CHAPTER I

Introduction

As wildfires, droughts, and floods rage out of control due to climate
change, as once-eradicated diseases like measles resurge, and as political
polarization reaches new heights, democratic societies are confronting
mounting threats to their institutions and way of life. At the same time,
false beliefs appear to be running amok. It's now commonplace to hear
people claiming that the threats of climate change are overstated, the
benefits of vaccination do not actually outweigh its risks, Joseph Biden
did not win the 2020 presidential election, or all Trump supporters are
racist. I call these statements “post-truth” claims because those who make
them choose to either ignore the truth or to view truth as relative.

The term post-truth was chosen by Oxford Dictionaries as the word of
the year in 2016, defining it as “relating to or denoting circumstances in
which objective facts are less influential in shaping public opinion than
appeals to emotion and personal belief.” Other post-truth claims include
many widespread fabrications, such as that genetically modified organisms
(GMOs) cause serious health problems, the Holocaust never happened,
the COVID-19 pandemic was instigated by Bill Gates as a way to control
world population, or that the US government did nothing to prevent the
World Trade Center attack because it was a convenient opportunity for
invading Iraq.

This book grew out of the concern that although some of these post-
truth claims are innocuous, many of them are extremely problematic and
can have tragic consequences. One example is the January 6, 2021, attack
on Congress and subsequent events that continue to threaten the constitu-
tional order upon which America was founded. Another example is the
anti-vax movement, which grew in the 1990s when fake news sharers and
consumers of pseudoscience started to push the idea that vaccinations
against measles, mumps, and rubella cause autism. The spurious correl-
ation between childhood vaccination and autism remains a major contrib-
uting factor in the human cost of vaccine hesitancy worldwide.” It follows
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2 Introduction

that the primary objective of this book is to rely upon the most outstanding
psychological studies available to explain how post-truth claims arise and
why they persist even when so much contradictory evidence is in plain
sight. It draws on and elucidates the latest research in psychological science,
as well as some other areas of the social sciences, to explain these phenom-
ena and how we might address the challenges that they pose.

The Rationality Debate

As a Stanford-educated researcher who for years has been teaching various
courses in reasoning, cognition, and learning, I am not convinced that the
reason so many post-truth claims emerge and tend to persist is that people
who give them credence are irrational. In psychology, the question whether
human beings are basically rational or irrational is the subject of debate.
On one side, there are Bayesian theorists who argue that people rationally
revise their beliefs in response to new evidence. These revisions are made
using the strictures of Bayes’ theorem, a seminal formula from probability
theory that prescribes the degree that probability estimates should be
updated. A key term in this formula is the likelihood ratio, which compares
alternative explanations of the evidence, an essential component of ration-
ality. But on the opposite side of the debate, dual-system (or dual-process)
theorists argue that reasoning stems from two different brain systems:
System 1, in which reasoning is quick and automatic, and System 2,
which involves slow and deliberate logical reasoning. (These are also
referred to in the literature as Type 1 and Type 2 processes.) The dual-
systems view was popularized by the psychologist and Nobel Prize laureate
Daniel Kahneman in his best-selling book, Thinking Fast and Slow. The
central argument of the book is that because generally people are not good
at probabilistic reasoning, they tend to rely heavily on shortcuts known
as heuristics. And so a second objective of my book is to reconcile these
two divergent views, the Bayesian and the dual-systems perspectives, and
enrich them with the idea that reasoning is as much a social activity as it is
a cerebral one.

Deliberative Spaces

When solving problems or debating various topics with other people, we
cannot help reasoning with them. This type of reasoning involves turn-
taking as well as the exchange of ideas and the presentation of arguments
and counterarguments. I use the phrase deliberative argumentation to refer
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Deliberative Spaces 3

to these kinds of interactions in which people work together to construct
and critique arguments for the purpose of achieving a shared goal.
Deliberative argumentation is different from disputational argumentation
in which the goal is to win a debate by doing whatever it takes to persuade
others of a particular point of view. In deliberative argumentation, people
can make concessions and even change positions.

Reasoning can also be a solitary activity, such as thinking quietly and
talking to oneself when writing an essay. But I am also building on and
reacting to the ideas and research of others. As the renowned philosopher
Hannah Arendt has pointed out, the ancient Greeks conceived thinking to
be a conversation with oneself as well as with others. For them, thinking
was inherently dialectical because it involved the elements of a dialogue.’
Whether conversations about the veracity of a piece of information takes
place internally (self-talk) or externally (in interactions with other
people), I believe firmly in the power of dialogue — especially deliberative
argumentation grounded in logic and reason and governed by what I call
wise discourse practices. These practices — such as active listening or using a
facilitator to solicit a variety of opinions — help groups make more
informed — indeed one might say “wiser” — decisions.

In the book, I also articulate the notion of wise deliberative spaces, spaces
that make use of these wise discourse practices. A wise deliberative space
can be cultivated in various settings, including classrooms, chatroom
discussions and other social media platforms, courtrooms, news programs,
and peer reviews of academic manuscripts. If it is true that some of these
social contexts are shaped by social norms and institutional arrangements
that have evolved to seck the truth and promote social stability, it is also
true that times have changed.

Specifically, there are reasons to believe that the prevalence of wise
deliberative spaces has been on the decline over the last few decades.
First, there has been a drop in overall positive interactions with our
neighbors and other community members, what social scientists call a
“decline in social capital.” These interactions are informal sites that are
potentially deliberative. Second, there has been a deterioration in various
sorts of trust, including trust in institutions such as mainstream news
media, universities, and the judiciary. These institutions are intended to
(1) produce knowledge that informs deliberative spaces, and (2) provide for
such spaces, for example with political forums, academic discussions, or
judicial proceedings. Third, there has been a growth in political polariza-
tion in many countries that has caused public discourse to become less
deliberative and more contentious.
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4 Introduction

Fourth, the emergence of social media and other digital platforms has
created what Mike Caulfield, an expert on digital literacy, calls digital
polarization.* Digital polarization involves a set of trends caused by these
platforms that are adverse to deliberation: (1) algorithms that focus content
based on previous clicks and viewing behavior, which limits exposure to
opposing views; (2) uncivil discourse and shaming that silences dissenting
views; (3) the rapid dissemination of misinformation and disinformation
that allows for the construction of entirely different factual universes; and
(4) state-sponsored hacking campaigns that sow distrust in democratic
institution. All these factors — declines in social capital and trust and
growth in political and digital polarization — are inimical to sustaining
wise deliberative spaces, both online and face-to-face.

In this book, I argue that humans are imperfectly rational and, for this
reason, many of us have not sufficiently adapted to the social and techno-
logical changes in our environment. Even if we are rational Bayesian
information processors, Bayesian inference can go awry if:

* the inputs are bad due to misinformation or disinformation;

* people pursue goals other than discovering accurate knowledge, espe-
cially goals related to identity, status, affliation, control, or trust;

e social institutions and structures do not foster rational and wise
discourse; or

e trust in and understanding of the nature of knowledge-producing
institutions are weakened.

Organization of the Book

This book contains nine chapters, including this introductory one.
Chapter 2 presents two case studies that reflect some of the psychological
and philosophic concepts to be explicated in the book. The case studies use
Bayes’ theorem to explore: (1) whether vaccines cause autism, and (2) who
really won the 2020 US presidential election. Thinking wisely about these
issues rests on our beliefs in the trustworthiness of knowledge-producing
institutions — scientific peer review, news sources, court rulings, and so on.
In Chapter 3, I raise the question of why so many believed in widespread
falsehoods about these issues. I show how our beliefs are affected by psycho-
logical needs and goals, heuristics and biases, motivated reasoning, and
memes and disinformation encountered in the information environment.
Chapter 4 explores the concept of wise deliberative spaces and how these
differ from unwise ones. Harmful memes spread quickly through talk on
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Organization of the Book 5

social media and cable news. Much of this talk is argumentative. The chapter
presents some important fundamentals from argumentation theory, espe-
cially the notion of a critical discussion, and how these relate to wisdom. It
discusses wise discourse practices that can be used in small group discussions
in classrooms, organizational environments, and in democratic forums,
as well as with passionate skeptics who deny the truth of well-established
claims. The chapter then analyzes the relationship of wise deliberative
discourse to various social institutions, such as judicial review, scientific
peer review, investigative journalism, and constitutional democracy, and
contrasts these to the one-sided, adversarial talk that goes on in cable news
and on social media.

How does dialogic inquiry enhance truth discovery? Chapter 5 addresses
this question from a philosophic perspective and draws upon the work of
social scientists showing how subjective and relativistic versions of truth
have been propagated by cognitive elites on both the right and left ends
of the political spectrum. This “coherentist” theory of truth, which implies
that truth is relative to a belief system or a group of propositions, is
contrasted with correspondence and pragmatic theories of truth, including
Putnam’s theory of natural realism. The nature of dialogic inquiry in both
science and ethics is described, as is my work on teaching students to ask
critical questions that evaluate truth claims and the cogency of arguments.
The “truth-seeking” nature of rational and wise discourse will be summar-
ized and related to the epistemic nature of science, law, journalism, and
deliberative democracy.

Chapter 6 returns to the theme of “trust.” The “waning of wisdom”
reflects not only a decline in trust in social institutions caused by harmful
memes but also decreases in social and epistemic trust. (Epistemic trust
relates to the perceived credibility of sources of information.) It is virtuous
to trust in proper proportion, avoiding being excessively skeptical but also
overly trusting. Various proposals for improving trust-calibration and their
relationship to wise deliberative spaces are examined.

Chapter 7 analyzes the concept of thinking. Fostering rational and wise
discourse in deliberative spaces assumes that humans can think rationally.
But conspiracy theories and science denial, which have resulted in wide-
spread harm, for example, numerous deaths due to COVID-19, appear to
suggest otherwise. This chapter summarizes and expands on previous points
made in the book about reasoning and argues that humans are generally
rational, but that their thinking can go awry for the various reasons I've
discussed. To make the case for rationality, the chapter reviews new dual-
process theories in psychology and their relationship to contemporary
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6 Introduction

Bayesian frameworks. It concludes that most people are basically rational,
but rationality requires that we learn what strategies are adaptive versus
maladaptive in certain environments. Adapting to new and rapidly changing
environments, such as today’s digital landscape, is especially challenging.

Chapter 8 (entitled “Tinkering”) proposes partial solutions. Tinkering
involves making a series of incremental changes to the design of social
institutions or online spaces that over time can result in substantial change.
This chapter summarizes various proposals to address the challenges of the
post-truth era. Most involve, in some respect, (1) teaching people to be wise
consumers and curators of online information, or (2) fostering wise delib-
erative spaces, in face-to-face communities and online.

Chapter 9, the concluding chapter, summarizes the main themes of the
book and the implications for the post-truth crisis.

Democracy — as well as the health of society and our planet — depends on
citizens that are rational and wise enough to elect fairly rational and wise
leaders. Understanding the psychology of reasoning in the post-truth era,
the relationship to dialogue and social institutions, and exploring ways that
we can work within deliberative spaces to help foster wise decision-making,
are the major goals of this book.
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