THINKING TOOLS:
THE SHERLOCK HOLMES FALLACY
Stephen Law

Thinking Tools is a regular feature that introduces
pointers on thinking clearly and rigorously.

Suppose Sherlock Holmes is having a bad day. He just
cannot figure out who dunnit. There are many people who
might have committed the murder. It doesn't follow, though,
that Holmes cannot rule anyone out. Perhaps the butler was in
the room with Holmes at the time the murder was committed.
If so, Holmes can be pretty sure the butler didn’t do it, even
if it is unclear who did.

The moral is: just because someone cannot solve a par-
ticular mystery doesn't entail that they cannot reasonably rule
certain answers out.

Sometimes this is overlooked. For example, if an atheist
admits that they cannot answer the question: ‘Why is there
anything at all?’ or ‘Why is there something rather than noth-
ing?’, the theist may take this as an admission that, for all the
atheist knows, the Judeo-Christian God might, then, be the
explanation. But it may be that, in the same way that, even if
Holmes can’t say who did it, he can pretty conclusively rule
certain people out, so, even if the atheist cannot explain the
existence of the universe, they can pretty conclusively rule
out the Judeo-Christian God. For example, it might be that

not only is there little reason to suppose the Judeo-Christian
god exists, the fact that there is quite so much suffering and

moral depravity in the world (suffering that afflicts not just us
humans, but to countless sentient creatures over hundreds of
millions of years before our appearance on the Earth) is ample
evidence that no such maximally powerful and benevolent
God exists. In which case, the atheist can be pretty confident
that, whoever or whatever created the universe, if anything,
it wasn’t the Judeo-Christian god.
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Other examples:

‘You admit you don’t know the cause of this dis-
ease?

‘Yes. It's a mystery.’

‘So you admit that, for all you know, it is caused by
witches, then?!’

‘Someone cast a magical spell on Mary.’

‘There’s no such thing as magic.’

‘But then why did Mary fail her exam — she should
have passed?’

‘l don’t know.’

‘But then, for all you know, it was because someone
cast a magic spell on her!’
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Think

Contributions and communications should be sent to:
Dr Stephen Law (editor)

Think

Heythrop College

University of London

Kensington Square

London W8 5HQ
Email:think@royalinstitutephilosophy.org.

Guidelines for contributors

The editor welcomes accessible contributions from philosophers
and other thinkers on any topic broadly related either to philosophy
or to the development of thinking skills. It is anticipated that most
contributors will be academics.

Contributions should be below 3K words (unless otherwise agreed
with the editor). Very short pieces are welcome.

Think welcomes submissions which are clear and to the point and
in the straightforward prose characteristic of the best philosophy. At
the same time, the editor would also like to encourage the use of
imaginative and unusual ways of making ideas engaging and acces-
sible, e.g. through the use of dialogue, humour, illustrations (black and
white: line and photos), examples taken from the media, etc. Papers
engaging with some topical debate are especially welcome.

Contributors should presuppose no philosophical background
knowledge on the part of the reader. The use of jargon and logical
notation, especially where unexplained, should be avoided.

While the presentation of original thought is very much encouraged,
a submission need not go beyond providing an engaging and acces-
sible introduction to a particular philosophical issue or line of argu-
ment. Authors are asked to include within their submissions clear
and fairly thorough introductions to any debates to which they wish
to make a contribution.

The Royal Institute of Philosophy retains the option of reprinting
published pieces in later collections and in electronic form. Authors
may republish pieces with the Institute’s permission (the requirement
being that Think be credited with first publication). Authors are auto-
matically free to republish in any collection of their own work. Work
should only be submitted if the author is willing to be bound by the
conditions set out in this paragraph and is in a position to assign to
The Royal Institute of Philosophy the appropriate permission.
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The editor has the assistance of a panel of referees drawn from
the Institute’s Council.

Please include with your contribution a brief statement of your
position and institution (where relevant).

House style

The editor would be grateful if final submissions were in the Think
house style. Please use single quotation marks (double when em-
bedded) and dashes — like this — rather than hyphens - like this - for
punctuation. Please italicize rather than underline.

Where it is unavoidable that notes be included, they should be
endnotes in the Think style. Examples:

Fred Author, Title of The Book (Place: Pubtisher, 2002), p. 23.

D. Academic, ‘Title of Paper’, A Journal, vol.1, no.1 (1990), pp.
34-56.
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