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why people believe weird things michael shermer explores the psychological, social, and cognitive reasons
behind why individuals often accept unconventional or bizarre beliefs. Michael Shermer, a prominent
skeptic and science writer, delves into the mechanisms that lead people to embrace pseudoscience,
conspiracy theories, and supernatural claims. This article examines Shermer’s insights on human
perception, cognitive biases, and the role of culture in shaping belief systems. Additionally, it discusses the
importance of critical thinking and scientific literacy in counteracting the spread of misinformation.
Understanding why people believe weird things is crucial for educators, policymakers, and anyone
interested in promoting rational discourse. The following sections will unpack Shermer’s main arguments
and present a detailed analysis of belief formation and persistence.

The Psychological Foundations of Belief

Cognitive Biases and Their Influence

The Role of Social and Cultural Factors

Michael Shermer’s Approach to Skepticism

Strategies to Combat Unfounded Beliefs

The Psychological Foundations of Belief

Michael Shermer emphasizes that understanding the psychological underpinnings of belief is essential to
grasp why people believe weird things. At the core, humans are pattern-seeking creatures who naturally
try to make sense of the world around them. This innate tendency to identify meaningful connections
often leads to the formation of beliefs that may not be grounded in scientific evidence.

Patternicity and Agenticity

Shermer introduces the concepts of patternicity and agenticity as fundamental cognitive processes driving
belief. Patternicity refers to the human propensity to find meaningful patterns in random data, while
agenticity is the tendency to attribute agency or intention to these patterns. Together, these mechanisms
can result in perceiving supernatural forces or conspiratorial plots where none exist.



The Need for Meaning and Control

Belief in weird or unconventional ideas often fulfills a psychological need for meaning and control.
Shermer points out that when faced with uncertainty or randomness, people are motivated to adopt beliefs
that provide explanatory frameworks, even if those beliefs are irrational. This need for understanding helps
alleviate anxiety and fosters a sense of order in a chaotic world.

Cognitive Biases and Their Influence

Cognitive biases play a significant role in shaping why people believe weird things, as Michael Shermer
highlights. These mental shortcuts and systematic errors in thinking can distort perception and judgment,
reinforcing unfounded beliefs.

Confirmation Bias

One of the most pervasive biases is confirmation bias, where individuals selectively seek out or interpret
information in a way that confirms their preexisting beliefs. Shermer explains that this bias makes it
difficult for people to objectively evaluate evidence that contradicts their worldview, thereby sustaining
weird or false beliefs.

Availability Heuristic and Emotional Reasoning

The availability heuristic causes people to judge the likelihood of events based on how easily examples
come to mind. Coupled with emotional reasoning, where feelings influence beliefs more than facts, these
biases contribute to the persistence of supernatural or conspiratorial ideas. Shermer notes that emotionally
charged stories or vivid anecdotes tend to overshadow rational evidence.

List of Common Cognitive Biases Related to Belief

Confirmation Bias: Favoring information that supports existing beliefs

Anchoring Bias: Relying too heavily on the first piece of information encountered



Availability Heuristic: Overestimating the importance of information that is readily recalled

Bandwagon Effect: Adopting beliefs because others hold them

Illusory Correlation: Perceiving a relationship between unrelated events

The Role of Social and Cultural Factors

According to Michael Shermer, belief systems do not develop in isolation but are heavily influenced by
social and cultural contexts. These external factors contribute to why people believe weird things through
group dynamics, traditions, and communication channels.

Social Identity and Group Belonging

Beliefs often serve as markers of social identity and group affiliation. Shermer points out that conformity to
group norms can encourage acceptance of unconventional ideas, especially when dissent threatens social
cohesion. This dynamic helps explain the spread of weird beliefs within communities or subcultures.

Media Influence and Information Ecosystems

The media landscape plays a crucial role in shaping public beliefs. Shermer highlights that exposure to
sensationalized or biased information through traditional and digital media can amplify strange or false ideas.
The rise of social media platforms has further intensified the dissemination of pseudoscience and conspiracy
theories by creating echo chambers where weird beliefs are reinforced.

Michael Shermer’s Approach to Skepticism

Michael Shermer advocates for a scientific and skeptical approach to understanding why people believe
weird things. His methodology focuses on questioning assumptions, demanding evidence, and applying
critical thinking to evaluate claims.



The Skeptical Mindset

Shermer defines skepticism as a provisional approach to knowledge that encourages inquiry and open-
mindedness while withholding belief without sufficient evidence. This mindset helps individuals avoid
being misled by extraordinary claims and reduces susceptibility to cognitive biases.

Scientific Literacy as a Tool

Enhancing scientific literacy is central to Shermer’s strategy for combating weird beliefs. By improving
understanding of the scientific method, statistical reasoning, and logic, people are better equipped to
differentiate between credible information and unfounded assertions.

Strategies to Combat Unfounded Beliefs

Building on Michael Shermer’s insights, several strategies can be employed to reduce the prevalence of
weird beliefs and promote rational thinking.

Education and Critical Thinking Skills

Implementing comprehensive education that emphasizes critical thinking, media literacy, and scientific
principles is essential. Shermer stresses that teaching individuals how to evaluate evidence and question
sources empowers them to resist misinformation.

Engaging with Empathy and Respect

Addressing weird beliefs requires empathetic communication and respect for differing viewpoints.
Shermer acknowledges that confrontational or dismissive attitudes often reinforce defensiveness and
entrenchment of false beliefs. Constructive dialogue fosters openness and willingness to reconsider.

Promoting Community and Scientific Outreach

Community-based initiatives and accessible scientific outreach programs can bridge gaps between experts



and the public. Shermer suggests that making science engaging and relevant helps demystify complex
topics and counters the allure of pseudoscience.

Summary of Key Strategies

Enhance education with critical thinking curricula1.

Encourage respectful and empathetic dialogue2.

Increase accessibility to scientific knowledge3.

Address cognitive biases through awareness training4.

Support media literacy to identify misinformation5.

Frequently Asked Questions

Who is Michael Shermer?
Michael Shermer is a science writer, historian of science, and founder of The Skeptics Society, known for
exploring why people believe in paranormal and pseudoscientific ideas.

What is the main premise of Michael Shermer's book 'Why People
Believe Weird Things'?
The book explores the psychological and social reasons behind why individuals believe in irrational and
unscientific ideas, such as paranormal phenomena, conspiracy theories, and pseudoscience.

According to Michael Shermer, what cognitive biases contribute to
believing weird things?
Shermer highlights cognitive biases like patternicity (seeing patterns where none exist), agenticity
(attributing intention to random events), confirmation bias, and motivated reasoning as key factors.



How does Michael Shermer explain the role of pattern recognition in
weird beliefs?
He suggests that humans evolved to recognize patterns quickly for survival, but this tendency can lead to
false positives, causing people to see connections and meanings that aren’t there.

What role does confirmation bias play in why people believe weird
things, according to Shermer?
Confirmation bias leads people to favor information that confirms their preexisting beliefs and ignore
evidence that contradicts them, reinforcing irrational beliefs.

Does Michael Shermer believe weird beliefs are purely due to ignorance?
No, Shermer argues that even intelligent and educated individuals can hold irrational beliefs due to
psychological tendencies and social influences.

How does Shermer suggest combating belief in pseudoscience and
conspiracy theories?
He advocates for critical thinking, scientific skepticism, education, and awareness of cognitive biases to
reduce susceptibility to irrational beliefs.

What examples of 'weird things' does Michael Shermer discuss?
Shermer discusses beliefs such as UFOs, alien abductions, astrology, creationism, psychic phenomena, and
conspiracy theories.

How does social influence affect belief in weird things according to
Shermer?
Social factors like group identity, cultural norms, and community reinforcement play a significant role in
maintaining and spreading irrational beliefs.

What is the significance of skepticism in Michael Shermer's work?
Skepticism is central to Shermer’s philosophy, encouraging inquiry, evidence evaluation, and questioning
of extraordinary claims to distinguish truth from falsehood.



Additional Resources
1. Why People Believe Weird Things: Pseudoscience, Superstition, and Other Confusions of Our Time by
Michael Shermer
This book explores the psychology behind why individuals are drawn to pseudoscientific beliefs and
superstitions. Shermer, a science historian and skeptic, explains cognitive biases and social factors that lead
people to accept irrational ideas. The book combines scientific research with engaging anecdotes to debunk
common myths and promote critical thinking.

2. The Demon-Haunted World: Science as a Candle in the Dark by Carl Sagan
Carl Sagan advocates for scientific skepticism and critical thinking as tools to combat superstition and
pseudoscience. The book highlights how human perception and cognitive errors contribute to belief in
paranormal phenomena. Sagan offers practical advice for distinguishing science from pseudoscience,
encouraging readers to embrace rational inquiry.

3. Thinking, Fast and Slow by Daniel Kahneman
Nobel laureate Daniel Kahneman examines two modes of thought: the fast, intuitive system and the slow,
analytical system. He reveals how cognitive biases and heuristics can lead to flawed reasoning and irrational
beliefs. This book provides insight into why people often accept weird or illogical ideas despite evidence to
the contrary.

4. The Believing Brain: From Ghosts and Gods to Politics and Conspiracies—How We Construct Beliefs and
Reinforce Them as Truths by Michael Shermer
Shermer delves into the neurological and psychological processes behind belief formation. He explains how
the brain constructs beliefs first and then finds evidence to support them, often ignoring contradictory
information. The book covers a wide range of topics, including religion, conspiracy theories, and political
beliefs, emphasizing the importance of skepticism.

5. Flim-Flam! Psychics, ESP, Unicorns, and Other Delusions by James Randi
Magician and skeptic James Randi exposes fraudulent claims and pseudoscientific practices through
entertaining storytelling. He discusses why people are susceptible to deception and how cognitive biases
contribute to belief in the paranormal. Randi’s work is a call to apply critical thinking and demand evidence
in extraordinary claims.

6. Bad Science by Ben Goldacre
Ben Goldacre critiques the misuse of science and statistics in media, advertising, and public discourse. He
explains how misinformation and lack of scientific literacy lead people to believe in dubious health claims
and pseudoscience. The book encourages readers to question sources and understand the scientific method to
avoid being misled.

7. The Enigma of Reason by Hugo Mercier and Dan Sperber
This book explores the evolutionary origins and functions of human reasoning. The authors argue that
reasoning evolved primarily for argumentation and persuasion rather than for solitary problem-solving.



They explain why people often hold onto irrational beliefs and how social contexts influence reasoning and
belief formation.

8. Superforecasting: The Art and Science of Prediction by Philip E. Tetlock and Dan Gardner
Tetlock and Gardner investigate why some people are exceptionally good at making accurate predictions.
They reveal cognitive habits and analytical techniques that help avoid common biases leading to flawed
beliefs. The book provides practical guidance for improving judgment and decision-making in uncertain
situations.

9. Thinking in Bets: Making Smarter Decisions When You Don’t Have All the Facts by Annie Duke
Former professional poker player Annie Duke uses the metaphor of betting to explain decision-making
under uncertainty. She discusses how embracing probabilistic thinking can reduce the influence of
cognitive biases and irrational beliefs. The book offers tools for better reasoning and evaluating evidence
when making decisions.
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