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Abstract: This a rticle a rgues i nfluential eighteenth-century th inker Thomas Reid’s
philosophical system gets infected with determinable cognitive biases when scientific
claims jeopardize his core Christian commitments. These biases are most active, and
led reliably to fallacious reasoning, when Reid writes about issues with implications on
substance dualism and the human soul, and on the activity of supernatural agents in
the material world. Falling into two halves, this article first presents cognitive biases
(disconfirmation bias, motivated skepticism, selective attention), explaining the experimental context of their discovery and their sources in emotions. Next, the article walks
through a series of textual case studies from published and unpublished writings that
reveal the context, operation, and doxastic effects of these biases. Throughout special
effort is made to empathize with Reid’s social context and its influence on his affirmation of fallacies in support of his faith.
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Introduction
This article attempts to provide a template for a new type of cognitive historiography of special utility in the context of the history of philosophy. I
apply interdisciplinary knowledge about several cognitive biases and their
psycho-social origins to the corpus of Thomas Reid (1710–1796). In the
first half of t he a rticle I provide a review of cognitive biases a nd t heir
origins in emotions. Sometimes cognitive biases are rooted in emotions
about the content of a target belief while on other occasions biases take
hold due to the social context of the believer. Cognitive biases are worse
when negative emotion is experienced via both sources. Cognitive biases
are often worse when individuals enlist System 2’s deliberative cognition
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in responses to negative emotions arising from awareness of an inconsistent set of beliefs.
In the second half of the article I apply lessons about cognitive bias to
an interpretation of the work of eighteenth-century philosopher Thomas
Reid. After encouraging us to empathize with his social, emotional, and
theological context, I argue that frequently, when Reid faced down counterevidence to core Christian commitments, he responded by enlisting System
2 cognition in the service of defending those commitments. Specifically,
Reid exhibits cognitive biases including disconfirmation bias, motivated
skepticism, selective attention, and signs of hyper-sensitive agency detection when attempting to respond to threats to his beliefs that humans have
souls and that God actively sustains the material world and its processes.
Each of these cognitive biases maps, roughly, onto what are considered in
philosophy to be fallacies, e.g. hyper-sensitive agency detection leads to an
anthropomorphic fallacy.
I conclude with some personal reflections about the naturalistic study
of the mind, normative judgments about bias, and a career spent studying
Thomas Reid. One day a history of Western philosophy will be written that
approaches the subject with new, critical eyes, having canvassed cognitive
science for renewed understanding about mechanisms for the non-rational
cultural transmission of ideas. Only in this new history could one hope to
account for the movement through time of the mishmash of culturallyembedded intuitions, religious beliefs, critical thinking, and social and cognitive biases that wrongly pass for disinterested philosophical reasoning.
This article is a small contribution to that effort.
1. Cognitive biases
Cognitive biases are systematic errors in thinking. Sources of cognitive
biases can be described at different explanatory levels. Error management
biases involved in a man’s over-perceiving females’ sexual interest in him
are typically explained at an evolutionary level since those with this bias
will be more outgoing in the presence of fertile others and, so, more likely
to couple, and have more offspring, than others (Haselton and Buss: 2009).
Some biases involving errors of reasoning, like the conjunctive bias made
famous in Daniel Kahneman’s “Linda the bank teller” experiment (Kahneman 2013: chapter 15), are regarded as being produced by formal errors of
reasoning the etiology of which remain poorly understood. Some biases
involving causal inference, e.g. committing the fundamental attribution
error (Jones and Harris 1967), correlate strongly with culture. Westerners
are far more likely to commit this systematic cognitive error than are East
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Asians (Morris and Peng 1994). Biases involving group-based generalizations as exemplified by research on stereotype threat, sexism, and racism
appear to be neither evolutionarily evolved nor merely formal errors but
instead to have a cultural or social origin. Notice that the judgments made
through biased reasoning might well be true through pure luck or by accident (Kurzban, Tooby and Cosmides 2001). When biases are defined as
“systematic errors in thinking” the error here lies in the process used to
formulate a belief. That is, an agent has used an untrustworthy process that
is not known to reliably produce true beliefs to bring about a belief. Formulating beliefs about the time by unwittingly looking at a stopped clock is
untrustworthy since most of the time it will lead to false beliefs, but even a
broken clock is correct twice a day.
Irrespective of the explanatory level at which biases are sourced, most
biases are the result of System 1 processing. Using the distinction drawn
by Kahneman (2013), System 1 cognition is intuitive and its operations
are described as rapid, low effort, automatic, and unconscious. System 2
represents high effort, conscious thinking that is typically deliberate and
controlled. Colossally underappreciated is the fact that biases significantly
color System 2 processing. The rate and virulence of apparently commonplace biases illustrated in the previous paragraph can increase with System
2 processing. For example, those with sexist biases against women often
strengthen this bias by using System 2 to critically think about articles promoting ideas consistent with or supportive of sexism. Understanding this
framework, in which explicit System 2-style reasoning assists in the growth
of biases, is essential for appraising ways in which analytic philosophers
succumb to cognitive biases.
System 1 and System 2 become infected by biases for reasons first
observed by Scottish Enlightenment thinker David Hume. Cognition in
general, and biases in particular, are mediated by emotions. Cognitive dissonance, for example, occurs only in the context of negative emotions produced as the result of an agent’s awareness of an inconsistent set of beliefs
(see below). Few people have done more to teach us that reason is often a
subsidiary belief-formation process than David Hume and Thomas Reid.
Hume remarks in the Treatise that reason is the slave of the passions (Hume
1991: II.3.3 415), an insight guiding abundant work in the cognitive and
evolutionary psychology. For his part, Reid argued, in contrast to most of
his predecessors, that the bulk of our beliefs (perceptual beliefs, memory
beliefs, beliefs about causation, etc.) can meet the threshold of knowledge
without having been produced by the faculty of reason (see Nichols 2007a:
chapter 8). Experimental justification for the claim that emotions are at
the root of reasoning, and that most System 2 beliefs are not formed purely
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through reasoning, is easy to find (see Gilovich 1991 and Cialdini 2009).
Since critical thinking skills are the slaves of the passions, how are our passions, or emotions generally, likely to influence our use of critical thinking
skills, even in those with exquisite training in their use?
2. Emotional attachments mediate cognitive biases
The theory of cognitive dissonance provides some insight here: when confronted with negative emotion, we often do anything we can to rid ourselves
of it and reach a position of psychological comfort. Psychologists use the
term “cognitive dissonance” to refer to the effects of, and response to, a confluence of psychological states that give rise to negative emotion. Formally,
cognitive dissonance is a situation with three components:
(a) Two or more units of information are realized by the subject to be
psychologically inconsistent with one another, which produces negative emotion;
(b) The negative emotion increases the subject’s motivation to engage in
strategies that reduce dissonance and restore cognitive equilibrium;
and
(c) The reduction of dissonance attenuates negative emotion (Burris,
Harmon-Jones and Tarpley 1997: 18).
Cognitive dissonance applies in many contexts. In studies of dissonance
in religious beliefs, negative emotion (as in b) strongly correlates with significantly lower life satisfaction, while reduction of dissonance in (c) leads
to life satisfaction increases (Krause et al.: 1999). Higher rates of religiosity
predict lower rates of religious doubts (Hunsberger et al.: 1996). Together,
these points hint at a particular tactic useful in reducing dissonance.
Three strategies in reducing dissonance are:
(1) Accept the negative emotion and live with it, though this is rather
rare;
(2) Give up at least one belief that was necessary to generate the inconsistency; and
(3) Engage in metacognition sufficient to convince oneself that there is
no longer any inconsistency.
Strategy (1) promotes lower life satisfaction, and strategy (2), although
in many cases the most intellectually honest option, is psychologically
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uncomfortable since it requires psychological change and giving up a preferred belief. Strategy (3) is by far the most common.
Everyone experiences cognitive dissonance in some way or other. An
original developer of this theory, Leon Festinger, conducted a participantobserver study focused on dissonance in the context of religion in part
because he theorized that people with religious beliefs were at greater risk
for suffering from cognitive dissonance. This was due to the fact that most
religious believers hold their religious beliefs at the center of their worldview
and emotional lives. If core religious beliefs were found to be inconsistent
with other preferred beliefs, the psychological effects would quickly influence ancillary commitments. This is also in part due to the social context
of religious belief. Generally, religious people are members of a religious
community, sharing social and economic ties rather than merely sharing
esoteric metaphysical beliefs. In Festinger’s original case study, he found
remarkable dedication to the truth of his subject’s religious beliefs about
the apocalyptic ending of the earth. When their beliefs about the date of
the end of the earth were demonstrably shown to be false (Festinger was
with the leadership group on that fateful date), he was astounded at the
deft epistemic pivot of the leader, Dorothy Martin. Martin rapidly reduced
negative emotion in the group through a technique emblematic of the third
strategy noted above. She publicly recognized that the earth did not end,
but, consistent with strategy (3), Martin refused to admit her prophecies
were false. (Festinger 1957 is titled When Prophecy Fails.) She harmonizes
the inconsistent beliefs (I prophesized that Earth would be destroyed and
Earth has not been destroyed) through exquisite System 2 use of cognitive
bias by arguing that it was the group’s sincere devotion to belief in aliens
from planet Clarion and their heartfelt prayers that convinced Clarionians
to spare Earth. Cognitive dissonance was resolved, and with a pat on the
back. In psychological terms, Martin fell victim to disconfirmation bias and
used System 2 to convince herself and others her beliefs were consistent. In
philosophical terms, Martin committed a ‘shifting the goalposts’ fallacy in
which criteria for knowledge or truth are altered to suit rhetorical needs.
The supplemental psychological processes involved in cognitive dissonance are well-mapped. Emotions like disdain and contempt root cognitive
biases because emotions demonstrably influence the processing of information, turning cognition from “cold” to “hot” (Thagard 2005). It is worth
recounting some experimental details in order to appreciate how emotions
work on inferences. In one experiment, arguments advocating a position
opposed to one’s preferred beliefs (about capital punishment) were “judged
to be especially weak by people high in emotional conviction” (Edwards
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and Smith 1996: 16). This is to say that when people experienced cognitive
dissonance regarding their preferred beliefs in the effectiveness of capital
punishment through counterevidence, they reduced cognitive dissonance
by repudiating the counterevidence as flawed. Authors conclude, “whether
a person’s prior belief is accompanied by emotional conviction affects the
magnitude of the disconfirmation bias, as well as the form of this bias”
(1996: 19). Roughly the commitment to a belief is proportional to the degree
of bias used in its defense. In another experiment using a similar paradigm,
researchers timed participants to assess the amount of time used to assess
evidence for and against one’s preferred beliefs. Participants spent very little
time pausing to assess evidence for their preferred beliefs and instead spent
much more time carefully criticizing the arguments presenting counterevidence to their preferred beliefs (Ditto and Lopez 1992). Even if the preferred
beliefs were themselves originally formed and held strictly with System 1
forms of hasty, intuitive, non-conscious cognition, those target beliefs are
defended with robust conscious, explicit, deliberate System 2 cognition.
Taber and Lodge (2006), following the lead of Ditto and Lopez, presented subjects with arguments for and against affirmative action to test
hypotheses about attitude polarization and confirmation and disconfirmation biases. They measured a “sophistication” effect too, which examined
whether possession of greater knowledge of the subject matter influenced
the degree of bias. For all groups examined, proponents of an issue sought
more supporting than opposing arguments. More sophisticated and intelligent respondents selected like-minded arguments 70-75% of the time.
People endorsing affirmative action took longer to read and process attitudinally challenging arguments against affirmative action.
In a follow-up, Taber and Lodge had participants list objections about
both arguments. Sophisticated participants produced more thoughts and
notes than less knowledgeable peers. Incongruent arguments elicited far
more thoughts and more skepticism than congruent ones. Thoughts about
arguments for positions that participants did not endorse were almost
entirely denigrating (see also Lord, Ross, and Lepper 1979). All participants
passionate about the value of affirmative action exited the condition in
which they read arguments incongruent with affirmative action being more
convinced about its value than they were before reading counterevidence to
their preferred belief (Taber and Lodge 2006)! This is just the unlikely result
that proponents of cognitive dissonance would predict. Put in terms used
in the context of critical thinking, participants’ underlying cognitive bias
represents a “fallacy of selective attention”. This is biased since participants
were not treating evidence for and against their preferred beliefs with the
same energy, time, or attention. Another helpful way of putting this is to use
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the language of epistemic virtues and vices. Almost all of us appear to lack
adequate intellectual humility or impartiality insofar as we are not holding
our beliefs in such a way as to be willing and able to open-mindedly and
impartially consider counterevidence to them.
In addition to applied ethics issues, mainstream religious beliefs have
been studied in this connection. Batson (1975) studied pupils at a religious high school attending a church youth program. They publicly stated
their belief about the divinity of Jesus, took a survey measuring Christian orthodoxy,2 and then were presented with expert information by an
archaeologist that disconfirmed their publicly affirmed belief. Their religious beliefs were then surveyed again, which revealed Christians who had
believed in the veracity of the disconfirming evidence when it was presented
responded by increasing the intensity of their belief about Jesus’ divinity.
Participants found subsequent reason to be skeptical of the expert presentation when made aware of the inconsistency in their belief set. In this
context, their response represents what philosophers call the appeal to ignorance fallacy.
One might object that studies of members in a religious cult (Festinger
1957), experiments using issues in applied ethics (Ditto and Lopez 1992), or
tests of high school Christian groups provide a poor ground from which to
generalize about professional philosophers for the reason that professional
philosophers have extensive training in critical thinking, philosophical
methods, and, therefore, are more impartial. Philosophers, in other words,
are exceptions to the rule. Philosophers are more likely to be cognizant of
their biases and so modify their belief-forming practices accordingly. As a
result of reasoning such as this, many philosophers dismissed early findings
presented by experimental philosophers about cognitive biases among those
holding a doctorate in philosophy.
Experimental research in philosophy is set against this “exception objection” and tells a different, pathetic, and true-to-fact story. Experiments on
philosophers demonstrate the falsity and wrongheadedness of this exceptionalism. First, unfortunately, observing one is biased does not significantly
reduce one’s biases. Some studies show that those consciously aware of their
biases (as measured in experiments using a conflict of interest paradigm in
which a participant signs a form disclosing their conflicts of interest) are
more, not less, likely to be biased (see Trivers 2011: 296). Moreover, awareness of biases probably elevates rates of overconfidence (see below). Second,
philosophers err by making varieties of silly systematic cognitive errors.
They are as subject to question-order biases and to framing effects (Tversky and Kahneman 1981) as non-philosophers (Schwitzgebel and Cushman
2012). This is an important result in the present context because framing
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effects and order effects are just the sorts of cognitive biases that we would
expect careful, impartial thinkers to avoid. Even if the philosophers tested
were using System 2, they were nonetheless biased. Third, a convincing
theoretical argument has been made for high rates of bias in areas of philosophy in which social influences are pertinent. Working within a medical diagnostics metaphor, Draper and Nichols documented in detail the
types of biases likely to be experienced by religious philosophers (2013). In
their review of relevant experimental and empirical literature, they provide
a context for such a conclusion along with many concrete examples drawn
from religious philosophy. One of their findings is that the objection under
discussion – that smart, well-trained philosophers are much less likely to
commit cognitive biases – might have the facts the wrong-way-round. As
Taber and Lodge make clear, the more knowing were their participants, the
more they were likely to have committed disconfirmation errors. This is to
say that smart, trained people gain valuable expertise arguing their way out
of problems.
This leads to a methodological conundrum for those who have the
temerity to argue that a philosopher, providing arguments for his belief,
is nonetheless cognitively biased. How can an intellectual historian argue
that some long-dead philosopher who is presenting evidence and argument
for his beliefs is nonetheless biased? In answer, use of System 2 is known
to be subject to considerable bias. This confirms our hunch that a cognitive
bias can easily masquerade as a philosophical argument. Further, countless
philosophical arguments make use of formal and informal fallacies. But
what of those arguments that do not? The key is to bring to the question
knowledge of an author’s entire corpus so then can one spot what are inconsistent or motivated applications of a principled commitment the author
makes in an unrelated context. During discussion of an issue that does not
activate negative emotion, the author may impartially apply a rule, but after
pivoting to discussion of an issue that does activate negative emotion, if the
author’s application of the rule becomes capricious, this is sure evidence of
cognitive bias. (For more detailed discussion, see Draper and Nichols 2013,
from which some material was borrowed for the above section).
3. Social attachments mediate cognitive biases
The previous section shows that cognitive biases can infect not only use of
System 1 but of System 2, especially when use of System 2 occurs in doxastic
contexts in which an agent has attachment to her beliefs. We now distinguish between two types of attachment to beliefs.
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One type of attachment is caused by the social context of the belief. Suppose I irrationally nurture the belief that the Chicago Cubs are the best team
in Major League Baseball. My faith in this belief is on display each week of
the season when I and a set of like-minded friends travel to Wrigley Field
for a standing Sunday appointment in seating section 302. Despite the fact
that none of us grew up as fans of the Cubs and have no inherent love of
baseball, I and these friends, say, all entered Narcotics Anonymous the same
year. Our weekly meetings in the bleachers is a means for us to keep in
touch and stay accountable, and now flowers as a faith in the Baby Bears.
Each week we responsibly drink a beer or two, chat about how we are coping
with life’s challenges, and, of course, throw back opponents’ home run balls.
One day I’m wearing Cubs attire when someone trolls me by observing the
abysmal win-loss record of the Cubbies, the dearth of playoff appearances,
their lack of star power, and inept management. When confronted with
evidence against my belief, I respond by using System 2 in ways indicative
of disconfirmation bias and reaffirm my belief in the Cubs. In this case
and others like it, I am extrinsically devoted to the belief that the Cubs are
the best team in baseball. We could have become fans of other city teams,
like the Chicago ice hockey team, the Blackhawks or the American football
team the Chicago Bears and, if so, I would feel the same about those teams
as the way I feel about the Cubs now. Yet since this commitment has come
to represent to me the deep sentiments I have for my friends, with whom I
emerged from personal trauma, I respond with cognitive bias to critics of
the Cubs.
Another type of attachment is intrinsic to the mental content of the
belief. Suppose that from the comfort of my basement I invented and then
became enamored of an idiosyncratic conspiracy belief to the effect that the
two major domestic staple manufacturers dip their staples in toxins poisonous to humans. I invest my time in researching this theory, promulgating this theory in a specialty sub-Reddit, and promoting staple-awareness,
even though I am as yet the only passionate devotee to this cause. When
confronted with evidence against my belief, I respond by using System 2 to
meticulous effect, committing the most pleasingly sophisticated, motivationally tainted fallacies indicative of disconfirmation bias. In this case and
others like it, I am intrinsically devoted to the truth of the factual content of
the belief. It is the belief alone that matters to me rather than social implications of the belief in my life.
These distinct forms of emotional attachment to beliefs interact in fascinating ways. Philosophers often use System 2 effectively, free of bias,
when contemplating esoteric metaphysical propositions, e.g. the doctrine
of temporal parts. The factual content of this obscure doctrine has with its
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adherents no intrinsic emotional resonance. However, biases can swiftly,
unwittingly infect its advocates in the wrong social context. If you did your
PhD under a proponent of this doctrine, who herself got her PhD from the
originator of this doctrine, then, when met with a turgid refutation of the
doctrine of temporal parts by an opponent, your reasoning about the truth
or falsity of the interlocutor’s arguments is likely to be mediated by negative
emotions. This may well describe your reaction even in the case where you
yourself harbor no extraordinary allegiance to the doctrine. These are your
people, your tribe, your ancestors, and you react by firing up System 2 in
defense.
Religious commitment is uniquely positioned at the crossroads of the
two forms of emotional attachment to beliefs discussed above. This is due
in part to the deep evolutionary roots of religion. The likeliest cause for
which faculties associated with advanced cognition were naturally selected
is to persuade (Mercier and Sperber 2011). In our hyper-social species, individuals depended upon coalitions and cooperation, and sought to avoid
misinformation and duplicity. Robert Trivers argues even self-deception
evolved in our species to better persuade potential or actual in-group members (2011). It would not be difficult to argue that religious commitments
are more important than any other set of beliefs relevant to formation of
coalitions. Historically religions yield extreme coalition building unrivaled
by other forms of social organization (Boyer 2001), enormous amounts of
cooperation with non-kin (Norenzayan et al.: 2016), and successfully motivate out-group antagonism, allowing religious groups to outcompete less
unified groups (Juergensmeyer 2003; Teehan 2010). A necessary condition
met by religions for this unusual status is that religions generate strong
emotional and cognitive effects at the level of the individual, and produce
dramatic social and behavioral effects at the level of the group. Given their
importance, no wonder natural selection and cultural inputs conspired to
create systems of religious belief that did not depend exclusively on rational
belief-forming processes but made systemic use of cognitive biases to promote allegiance.
4. Reid, religion, and cognitive bias
The case in which one is simultaneously attached to the mental content of
the belief and to the social context of the belief is pertinent to the thesis of
this article. When one is dually attached to the context and content of a
belief, and where this attachment ramifies throughout areas of intellectual,
emotional, social and family life, it is more likely such an individual will
exhibit high rates of cognitive bias in response to allegedly disconfirming
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counterevidence to preferred target beliefs. The thesis of this article is that
textual evidence drawn from throughout philosopher Thomas Reid’s corpus
is sufficient to justify the conclusion that his use of System 2 cognition in the
context of challenges to his religious beliefs reveals significant cognitive bias.
Reid’s dual attachment to core Christian beliefs, for example, that an omnipotent, omniscient, omnipresent God exists, that human beings have souls, and
that these souls will one day reside in either Heaven or Hell, forms a strong
commitment observed in all areas of his life. As a cognitive historiography,
this article turns shortly to describing Reid’s beliefs about the demarcation
of Newtonian science from non-science, the causal and explanatory roles of
immaterial beings, and the relation of Reid’s religious beliefs to his methods. Keep in mind that Reid (and a billion others) may be entirely correct
that these beliefs are true while nonetheless experiencing cognitive bias in
the manner in which these beliefs are held and defended. The thesis of this
article concerns neither the truth of these beliefs nor, strictly speaking, the
epistemic justification Reid has for these beliefs. Rather, this article argues
that cognitive biases infected Reid’s maintenance of some of his dearly held
Christian commitments.
Thomas Reid (1710–1796) is a leading figure in eighteenth-philosophy,
a respondent to David Hume’s skepticism and atheism, and widely known
for his empirical approach to philosophy and perception. Reid’s influence
on contemporary epistemology is bigger than his modest reputation would
suggest. Reid’s theory of perception led him to a “reliabilist” account of
perceptual knowledge in which, to simplify, a belief is rational so long as it is
formed in the proper way by our natural belief-forming processes (DeBary
2002). Reid argued explicitly that nearly all prior philosophers had overestimated the role of reason in belief-formation, an insight that helps explain
his continued influence today. Reid was also aware that religious beliefs
appear to be formed naturally and normally in members of our species
across cultures. While he affirmed the rationality of religious beliefs, his
philosophical position about the epistemic status of religious belief is rather
subtle and need not detain us here (see Nichols and Callergård 2011).
This historiography has potential to illuminate the origins of methodological problems in contemporary epistemology and philosophy of religion.
The implications of the cognitive historiography of Reid’s epistemology presented here resonate with trends observed in contemporary Christian philosophy of religion and metaphilosophy. It is rare to find a philosopher who
has banished his biases rather than baptized them, and rarer still to find
one among the ranks of the religious. A prominent exponent of Reid’s epistemology is Alvin Plantinga, the most important Christian philosopher of
the twentieth century. He is also someone under whom I studied, someone
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in whose work I had wanted to believe. Plantinga turns a commitment to
impartiality on its head by seemingly making disconfirmation bias into a
virtue:
Perhaps the theist has a right to start from belief in God, taking that proposition
to be one of the ones probability with respect to which determines the rational
propriety of other beliefs he holds. But if so, then the Christian philosopher is
entirely within his rights in starting from belief in God […] What was needed
here [i.e. in context of arguments from philosophy of language against God’s
existence] was less accommodation to current fashion and more Christian selfconfidence: Christian theism is true; if Christian theism is true, then the verifiability criterion is false; so the verifiability criterion is false. (Plantinga 1984:
23, 21)

It is no wonder, as we will see, that one who voices this argument in defense
of his religious beliefs also writes that he “hopes to play Elisha to Thomas
Reid’s Elijah, thus inheriting Reid’s mantle (II Kings 2:11-15)” (Plantinga
1996: 333).
5. Empathizing with Reid’s attachments to religious belief
Vanishingly few cognitive commitments compete with religious commitments for greater influence on our lives or for influence on a greater
number of areas in our lives. For this reason, religious philosophers are
ceteris paribus more likely to be susceptible to effects of cognitive bias than
are non-religious philosophers. Each facet of Reid’s life – his family, his
career, his ordination, his social ties – depended on commitment to core
Christian beliefs. In contrast to others who paid such beliefs lip service in
order to maintain a job, or yet others who angled for a job knowing well
that their commitments, if revealed, would disqualify them for such a post,
Reid has the virtue of holding his beliefs sincerely and openly. Reid began
his career as a parson, became ordained in the Church of Scotland, and later
took a professorship. At the Universities of Aberdeen or Glasgow, where he
worked, to take a tenured position one needed to profess, by today’s standards, a narrow interpretation of the Christian faith. Reid did so. Reid is
what we might refer to as Biblically orthodox though theologically somewhat heterodox. (He did more to advance the cause of what are known as
libertarian accounts of human free will than just about anyone before the
twentieth-century (see Yaffe 2004), despite the fact that most Scot Calvinists of the time would have considered that theologically unconventional.)
Consider pausing for several minutes to imagine what it would be like to
be Thomas Reid in the moments after reading a newly published scientific
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text that convinces you that your belief, say, that humans have immaterial souls is disconfirmed. Your mind is racing through alternatives as the
uncertainty yields to anxiety. Your responses to inconsistent beliefs are
motivated by passions and emotions, not mere reason. You could endorse
materialism about persons and, in a clandestine act of intellectual heroism,
deny the existence of the soul. But if and when word about this gets out,
you are keenly aware that you would face expulsion from your professorship, lose your ordination, throw your family into chaos, if not destitution,
and ruin your reputation with those you hold dear. You are abundantly
aware of your moral obligations to your wife and your children, that is, your
remaining children. Several of your children preceded you in death, and
not a day goes by when you do not think about them and pray to God on
their behalves. More than anything else you can conceive, you long to see
them again in the next life. From a socio-emotional perspective, and in the
interests of your mental health, it is far better for you to endorse substance
dualism about persons and deny, by whatever means necessary, the arguments for materialism that you initially found persuasive.
This exercise in empathy leads to a personal note. I have spent 20 years
studying the writings of Thomas Reid. I am intimately familiar with facts
about his biography and the multiple tragedies that befell him as a father.
Now a father myself, I can only imagine how the loss of my child would
move me. I have read all his writings that I possibly could, traveling to all
the Scottish libraries holding any of his manuscripts. Like Reid, my first
university job was in Aberdeen. I was raised a devout Christian who still
feels the emotional entanglements of faith. Unlike Reid, though, I decamped
from orthodoxy. I am left with the sense of loss captured with clear-eyed
candor and humility (pointedly not by Reid but) by Reid’s compatriot Adam
Smith in his lament of a “fatherless world”.3
In my opinion, it would be foolhardy and pea-brained to hold someone
in Thomas Reid’s position to high normative standards of impartiality and
philosophical objectivity in his discussion of evidence that allegedly disconfirms his faith commitments. I suspect that to the extent you are able to
empathize with Reid in this situation, you will follow me in this opinion.
Nonetheless, it would be contrary to fact to continue to believe that Reid
was able to maintain intellectual virtues such as intellectual humility, openmindedness, and impartiality when his religious beliefs were concerned.
This leads to a conditional that gives the thesis of this article critical nuance.
If Reid were to publicly confess philosophical beliefs inconsistent with
those Christian commitments considered by his peers as sacred and essential to right religious faith, Reid would lose his university job, his position
as an ordained minister, and his high social status, he would jeopardize
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the well-being and economic security of his wife and children, along with
his mental health. He would almost certainly fail to meet his promises and
moral obligations to his family. Unfeeling, mindblind screeds against the
rationality of religious belief familiar, say, from the “New Atheist Four
Horsemen”, tend to polarize, not persuade (see Dawkins 2008). In contrast,
we will find ourselves better able to understand the negative emotions swirling in Reid’s mind, and the cognitive dissonance that he evidently experiences, after we empathize with him. We now topically review his texts in a
presentation of evidence on behalf of the thesis of the article.
6. Reid’s disconfirmation bias and the “Shifting the Goalposts”
fallacy
Rarely for a Scottish philosopher like Thomas Reid writing in the age of
King George III do we find direct evidence of the experience of negative
emotion pertaining to challenges to his religious belief in his published
writings. While evidence presented below is generally indirect, consultation of Reid’s correspondence turns up revealing moments. For example,
Reid writes in a 1784 letter to James Gregory, who had recently lost his wife,
that the thought of no further life after this makes him feel “melancholy.”
This is not the only emotion that drives his thought about materialism: “To
think that the soul perishes in that fatal moment when it is purified by this
fiery trial, and fitted for the noblest exertions in another state, is an opinion
which I cannot help looking down upon with contempt and disdain” (Reid
2002b: 169). Reid experiences some of the strongest negative emotions when
contemplating materialist accounts of the self in the context of death and
the afterlife. This quotation allows us a peek through the curtain of his
cognitive dissonance.
The eighteenth-century witnessed dramatic advancement in the understanding of the physical basis of mental events. As in the seventeenth, and
the twenty-first, the status of the soul or the immaterial mind forms a significant conflict between religious and atheist thinkers. In this centuries-old
war, a small skirmish concerned Thomas Reid’s response to a physiologist
called David Hartley. In Observations on Man, his Frame, his Duty, and
his Expectations (1749), David Hartley used Newtonian scientific methods
to argue for the causal dependence of mental events on brain and nervous
system events. He designs his method around Newton’s research in Opticks.
His book frequently cites Newton’s discoveries. His physiology merged
Lockean psychology with Newtonian physics (Allen 1999: 422). With sections like 2.2’s “Of the Truth of the Christian Religion”, Hartley’s affirmation of Christianity was unquestioned. Still, Hartley believes that “whatever
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changes are made in the [white medullary substance of the brain], corresponding changes are made in our own ideas; and vice versa” (Hartley 1801
[1749]: 8).
For David Hartley, matter is “active” in that it possesses natural propensities and powers. These propensities can alter the wavelengths of the
vibrations in matter, and contribute to what he conceives as the percussive motions of the nerves that cause thought. Hartley writes, external
objects are “impressed upon the senses, first in the nerves on which they
are impressed, and then in the brain” by vibrations of “infinitesimal, medullary particles” (Hartley 1801 [1749]: 11). While he follows Newton in the use
of “vibrations”, Hartley prefers “particles”. The nerves are not hollow; they
are “rather solid capillaments, according to Sir Isaac Newton” (17). When
an object impresses itself on a sense organ, these “particles” are “propagated along the course of these nerves up to the brain” (22). While Hartley
attempts to maintain substance dualism in the face of his theory, others in
the intellectual community appreciated that the theory gives succor to a
physicalist account of persons on which the soul is explanatorily superfluous. Reid believed Hartley’s account threatened belief in an immaterial soul
(even if Hartley might disagree; see 1801 [1749]: 33). Joseph Priestley, who
is far more a nemesis to Reid than David Hume ever was, agreed with Reid,
if only on this point of interpretation. Priestley summarizes and reviews
Hartley’s book in Hartley’s Theory of the Human Mind on the Principle of
the Association of Ideas, with Essays Relating to the Subject of It (1775), and
shows an understanding of its implications for the unity of mind and body.
Priestley glosses Hartley’s theory as saying that “the whole man is of some
uniform composition, and that the property of perception, as well as the
other powers that are termed mental, is the result […] of such an organical
structure as that of the brain” (Priestley 1775: xx).
In his discussion of Hartley, Reid endorses the possible dependence of
sensations on physical events (Reid 2000 [1764]: 174). But this admission
falls short of the threshold of knowledge, and Reid studiously avoids saying
vibrations and particles cause mental events. Rather than take a direct
approach against Hartley’s position and argue that Hartley’s observations
are incorrect or that his inferences are unjustified, Reid contends that Hartley’s explanation is not Newtonian and so not scientific. Of course, Reid
is correct that Hartley’s theory is incorrect. Neither understood that sensations were caused by electrical firings through the nervous system. The
question, then, concerns the nature and quality of the reasoning that led
Reid to this correct judgment.
Reid argues that Isaac Newton’s philosophy of science, what we will call
“Newtonianism”, prohibits appeal to causes in explanans (Tuggy 2000;
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Callergård 2006: chapter 3). In fact, this is a fascinating reason for which
Reid generally refrained from using Newton’s physics to argue positively
for God’s existence. On this point, Robert Callergård has shown that Reid’s
anti-causalism sets him apart from Newtonian Theists Richard Bentley
and William Whitson (Callergård 2010). In fact, Reid appears to contradict
Newton on this point (Callergård 2006: 43). Reid writes, ‘‘supposing natural philosophy brought to its utmost perfection, it does not discover the
efficient cause of any one phenomenon in nature. […] Natural philosophers
[…] have discovered many of her laws […] but they have never discovered
the efficient cause of any one phenomenon’’ (Reid 2010 [1788]: 38). Newtonianism prohibits scientific discoveries from yielding truths about efficient
causes (Reid 2002b: 97, 127, 139, 144, and 158). Reid iterates this alleged
implication of Newton’s rules in contexts of challenge to religious beliefs.
This appeal is made in conjunction with reference to God’s action (Reid
2010 [1788]: 86). This “anti-causalism” leads Reid to infer that Hartley fails
to offer a proper scientific explanation (Reid 2010 [1788]: 282). He uses the
same strategy against Joseph Priestley’s materialism (Reid 1775: 354; see,
Reid 1995: 165). Reid demonstrably believed that Priestley’s philosophy of
mind implied that what “we call the Mind…is wholly Material” (Reid 1995:
165, repeated at 173; see Reid 2002b: 91) and that Priestley advocated an
“absolute identity” between vibrations in the brain and nerves and sensations (Reid 1775: 383–84).
To understand the dialectical role of this maneuver, consider that this
key plank in Reid’s philosophy of science derives from an appeal to authority. It is supported primarily by citing Newton’s “Rules of Philosophy” in
the General Scholium to the Principia rather than by independent philosophical or scientific argumentation. Reid disputes with Priestley factual
differences about the wording of Newton’s first two rules as if the General
Scholium was a Dead Sea Scroll (AC 186). (Both Reid and Priestley were
factually correct; they used different editions. The edition that each used
was the one that most favored his appeal to authority.) This protracted disagreement represents Reid’s interest in shifting the debate to the status of
the truth of authorial propositions, that is, propositions about what Newton
believed, rather than statements of fact about the mind-independent world.
Several reasons support this inference.
First, Reid’s anti-causalism separates him from leading interpreters of
Newton, including Henry Pemberton, Roger Boscovich, Benedetto Stay, not
to mention Priestley and Hartley (Callergård 2006: 26-27). The unity and
comprehensiveness of the Newtonianism espoused by Reid’s mentor George
Turnbull is inconsistent with Reid’s anti-causalism (Callergård 2006: 33).
Some Newtonians, like Lord Bolingbroke, argued appealing to untestable
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supernatural truths in quasi-scientific explanations was tantamount to
entertaining hypotheses, an activity famously prohibited by Newtonian
concerns with parsimony (1754 [1841], Works, III, 177). Lord Kames joins
Bolingbrook on this point. Reid rejected Bolingbrook’s constraint outright
(Wood 1985: 32). Since Reid negotiated the limits of philosophical methods
by explicit use of the Principia’s “General Scholium”, a recent finding is of
special importance. Shannon Dea has shown that “in his adoption of [Newton’s Rule 1], Reid omitted the commitment to parsimony” (Dea 2005: 130).
Second, Reid’s undue methodological emphasis on Newton’s rules in
an addendum to the Principia comes at the expense of any methodological interest in Newton’s Opticks (Reid 2010 [1788]: 457). If Thomas Reid is
motivated to support his religious beliefs, then this was also a canny choice
of source on his part. Reid dismisses Newton’s reasoning in the Optick’s
“Queries” on epistemic grounds. Third, Newton’s first rule works against
Reid. Rule 1 reads, “No more causes of natural things should be admitted than are both true and sufficient to explain their phenomena” (Newton
1999: 794). The most natural and most common interpretation of Rule 1
permits efficient causes in scientific explanations, inconsistent with Reid’s
anti-causalism. Reid’s arguments against Priestley’s interpretation of Rule 1
occur in the notes for his review of Priestley’s Hartley’s Theory of the Mind.
Reid’s emphasis on Rule 1 is driven by a phrase about the truth of explanations in Rule 4. Truth is not a property of causes but only of laws, Reid says.
He concludes that Newton used the word “cause” to refer to “law” in Rule
1 (Reid 2010 [1788]: 77–79; Reid 2010 [1788]: 51). Reid offers a revisionist
version of Rule 1 as saying that scientific explanations are restricted to laws
that describe well-founded observations.
Reid composed no less than five versions of his review of Priestley’s tract
about Hartley (McCosh 1875: 192). This is reminiscent of research findings
from Ditto and Lopez and Taber and Lodge showing that experimental participants confronted with evidence that disconfirms their preferred beliefs
spent considerably more time and were much more meticulous in evaluating disconfirming evidence than they were evaluating confirming evidence.
In this connection consider that Reid never published any arguments for
substance dualism about the mind even though he is clearly a substance
dualist. This fact has bubbled into consternation amongst scholars of Reid.
Reid’s negative emotions when reading Priestley’s interpretation of Hartley must have been fierce since Priestley pushed Hartley’s scientific theory
of cognition toward materialism. These emotions must have been exacerbated by the fact that the prolific and popular author Priestley had hit Reid
hard in Priestley’s review of Reid’s own book, An Examination of Dr. Reid’s
Inquiry Into the Human Mind (Priestly 1774; see Garrett 2004). Knowing
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the famous Priestley’s blistering attacks on Reid and his scholarship (“incoherent scheme” [Priestley 1774: 5], “disgusting and unpromising” [1774: 7])
would be read by colleagues and friends surely stung Reid.
A fourth reason to believe Reid’s use of Newtonianism is produced in
coordination with cognitive biases is that Newton himself offers a materialist explanation of sensations. Reid’s readers know something is amiss due to
interpretive comments (Reid 2010 [1788]: 81) in which Reid attempts to forestall the thought that Newton believed in vibration theory. Textual evidence
leaves little question that Newton did so. In Opticks, Query 31, Newton
says atoms are like material bodies. “Bodies act one upon another by the
Attractions of Gravity, Magnetism, and Electricity, […] and make it not
improbable that there may be more attractive Powers than these” (Newton
1979 [1730]: 376). Newton’s vibrations theory points to likely causes of sensations. In Query 12 Newton writes, “Do not the Rays of Light in falling
upon the bottom of the Eye excite Vibrations in the Tunica Retina? Which
Vibrations, being propagated along the solid Fibres of the optic Nerves into
the Brain, cause the Sense of seeing” (1979: 345; see Query 13). The explicit
causal language rankled Reid. Fifth, in addition to Reid using Newton’s
corpus in this way, Reid also selectively uses the Principia. He studiously
ignores Newton’s claim that “vibrations” that are “mutually propagated
along the solid filaments of the nerves” reach “the brain” and so explain
sensation experiences (Newton 2016: 943–44).
In addition to Reid’s selective use of Newton, his treatment of Priestley’s book about Hartley reveals several fallacies of selective attention. His
response to Priestley is telling for what he omits, as Alan Tapper notes.
Priestley argues that materialism is more plausible than dualism because (a)
substance dualism leads to problems of causal interaction; (b) the universal
correspondence between mind and brain is better explained by materialism;
(c) Newton’s rules themselves show materialism to be likelier than not; and
(d) the active nature of matter obviates the need to posit spiritual substance.
Reid wholly neglects to consider the first two arguments (Tapper 2003: 102–
103) and Reid inadequately treats Priestley’s arguments from points (c) and
(d). (See Nichols 2007a: 240).
The best explanation for Reid’s series of forced, inaccurate, tactful interpretations of Newton is that they were affected to shield his preferred beliefs
about the soul from potential disconfirmation. This increases the epistemic
justification for the hypothesis of this article. This receives further support when we examine the venues in which Reid aired these commitments
(see Nichols 2007b for a fuller discussion). In published works, Reid refers
to the fact that impressions made on the brain are the “means” by which
sensations follow. Brain activity is explicitly not said to cause or produce
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sensations. Reid affirms a Newtonian skepticism that we “know not at all
how they are connected together” (Reid 2000 [1765]: 174). Make no mistake
that Reid was motivated merely by prudence or intellectual humility. Such
a defense of Reid misunderstands his use of Rule 1. If Reid were motivated
by awareness of his own epistemic limits, then he must leave open the door
for future scientific research to contribute to the issue. He does not. Not only
do we not know how sensations in the mind are produced by impressions
on the body, but “of this we are absolutely ignorant, having no means of
knowing… There is a deep dark gulf between them, which our understanding cannot pass” (Reid 2000 [1765]: 176). Reid adopts an extremely skeptical
position to prohibit Priestley-style materialist explanations from entering
into the realm of science.
Reid’s use of Rule 1, and Rule 4, appear directed to telling us what we
cannot in principle know. In the end, Reid shifts from criticizing Hartley’s
argumentation and evidence to disparaging his work. Reid says Hartley
“is reduced to the necessity of heaping supposition upon supposition, conjecture upon conjecture, to give some credibility to his hypothesis” (Reid
2002a: 86). Reid held religious beliefs with passion and conviction but faced
disconfirming evidence from science. Reid leveraged his idiosyncratic Newtonianism to argue Hartley’s vibration theory failed for procedural reasons.
Reid’s cognitive behavior in the presence of counterevidence closely resembles the model applied by Taber and Lodge to explain disconfirmation bias
and selective attention in their experiments.
7. Reid’s motivated skepticism and the “Appeal to Ignorance”
fallacy
Reid’s skepticism about what science can tell us about the mind will appear
shocking to those familiar with his consistent, forceful repudiation of
Humean skepticism throughout his corpus. This leads to a discussion of
motivated skepticism in Reid. This term refers to a cognitive framework
in which agents endorse epistemic standards primarily because doing so
reconfirms preferred beliefs or disconfirms non-preferred beliefs. Reid says
Newtonian methods disallow reference to causes in scientific explanations.
This subserves Reid’s motivated skepticism.
Reid avoids discussion of the metaphysics of the mind-body relation and
of purported scientific evidence supporting a vibratory account of sensations to focus on the epistemology of disconfirming scientific facts. He says
“no proof has yet been brought” for vibrations (Reid 2002a [1975], IP, II,
3, 252a). Reid’s goal not to humbly seek the truth about statements of fact
regarding vibrations and matter, but to place modal limits on dangerous
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knowledge. This statement receives support by showing that Reid’s appeals
to skepticism are inconsistent and selective. First, consider some of the
occasions on which he affirms local skepticism about facts that, if known,
would disconfirm his religious beliefs: “We cannot, indeed, shew how any
vibration should produce the sensation of sound. This must be resolved into
the will of God, or into some cause altogether unknown” (Reid 2010 [1788]:
84). Countless passages respond to threatening knowledge with skepticism
(Reid 2000 [1764]: 174-75, and Reid 1995: 118). Since scientific facts about
the matter-mind relation are “unknowable,” they “cannot be shown” and
they are “undiscoverable,” alleged scientific discoveries about the active
propensities of matter that cause vibrations in nerves will not reduce the
justification for belief in the soul.
After years of careful study of Reid’s work (both published and unpublished) for a time I believed that he was not promulgating motivated
skepticism about the mind-matter relation but consistently endorsing a
judicious account of knowledge. I was wrong. First, when discussing preferred religious beliefs in the soul and God, Reid applies a lower standard
for knowledge (see below). Second, if this objection were true, Reid’s other
appeals to local skepticism and other pleas of ignorance ought to be scattered randomly around various philosophical beliefs. Instead they encircle
disconfirming evidence to his religious beliefs. Why does God allow vast
quantities of suffering in His creation? Reid writes, “We are not competent judges and cannot possibly determine” whether certain virtues could
have been achieved in humankind without certain natural evils (Reid 1981
[1780]: 101). Why does God’s plan for the world have so many flaws? “I
cannot answer the question, but must lay my hand upon my mouth. He
giveth no account of his conduct to the children of men. It is our part to
obey his commands” (Reid 2010 [1788]: 264).
When skepticism about scientific methods or results can be psychologically motivated, then scientific explanations are regarded as less persuasive
(see 2000 [1764]: 174, and Reid 2010 [1788]: 75–76). When scientific explanations do not persuade, more space is opened into which a religious philosopher can insert God’s explanatory role, as we see Reid do in all of his major
works (2000 [1764]: 175, Reid 2010 [1788]: 86, and Reid 1995: 218–19 and
229). This leads us to the next section.
8. Reid’s selective attention and the ‘God of the Gaps’ fallacy
Orthodox religious thinkers often pair motivated skepticism about naturalistic explanations that threaten preferred religious beliefs with appeal to
supernatural agents and their activity. “God of the Gaps” reasoning refers
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to a philosophical move in which a religious thinker first identifies limits
or failures of a scientific explanation. As the name implies, this fallacy is
generally committed in the context of contested scientific explanations for
phenomena. Once identified, the religious researcher fills the explanatory
gaps by appeal to the activity of supernatural beings.
One course of action available to Reid is to refute belief in materialism by
disinterestedly evaluating purported scientific evidence. Recall the discussion of Priestley’s apparent materialism, which drew inspiration from the
work of the far more modest David Hartley. Reid there placed a principled
constraint upon our knowledge: we cannot scientifically know how physical causes give rise to sensations. This is true of the epistemology of specific
sensory modalities, e.g. “We cannot, indeed, shew how any vibration should
produce the sensation of sound”. But how is the fact that material events
give rise to auditory sensations to be explained for Reid? This sits outside
the realm of science. In a textbook God of the Gaps fallacy, Reid follows the
previous quotation with this remark: “This must be resolved into the will
of God, or into some cause altogether unknown” (Reid 2002a [1785]: 86).
I am forced to conclude that Reid masks his God of the Gaps fallacy as an
expression of piety.
A similarly unfortunate strategy, also borne of cognitive bias, occurs
in the context of a different challenge to the existence of the human soul,
this one from embryology. Anthony Collins, writing in 1711, defended the
belief that animal life was explained by normal development of highly complex embryos, which needs no supernatural intervention. Referring to tiny
embryonic limbs, Collins says these parts “are so dispos’d or organiz’d as
to contribute by their motion towards something orderly and regular, and
to become parts of the Leg or the Eye of an Animal” (Collins 1711: 25).
Reid knew Collins’ writings (Wood 1985: 41), especially through Samuel
Clarke’s engagement with them. Furthermore, in his “Scheme of a Course of
Philosophy”, his syllabus at King’s College, Aberdeen, Reid taught relevant
works of many microbiologists including Hooke, the English microscopist
Henry Baker, and Antoine Van Leeuwenhoeck, who in 1676 transmitted
his discovery of single-celled organisms to the Royal Society. Rather than
showing why Collins’ or others’ observations are erroneous or why their
inferences to physical causes of life are unsupported by their microscopic
observations, Reid chooses to launch a series of God of the Gaps inferences.
From all that has been said it seems reasonable to conclude that as inanimate
Matter is constantly acted upon by immaterial Beings so as to produce its
Gravitation Cohesion and the various Corpuscular Affinities and Attractions
which Natural Philosophy has discovered, so Animals and Vegetables are
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animated by some immaterial Being which is the Efficient Cause of their Animal
& Vegetable Functions while they live & which is separated from them when they
die (Reid 1995: 229; see 226–27).

Properties that others had explained were features of matter, including
gravitation and attraction, Reid attributes to supernatural agency. Reid
has contorted what qualifies as Newtonian science so as to disallow scientific incursion into causal, naturalistic explanations of cognition but so as
to allow him to endorse profligate causal, supernaturalistic explanations,
just so long as we do not refer to the latter as “scientific”. Reid shifts the
goalposts.
We have seen Reid’s high bar for materialist explanations. What epistemic justification has he for belief in supernatural beings that cause growth
in vegetables? “It may be asked to what Order of Beings we must refer those
immaterial Agents that act upon inanimate Matter, & those by which Animals and Vegetables are Animated? Are they thinking intelligent Beings or
not are they moral or immortal? What becomes of the Soul of Plants and
A<n>imals when they die[?]” Reid believes and appears to know that there
are immaterial beings and that they cause the origins of vegetables. Why
believe this? Reid confesses he has no ability to answer such a question,
and is content not to try. “I am not so much moved by [these] Questions,”
adding, “To these and such Questions I can answer onely by confessing my
Ignorance” (Reid 1995: 229; see Reid 2010 [1788]: 345, and Garrett 2004).
Paul Wood pinpoints the psychological origins of this maneuver in Reid by
observing Reid’s religious bias. “Reid could not accept that matter endowed
with either a vegetative or an attractive force had the capacity to form
organized vegetable and animal bodies de novo […] because this detracted
from God’s providential activity in the natural order and hence in Reid’s
eyes countenanced materialism” (Wood 1985: 34). It may appear that Reid is
an equal-opportunity skeptic but that would only be the case if he applied as
much skepticism to these preferred beliefs as he did to disconfirming beliefs.
This is a textbook case of the phenomena found by Ditto and Lopez and
Taber and Lodge in which one fails to evaluate evidence for one’s preferred
beliefs with the level of effort used to evaluate beliefs that challenge one’s
preferred beliefs.
Notice that Reid is explicitly altering the presentation of his philosophical and religious beliefs when he shifts from publicly presenting them in
his books to private venues, including letters, notes, and other unpolished
documents. In published works he presents his constraints on natural philosophy as being driven by a commitment to Newtonianism. There too he
embraces what he presents as a principled form of skepticism about any
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material or efficient causes of mental phenomena. However, in minor works
and documents not intended for publication, Reid is, as is his privilege,
happy to affirm knowledge of his Christian commitment to supernaturalistic beliefs. Knowing these commitments are inconsistent with both his
limits on natural philosophy and his skepticism of selected scientific discoveries, he hides them under the cover of what increasingly appear to be
methodological distinctions of Medieval complexity.4
Reid responds to then-current inadequacies in scientific explanations
of the mind-brain relation with a hasty appeal to supernatural agents’
causal efficacy. This supports the hypothesis that Reid endorses results of
non-rational belief-forming processes when doing so allows him to reduce
epistemic justification for purportedly disconfirming evidence against his
preferred religious beliefs.
9. Reid’s anthropomorphic fallacy and Hyper-sensitive Agency
Detection
In various ways, components of our discussion of Reid have concerned
his beliefs about agent causation. Reid’s views about agent causation were
historically unusual insofar as causal commitments knowingly implied
by his full-throated account of free will necessitated ensoulment or an
immaterial self (see Yaffe 2004). The likely origins of Reid’s (and everyone’s) propensity to over-attribute agency is a well-studied phenomenon in
cognitive science of religion. Over-attributing agency begins with “Theory
of Mind” abilities and continues through research about hyper-active or
hyper-sensitive agency detection and “promiscuous teleology”. Research
by cognitive scientists into this area has a long history inaugurated with
the seminal experiment on agency ascription by Heider and Simmel (1944)
in which participants readily predicated mental states to simple twodimensional shapes moving in a visual display, e.g. “the triangle wants to
hurt the square”. In this context, we have witnessed that Reid was motivated
to oppose the then-popular theory of “active matter”, which implied that
within matter alone were nested causal capacities of growth in all manner
of living organisms. Above we saw Reid replace active matter explanations
for gestation of human embryos and plants with agent-causal explanations
invoking the activity of God or angels. Since individual plants and embryos
do not grow through necessary active causal influences of angels or God,
Reid’s agent-based explanations exhibit a cognitive bias through the operation of a hyper-sensitive agency detection module. Poor inferences made
on the basis of this module are known in philosophy as committing the
anthropomorphic fallacy.
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If Theory of Mind is the cornerstone of religious belief, cognitive scientists have laid the next layer of bricks with research on hyper-sensitive
agency detection or HADD. The HADD mechanism demonstrably generates numbers of beliefs in agencies, many of which are supernatural (Barrett
2004: 31-35). Studies on HADD feature as part of a broad research program
about teleological reasoning. Deborah Kelemen’s lab tested a number of
hypotheses regarding “promiscuous teleology,” which refers to the propensity to adopt an intentional stance in explaining natural, non-intentional
phenomena. Data confirm the presence of hyper-sensitive agency ascription
in children (Kelemen 1999a and 1999b). Children prompted with pictures
of physical objects, like storm clouds or sharp rocks, were asked to select
between three explanations. Results show they vastly prefer teleological
explanations that ascribe intentions to inanimate objects (1999b: 1443). The
presence of promiscuous teleology explains the origins of the intentional
stance adopted in the context of religious explanations of natural facts. Kelemen finds that even subjects with PhDs in the hard sciences find it very difficult to overrule their HADD mechanism when put in speeded conditions
(Kelemen and Rosset 2009). Innovative philosophers Johan De Smedt and
Helen De Cruz incorporate Kelemen’s and others’ research into a cognitive genealogy of the teleological argument for God’s existence, showing
its origins in cognitive biases of HADD, Theory of Mind, and promiscuous
teleology (2015).
While everyone has a bias to think in terms of purposes and agencies,
Reid goes considerably further than most. First, by axing the parsimony
condition in Newton’s rule 1, he frees himself for “principled” explanations
of phenomena that are not material or efficient causes. Second, Reid fails
to check his appeals to immaterial beings in explanations with further scientific reasoning. He is comfortable making metaphysical claims that were
unfalsifiable so long as they appear just outside the Newtonian fencing he
has constructed with such care. Nevermind that the spatial volume enclosed
by this demarcating barrier appears to vary across the published and
unpublished works. Third, Reid epistemically baptizes the over-attribution
of agency when he adds a first principle stating that it is natural for us to
believe that things that appear to have minds do have minds (Reid 2010
[1788]: 503). Reid’s philosophy of science and his epistemology appear intentionally structured, through operation of a suite of cognitive biases, in the
interest of preserving his religious beliefs.
Scientific discoveries about the nervous system, the brain, embryology,
horticulture, and more, raised the likelihood of a materialist explanation for
the mind and for origins of animal and plant life. This was in conflict with
Reid’s religious beliefs. This situation gives rise to cognitive dissonance:
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Reid cannot affirm both scientific explanations for the mind and his religious beliefs about the soul, for example. He experienced negative emotions,
contempt and disdain among others, then chose to reduce negative affect
by applying motivated skepticism selectively to arguments that seemed
to threaten his preferred religious beliefs. In the end, he becomes more
convinced of the truth of his preferred religious beliefs after confronting
counterevidence.
10. Conclusion
This article attributes to Reid several sophistical strategies, described as
representing cognitive biases and philosophical fallacies, that arise nearly
exclusively in the context of challenges to his religious beliefs. Historical
judgments rendered of Reid by historians of philosophy Richard Popkin
(1965: 68) and Norman Daniels (1989: 117) to the effect that his philosophical system was ultimately dependent on the existence of God appears as a
consequence of this research more likely to be true. Others in his period
overcame these biases, often at great personal cost. Make no mistake, those
costs were high.
Such costs mount up even today at religious colleges, where the assertion
of certain beliefs merits termination and contract non-renewal. Consider just
one recent case, that of Jim Stump. Dr. Stump was formerly a Professor of
Philosophy for no less than 16 years at Bethel College, Indiana. Eventually
he determined he could not concur with the college’s anti-evolution policy
and was forced out (Fosmoe 2015). Bethel College’s “Statement on Origins”
requires that faculty members either believe that “the first man, Adam, was
created by an immediate act of God and not by a process of evolution” (Bethel
2015) or lose their ability to provide for themselves and their families by teaching at Bethel College. As a private college, I hasten to add that there is nothing
whatsoever untoward let alone immoral about imposing such a requirement
on faculty who volunteer to take the job. However, this requirement nonetheless reduces the freedom of thought and promotes cognitive bias.
In the context of normative epistemology and intellectual vices, how
should we judge Reid? If no commitments can compete with religion for its
overall social, emotional, behavioral and cognitive importance in the present day, in eighteenth-century Scotland the situation was more dire. Reid
was licensed to preach by the presbytery of Kincardine O’Neil in 1731, and
elevated as an ordained minister at New Machar, Aberdeenshire in 1737.
His affirmation of core Christian doctrines in the Church of Scotland were
necessary for him to retain his position as a minister, and as a professor
both at King’s College, Aberdeen, and University of Glasgow. We can hardly
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expect Reid to pursue issues about whether humans have immaterial souls,
let alone whether God exists, with impartial disinterest. Were he to find
for the opposition, he would be fired, evicted from his parsonage, publicly
disgraced, and would bestow on his wife and children a life of hardship and
disgrace they did not deserve.
Though infected with cognitive biases and fallacies, Reid’s fascinating,
clever defense of religious commitments has drawn in many leading philosophers of religion. And many of them find themselves in the same circumstances as Thomas Reid: employed at a Christian school, integrated
socially into a church community, with a Christian family etc. The roster
includes Alvin Plantinga, who has done more than most epistemologists to
argue for a “Reidian” belief-forming faculty that produces warranted beliefs
about God’s existence and character traits. (Whether Reid would endorse
such a faculty is doubtful; see Nichols and Callergård 2011). Another past
president of the Society of Christian Philosophers, also a Reid aficionado,
Nicholas Wolterstoff, praises Reid for Reid’s (selective, motivated) skepticism. He writes, “What lies at the bottom of Reidian epistemological piety
is acknowledging the darkness – or the “mystery,” as Reid sometimes calls
it” (Wolterstorff 2004: 256). For scholars with more thorough knowledge
of Reid’s writings, praise for Reid’s “humility and active gratitude” and
“trust” (Wolterstorff 2004: 260-1) masks a disquieting problem. In my
partial judgment, this interpretation also perverts the virtue of intellectual humility by attributing it to Reid. Had Wolterstorff (2004) considered
Reid’s manuscripts on dualism and materialism (edited by Paul Wood and
published as Animate Creation in Reid 1995), he would have had to trade his
ennobling and honeyed description for something less pleasant and more
true to fact. As caustic and biting as it is, I prefer Priestley’s honesty over
the inauthenticity of poorly informed, pious moralizing from Wolterstorff.
Intellectual humility may be correctly analyzed as “owning one’s cognitive limitations” (Whitcomb et al., 2017), but not when doing so is fueled
by close-mindedness, partiality, disconfirmation bias, selective attention to
evidence, and improper use of the hyper-sensitive agency detection module.
Priestley writes, “I can compare Reid’s conduct in this case to nothing but
that of the dog in the manger; for he professedly has no knowledge of the
subject himself, and does every thing in his power to prevent others from
knowing any thing about it, or inquiring into it” (1775: 103).
The interpretation of the cognitive dissonance at the heart of Reid’s treatment of materialism is appropriately indebted both to David Hume’s naturalism about belief and to his advice to religious philosophers. In Dialogues
Hume ironically counsels that the best foundation for religious belief occurs
by way of becoming “thoroughly sensible of the weakness, blindness, and
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narrow limits of human reason”. Casting an eye over contemporary philosophy of religion as authored by Christian theists, we see Reid was not the only
one to take this advice. Hume says that “if certainty or evidence be expelled
from every other subject of enquiry, it will all retire to these theological doctrines, and there acquire a superior force and authority” (Hume 2007 [1779]:
34). Reid’s influential defense of the existence of God and the immaterial soul
against the encroachment of physicalist scientific explanations exemplifies
this argumentative strategy. Strategies discussed here have been transmitted
with high fidelity to contemporary Christian philosophers of religion. Not
only do luminaries of the subfield, including Plantinga, Alston, and Wolterstorff, explicitly cite Reid as authority and inspiration, but a brimming handful of apologetical and epistemological doctrines often deployed in context
of debates in philosophy of religion were arguably first formally set out by
Reid, including what are known as “Reformed Epistemology” and “Skeptical Theism”. In conclusion, the lesson I draw from this project is not that
religious philosophers are ipso facto cognitively biased. Rather, orthodox
religious thinkers who are members of religious social communities or who
work at institutions with requirements for profession of orthodox faith, face a
much steeper uphill climb to the achievement and maintenance of intellectual
virtues of impartiality, intellectual humility, and open-mindedness than nonreligious or religious but non-orthodox thinkers, ceteris paribus.
Notes
1. Ryan Nichols is a professor in the Department of Philosophy at California State University, Fullerton, and a research affiliate of the Centre for Human Evolution, Cognition, &
Culture, University of British Columbia.
2. Affirming highly counter-intuitive religious beliefs publicly itself subserves social
functions due to its credibility-enhancing power associated with group leadership (Henrich
2009).
3. This universal benevolence, how noble and generous so ever, can be the source of no
solid happiness to any man who is not thoroughly convinced that all the inhabitants of the
universe, the meanest as well as the greatest, are under the immediate care and protection
of that great, benevolent, and all-wise Being, who directs all the movements of nature; and
who is determined, by his own unalterable perfections, to maintain in it, at all times, the
greatest possible quantity of happiness. To this universal benevolence, on the contrary, the
very suspicion of a fatherless world, must be the most melancholy of all reflections; from the
thought that all the unknown regions of infinite and incomprehensible space may be filled
with nothing but endless misery and wretchedness. All the splendour of the highest prosperity can never enlighten the gloom with which so dreadful an idea must necessarily overshadow the imagination; nor, in a wise and virtuous man, can all the sorrow of the most
afflicting adversity ever dry up the joy which necessarily springs from the habitual and thorough conviction of the truth of the contrary system (Smith 1982 [1759]: 235).
4. Callergård writes of Reid’s opposition to Priestley’s interpretation as follows. “In view
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of the fact that Newton’s rule was constructed with the ‘disjunctive particle both’ (Reid 1995:
187) and on the general tendency and spirit of Newton’s philosophy of science, Reid rejected
Priestley’s emendation in which nothing was said about true causes.” Here Callergård quotes
Reid: “Did the interpreter imagine that these two phrases, such as are true and such as are
sufficient to explain their appearances meant one and the same thing, and that Sir Isaac in
expressing a rule had been guilty of an useless tautology which needed his correction?” (Reid
1995: 182). (Callergård 2006: 72–73).
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