
What if false beliefs are 
useful?

The Skeptic’s Dilemma



Is the truth sometimes harmful?



Default assumption

• What if  false beliefs…
• make you happy?

• are useful for society?

• The Skeptic’s Dilemma



False beliefs can be dangerous

• Beliefs are levers for action
• E.g. faith healing

• E.g. overconfidence and war

• Inevitable collision with reality



The Revenge of  Reality



The pandemic





What about deceiving others?

• Paternalistic deception
• White lies

• In their own interest

• Deceivers keeps an eye on 
reality





One side-effect…

... It erodes trust in doctors







White lies?

• “They’re useless for the public”

• “They don’t really work.”

• “It gives a false sense of  security”

 Real reason: shortage of  masks



The Revenge of  Reality

• Inevitably, the truth comes to light

• Experts have to backtrack

• Next time around, who will trust them?





Schools



Truth is always better

• Distorting or bending the truth

• Don’t be patronizing!

• Explain to the public
• Masks can be helpful

• But they are much more important for health 
workers

• So please don’t stock them
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