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Book review: Why People Believe Weird Things by Michael Shermer
Why People Believe Weird Things is a fascinating unveiling of the supernatural world and demystification of the people who supposedly populate it. He uses all of the tools at a skeptic’s disposal: history, statistics, science, logic and even anecdotes.
Shermer starts out with the story of exactly how he became a skeptic and then progresses through the methods and philosophies of science in both historic and modern practices. He rounds out his educational portion with a listing of several logical fallacies mentioned in his title.

The heart of this book is his “debunking” of extraordinary claims “as there is a lot of bunk to be debunked” (p. 211). He starts off with a bland anecdote about his visit to a “psychic research” facility apparently forgetting his own credo that anecdotes are not considered evidence. From there, he goes on to discuss ghosts, cults, and racial purity with an intelligent and unexpectedly wry manner. He then goes on an interesting limb (skeptically speaking)  in which he states that hypnosis, alien abductions and out-of-body experiences are all examples of the same basic phenomenon just in radically different settings.
Unfortunately, Shermer spends the bulk of his book dissecting two important skeptical topics virtually to death in three chapters each on creationism and Holocaust denial.  This means that he ends up repeating himself a lot by needlessly devoting space to issues he discusses in the other chapters. Also adding to the redundancy factor is his propensity to publish chapters in his magazine, SKEPTIC, as teaser articles, that they felt overplayed even before I got to reading some of these chapters. 

His last section, “Hope springs eternal,” is where he concentrates on the core question on his readers’ minds – mainly the one reproduced on the cover. He basically ends with information overload with psychological and philosophical theories backed with an overwhelming series of statistics, studies, surveys, polls, ratios and probabilities that made his usual lit reviews a welcome relief. But, as he admits that the topics discussed in this book have not been completely ruled out as they are still “logically possible.”

If you are already skeptic, this is a very informative reading and a useful reference book, but true believers may not be swayed. As Shermer himself states “it is reasonable to skeptical, even of the skeptics” (p. 281). Servus.H
