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UNDERSTANDING HOW BELIEFS
ARE FORMED: A DEEP DIVE INTO
MICHAEL SHERMER THE
BELIEVING BRAIN

Why  do  people  believe  in  conspiracy
theories,  alien  abductions,  or  political
ideologies  that  contradict  available
evidence?  Why  does  one  person
embrace skepticism while another clings

to  superstition?  These  are  the  central
questions explored in Michael Shermer
The Believing Brain, a landmark work
that  challenges  our  understanding  of
how human cognition actually operates.
Published  in  2011  by  the  founder  of
Skeptic magazine, this book presents a
comprehensive  theory  of  bel ief
f o r m a t i o n  t h a t  h a s  r e s h a p e d
conversa t i ons  i n  psycho logy ,
neuroscience,  and  critical  thinking.
Rather than assuming that beliefs arise
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from a rational evaluation of evidence,
Shermer argues that we form beliefs first
and then search for  reasons  to  justify
them.  This  article  explores  the  core
concepts of  this  influential  work,  what it
reveals about the human mind, and why
its message remains urgently relevant in
an age of misinformation and polarized
thinking.

THE CENTRAL THESIS OF THE
BELIEVING BRAIN

At the heart of Michael Shermer The
Believing Brain is a simple but radical
idea: belief comes first, and explanations
follow. Shermer proposes that our brains
are  essentially  "belief  engines"  that
evolved to find patterns and meaning in
the  world.  This  pattern-seeking
tendency,  while  essential  for  survival,

also leads us to see connections that do
not exist. Shermer describes this process
as  "patternicity,"  the  tendency  to  find
meaningful  patterns  in  random  noise.
When we detect a pattern, we attach a
story to it, and once that story becomes
a  belief,  it  is  remarkably  resistant  to
change.  This  framework  helps  explain
everything  from  religious  faith  to
economic  theor ies  to  persona l
prejudices.
Shermer draws on decades of research
in  cognitive  science,  evolutionary
psychology, and neuroscience to support
his argument. He shows that the brain
does  not  operate  like  a  scientific
instrument, neutrally weighing evidence.
Instead,  it  confirms  what  it  already
expects. This is why two people can look
at  the  same  data  and  reach  entirely
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different conclusions. The book is not an
attack  on  belief  itself,  but  rather  an
invitation  to  understand  the  biological
and  psychological  mechanisms  that
drive  it.  Once  we  recognize  that  our
brains are wired for belief, we can begin
to question our own certainties and think
more critically.

Patternicity: The
Urge to Find
Meaning
One of the most compelling concepts in
Michael  Shermer  The  Believing
Brain  is  patternicity,  which  Shermer
defines  as  the  human  tendency  to  find

meaningful  patterns  in  meaningless
data. This trait evolved because making
a  false  positive  connection—thinking  a
rustle in the grass is a predator when it
is only the wind—is far less costly than a
false  negative—assuming  the  rustle  is
harmless  when  it  is  actually  a  threat.
Over millennia, this asymmetry shaped
brains  that  see  agency  and  intention
everywhere.  We  see  faces  in  clouds,
conspiracies  in  random  events,  and
purpose  in  coincidence.  Patternicity  is
not a flaw; it is a feature of a brain built
for survival. But in the modern world, it
can  lead  to  superstition,  paranormal
beliefs,  and  ideological  rigidity.  By
recognizing patternicity in ourselves, we
can  learn  to  pause  before  leaping  to
conclusions.
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The Process of
Belief Formation
Shermer outlines a step-by-step process
for how beliefs take root in the mind. It
begins  with  a  pattern  being  detected,
which  triggers  an  emotional  response.
That  emotional  response  primes  the
brain to accept a story that explains the
pattern.  Once the story is accepted, it
becomes  a  belief,  and  the  brain  then
engages  in  confirmation  bias,  actively
seeking  evidence  that  supports  the
belief  while  ignoring  evidence  that
contradicts  it .  This  cycle  is  self-
reinforcing.  The  more  we  repeat  the
belief, the more neural connections are
formed,  and  the  more  "true"  it  feels.

Shermer  calls  this  process  "belief-
dependent  realism,"  meaning  that  our
beliefs shape our perception of reality.
This  is  not  abstract  philosophy;  it  has
real consequences for how we interpret
news,  evaluate  scientific  claims,  and
interact  with  people  who  hold  different
views.

WHY PEOPLE BELIEVE WEIRD
THINGS

A  significant  portion  of  Michael
Shermer  The  Believing  Brain  is
devoted  to  explaining  why  intelligent,
well-meaning  people  believe  in  things
that  are  demonstrably  false.  Shermer
examines a wide range of beliefs, from
alien abduction stories to creationism to
conspiracy theories. He does not dismiss
believers as stupid or irrational. Instead,
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he shows that these beliefs often arise
from the same cognitive processes that
underlie  all  human  reasoning.  For
example,  people  who  report  alien
abductions  often  experience  sleep
para lys i s ,  a  we l l -documented
phenomenon in which the brain is awake
but  the  body  is  paralyzed.  The  brain,
seeking an explanation for this terrifying
experience,  constructs  a  narrative
involving  extraterrestrial  visitors.  The
belief then becomes real to the person
because the brain treats the narrative as
memory.
Similarly,  conspiracy  theories  thrive
because  they  offer  simple,  emotionally
satisfying  explanations  for  complex
events. When something bad happens, it
is easier to believe that a small group of
powerful people caused it than to accept

the  messy,  random  nature  of  history.
Shermer  shows that  conspiracy  beliefs
are  not  just  fringe  ideas;  they  are  a
natural  product  of  patternicity  and
agenticity,  the  tendency  to  attribute
events to intentional  agents.  The book
provides a compassionate but  rigorous
analysis of why we fall for false beliefs,
emphasizing  that  understanding  the
cause  is  the  first  step  toward
overcoming  it.

The Role of
Emotions in
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Belief
Shermer argues that  emotions are not
obstacles  to  rational  belief;  they  are
foundational to it. In Michael Shermer
The Believing Brain, he explains that
every  be l i e f  has  an  emot iona l
component.  We  feel  a  belief  is  true
before  we  can  articulate  why.  This
emotional tag is what gives beliefs their
power and persistence. When a belief is
challenged,  the  emotional  response  is
often one of threat or discomfort, which
triggers defensive reasoning. This is why
arguing with someone about their deeply
held beliefs rarely works. The emotional
attachment  must  be  addressed  before
t h e  c o g n i t i v e  c o n t e n t  c a n  b e
reconsidered. Shermer suggests that the

best  way  to  change  beliefs  is  not
through  confrontation  but  through
empathy,  storytelling,  and  the  gradual
introduction of alternative narratives.

SKEPTICISM AS A TOOL, NOT A
POSITION

One of the most important messages in
Michael  Shermer  The  Believing
Brain is that skepticism is not a set of
conclusions  but  a  method.  Shermer
advocates  for  a  scientific,  evidence-
based  approach  to  evaluating  claims,
but he acknowledges that no one can be
a skeptic about everything. We must rely
on trust and authority for most of  our
knowledge. The key is to choose reliable
sources and to remain open to changing
our minds when new evidence emerges.
Shermer describes skepticism as "a tool
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for navigating the world," not a identity
to  be  defended.  This  distinction  is
crucial.  When  skepticism  becomes  an
identity,  it  can  harden  into  dogma,
exactly  the  kind  of  belief  system
Shermer  warns  against.
The  book  also  addresses  the  limits  of
skepticism.  Shermer  recognizes  that
science  cannot  answer  every  question
and that many beliefs,  including moral
and spiritual ones, are not amenable to
empirical testing. He does not argue that
al l  bel iefs  are  equal  or  that  only
materialist  explanations  are  valid.
Instead,  he  encourages  a  humble,
fallibilistic  approach  to  knowledge.  We
should  hold  our  beliefs  provisionally,
aware  that  we  could  be  wrong.  This
intellectual  humility  is  the  antidote  to
the certainty that fuels extremism and

conflict.

Practical
Applications for
Critical Thinking
Readers  of  Michael  Shermer  The
Believing  Brain  come  away  with
practical  tools  for  improving their  own
thinking.  Shermer  offers  strategies  for
detecting  patternicity  and  confirmation
bias  in  everyday  life.  He  recommends
keeping a "belief journal" in which you
record your predictions and then check
them  against  outcomes.  He  also
suggests actively seeking out evidence
that contradicts  your views,  a practice
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known  as  "s tee l -mann ing"  the
opposition.  By  engaging  with  the
strongest  vers ions  of  opposing
arguments, you can test the robustness
of your own beliefs. These are not just
intellectual  exercises;  they  are  habits
that can protect you from manipulation,
misinformation, and the echo chambers
that dominate social media.

THE NEUROSCIENCE BEHIND THE
BOOK

Shermer  integrates  findings  from  brain
imaging  studies,  evolutionary  biology,
and  psychology  to  build  his  case.  He
discusses  the  role  of  the  prefrontal
cortex  in  rational  deliberation  and  the
limbic system in emotional  processing.
He  explains  how  the  brain's  reward
centers  are  activated  when  we  confirm

our  beliefs,  releasing  dopamine  and
creating  a  feeling  of  satisfaction.  This
neural reward reinforces the belief cycle.
In  Michael  Shermer  The  Believing
Brain,  Shermer  also  explores  the
concept  of  "cognitive  dissonance,"  the
discomfort we feel when our beliefs are
challenged.  To  reduce  this  discomfort,
we  often  rationalize,  deny,  or  distort
reality.  Understanding  these  neural
mechanisms  demystifies  belief  and
makes it easier to intervene in our own
thought processes.

RELEVANCE IN THE AGE OF
MISINFORMATION

Since  the  publication  of  Michael
Shermer  The  Believing  Brain,  the
problems  it  addresses  have  only
intensified.  The  rise  of  social  media,
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algorithmic  echo  chambers,  and
deepfake technology has made it easier
than  ever  to  spread  false  beliefs.
Polarization  is  at  historic  levels,  and
people  are  increasingly  skeptical  of
expertise  and  authority.  Shermer's
analysis is more relevant now than ever.
H e  p r o v i d e s  a  f r a m e w o r k  f o r
understanding why misinformation is so
sticky  and why debunking  alone often
backfires. The solution, he argues, is not
more facts but better inoculation against
the  cognitive  biases  that  make  us
vulnerable. This means teaching critical
thinking  skills  early,  promoting  media
literacy,  and  fostering  a  culture  of
intellectual  humility.
The  book  also  offers  hope.  If  beliefs  are
f o r m e d  t h r o u g h  p r e d i c t a b l e
psychological processes, then they can

be  re formed  through  the  same
processes.  By  understanding  how  our
brains  work,  we  can  become  more
intentional  about what we believe.  We
can  learn  to  recognize  the  emotional
triggers that drive our convictions and to
slow down our thinking when it matters
most. Michael Shermer The Believing
Brain  is  ult imately  a  book  about
freedom—the freedom that comes from
knowing  yourself  and  the  freedom  to
change your mind.

CRITICISMS AND
CONTROVERSIES

No  book  of  this  scope  is  without  its
critics.  Some  scholars  argue  that
Shermer  overstates  the  ro le  of
patternicity and underplays the role of
social  and  cultural  factors  in  belief
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formation. Others have pointed out that
Shermer himself  is  not immune to the
biases he describes,  particularly  in  his
strong  advocacy  for  atheism  and
scientific  materialism.  These  are  fair
po ints .  Michael  Shermer  The
Believing Brain is not the final word on
belief formation, but it  is an important
contribution to an ongoing conversation.
Shermer  acknowledges  his  own biases
and  encourages  readers  to  hold  his
claims to the same standards he applies
to others.  The book is  best  read as a
starting point for deeper exploration, not
as a definitive answer.

The Legacy of

The Believing
Brain
Since  its  release,  Michael  Shermer
The  Believing  Brain  has  influenced  a
generation  of  skeptics,  educators,  and
writers.  It  has been used in  university
courses  on  cr it ical  thinking  and
psychology.  It  has  inspired  countless
blog  posts,  podcasts,  and  public
discussions about  the nature of  belief.
Shermer's  concepts—patternicity,
agen t i c i t y ,  be l i e f -dependent
realism—have  entered  the  lexicon  of
popular  science.  The  book  has  also
sparked  debate  within  the  skeptical
community  about  the  most  effective
ways  to  promote  science  and  reason.
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Some argue that Shermer's approach is
too conciliatory, while others praise his
empathy and willingness to engage with
believers  respectfully.  Whatever  your
view, the book's impact on how we think
about thinking is undeniable.

CONCLUSION

Michael  Shermer  The  Believing
Brain  is  a  profound  and  accessible
exp lorat ion  o f  one  o f  the  most
fundamental  questions  of  human
existence: why do we believe what we
believe?  By  combining  evolutionary
biology,  neuroscience,  and psychology,
Shermer offers a compelling explanation
for  both  the power  and the pitfalls  of

human belief. He shows that our brains
are not designed for truth-seeking in the
abstract,  but for survival  in a complex
world. This insight is humbling, but it is
also empowering.  Once we understand
the mechanisms of belief, we can begin
to take control of them. We can learn to
question  our  certainties,  to  embrace
doubt, and to hold our beliefs with the
lightness of provisional knowledge. In a
world flooded with misinformation, this is
not  just  an  academic  exercise.  It  is  a
survival skill. Whether you are a skeptic,
a  believer,  or  somewhere  in  between,
this book will change the way you think
about your own mind.  And that is  the
first step toward thinking better.


