Sweeney’s Wonderful World of Wisdom Learning and Knowledge Proudly Presents

1.8 “Proof” By Failure To Find a Counterexample
Adapted from Critical Thinking by Anita Harnadek
=======================================================
In the title above, you will notice that the first word has quotation marks around it. The quotation marks are there to show that the word is not being used correctly. They show that someone calls something a proof which isn’t a proof at all. (This is like seeing a dog and calling it a cat. Just because you call it is a cat doesn’t mean that it is a cat.)
“Proof” by failure to find a counterexample is one kind of faulty reasoning. It happens when someone supposes that a general statement is true just because he can’t find a counterexample to it.

Example 1:

Alice: “All birds can fly.”


Lyle: “I’ve never seen a bird that couldn’t fly, so you must be right.”

We see that Alice has made a general statement and Lyle has agreed with her. But the reason Lyle has agreed seems to be just because he’s never found a counterexample to Alice’s statement. Lyle is using “proof” by failure to find a counterexample.


Now suppose that Lyle has never seen any kind of bird in his whole life. Then it would still be all right for him to say, “I’ve never seen a bird that couldn’t fly.” It’s the truth if he says, “I’ve never seen a bird,” so it’s also the truth if he says, “I’ve never seen a bird that couldn’t fly.”

Example 2:

Helen: “All flanners have stripes.”

Lyle: “I’ve never seen a flanner without stripes, so I guess you must be right.”

(“Flanner” is a word I made up.) Again Lyle is using “proof” by failure to find a counterexample. He is assuming that Helen’s general statement is true because he has never found a counter example to it.

Example 3:
Wun-Shio: “The story says that Little Red Riding Hood went to her grandmother’s house.”
Lyle: “Then she must not have gone to her uncle’s house, because the story didn’t say that she went there, too.”

Here, too, Lyle is using “proof” by failure to find a counterexample. (Do you see why Lyle’s statement shows this?)














































































