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3.10 Error theory

Human beings are typically loath to abandon long-cherished beliefs in the face 
of logical argument. Presenting us with the case for an alternative to our views 
rarely succeeds in convincing us, while attempting to undermine our beliefs in 
their own terms meets with barely more frequent success. A third approach is 
sometimes more effective: to show us that, though our position is mistaken, 
our error was nevertheless an understandable one to have made given the true 
facts of the matter. In doing this, one would be providing an error theory.

Demanded by revision itself

An error theory provides a useful accompaniment to a philosophical argu-
ment because the burden of proof in any dispute tends to lie with those 
who would argue against common sense or received or professional opin-
ion. If there is an existing theory, perhaps long held, that seems to explain 
our experiences adequately, then we are rightly wary of the claims of those 
who would dislodge it. If we find our beliefs apparently overturned all too 
quickly and easily, we may actually start to become suspicious of our capa-
city to form any reliable position. And it is no wonder we’d do so. For while 
evidence for the new view is being amassed, a wholly different question 
arises: if the new theory is so succinct, so well-supported and so clearly cor-
rect, then how on Earth could we ever have been so dim as to hold our 
former beliefs in the first place?

One might formulate this demand as a rough principle: the stronger the 
case for an opposing new theory, the stronger must the explanation be for why 
one ever held beliefs to the contrary.

Flat Earth example

While proving the world to be more or less spherical, for instance, we must 
at the same time produce a convincing explanation of why anyone would 
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ever think it to be flat. If we are to convince our opponents that the world is 
spherical, we must begin our case with the plausibility of their assumption. 
While we present the argument for our own view, we must build a supple-
mentary account that explains how such a fact as the true shape of the Earth 
could go unnoticed. Astronomers might argue about orbits of the planets 
and the shadow the Earth casts on the moon, but more simplistic theories 
tend to base themselves on less sophisticated, supposedly more obvious evi-
dence. The sensation of walking on a flat surface looks like very compelling 
evidence for the overall flatness of the Earth, and takes some shifting. In the 
early days of seafaring, claims that sailors had circumnavigated the globe 
were sometimes dismissed as hearsay, but one could also have added that, 
because of the Earth’s vast size, its curvature is too gradual to be noticed 
during a walk in the park. This error theory shows that the view of the Earth 
as flat was a reasonable one on the strength of the best evidence that was 
formerly available.

Plausibility not soundness

The effect is to demonstrate that both accounts, the old and the new, are 
based on evidence in the same domain. An argument that the Earth is 
spherical can, of course, be a valid and sound one even if not accompanied 
by an error theory. What the error theory adds is plausibility. By showing 
that the new theory takes into account the evidence and concerns of the old, 
one hopes that the latter’s adherents will be persuaded to take a similar view 
of the new theory.

In this way, adding an error theory provides a powerful instrument to 
our philosophical toolkit, one that complements the principle of saving the 
phenomena. Just as our philosophy must preserve the subjective quality of 
our experience (the phenomena), so must it preserve (to an extent) the 
logical force of any widely held arguments it overturns. Both practices help 
philosophers to avoid the charge that their theories simply do not deal with 
the same material that concerns their opponents.
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3.11 False dichotomy

There is an argument that often crops up in Christian evangelical literature 
and lectures. Jesus of Nazareth, we are told, claimed to be the Messiah, the 
Son of God. Either he was telling the truth or he was a liar. There’s no evi-
dence that he was a liar, therefore we should accept that he was telling the 
truth. See you at the prayer meeting.

The argument as it stands does not work because it rests on a false dicho-
tomy (or a set of ‘false alternatives’). A dichotomy is a distinction between 
two either/or options. A false dichotomy occurs when we are presented with 
such a distinction, but the either/or choice does not accurately represent the 
range of options available.

In this case, there are many more possibilities than (1) Jesus was lying 
or (2) telling the truth. He could have been (3) mad, and indeed, many 
versions of this argument present these three choices (a trichotomy?) on 
their way to the same conclusion, since there is no evidence that Jesus 
was mad.

But there are more possibilities than this: (4) Jesus may have been hon-
estly mistaken, (5) his words may not have been accurately represented in 
the Gospels, (6) he may have meant by ‘Messiah’ or the ‘Son of man’ (Mark 
8:29–31) something different from what the argument requires. There are 
many other possibilities, too. The argument does not therefore work 
because it hinges upon us making a choice between a limited range of 
options when, in reality, there are other reasonable options that have not 
been considered.


