appeal to common practice

Appeal to Common Practice is a logical fallacy that occurs when someone argues that a belief or
action is justified simply because it is widely practiced or accepted. This argument often hinges on
the idea that a behavior is right or reasonable merely because it is common among a particular
group of people. It is important to understand this fallacy, as it can lead to flawed reasoning and
perpetuate harmful practices. In this article, we will delve into the concept of appeal to common
practice, explore its mechanisms, provide real-world examples, discuss its implications, and examine
ways to critically assess such arguments.

Understanding Appeal to Common Practice

The appeal to common practice is rooted in social norms and collective behavior. It operates on the
assumption that if many people believe or do something, then it must be correct or acceptable. This
fallacy is often employed in discussions surrounding ethics, politics, and culture, where tradition and
majority opinion can overshadow individual reasoning and evidence-based arguments.

Definition and Characteristics

1. Definition: The appeal to common practice is a type of argument that suggests a certain action is
justified simply because it is commonly done. This argument does not take into account the ethical
implications or the outcomes of the practice.

2. Characteristics:

- Majority Rule: The argument relies on the idea that the majority's choice or behavior is the correct
one.

- Lack of Critical Analysis: It often avoids deeper scrutiny of the practice or belief, focusing instead
on its popularity.

- Resistance to Change: Common practices can become entrenched, creating resistance to change
even when change is necessary or beneficial.

Common Examples of Appeal to Common Practice

To illustrate the concept of appeal to common practice, it is helpful to examine some common
examples. These examples can be found across various domains, from social behaviors to business
practices.

Social Norms and Behaviors

1. Smoking: Historically, smoking was viewed as a social norm, with many people believing that it
was acceptable because "everyone does it." This common practice persisted despite the



overwhelming evidence of its health risks.
2. Bullying: In certain environments, bullying may be viewed as a rite of passage or a common
practice among peers. The argument that "everyone does it" often minimizes the serious

consequences of such behavior.

3. Dietary Choices: The prevalence of certain dietary practices, such as fast food consumption, may
lead individuals to justify unhealthy eating habits by claiming, "It's what everyone eats."

Business Practices

1. Corruption: In some industries, unethical practices, such as bribery or fraud, may be justified on
the grounds that "it's common in this industry." This reasoning dismisses the ethical implications of
such actions.

2. Workplace Culture: Companies may adopt practices like unpaid internships or excessive overtime,
arguing that "it's what everyone does." This can perpetuate exploitative conditions while normalizing

them as acceptable.

3. Marketing Tactics: Companies may argue that aggressive marketing strategies are justified
because "everyone else is doing it." This can lead to a cycle of unethical advertising practices.

Implications of Appeal to Common Practice

The implications of relying on the appeal to common practice can be significant and far-reaching.
Understanding these implications is crucial for fostering critical thinking and promoting ethical
behavior.

Ethical Concerns

1. Normalization of Harmful Practices: By accepting practices as valid simply due to their
commonality, harmful behaviors can become normalized, leading to societal harm.

2. Stifling Innovation: When new ideas or practices are dismissed because they are not yet common,
society may miss out on valuable innovations that could lead to improvement.

3. Undermining Individual Responsibility: The appeal to common practice can lead individuals to
abdicate responsibility for their actions, justifying harmful behavior with the excuse that "everyone
else is doing it."

Impact on Decision-Making

1. Poor Judgment: Decisions based solely on popularity rather than evidence can result in poor



outcomes, both personally and collectively.

2. Resistance to Change: Societal growth requires change, and an overreliance on common practice
can create resistance, hindering progress.

3. Groupthink: The appeal to common practice can contribute to groupthink, where individuals
prioritize consensus over critical evaluation, stifling diverse perspectives.

Critical Assessment of Appeal to Common Practice

To effectively navigate arguments that employ the appeal to common practice, it is essential to
develop skills for critical assessment. Here are some strategies to help evaluate such arguments:

Question the Norm

1. Ask Why: Inquire about the reasons behind the common practice. Understanding the rationale can
help identify whether the practice is ethically sound or based on flawed reasoning.

2. Consider Alternatives: Explore alternative practices or beliefs that may be more ethical or
effective, even if they are not widely adopted.

Evaluate Evidence

1. Seek Data: Look for empirical evidence that supports or contradicts the common practice.
Reliable data can provide a clearer picture of the implications of the behavior.

2. Analyze Outcomes: Consider the consequences of the common practice. Are there negative
outcomes that suggest the practice should be reconsidered?

Encourage Dialogue

1. Foster Open Discussions: Create an environment where diverse viewpoints are welcomed.
Encouraging dialogue can help challenge the status quo and promote critical thinking.

2. Promote Education: Educate others about the implications of common practices and the
importance of questioning widely held beliefs.

Conclusion

The appeal to common practice serves as a reminder that popularity does not equate to validity.
While social norms and collective behaviors can provide a sense of belonging, they should not



dictate our beliefs or actions without scrutiny. By critically assessing arguments that rely on this
fallacy, we can foster a more thoughtful, ethical, and innovative society. Embracing critical thinking
and encouraging dialogue will empower individuals to challenge harmful practices and promote
positive change, ultimately leading to a more informed and responsible community.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is an appeal to common practice?

An appeal to common practice is a logical fallacy that suggests a course of action is justified because
it is commonly done by others.

How does appeal to common practice differ from appeal to
popularity?

While both appeal to common practice and appeal to popularity suggest that something is true
because many people believe it, appeal to common practice specifically focuses on actions rather
than beliefs.

Can you give an example of appeal to common practice?

An example of appeal to common practice is the argument that 'everyone cheats on their taxes, so
it's acceptable for me to do it too.'

Is appeal to common practice a valid argument?

No, appeal to common practice is generally considered a fallacy because just because something is
commonly done does not make it morally or logically right.

In what situations might appeal to common practice be
misleading?

It can be misleading in situations where the common practice is harmful, unethical, or based on
misinformation, such as smoking or ignoring environmental regulations.

How can one counter an appeal to common practice
argument?

One can counter such arguments by pointing out that popularity does not equate to validity and
providing evidence or reasoning that supports a different course of action.

Why do people often rely on appeal to common practice in
arguments?

People may rely on appeal to common practice because it can create a sense of social validation and



reduce the perceived risk of going against the norm.

What are some common contexts where appeal to common
practice is used?

Common contexts include discussions about social norms, business practices, legal arguments, and
ethical considerations, such as workplace behaviors or consumer habits.
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