Appeal to Authority

“Dominic Chekov is a doctor, and he says that grapefruit juice cures acne.  So you should squeeze grapefruits all over your face when you break out.”

(In fact Dr. Chekov is a doctor; but he has a doctorate in paleontology.)

An appeal to authority is a premise based on information given by a false authority.  As in the above passage, someone is claiming that grapefruit juice is good for acne based on the belief or word of Dr. Chekov.  However Dr. Chekov is a paleontologist and so he should not be expected to be an expert on skin problems.  Were he a dermatologist then the argument would carry much more weight.


It’s important to watch out for this fallacy since people will often offer the testimony of “experts” to strengthen their arguments.  Often times these authorities will give inaccurate information in one way or another.  As critical thinkers it is your job to reason out which authorities can be trusted.

Some things to remember when looking for Appeals to Authority:

1.  Is the “expert” really an expert in the area s/he should be?  Like the doctor/paleontologist example above, can the authority really be expected to know what he’s talking about?

2.  Does the “expert” have an axe to grind?  Often times the expert in a certain field will give false information because of his/her personal agenda.  A (dishonest) antique dealer for example may tell you it’s not authentic to repair a piece of old furniture and then when it eventually breaks he can sell you another antique piece. In this case you would want to check & see if s/he is feeding you false information so as to make more money.  

3.  What is the track record of the “expert?”  If the authority has been wrong in the past, then they might be wrong now.

Basically you should be cautious of any statement by an “expert” as this is one of the most common fallacies.

Inconsistency

“As the new CEO, I will raise pay for the employees, cut the price of our produce, and increase profits.”


The above statement is an example of inconsistency.  The CEO is promising two things that are totally contradictory.  If he raises wages, and reduces the amount of money coming in, then necessarily the profits must drop.  


Inconsistency then is a conclusion of an argument that is self-contradictory.  “they’re going to live in a democracy whether they like it or not!”  Another way to be inconsistent is to argue one way at one time, and then argue another way later on.  If someone were to argue against drugs, but argue for lower taxes on cigarettes and alcohol, they would be inconsistent since cigarettes and alcohol are in fact drugs.  Politicians commit inconsistency often since public opinion can shift from one region to the next.  People in Minnesota almost certainly hold different values from people in California.  

Straw Man
You can often find the straw man fallacy in advertising.  It happens when one party misrepresents the competition’s product or position, or completely ignores strong opponents, while attacking weaker ones.  For instance, a publishing agency might air a commercial in which it depicts its competitor using an old, outdated 19th century printing press that creates inferior products.  In fact, the competitor uses a normal, modern press for usual purposes, and only uses the old press for specialty books that are supposed to look old.  So the commercial in question is using the straw man fallacy.  Watch out for straw men in all arguments, as they are not confined to the advertising industry.

Equivocation

Equivocation is the use of language that is open to more than one interpretation.  Telling someone that the Isle of Man is for men only is a use of equivocation.  Or, for instance, saying that even a child can carry Jim with one hand since he is an intellectual light-weight is to equivocate on the meaning of a `light-weight,’ since this obviously is not meant to refer to literal weight in ordinary usage.  

