMENTS


  Also known as the fallacy of exclusion or incomplete evidence, cherry-picking refers to selectively using only information that supports one’s position and ignoring that which contradicts it while representing or suggesting that one has presented a more or less complete picture. Unless someone relying on a subset of data that supports his preconceived opinions can provide principled objective criteria for excluding other data that does not, he is likely engaging in cherry-picking.


  Apologists regularly employ cherry-picking when interpreting Scripture. They cite biblical passages that support the positions they already recognize as valid and aligned with their values while ignoring those that contradict those positions. Conservative politicians regularly cherry-pick biblical prohibitions that accord with their political ideologies. They may, for example, freely cite passages condemning homosexuality while ignoring those that condemn speaking against the government, bringing lawsuits, and public prayer. When citing Leviticus on homosexuality, conservatives also conveniently ignore Paul’s proclamation that Jesus abolished the Jewish law, only to turn around and cite Paul when anyone suggests the politicians would be bound by the same code.


  Those who compiled and preserved both the Old and New Testaments also engaged in cherry-picking when selecting, translating, and copying documents for inclusion. Many of their decisions were based not on principled, objective criteria but on a desire to endorse certain viewpoints and to promote their versions of the faith.


  Apologists also cherry-pick when presenting arguments of natural theology defending Christianity. They will, for example, present evidence of the universe’s life-supporting qualities while ignoring that the vast majority of the universe is violently hostile to life. Another example is offered by Stephen Fry:



   You can’t just say there is a God because well, the world is beautiful. You have to account for bone cancer in children. You have to account for the fact that almost all animals in the wild live under stress with not enough to eat and will die violent and bloody deaths. There is not any way that you can just choose the nice bits and say that means there is a God and ignore the true fact of what nature is. The wonder of nature must be taken in its totality and it is a wonderful thing. It is absolutely marvelous and the idea that an atheist or a humanist if you want to put it that way, doesn’t marvel and wonder at reality, at the way things are, is nonsensical. The point is we wonder all the way. We don’t just stop and say that which I cannot understand I will call God, which is what mankind has done historically.12




  A good way to understand the problem with this approach is to look at how philosophical and religious discussions differ from lawsuits in the American legal system. America has adopted the adversary system. Each side of a dispute may select an attorney of his or her choice, who then has the discretion to present that side’s case as he or she chooses, within the bounds of ethics. Mostly, one’s attorney can ignore any evidence that undermines her client’s position and present only evidence that advances that position. The opposing attorney may do the same.


  The American system assumes that both lawyers are competent and that, through this approach, the most important evidence relevant to the dispute will be presented. Each side has a substantial incentive to ferret out all information supporting his position and present it favorably. A competent and impartial jury considering this evidence should more often than not reach a decision reflecting truth and justice. The system does not require an attorney to present evidence that weakens his case, though it is often strategically advisable to do so because one can reasonably expect the opposition will present it if you don’t, and it will sound worse coming from them.


  Such rules don’t apply to philosophical arguments, and apologists regularly take advantage of this. Because many spend most of their time “preaching to the choir,” there is often no reason for them to expect that their audiences will ever be presented with strong arguments or evidence that undercut the positions they advocate. Accordingly, they simply ignore such arguments and evidence. For many reading this book, it will be the first time they have been exposed to certain arguments and information. Most preachers never present them to their congregations, conveying a false sense that Christianity rests on solid intellectual foundations. Because there is no opposing counsel to present the other side of the story, the preachers can be secure that they will get away with such a strategy. But that doesn’t make it right.


  I find this to be a point of much frustration in reading apologetics, as apologists so often present arguments that have been demolished many times over, as if no one has ever offered an adequate response. Obviously, it is impossible when discussing a complex issue, such as religion, to address every possible argument that might be mounted in opposition, but it becomes fallacious and disingenuous when one ignores well-known rebuttals or strong proof undercutting one’s position. The stronger the disconfirming evidence withheld, the more fallacious (and dishonest) one’s argument becomes.


  It is not just those arguing for a position who cherry-pick but also those to whom the argument is being addressed. Due to inherent biases for one position over another, people are inclined to focus on and more readily remember and incorporate those facts and arguments that support their preconceived position (the hits) rather than those that don’t (the misses). Francis Bacon claims, “The root of all superstition is that men observe when a thing hits, but not when it misses.”13


  Related to cherry-picking is erecting a straw man. Here, rather than simply ignoring an opponent’s argument, one mischaracterizes it in such a way that it becomes easier to defeat and then mount an attack on the new weakened argument, thus securing an easy victory. This can occasionally result from misunderstanding an opponent’s argument but at some point almost always requires intentional misrepresentation.


  Any cursory review of apologetic literature will reveal straw-man arguments abounding. Creationists continue to rhetorically inquire, “If man evolved from monkeys, then why are there still monkeys?” mischaracterizing the claim of evolutionary biologists that men and monkeys both evolved from a common ancestor. Proponents of the cosmological argument propose false analogies of cows or cars “popping into existence” to demonstrate the apparent absurdity of an uncaused universe, ignoring the very real difference recognized by physicists between occurrences within the known universe and those outside it. Proponents of the moral argument regularly characterize all secular humanists as wedded to an arbitrary “anything goes” scheme of morality, taking no account of the many secular ethical systems long recognized by philosophers that are anything but arbitrary.


  11. APPEAL TO INTUITION (COMMON SENSE)


  Another fallacy common among apologists is the appeal to intuition or common sense. This argument maintains that anything that is counterintuitive or not readily understandable by the common man must be rejected in favor of a simple, easy-to-understand, and intuitive explanation. An appeal to intuition is essentially an argument that for something to be true, it must accord with what one already believes or feels to be true. This argument gives intuition far more credit than it deserves.


  Intuition refers to a particular mode of thinking that involves mental shortcuts based on preconceived assumptions rather than systematic, ground-up, rational analysis. Intuitive thinking is rapid and almost effortless. Some describe it as “going with your gut” or following your hunch. It is the default mode for many everyday tasks with which we have become intimately familiar and for which comprehensive analytical scrutiny would be a waste of time and mental resources.


  Intuition is often applauded by populist politicians and others who rail against intellectuals and established ways of doing things. It was even the subject of Malcolm Gladwell’s bestselling book Blink, which found it to have legitimate highly specialized uses in certain situations. But science has shown us repeatedly that many truths are counterintuitive, and intuition is deeply flawed as a general indicator of truth. While it may be useful in limited circumstances, in many others it is worthless or even counterproductive.


  We must recall how our intuitions originated. Scientists believe the intuitive mode developed to conserve precious mental resources. Thinking hard requires energy, energy requires food, and food was in short supply for our primitive ancestors. Not every situation requires a full, deep-dive analysis. Many routine matters could be accomplished on mental autopilot, so the human brain developed one.


  If we have an innate tendency toward certain intuitive beliefs, then it’s likely because they were useful to our ancestors. The autopilot may have directed them to certain plants and berries that proved to be safe and nutritious and away from such animals as snakes that proved to be dangerous. It’s easy to see how moral intuitions favoring fairness and generosity would have been crucial to the survival of our ancestors’ tribes, as would the intuition to condemn tribe members who betrayed those reciprocal norms.14


  This autopilot mode, however, is limited. It can serviceably handle familiar situations and certain new situations highly analogous to familiar ones. But it is poorly equipped to handle entirely novel problems with no analogous precedent. Intuition simply doesn’t have the tools for the job. The only way to deal with those is to switch to the brain’s systematic, analytical mode and take the problem step by step.


  Human intuition is ill suited to deal with many problems of the modern age entirely foreign to our ancient ancestors. They enjoyed a perspective far more limited, with no access to the vast cosmos or the microscopic world but only to that narrow, intermediate range of medium-sized objects moving at relatively medium speeds, than that to which we have access today. They did not know of higher math or the sciences—no experience with pulsars, neutrinos, or quarks. Their brains developed to create models of the world that were useful rather than necessarily true and in doing so carved into our thinking many false assumptions. Scientists have come to realize that human common sense is useless to formulate something like a theory of quantum gravity.


  This is not to imply there is no relation between useful and true. A true model, for example, would almost always be useful, but a model need not be 100 percent true to have utility. An understanding of quantum gravity, for example, would have been useless to our ancient ancestors. It would, however, have been very helpful to have accurate models by which to judge the speed and direction of moving objects, so there we should expect substantial overlap between what is useful and what is true. Many optical illusions excellently demonstrate the disconnect between how our minds visually model the world and how it actually is.


  The history of science is replete with evidence that appeals to intuition but do not reliably yield truth. Modern science has shown that virtually every time we examine some part of the world distant from those experiences we share with our ancestors, we discover that our intuitions do not match reality. Who, for instance, would have concluded from intuition and common sense that all of humanity lives on a giant rock hurtling through space at 70,000 miles per hour? Scientific findings that contradicted virtually universal intuitive beliefs include the following:


  
     	Absent wind resistance, heavy weights fall at the same speed as a feather.


  	Solid matter is more than 99 percent empty space.


  	Subatomic particles regularly teleport and in unpredictable ways.


  	It is possible for something to be both a wave and a particle.


  	There is an upper limit on how fast things can go.


  	Despite there being an infinite amount of rational numbers between any two positive integers, the set of rational numbers is the same size as the set of positive integers.


  	What appears as the absolute, constant passage of time is in fact relative to the observer.

  


  None of these findings could be said to correspond with human intuitions. In each case, scientists were required to make observations and conduct experiments that would have been impossible for our ancient ancestors. These examples were simply unavailable for inclusion in the evolutionary data bank on which intuition draws. One final example is probability theory. Very little in this field aligns with our intuitive predictions. Las Vegas is a testament to this. It is an object lesson that when we rely on our intuitions to seek wealth, we are likely to be left far poorer.


  The advantages of intuition are speed and mental resource cost. The disadvantages are inaccuracy and unreliability, especially in new, unfamiliar areas. Even where intuition may more directly align with ancient human experience and thus yield more reliable results, it is no match for analytical reasoning, for intuition is still fuzzy and prone to many of the biases and reasoning foibles of the human mind.


  As Daniel Simons and Christopher Chabris report, “The most troublesome aspect of intuition may be the misleading role it plays in how we perceive patterns and identify causal relationships.”15 Unfortunately, this is the very use to which is most often put by apologists. It is common to see apologists appealing to intuition to support claims that the universe requires a creator, that life requires a designer, and that morality requires a lawgiver.


  These conclusions seem so natural to us precisely because we instinctively analogize them to common situations involving personal agents. We are immediately familiar with people designing and creating complicated items and with people writing and enforcing laws. But we have no experience with, for example, the vast periods of time and space necessary for evolutionary change or the complex mathematical and statistical analyses inherent in theoretical physics. On what basis must we conclude that the ways of the universe are human ways? We have no good reasons to conclude that such “agency” analogies even apply. Though these assumptions come easily to us and are shared by many, that is just the type of assumption we should be wary of, precisely because of its tendency to be taken for granted. As Paul Broca recognizes, “The least questioned assumptions are often the most questionable.”16


  Intuitions can assist us in constructing hypotheses that can thereafter be tested with empirical evidence. It would be entirely unjustified, however, to use them to reach conclusions where no such evidence is available, such as the objectivity of morality. For example, cultures throughout history and around the world have engaged in ritual human sacrifice. Only in the modern era has this practice been widely criticized. Evidently, human intuition led millions of humans throughout history to believe something was right that we now all agree is wrong. On what basis can we legitimately say that the latter intuition is the “right” one?


  Of more immediate relevance to Christians, if one’s intuition tells you that the massacre of the Amalekites, as found in 1 Samuel 15, was wrong, then either God was wrong, or human moral intuition is untrustworthy. As virtually no Christians would countenance the first option, they are led necessarily to the second. And how would one resolve a conflict between two people whose intuitions were at odds—who each argued that common sense favored their mutually exclusive position over the other? There is no common ground to resolve competing intuitions.


  Although appeals to intuition can be found in many philosophical subfields, their validity as evidence has come under increasing scrutiny over the last two decades, from such philosophers as Hilary Kornblith, Robert Cummins, Stephen Stich, Jonathan Weinberg, and Jaakko Hintikka. The severity of their criticisms varies from Weinberg’s warning that we don’t know enough about how intuitions work to Cummins’s wholesale rejection of philosophical intuition as “epistemologically useless.”17


  Intuition is a poor method for resolving issues of metaphysical truth. To appeal to intuition is to appeal to a faulty and inherently unreliable approach to problem solving. That may be a practical necessity where intuition is the only approach available, such as when you must make a quick decision about whether to trust a stranger giving you directions. But where one has alternatives, such as the far superior scientific method and reasoned analysis, and accuracy is imperative, it is nothing less than irresponsible to rely on one’s intuition. An appeal to intuition should, in such cases, be rejected as fallacious reasoning.


  12. APPEAL TO EMOTION


  Occasionally, I have heard that one who appeals to logic and reason be branded a “logic Nazi” or some similar derogatory epithet. The implication is that “cold” logic and reason are suspect and must be complemented, if not replaced, by “warm” human emotion to reach a valid result.18 Inadvertent enablers of this position, I’m afraid, are science-fiction writers. Who better exemplifies the humanity-impaired logician than Spock of Star Trek or any other number of robots or androids who supposedly think entirely logically but lack emotion. In such stories, humans are invariably portrayed as superior because they have emotions, leading to the conclusion that emotions are better than logic. The primary quest of the android is typically to understand human emotion and therefore become more human. That this would be an advancement is never questioned.


  All humans possess the capacity for both reason and emotion, and each plays an important role in decision making. But in good decision making, the role of each is limited to what it does best. Emotion allows us to assess the respective weights of various options, which logic does not. When we talk about values, that is really what we mean—value, as in how much does something mean to us? How do we prioritize one interest over the other when those interests come into conflict? Those who have lost their emotions (as with brain injuries) typically become so indecisive that they cannot function in the real world. They are paralyzed because they cannot assign relative values to things. Assigning valuative weight is something only our emotions can do.


  So emotions help us formulate our goals. They identify the points on the map to where we should be heading. Determining the best route, however, is typically best left to reason and logic. If I want to go from Washington to Buffalo as quickly as possible, then I need only a map, a ruler, and some general concept of math. No emotion, whether anger, sadness, or giddy joy, will aid me in reaching the correct result more quickly or accurately. This rule applies to other decisions in our lives, as well. Anyone who makes all buying decisions primarily on emotion is likely to quickly end up in bankruptcy court.


  Evaluating truth claims regarding issues on which we have empirical evidence requires a firm, rational approach. In this area, there is little room for emotion. That is why scientists require strict testing and research protocols. They know that simply wanting a particular result to occur can too often infect the testing process and make it more likely to bias the results. Science seeks to remove emotion from the equation precisely because emotion brings about invalid results in an area in which valid results are the name of the game.


  Religious beliefs are so resistant to change precisely because of the strong emotional attachment people have to them. They are typically learned by children from their loving parents and authority figures and often nurtured in a secure environment. They satisfy emotional needs and concerns. But these factors do not represent valid reasons to hold onto them. As neurologist and well-known science communicator Dr. Stephen Novella observes,



   Questioning our own motives, and our own process, is critical to a skeptical and scientific outlook. We must realize that the default mode of human psychology is to grab onto comforting beliefs for purely emotional reasons, and then justify those beliefs to ourselves with post-hoc rationalizations. It takes effort to rise above this tendency, to step back from our beliefs and our emotional connection to conclusions and focus on the process. The process (i.e. science, logic, and intellectual rigor) has to be more important than the belief.19




  It is unnecessary to incorporate emotion into decision-making processes past the goal-development phase. The entire history of scientific inquiry has consistently demonstrated it to be counterproductive.


  13. APPEAL TO NARRATIVE AND ANECDOTES


  Stories activate human brains like nothing else. They engage our senses, our emotions, our memories, and our reasoning centers and, because of this, engrain ideas in our minds more effectively than any other method. People who hear something in a story are far more likely to remember it than those who don’t. Cave paintings from 27,000 years ago tell us storytelling is one of our oldest and most fundamental methods of communicating. Our minds have been honed by years of evolution to gravitate to stories. There is a good reason that Jesus’s parables are so well known, both within and outside Christian circles.


  Pagan mythology is full of stories used to explain such observations as the rising of the Sun or the changing of the seasons. These stories make narrative sense and can even be placed within a broader context of coherence. Just because a story is coherent, however, does not mean it provides the best explanation. We know from the history of science that virtually all these stories have proven false explanations, regardless of the additional levels of meaning they provided.


  Research has also shown that we consistently treat stories and the information they impart as more accurate and as deserving more weight than they deserve. People are more likely to be convinced by a short anecdote from a common stranger than from pages of data by knowledgeable experts. Charities know this and therefore highlight the plight of one or a few individuals rather than relying on numbers alone because stories speak louder than statistics. There is a saying among scientists to keep them on guard from falling prey to this very strong cognitive bias: “The plural of anecdote is not data.” In other words, no volume of mere stories should ever be considered equivalent to responsibly collected scientific data.


  Rarely is there any way to ensure that stories are even remotely reliable. They often come to us from second- or thirdhand sources, if that. Even if from firsthand sources, we typically have little to go on in determining whether the teller is truthful. Even if the teller is telling the truth as he sees it, there are almost always many reasons he might be mistaken. Faulty memories, perceptions, or interpretations all may undermine a story’s trustworthiness. Likewise, we cannot know that the person who used this story to prove his point did not cherry-pick it, ignoring or rejecting other stories that provided inconsistent or contradictory views of the same events.


  Unfortunately, our minds work in such a way that “sticky” information, such as that conveyed in a story, is likely to be considered more accurate over time as we lose track of its source. This often makes it impossible for us to analyze the reliability of such information, even if we understood when we received it that the source was untrustworthy! This is the unique power of stories.


  Anyone can come up with a narrative frame that gives meaning to otherwise meaningless data, but that doesn’t increase their likelihood of being correct. Scientific findings and explanations are often counterintuitive and do not fit within any familiar narrative frame. Religious explanations often do, but that reflects only ample opportunity to draft explanations to fit that frame and not that the proposed explanations enjoy any privileged claim to truth.


  14. APPEAL TO PERSONAL INCREDULITY


  The appeal to personal incredulity is related to the appeal to intuition and common sense but sufficiently distinct as to deserve its own brief section. An apologist appeals to personal incredulity when he claims he finds the proposition in question incredible or absurd. The implication is that if he finds it absurd, then you should find it absurd, as well. This approach often leaves one’s opponents at a loss for words, as it is hard to argue with an incredulous stare.


  While there is nothing wrong with providing one’s personal opinion of another’s position (I do it myself within these pages), no one should mistake such opinions for a sound rebuttal. Opinions are not evidence. Only the opinions of disinterested experts with expertise in relevant fields should be accorded any value and then only because their opinions can generally (though not always) be considered informed distillations of relevant data.


  These arguments are common in discussing such scientific theories as evolution. Many claim, for instance, that they find it absurd that humans could develop through a process, evolution, incorporating so many random variables. The inability to grasp science, however, is not an argument against it. To such a person, I could only recommend that they learn the science and study the theory so they can properly understand it before rendering an opinion regarding its viability. Opinions offered with no such foundation are of negligible value.


  The appeal to personal incredulity may also be thought of as a disguised appeal to intuition. It asks that one run the proposition through his commonsense filter (also known as a bullshit detector) and, if the proposition appears counterintuitive, reject it out of hand. However, we simply cannot rely on our intuitions to provide reliable bullshit filters in areas in which we have no expertise. In those situations, we must defer to those who actually know what they are talking about—no matter how counterintuitive their conclusions may appear to us or the person making the opposing argument.


  We must also keep in mind that even views that seem common to us because they are shared by many people we know and interact with are not necessarily true. Sometimes, things you and your peers accept as universal truths are simply true within your own limited social or cultural sphere. We can only hope to accurately assess these views by getting outside our spheres and looking to disinterested expert opinion.


  15. APPEAL TO MARTYRDOM


  Apologists often point to the martyrdom of early Christians as evidence for the truth of Christianity. They argue, for example, that no one would die for something they knew to be a lie, and so Christianity must have been true. I have spoken with Christians who claim this as one of the strongest arguments for Christianity.


  The argument rests on several unstated premises that are highly questionable. The first is that there were any Christian martyrs who witnessed Jesus’s miracles and Resurrection. The second is that these were executed specifically for being Christians rather than some unrelated reason. The third is that they were given an opportunity to recant but chose not to. The final premise is the most problematic: that willingness to die for a belief makes it more likely to be true.


  There is very little contemporary evidence of any Christians executed in the first century and none suggesting that they were killed for failing to renounce Christianity. Virtually all stories of Christian martyrdom appear to have originated in the third and fourth centuries, by which time no potential Christian martyr could critically assess the claims of Jesus’s miracles and Resurrection. Modern scholars have concluded that very few of even the earliest accounts of Christian martyrdom are historically reliable.20


  Even if we assume all Christian martyr accounts to be historically accurate, however, they do not count as evidence for the truth of Christianity. Throughout history, people have been willing to die for beliefs we now know to be false. We know that a great many of these people were sincerely mistaken. The concept of a “good death” long predates Christianity and has been used by ideological, secular, and religious movements throughout history to motivate followers to make the ultimate sacrifice. That every major religion can point to its own willing martyrs, despite making irreconcilable claims, demonstrates that willingness to die for a belief is no reliable indicator of truth. An argument that can be made on behalf of multiple contradictory belief systems cannot substantially advance any one of them.


  16. ARGUMENT FROM THE DESIRABLE OR FROM FINAL CONSEQUENCES


  It should go without saying that what may be desirable is not necessarily true. Likewise, just because the consequences of accepting a hypothesis may seem undesirable doesn’t suggest the hypothesis is faulty. That we may want things to be a certain way is no indication they are or will be that way. As President John Adams observes, “Facts are stubborn things; and whatever may be our wishes, our inclinations, or the dictates of our passions, they cannot alter the state of facts and evidence.”21 And yet, many apologists argue as if they can.


  For example, many object to naturalism because it doesn’t allow for an external purpose—either individually or for humanity as a whole. They claim that life would not be worth living without some cosmic significance and goals given to us by an intelligent agent. Pastor Rick Warren, for example, in his runaway best-seller The Purpose-Driven Life, claims, “Without God, life has no purpose, and without purpose, life has no meaning. Without meaning, life has no significance or hope.”22 William Lane Craig puts it this way: “If all the events are meaningless, then what can be the ultimate meaning of influencing any of them? Ultimately it makes no difference.”23


  While millions of atheists would argue vehemently with these claims, the important point is that they have nothing to do with whether naturalism represents an accurate view of the universe. The desire of some people to believe in an external purpose makes it no more likely that one exists, though it might explain why people would rationalize their religious beliefs in the face of disconfirming evidence.


  Another example would be the desire for an objective basis for morality. In a world swimming with complex moral problems, it is not surprising that many would like to think there is an objective code by which every moral question can be definitively answered. But as with the previous example, that desire does not translate into increased likelihood that such a code actually exists. This is a subcategory of the human desire for certainty and cognitive closure, which is discussed elsewhere herein.


  Two additional examples relate to evolution. A common sentiment of evolution deniers is their distaste for the idea that they share a relatively recent common ancestor with monkeys. They feel it diminishes the status and role of human beings and threatens the biblical claim that man was created in God’s image. Creationists also argue that acceptance of evolution will lead to eugenics, citing Nazi scientists who referenced Darwinian principles, such as “survival of the fittest,” to justify genocide of races they believed to be inferior. But this merely demonstrates that people can use otherwise neutral scientific findings to justify their own bad ideas, not that the findings themselves are flawed.


  As a caveat, this argument is often disguised as an argument from intuition. The apologist will claim that if many people feel that something should be so, then that alone suggests that it is so. But this is a non sequitur. There is no evidence that reality is related to human wishes, no matter how common they may be. Humans desire many things that do not reflect reality. Our desires remain merely desires, regardless of how many people share them.


  There is one more important point to make on this subject. Psychologists have demonstrated that when humans want things to be a certain way, they are likely to overlook information suggesting they are not and to interpret ambiguous data so it supports their desire. This is known as motivated reasoning, one of the cognitive weaknesses the scientific method is designed to address. We have good reason to be skeptical when a particular theory or explanation lines up with how we would want things to be. As physicist Brian Greene observes, “When you know the answer you want, it is often all too easy to figure out a way of getting it.”24 This is especially true when large groups of people have a common desire.


  17. ARGUMENT FROM UTILITY


  Related to the argument from final consequences is the argument from utility, which suggests that an idea is more likely to be true if it will be useful or lead to positive results. A typical example is the claim that religion leads to more prosocial behavior. Putting aside whether there is any truth to this claim, consider the following.


  Assume we all have a colleague who believes an invisible cricket sits on his shoulder, whispering advice that keeps him in line. Assume that everyone has humored him for years, agreeing to his face that they can hear the cricket talking, just as he does. Further assume that one day, I decide to break his spell by revealing I have in fact never heard the voices and no one else has either. Assume this causes him to abandon belief in the invisible cricket and embark on a wild killing spree, murdering everyone he sees because he no longer recognizes any moral anchor. You may argue in hindsight that my choice was not wise, and with such knowledge, I would have to agree with you. You must acknowledge, however, that the man’s killing spree does not suggest that the invisible cricket ever actually existed. Likewise, an argument that religion has social utility renders it no more likely that it reflects reality.


  18. FALSE EQUIVALENCE


  A common approach to defending against arguments hitting a little too close to home is to paint your opponent’s position as equivalent to yours in some crucial respect, even if it isn’t. This false equivalence suggests that any weaknesses your opponent has pointed out in your position apply equally to his without saying as much. It allows you to implicitly bring your opponent’s position down to the level of your own without explicitly undermining any of his arguments.


  Tu quoque is a term meaning literally “you as well,” and it describes a common argument based on false equivalence. It is used to deflect criticism of a position by reflecting those criticisms back on one’s opponent. It allows the proponent to avoid actually addressing the criticism by attempting to establish equivalence between the position one is defending and one he opposes. It has also been called the appeal to hypocrisy, as it can be used to attack the validity of a position by arguing that one’s opponent has failed to act consistently with belief in that position.


  The first problem with this argument is that it doesn’t advance the ball for the proponent. To say “You’re as bad as I am” isn’t exactly a ringing endorsement. Likewise, to attack the personal behavior of one’s opponent doesn’t undermine their argument in any way—just their personal commitment to it. Perhaps it was a legitimate criticism of Vice President Al Gore the person that he flew around the world on jet aircraft to promote his global warming documentary An Inconvenient Truth. One might argue, for example, that Gore allowed his desire for comfort and convenience to outweigh the commitment to ideals he championed. But Gore’s behavior is irrelevant to the science-based arguments made in that film, which must stand or fall on their own merits, regardless of Gore’s behavior. This is just another form of the ad hominem fallacy.


  The second problem is that tu quoque arguments are prone to the fallacies of false equivalence and straw manning. To make an effective tu quoque argument, one must first establish that the opposing position is directly equivalent to one’s own. If I am going to attack you for promoting a position with the same flaws you attack in mine, then I must first demonstrate that the two positions do indeed suffer from the same flaws. I cannot hope to legitimately advance my position where I present only a caricature of yours. Where this argument has been made by apologists, such equivalence is typically assumed rather than demonstrated.


  Perhaps the most common apologetic use of a tu quoque argument is the charge that naturalists are wedded to their own “religion,” which apologists call “scientism.” As with most terms crafted for argumentative rather than explanatory purposes, scientism is poorly and inconsistently defined. In general, however, it is used to reference an unreasonably enthusiastic embrace of science; an unwarranted reliance on it to guide all aspects of one’s life, such as in morality and the arts; and a blind deference that does not sufficiently acknowledge its limitations and potential dangers. In short, apologists claim, scientism is the replacement of religion with science as the all-encompassing worldview, thus rendering the two equivalent.


  This scientism construct is nothing more than a straw man. It is a caricature of scientists and scientifically minded individuals that bears little resemblance to their actual beliefs. The Oxford Companion to Philosophy has this to say:



   Scientism is a term of abuse. Therefore, perhaps inevitably, there is no one simple characterization of the views of those who are thought to be identified as prone to it. . . . A successful accusation of scientism usually relies upon a restrictive conception of the sciences and an optimistic conception of the arts as hitherto practiced. Nobody espouses scientism; it is just detected in the writings of others.25




  Scientism is an insult used to denigrate others rather than an actual position held by anyone—an insult that can only be justified by redefining science and the arts for purposes of the argument. It carries a pejorative connotation, building lack of legitimate justification into its every meaning.


  Of all the atheists I have known and the atheist writers whose works I’ve read, I have never known one whose views I would recognize as consistent with scientism as apologists use it. None see science as an all-encompassing worldview equivalent to religion, and none are blind to its limitations. If anything, science as a discipline is obsessed with its own limitations, always finding better ways to address them. Naturalists view scientific methodology as a tool with a specific purpose—assessing truth claims regarding observable phenomena. Broadly construed to include a commitment to rationality and empirical observation, we claim science is the only reliable way to obtain objective knowledge about the universe. This claim is not intended to encompass areas of subjective knowledge or value-based disciplines, such as art and morality.26 No one claims that science can determine the most beautiful painting or emotionally moving song.


  While it can justifiably be said that science is better than religion at certain tasks that religion has traditionally carved out for itself (such as explaining natural phenomena), that does not render science and religion broadly equivalent, and there are scarce few on the science side who argue it does. More specifically, it does not imply that science is vulnerable to the same criticisms as religions—especially the criticism that beliefs should be only held with certainty proportionate to the evidence supporting them.


  19. FALSE DICHOTOMY/DILEMMA


  Briefly referenced earlier, an argument based on a false dilemma begins by providing a misleadingly limited number of options (usually two or three) as if they were the only possibilities, when in fact they are not. Assume that Alex points to a rock and asks you whether it is an animal or a vegetable. Alex then demonstrates why one of these options should be eliminated from consideration. For instance, he may show that the rock has no nervous system, so it cannot be an animal. Alex claims that having eliminated the first option, the second must be true. Therefore, the rock must be a vegetable. Here, the fallacious nature of the argument is
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