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Synopsis

From the New York Times best-selling author of The Organized Mind and This Is Your Brain on
Music, a primer to the critical thinking that is more necessary now than ever. We are bombarded
with more information each day than our brains can process - especially in election season. It's
raining bad data, half truths, and even outright lies. New York Times best-selling author Daniel J.
Levitin shows how to recognize misleading announcements, statistics, graphs, and written reports,
revealing the ways lying weasels can use them. It's becoming harder to separate the wheat from the
digital chaff. How do we distinguish misinformation, pseudofacts, distortions, and outright lies from
reliable information? Levitin groups his field guide into two categories - statistical infomation and
faulty arguments - ultimately showing how science is the bedrock of critical thinking. Infoliteracy
means understanding that there are hierarchies of source quality and bias that variously distort our
information feeds via every media channel, including social media. We may expect newspapers,
bloggers, the government, and Wikipedia to be factually and logically correct, but they so often
aren’t. We need to think critically about the words and numbers we encounter if we want to be
successful at work, at play, and in making the most of our lives. This means checking the plausibility
and reasoning - not passively accepting information, repeating it, and making decisions based on it.
Listeners learn to avoid the extremes of passive gullibility and cynical rejection. Levitin’s charming,
entertaining, accessible guide can help anyone wake up to a whole lot of things that aren’t so. And

catch some lying weasels in their tracks!
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Customer Reviews

| have read numerous books on this subject. Many of them have too many errors, focus on trivial
considerations or arcane mathematical technicalities, and few cover the important subject of

applying critical thinking not only to numbers but words (logic, reasoning protocol, etc.). Given that,



this is one of the very best books on the topic | have read yet.| really liked the author splitting his
subject in three main categories: 1) evaluating numbers; 2) evaluating words; 3) how the scientific
method works. Each section covers its respective subject in a thorough and entertaining way.Within
the evaluating numbers section the author covers all the ways in which visual quantitative data
(graphs) can fool you. You really have to watch very carefully the scale of the X- and Y-axes to
understand if someone is trying to trick you. The author does a good job of explaining the difference
between correlation and causation (and how not to confuse the two). He also warns you not to
confuse what is tested as statistically significant and yet can be immaterial (small differences pop up
as statistically significant that have little bearing on the outcome when you have very large
samples). The author also warns against extrapolating trends especially when you go outside the
boundaries of the variable values you observed within the learning sample of your data set. The
author covers well the various biases and errors that can affect sampling (participation bias,
reporting bias, etc.). The chapter on probabilities is excellent with a well-defined differentiation
between classic probabilities, frequentist probabilities, and Bayesian probabilities.Within the
evaluating words section, the author warns about understanding the actual domain narrowness of
experts. He does a good job of explaining the difference between incidence and prevalence rate. He
provides a very good coverage on behavioral risk perception that is so detached from probabilistic
thinking.Within the scientific method section, the author defines the different types of reasoning
(deduction, induction, abduction). He also covers logic and logic notation. He also covers in greater
detail Bayesian statistics. The latter is a subject that permeates every section of the book. And, he
does a good job of explaining Bayes thanks to his four- quadrant framework that is really helpful in
calculating the related Bayesian statistics.The author makes just one small error where he confuses
R Square with R (correlation). R Square explains how much the variance in one variable can be
explained by the other variable. Meanwhile, R simply tells you the strength and the direction of the
relationship between those two variables. Also, remember R is often negative (so the explanation bit
here not only is wrong but is divergent) meanwhile R Square canAfA¢A 4 -A 4,¢t be negative by
definition. This is a minor typo. | know the author knows that stuff. One math typo in a 250-page

book is far better than most books on the subject.

For anyone about to start University this is a must have primer. Levitin writes in such an easy going
way that you can see him smiling as he provides examples to explain hard ideas in a simple, clear
manner. If you find stats and research methods confusing or daunting this is for you. At the same

time, as consumer of information everyone of us should be acquainted with the ideas and insights



Levitin provides. We would be less likely to fall for the poor analysis and down-right nonsense that
characterizes so much of the information we consume today. Who knows... if we up our game,

maybe journalists/pundits/bloggers will be forced to up theirs!

An outstanding overview of critical thinking. A (relatively) short read but it does get the brain cells

cranked up. You can't just breeze through it; you have to think and that's what makes it great.

Thoughts on Levitin’'s Weaponized Lies & A Field Guide to Lies - Good reads on how statistics can
deceiveWith great interest, | read Daniel Levitin’s recent books "Weaponized Lies: How to Think
Critically in the Post-Truth Era" and "A Field Guide to Lies: Critical Thinking in the Information Age."
Both of these books give a good primer to deal with statistics, going over such things in detail such
as Bayesian analysis in terms of a 2x2 table. Levitin also talks a bit about how people sort the truth
by simply making false graphs with unlabeled axes or how there are more subtle aspects such as
subtly changing the denominator (eg when talking about individuals versus families). Altogether |
found these extremely useful reads. One thing that was a little troublesome to me was that they
were fairly similar books. | think it does make sense for the author to repurpose his text into more
current times where we talk about fake news and so forth but | still found the overlap between the

two books disconcerting.

Levitin’s premise is simple: the world today offers an abundance of information. What used to take
hours or days to dig up using traditional research now takes moments. We need to reinvest a bit of
that time saved into thinking critically about the information we consume. This book offers guidelines
to sifting through irrelevant data, pseudo-science and self-proclaimed experts.l'd love to see this
book as part of a high school curriculum, to arm the next generation with the skills they need. The
primer on Bayesian thinking is worth studying and keeping.
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