Phil 04 - Anderson         The Argument from Ignorance Fallacy

Sometimes people take the fact that a controversial point has not been proven to be true as itself evidence that the point is not true.  This is the fallacy of arguing from ignorance.  (In academic writing it is often called an ignoratio.) 

    No one has proven statement P is true.

   Therefore I am justified in concluding that P is not true.

It should be obvious why this is fallacious and the argument is ill-formed.  Truth is objective; whether a statement is true or not is one thing, whether we have evidence of its truth is quite another.  Just because we haven't been able to produce conclusive evidence - or even reasonable evidence - for the truth of some claim doesn't show that the claim is not true.  Note that the fallacy can go in the opposite direction as well:

    No one has disproven statement P.

   Therefore I am justified in believing that P is true.

Some examples:

- No one has really proven that Lee Harvey Oswald acted alone (in the assassination of President Kennedy).

  Therefore, I am justified in holding on to the belief that there was a conspiracy to kill the President. 

- No one has actually proven God exists.

 Therefore I am justified in believing God does not exist.

It should be apparent that this same sort of reasoning can be used to prove the opposite:

  No one has proven God does not exist.

 Therefore I am justified in continuing to believe God does exist.

- The U.S. military began using ordinance in the first Gulf War that contained depleted uranium and is using even more of it in the current Iraq war.  Critics have alleged that the residue from the exploded shells is dangerously radioactive and poses a serious health threat to anyone who comes in close contact with it.  The Pentagon's response to the critics appears to be an example of the fallacy of appeal to ignorance.  Their argument goes:

   Depleted uranium ordinance has not been proven to be dangerous.

   Therefore, we are justified in continuing to use it.

- Notoriously, prior to the Iraq war, the Bush Administration insisted that Iraq was building weapons of mass destruction, but many were skeptical.  Asked by a crowd of European journalists for proof of the assertion that weapons of mass destruction confronted the United States with a clear and present danger, Secretary of Defense Donald Rumsfeld said, "The absence of evidence is not evidence of absence."  Was the Secretary committing the fallacy of appeal to ignorance?

                                     The Burden of Proof

It is important not to confuse the fallacy of appeal to ignorance with the idea of the burden of proof.  Sometimes, but by no means always, when someone makes a controversial claim, they have the burden of proving their claim is true (or at least reasonable), the other side doesn't have a similar burden of proving the opposite claim is false.  Often however, both sides have a responsibility to make their case.  So when does one have the burden of proving one's case?  There are no strict rules to follow here but, in general, the more implausible one's claim, the greater one has the burden of proof.  For example, if some religious fanatic claims the world as we know it will come to an end in five years, they have the burden of proving their case with plausible evidence.  The rest of us do not having the burden of proving the opposite.  We are not being irrational in refusing to believe him.  Why not?  Because we already have all kinds of common sense reasons for thinking the world will not end in five years.  We are not guilty of the fallacy of appeal to ignorance in reasoning:

         The claim that the world will end in five years has not been proven.

         Therefore, we are justified in believing the world will not end in five years.

because we also have a great deal of evidence in support of our position.

   To take a more urgent case, the quote from Donald Rumsfeld above is doubly faulty: he commits the fallacy of appeal to ignorance and he (along with the rest of the Bush Administration) failed to assume the burden of proof.  Why is this?  Iraq was alleged by the Bush Administration to be secretly building weapons of mass destruction.  Being secret, the general public cannot be expected to know whether they are doing so or not.  But Bush and Rumsfeld claim to know the secret.  This puts the burden on them to show us the evidence that they really are doing so.

Caution: The idea of the burden of proof is used in a very different way in the criminal law and should not be confused with the sense described above.  In the criminal law, the prosecutor has the burden of proving the accused is guilty; the accused does not have the burden (in our system of law) of proving his or her innocence.  This is done for moral reasons; the assumption is that it is fairer to the accused to put the burden of proving guilt on the prosecutor since they have far more resources to draw upon to make their case.    

