
members (Brewer 1979). In short, anything or anyone that is part
of “me” is viewed in more positive terms than anything or anyone
that is “not me.”

How do these effects sustain people’s beliefs in their own
capacities? Once we forge an association with someone (e.g.,
make a friend; join a club; select a mate), we become part of
that person’s extracorporeal self and reap the self-enhancing
benefits the association provides (i.e., we receive feedback that
we are more likable, capable, and charming than are most
other people). In this fashion, mutual admiration begets mutual
benefits.

Ideology as cooperative affordance
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Abstract: McKay & Dennett (M&D) observe that beliefs need not be
true in order to evolve. We connect this insight with Schelling’s work
on cooperative commitment to suggest that some beliefs – ideologies –
are best approached as social goals. We explain why a social-interactive
perspective is important to explaining the dynamics of belief formation
and revision among situated partners.

Legend holds that on arriving at Veracruz, Cortés burned his
ships so that his armies could not retreat. His men became
predictably committed to fighting. Similarly, our contracts,
emotions, affiliations, markings, gifts, punishments, and other
costly acts anticipate our future responses. These factors trans-
form partner options, enabling reliable forecasting of cooperative
behaviors. Such predictability enhances cooperation’s prospects
for success. Schelling called these expressions “commitment
devices” (Schelling 1960). His concept helps to explain otherwise
perplexing behavior, but can it help explain belief? To think so
might seem strange. Cortés allegedly burned his ships to motiv-
ate action, irrespective of belief. To generalize: If beliefs rep-
resent environments, the faculties that generate belief appear
poorly equipped for predicting social commitment. Environ-
ments constantly change. Yet, a commitment device must
anchor cooperative futures against these sea tides.

Nevertheless, certain beliefs – that the ship is burning, for
example – proximately motivate social responses. The effect is
well illustrated by religious commitment. Peter believes his
God abides. From this conviction, Peter receives strong motiv-
ations, for example, to stand this holy ground, come what may.
Like a boat on fire, his belief in God narrows Peter’s strategic
options, by overdetermining one. Where religious beliefs are
shared, a universe of possible interactions strongly contracts,
affording cooperation’s success. Where religious commitment
motives actions by sacred rewards, religious partners will suffer
fewer distractions from personal risks. Cortés’ sabotage does
not promote cooperation through intrinsic reward; rather, it
sets a trap. As such, it remains a poor instrument by which to
disable anxiety, as slings and arrows rain down. Furthermore,
where religious beliefs can be reliably recognized, fellow believ-
ers may find a common inspiration that they know to be common.
The affective and symbolic cues of religious culture give what
Schelling calls “salience” for otherwise risky coordination
points. Notice, religious culture supports coordinated action for

collective problems whose nature cannot be anticipated. At
best, Cortés’ act is only useful for the fight. Finally, religious
beliefs can be evoked and assessed by ordeals that appear
“crazy” without such beliefs (Irons 2008). Where opportunists
threaten religious cooperation, evidence for commitment can
be discerned from our deeds. To generalize: While actions are
important to social commitment, beliefs intricately interact
with actions and motivations to support effective social prediction
(Bulbulia 2009). Such prediction requires shared epistemic
habits that maintain common social goals as the world changes.
We call the products of these habits “ideologies.”

Ideologies function as commitment devices, though they func-
tion differently to burning boats. Indeed, commitment devices
function best when we are unaware of their existence. In the
Cortés legend, commitment arises through explicit means –
removing the antisocial option: Run away! However, because
motivations are affected by confidence, commitment theory pre-
dicts tendencies to strongly deny ideology’s social causes. To
think that ideology is believed for commitment, rather than as
simple truth, enables one to second-guess one’s ideology, and
with it, the social commitments ideology inspries. This second-
guessing may impair the social prediction so fundamental to
cooperation’s success. In their discussion of “alief,” McKay &
Dennett (M&D) observe how discrepancies sometimes arise
between explicit knowledge (the bridge is safe) and implicit
response (vertigo) (also explored in McKay & Cipolotti 2007;
Dennett 1991). Commitment theory predicts the opposite
relationship will hold too: consciousness will obscure motivations
arising from collective goals (epistemic boat burning). For again,
it is belief as true that motivates. We notice, however, that incor-
rigible persistence in believing, come what may, is unlikely to
afford cooperative outcomes. Commitment theory predicts that
ideologies will instead shift to meet strategic demands: Beliefs
are subtle beasts.

There is much evidence for such subtlety. For example, Fes-
tinger et al. describe a UFO cult dealing with the pathos occa-
sioned by the failure of a predicted doomsday (Festinger et al.
1956). While some cult members packed up and left, most
remained, updating their beliefs to explain the persistence of
life as the effect of the group’s piety and prayer. Such intellectual
leger de main, however striking, is not restricted to UFO-
spotters. The dissonance literature shows that we often revise
peripheral beliefs to meet our goals, not Bayesian demands.
Such results are important to commitment models because
they reveal that motivations shape our conscious beliefs, and
so, that the link between belief and motivation is a two-way
street. Moreover, commitment theory enriches dissonance
models by focusing to the dynamics of goal maintenance for
interactions whose success depends on reliable social prediction.

Organizations of the environments in which we interact (devel-
opmental and local) powerfully affect our cooperative commit-
ments; their functional elaboration is critical to the explanation
of ideology. While our understanding of these mind/world
systems remains obscure, initial results reveal a fascinatingly
strong capacity for sacred traditions (core elements of which
have been conserved for centuries) to promote cooperative beha-
viors in large social worlds (Bulbulia, in press; Sosis 2000). For
example, the neuroscience of charismatic authority suggests
that neural circuits supporting ideological commitments are
similar to those recruited during hypnotic suggestion (Deeley
et al. 2003; Schjødt et al., submitted; Taves 2009). Charismatic
authority appears to work like a trance. Other research shows
that impersonal elements of culture – its music, symbolic dis-
plays, and large-scale ritual events – dramatically affect social
sensibility and emotions, suggesting that charismatic enchant-
ment extends to impersonal culture and its instruments
(Alcorta & Sosis 2005; Baumgartner et al. 2006; Bulbulia, in
press). Among these instruments, synchronous body practices
appear especially effective at evoking and maintaining coopera-
tive orbits (Hove & Risen, in press; Wiltermuth & Heath
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2008). In other works we suggest that ritual, music, and symbolic
practices are fundamental to establishing the informational and
motivational settings that maintaining cooperative behaviors at
small and large scales (Bulbulia 2004a; Bulbulia & Mahoney
2008; Sosis 2003; 2005).

To summarize, commitment theory is important to naturalistic
study of belief because it reveals that a core subset of positive illu-
sions are better approached as social goals, masquerading as
beliefs. These ideologies interact with our social and cultural cir-
cumstances to promote accuracy, not in representing the world
as it is, but rather in forecasting what we will do next.
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Abstract: Although it makes some progress, McKay & Dennett’s
(M&D’s) proposal is limited because (1) the argument for adaptive
misbelief is not new, (2) arguments overextend the evidence provided,
and (3) the alleged sufficient conditions are not as prohibitive as
suggested. We offer alternative perspectives and evidence, including
individual differences research, indicating that adaptive misbeliefs are
likely much more widespread than implied.

Evolutionary perspectives on adaptive misbelief are not new
(Byrne & Kurland 2001; Haselton & Buss 2000; Trivers 1985;
2000; see also, Gigerenzer & Brighton 2009; Gigerenzer et al.
1999). What is new, however, is the precise analysis of the con-
ditions of adaptive misbelief presented in the target article.
Unfortunately, the target article’s impact is limited by its reliance
on controversial “better than average” effects and the relatively
non-restrictive nature of the proposed sufficient conditions.
Here, we briefly document these concerns and discuss some rel-
evant phenomena in individual differences research. Ultimately,
we argue that adaptive misbeliefs are likely much more wide-
spread than is implied.

McKay & Dennett (M&D) suggest that adaptive misbeliefs
are reflected in better-than-average and similar overconfidence
type effects. However, there are concerns about the stability,
universality, and reality of such illusions (Gigerenzer et al.
2008; Larrick et al. 2007; Moore & Healy 2008; see also,
Juslin & Olsson 1997; Juslin et al. 2000). To illustrate, when
most people report that they are better than average drivers
they are not wrong or biased. Instead, data indicate that only
a very small number of people are responsible for the vast
majority of motor vehicle accidents. Thus, driving ability is
not normally distributed and so most people are technically
correct when they believe they are better than average
drivers. This kind of example is not uncommon. Better-than-
average and overconfidence type effects are often complicated
by statistical artifacts and non-ecological task contexts
(Gigerenzer et al. 1999; Krueger & Mueller 2002).

More problematic than the quality of the proposed evidence,
however, are the following set of alleged sufficient conditions
offered for systematic adaptive misbelief: (a) the belief is the
result of “design” (where design is appropriately defined);
(b) the belief misrepresents information to the possessor of
the belief; (c) the misrepresentation of information is beneficial
to the possessor of the belief (sect. 2, para. 5); and (d) the

misbelief is systematic (sect. 4). If these conditions are only
sufficient, then in contrast to what is implied, M&D have not
captured a unique way in which misbelief can be adaptive.
Rather, they have only pointed out one of many possible
ways. This worry results in interpretative issues with M&D’s
general argument.

Assuming that many beliefs could satisfy (a), it is unclear what
degree of misrepresentation or benefit is sufficient for a belief to
satisfy conditions (b) and (c). According to M&D, a misbelief is
one that is “false,” or “to some degree departs from actuality,”
or “to some extent wide of the mark” (sect. 1, para. 1). These
comments indicate that any belief that departs from reality in
any way satisfies condition (b). The only way a belief could fail
to satisfy (b) is if the content of the belief does not even in part
misrepresent reality. If that is correct, then it is likely many (if
not most) of our beliefs satisfy condition (b) (something M&D
realize, sect. 1). It is also unclear how and in what ways the mis-
belief must be beneficial in order to satisfy condition (c). We can
grant that positive illusions may be adaptively beneficial to the
possessors of those beliefs in a number of profoundly interesting
ways. But again, it is a very modest and easily satisfied condition if
the misbelief only needs to provide some adaptive benefit to the
possessor.

Condition (d) also is satisfiable in a number of ways. M&D
appear to endorse a “one size fits all” model of misbelief that
would be adaptive for whoever holds such misbeliefs (condition
[d]). But there is more than one way that misbeliefs can be sys-
tematic. For instance, there can be misbeliefs that are systemati-
cally related to stable individual differences among groups of
people. There is evidence that personality traits (e.g., the Big
Five) are related to individual differences in beliefs about the
nature of the world (Langston & Sykes 1997) and to fundamental
philosophical beliefs regarding moral objectivism, compatibilism,
and intentional action (Cokely & Feltz 2009a; 2009b; Feltz &
Cokely 2008; 2009).

To take just one example, those who are neurotic are likely to
think that the world is dangerous. Those who are not neurotic
tend not to have this belief (particularly so for extraverts and
those who are agreeable) (Langston & Sykes 1997, p. 154). On
the face of it, these are contrary beliefs. So, either neurotic indi-
viduals have a misbelief or non-neurotic individuals have a mis-
belief – and perhaps both have misbeliefs. Evidence also
indicates that some personality types are related to beneficial
life outcomes and that personality traits are partially genetic in
origin (Bouchard 1994). Hence, it appears that at least some sys-
tematic individual differences in beliefs are likely to be excellent
candidates to satisfy (a)–(d).

Given that it is likely that quite a few of our beliefs satisfy
(a)–(d), M&D underestimate the number of misbeliefs that
are adaptive. Moreover, it may be that individual differences
in misbeliefs are adaptive for both the specific misbelieving
actor and for other non-misbelieving members of their group.
That is, differences in belief might enable more effective allo-
cation of limited resources in groups, benefiting both accurate
and misbelievers alike (Wolf et al. 2007). In summary, we argue
that although the proposed parameters offered by M&D do
provide substantive increases to theoretical specification, they
do not support bold claims such as “the exchange rate with
truth is likely to be fair in most circumstances” (sect. 15, final
para.). It is possible that adaptive misbeliefs are in the minority;
however, this has yet to be adequately evaluated and does
not follow from the evidence or argument provided. In con-
trast, we suspect that there are many relatively unexplored
opportunities for theoretical and translational progress at
these frontiers (e.g., the modeling of decisions and design of
better choice environments; Johnson & Goldstein 2003; Todd
& Gigerenzer 2007; Weber & Johnson 2009).

NOTE
1. Authorship of this commentary is equal.
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adaptive only against a broad background of true belief.
Some commentators (e.g., Dweck, Wilson & Lynn)
suggest that we held religious beliefs to a stricter standard
than positive illusions, and we accept that, pending further
research, religious beliefs may represent an important cul-
tural subspecies of evolved misbelief. But as Ainslie notes,
we are the endlessly tinkering, self-prospecting species,
and such myths as we – or natural selection – may
devise for ourselves are vulnerable to our insatiable curios-
ity. The tragic abyss that now opens before us is familiar
from hundreds of tales, from Eve’s fatal apple and Pan-
dora’s box, through Faust’s bargain, Bluebeard’s Castle
and Dostoyevsky’s Grand Inquisitor: What price knowl-
edge? Are we better off not knowing the truth? This ques-
tion presupposes, implausibly, that we might have a
choice, but it is probably too late in the day to opt for bliss-
ful ignorance. Science has seen to that, letting the cat out
of the bag (to cite one more version of the tale). Now that
skepticism is ubiquitous, “practically realistic” myths
(Wilson & Lynn; see also Wilson 2002) are in danger of
losing whatever effectiveness accounts for their preser-
vation up to now. The frequency in the social world of
recursive meta-examinations (such as this article, along
with thousands of others) has changed the selective press-
ures acting on such myths, making their extinction more
likely, and not at all incidentally jeopardizing whatever
benefits to us, their vectors, these myths may have
provided.
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