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why people believe weird things by michael shermer explores the intriguing psychological and
social reasons behind why individuals often accept unusual, paranormal, or scientifically
unsupported beliefs. Michael Shermer, a renowned science writer and skeptic, delves into the
cognitive biases, emotional needs, and cultural influences that drive people toward such beliefs. This
article examines Shermer's analysis of human tendencies to seek patterns, the role of confirmation
bias, and the appeal of mysticism in a complex world. Additionally, it discusses the impact of social
identity and group dynamics on maintaining and spreading unconventional ideas. Understanding
these factors provides valuable insight into the persistence of pseudoscience and conspiracy theories
today. The following sections will outline the core themes and explanations presented by Shermer,
offering a comprehensive overview of why people believe weird things.

The Psychological Basis of Belief

Cognitive Biases and Pattern Recognition

The Role of Emotional and Existential Needs

Social and Cultural Influences on Belief

Implications for Science and Society

The Psychological Basis of Belief
The foundation of why people believe weird things by Michael Shermer lies in understanding the
psychological mechanisms that govern human thought processes. Shermer emphasizes that belief
formation is a natural cognitive function, essential for making sense of the world. However, this
function can sometimes lead to the acceptance of irrational or extraordinary claims. Psychological
predispositions such as pattern recognition, agency detection, and a tendency toward narrative
coherence contribute to this phenomenon. These mental shortcuts, while generally adaptive, can
misfire, resulting in beliefs that lack empirical support. Shermer argues that these cognitive
tendencies are evolutionarily ingrained and serve survival purposes, although they occasionally
foster misconceptions.

Patternicity: Finding Meaning in Randomness
One of Shermer’s key concepts is "patternicity," the human tendency to find meaningful patterns in
random or meaningless data. This inclination helps in identifying threats or opportunities but can
also cause individuals to perceive connections where none exist. For example, seeing faces in clouds
or linking unrelated events as cause and effect are manifestations of patternicity. This predisposition
explains why people may believe in supernatural phenomena, conspiracy theories, or



pseudoscientific claims despite lacking evidence.

Agenticity: Attributing Intentionality
Closely related to patternicity is "agenticity," the tendency to attribute intentional actions to natural
or random events. Shermer explains that humans often assume that events happen for a reason or
due to the actions of an unseen agent. This can lead to beliefs in ghosts, spirits, or conspiracies.
Agenticity satisfies a psychological need to explain uncertainty and randomness by assigning
purpose and agency, even where none exists.

Cognitive Biases and Pattern Recognition
Michael Shermer highlights how cognitive biases reinforce the acceptance of weird beliefs. These
biases distort rational thinking and contribute to the perseverance of false or unverified ideas.
Understanding these biases is crucial to comprehending why people cling to unusual beliefs despite
contradictory evidence.

Confirmation Bias
Confirmation bias is the tendency to search for, interpret, and remember information that confirms
existing beliefs while disregarding contradictory evidence. Shermer identifies this bias as a powerful
force behind the persistence of weird beliefs. Once an individual adopts a belief, they tend to seek
supporting data and dismiss skepticism, creating a self-reinforcing cycle that entrenches the belief
further.

Availability Heuristic
The availability heuristic is a mental shortcut where people judge the probability of events based on
how easily examples come to mind. Shermer notes that sensational or emotionally charged stories
are more memorable and thus influence belief formation disproportionately. This can cause people
to overestimate the likelihood of rare or unusual phenomena, such as alien abductions or miracle
cures.

List of Common Cognitive Biases Related to Weird Beliefs

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

Illusory Correlation – Perceiving a relationship between variables when none exists.

Bandwagon Effect – Adopting beliefs because others hold them.

Dunning-Kruger Effect – Overestimating one’s knowledge or expertise.



Hindsight Bias – Believing after an event that it was predictable.

The Role of Emotional and Existential Needs
In addition to cognitive factors, Shermer emphasizes the emotional and existential motivations
behind why people believe weird things. These needs often drive individuals to seek comfort,
meaning, and control in an unpredictable world. Beliefs in the paranormal or supernatural can offer
reassurance in the face of mortality, uncertainty, and chaos.

Comfort in Belief
Many weird beliefs provide emotional solace by addressing fears about death, suffering, and
injustice. Shermer explains that belief in an afterlife, for example, can alleviate anxiety about
mortality. Similarly, conspiracy theories may offer explanations for complex social issues, creating a
sense of order and control.

Need for Meaning and Purpose
Humans have an innate desire to find meaning and purpose in life. Shermer notes that weird beliefs
often fulfill this need by providing narratives that connect individuals to a larger cosmic story or
moral framework. This existential function makes such beliefs particularly compelling and resistant
to disconfirmation.

Social and Cultural Influences on Belief
Michael Shermer also explores how social environments and cultural contexts shape the adoption
and maintenance of unconventional beliefs. Beliefs are not formed in isolation but are influenced by
community, tradition, and social identity.

Group Identity and Social Cohesion
Belonging to a group that shares certain beliefs can reinforce those beliefs through social validation
and conformity pressures. Shermer points out that weird beliefs often serve as markers of group
identity, strengthening social bonds and distinguishing insiders from outsiders. This dynamic can
perpetuate beliefs even in the absence of evidence.

Cultural Transmission of Beliefs
Beliefs are transmitted culturally through education, media, and interpersonal communication.
Shermer highlights that myths, legends, and pseudoscientific ideas can persist across generations
due to cultural reinforcement. Additionally, the rise of the internet has accelerated the spread of



weird beliefs by connecting like-minded individuals globally.

Implications for Science and Society
The understanding of why people believe weird things by Michael Shermer carries significant
implications for science communication, education, and public policy. Recognizing the psychological
and social roots of such beliefs helps in designing effective strategies to promote critical thinking
and scientific literacy.

Promoting Skepticism and Critical Thinking
Shermer advocates for education that fosters skepticism, teaching individuals how to question
claims, evaluate evidence, and recognize cognitive biases. This approach aims to empower people to
make informed decisions and reduce susceptibility to misinformation.

Challenges in Addressing Pseudoscience
Despite efforts to promote rational inquiry, Shermer acknowledges that weird beliefs can be deeply
entrenched and emotionally satisfying. Addressing pseudoscience requires sensitivity to the
underlying needs these beliefs fulfill, as well as persistent engagement and clear communication.

Strategies to Counteract Misinformation

Encouraging scientific literacy from an early age.1.

Providing accessible and engaging explanations of scientific concepts.2.

Highlighting the value of evidence-based reasoning.3.

Addressing emotional and existential concerns empathetically.4.

Promoting open dialogue and critical discussion in communities.5.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the main theme of 'Why People Believe Weird Things'
by Michael Shermer?
The main theme of the book is exploring the psychological and social reasons why people hold on to
irrational and pseudoscientific beliefs despite evidence to the contrary.



How does Michael Shermer explain the persistence of
pseudoscientific beliefs?
Shermer explains that cognitive biases, pattern recognition, and the human tendency to seek
meaning and patterns contribute to the persistence of pseudoscientific beliefs.

Does 'Why People Believe Weird Things' discuss the role of
skepticism?
Yes, the book advocates for scientific skepticism as a tool to critically evaluate extraordinary claims
and differentiate fact from fiction.

What are some examples of 'weird things' Michael Shermer
addresses in the book?
Examples include beliefs in psychic phenomena, conspiracy theories, creationism, and alternative
medicine practices without scientific backing.

How does Shermer suggest individuals can avoid falling for
weird beliefs?
Shermer suggests cultivating critical thinking skills, understanding cognitive biases, and relying on
scientific evidence to evaluate claims.

Is 'Why People Believe Weird Things' accessible to general
readers?
Yes, Shermer writes in an engaging and clear manner, making complex scientific and psychological
concepts accessible to a broad audience.

Additional Resources
1. The Demon-Haunted World: Science as a Candle in the Dark by Carl Sagan
This book explores the importance of scientific thinking and skepticism in a world filled with
superstition and pseudoscience. Sagan emphasizes critical thinking as a defense against deception
and irrational beliefs. He provides tools for distinguishing science from pseudoscience, making it a
compelling read for understanding why people believe strange things.

2. Thinking, Fast and Slow by Daniel Kahneman
Kahneman, a Nobel laureate, delves into the dual processes of human thought: the fast, intuitive
system and the slow, deliberate system. This book explains how cognitive biases and heuristics
influence our beliefs and decisions, often leading to irrational conclusions. It sheds light on why
people may hold on to weird or unfounded beliefs despite evidence.

3. Why People Believe Weird Things: Pseudoscience, Superstition, and Other Confusions of Our Time
by Michael Shermer



Shermer’s own work investigates the psychological and sociological reasons behind belief in
pseudoscience and paranormal phenomena. He explores how cognitive biases, social influences, and
emotional needs contribute to the persistence of irrational beliefs. This book is foundational for
understanding the mechanisms behind strange beliefs.

4. The Belief Instinct: The Psychology of Souls, Destiny, and the Meaning of Life by Jesse Bering
Bering examines the evolutionary and psychological origins of religious belief and spirituality. He
argues that humans are predisposed to believe in supernatural agency due to cognitive mechanisms
shaped by natural selection. The book provides insight into why people gravitate toward beliefs that
might seem weird from a scientific perspective.

5. SuperSense: Why We Believe in the Unbelievable by Bruce M. Hood
Hood explores the human tendency to perceive agency and intention behind natural events, a trait
that often leads to supernatural beliefs. He discusses how our brains are wired to find patterns and
meaning, even where none exist. The book offers a neuroscientific perspective on why people believe
in ghosts, gods, and other odd phenomena.

6. Bad Science by Ben Goldacre
Goldacre tackles the misuse and misunderstanding of science in media, medicine, and everyday life.
He reveals how poor scientific literacy and cognitive flaws can lead people to accept pseudoscience
and quackery. This book helps explain why weird beliefs persist despite available scientific evidence.

7. The Art of Thinking Clearly by Rolf Dobelli
Dobelli presents a collection of cognitive biases and logical fallacies that commonly distort human
reasoning. By identifying these mental errors, he clarifies why people often fall prey to irrational
beliefs and poor decision-making. The book is a practical guide to improving critical thinking and
avoiding the traps of weird beliefs.

8. Influence: The Psychology of Persuasion by Robert B. Cialdini
Cialdini explores the principles of persuasion and how they affect human behavior and beliefs. He
demonstrates how social influence techniques can lead people to adopt strange or unfounded ideas.
Understanding these mechanisms is key to grasping why people believe weird things and how they
can be swayed.

9. Flim-Flam! Psychics, ESP, Unicorns, and Other Delusions by James Randi
Randi, a professional magician and skeptic, exposes frauds and hoaxes in the world of paranormal
claims and pseudoscience. His critical examination reveals how deception and self-delusion
contribute to weird beliefs. This book is an entertaining and enlightening look at the reasons behind
belief in the unbelievable.
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