A Mind of Its Own

. How Your Brain
. . Distorts and Deceives

Cordelia» Fine



Copyright © 2006 by Cordelia Fine'y For Russell
All rights reserved )

Printed in the United States of America
First Edition

For information about permission to reproduce selections from this book, write to
Permissions, W. W. Norton & Company, Inc., 500 Fifth Avenue, New York, NY 10110

Manufacturing by Quebecor World, Fairfield
Book design by Lovedog Studio

Production manager: Amanda Morrison
Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data

Fine, Cordelia.
A mind of its own : how your brain distorts and deceives /
Cordelia Fine.— Ist American ed.
p. cm.
Includes bibliographical references and index.
ISBN-13: 978-0-393-06213-7 (hardcover)
ISBN-10: 0-393-06213-9 (hardcover)
1. Self-deception. I. Title.
BF697.5.5426F56 2006
150—dc22
2006006729

W. W. Norton & Company, Inc., 500 Fifth Avenue, New York, N.Y. 10110

WWW.WWROTton.com
W. W. Norton & Company Ltd., Castle House, 75/76 Wells Street, London W1T 3QT

1234567890



Contents

Introduction

cuapTER 1: The Vain Brain

For a softer, kinder reality

cHAPTER 2: The Emotional Brain

Sweaty fingers in all the pies

cuaPTER 3: The Immoral Brain

The terrible toddler within

cHAPTER 4: The Deluded Brain
A slapdash approach to the truth

cuapTer 5: The Pigheaded Brain
Loyalty a step too far

31

55

79

105



viil Contents

cHAPTER 6: The Secretive Brain

Exposing the guile of the mental butler

cHapTER 7: The Weak-willed Brain

The prima donna within

cuaprTer 8: The Bigoted Brain
“Thug .. .tart...slob ... nerd...airhead”

eriLoGUE: The Vulnerable Brain
NOTES

INDEX

129

151

177

201
211

233

Acknowledgments

My sINCERE THANKs go to Angela von der Lippe and
Vanessa Levine-Smith for all their advice and encourage-
ment. They and Carol Rose improved the manuscript with
many helpful suggestions. I am also most grateful to my
agent, Barbara Lowenstein, and her colleagues at
Lowenstein-Yost Associates for their assistance on so many
matters. Thanks, too, go to Simon Flynn and colleagues for
all they did for the UK version of the book. For my mother,
who always said just the right thing when I felt like a lame-
brain, I have the deepest gratitude. And finally, without my
husband’s very practical support, I would still be working on
Chapter 1. Thank you.



A Mind of Its Own




Introduction

Do vyou FEEL THAT you can trust your own brain? So
maybe it falters for a moment, faced with the thirteen times
table. It may occasionally send you into a room in search of
something, only to abandon you entirely. And, if yours is any-
thing like mine, it may stubbornly refuse to master parallel
parking. Yet these are petty and ungrateful gripes when we
consider all that our brains actually do for us. Never before
have we been made so aware of the extraordinary complexity
and sophistication of those one hundred billion brain cells
that make up the engine of the mind. And barely a day goes
by when these gathered neurons aren’t exalted in a news-
paper article highlighting a newly discovered wonder of their
teamwork.

From day to day, we take our brains somewhat for
granted, but (particularly with this book in hand) it’s likely
that you’re feeling a little quiet pride on your brain’s behalf.
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And, reading books on the subject of its own self aside, what
else can’t the thing do? After all, it tells you who you are,
what to think, and what’s out there in the world around you.
Its ruminations, sensations, and conclusions are confided to
you and you alone. For absolutely everything you know about
anything, you have your brain to thank. You might think that
if there’s one thing in this world you can trust, it’s your own
brain. You two are, after all, as intimate as it is possible to be.

But the truth of the matter—as revealed by the quite
extraordinary and fascinating research described in this
book—is that your unscrupulous brain is entirely undeserv-
ing of your confidence. It has some shifty habits that leave the
truth distorted and disguised. Your brain is vainglorious. It’s
emotional and immoral. It deludes you. It is pigheaded, secre-
tive, and weak-willed. Oh, and it’s also a bigot. This is more
than a minor inconvenience. That fleshy walnut inside your
skull is all you have to know yourself and to know the world.
Yet, thanks to the masquerading of an untrustworthy brain
with a mind of its own, much of what you think you know is

not quite as it seems.

CHAPTER I »

The Vain Brain

For a softer, kinder reality

A WEEK AFTER THIs BOOK was commissioned by a UK
publisher, I discovered that I was pregnant with my second
child. The manuscript was due three days before the baby.
My husband, a project manager both by temperament and
employ, drew up a project plan for me. To my eye, it entirely
failed to reflect the complexity, subtlety, and unpredictability
of the process of writing a book. It was little more than an
Excel spreadsheet showing the number of words I had to
write per week, and when I was going to write them. It also
had me scheduled to work every weekend until the baby was
born.

“This plan has me scheduled to work every weekend until
the baby is born,” I said.

“Plus all the annual leave from your job,” my husband
added.

I felt that he had missed the point. “But when do I resz?”
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“Rest?” My husband pretended to examine the plan. “As I
see it, you rest for two days after you finish the manuscript,
shortly before going into labor, giving birth, and having your
life entirely taken over by the nutritional demands of a
newborn.”

I had a brief image of myself in labor, telling the midwife
between contractions what a treat it was to have some time to
myself.

“What if T can’t do it?” I asked.

My husband gave me a this-really-isn’t-difficult look.
“This 1s how you do it,” he said, stabbing the plan. “You write
this many words a week.”

He was right, I told myself. Of course I could do it. It was
irrelevant that I was pregnant. After all, growing a baby is
easy—no project plan required. My first trimester nausea and
exhaustion would soon pass. The brains of other, weaker
women might be taken hostage by pregnancy hormones, but
not my brain. My belly would remain well enough contained
to enable me to reach the computer keyboard. And
absolutely, definitely, without a doubt, the baby would not
come inconveniently early. Of course I could write the book.

I then did something very foolish. I began research on this
chapter—the vain brain. The vain brain that embellishes,
enhances, and aggrandizes you. The vain brain that excuses
your faults and failures, or simply rewrites them out of his-
tory. The vain brain that sets you up on a pedestal above your
peers. The vain brain that misguidedly thinks you invincible,
invulnerable, and omnipotent. The brain so very vain that it
even considers the letters that appear in your name to be more
attractive than those that don’t.!

4
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I didn’t want to know any of this. But then it got worse. I
went on to read just how essential these positive illusions are.
They keep your head high and your heart out of your boots.
They keep you from standing atop railway bridges gazing
contemplatively at approaching trains. Without a little
deluded optimism, your immune system begins to wonder
whether it’s worth the effort of keeping you alive. And, most
extraordinarily, it seems that sometimes your vain brain
manages to transform its grandiose beliefs into reality.
Buoyed by a brain that loves you like a mother, you struggle
and persevere—happily blind to your own inadequacies,
arrogantly dismissive of likely obstacles—and actually
achieve your goals.

I needed my vain brain back. Immediately.

Luckily, I managed to regain my optimism, and the man-
uscript was delivered a few days before the baby. About three
months later, however, my agent contacted me with the news
that the publisher W. W. Norton was interested in the book.
In fact, they liked it so much that they wanted another hun-
dred pages of it. (My husband didn’t know which to open
first—the champagne or the spreadsheet.) This was a daunt-
ing prospect: just writing a shopping list can take all day
when there is a small baby in the house. Thankfully, though,
my positive illusions triumphed once again. Pushing aside all
dispiriting thoughts of the difficulties ahead, I began to
sharpen the pencils. And, as the existence of this book proves,
it worked for me. But now it’s time for me to attempt to spoil
your chances of happiness, health, and success by disillusion-

ing you.
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WHILE 1T troubles philosophers, for the rest of us it is vastly
more comfortable that we can only know ourselves and the
world through the distorting prism of our brains. Freud sug-
gested that the ego “rejects the unbearable idea,” and since
then experimental psychologists have been peeling back the
protective layers encasing our self-esteem to reveal the multi-
tude of strategies our brains use to keep our egos plump and
self-satisfied. Let’s start with some basic facts. When asked,
people will modestly and reluctantly confess that they are, for
example, more ethical, more nobly motivated employees, and
better drivers than the average person.” In the latter case, this
even includes people interviewed in the hospital shortly after
being extracted from the mangled wrecks that were once
their cars. We don’t consider ourselves to be in the bottom
half of the heap and, statistically, that’s not possible. But in a
sample of vain brains, it’s inevitable.

For one thing, if it’s at all feasible then your brain will
interpret the question in the way that suits you best. If I were
asked how my driving compares with that of others, I would
rate myself better than average without hesitation. My driv-
ing record at speeds above one mile per hour is flawless. Yet
below this speed my car’s paint, and any stationary object I
am attempting to park near, are in constant peril. These expen-
sive unions between the stationary and the near-stationary are
so frequent that at one point I actually considered enveloping
the vulnerable portions of my car in bubble wrap. My mother,
in contrast, can reverse with exquisite precision and at
whiplash speeds into a parking spot. On the other hand, she
regularly rams into the back of cars that “should have gone”
at intersections. She, too, considers her driving to be superb.

4
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You begin to see how everyone is able to stake a claim to be in
the superior half of the driving population. If the trait or skill
that you're being asked about is helpfully ambiguous, you
interpret the question to suit your own idiosyncratic
strengths.?

Even if you are unambiguously hopeless in an area of life,
your brain gets around this by simply diminishing the impor-
tance of that skill. I, for example, cannot draw. I am the artis-
tic equivalent of being tone deaf. However, this doesn’t
bother me in the slightest because to my brain, drawing is an
unnecessary extra. I can see that it would be useful if one were
an artist, but in the same way that it’s useful for a contortion-
ist to be able to wrap his legs behind his head. Essential for a
small minority, but nothing more than a showy party trick for
everyone else.* And in a final clever enhancement of this self-
enhancement, we believe that our weaknesses are so common
that they are really just part and parcel of normal human fal-
libility, while our strengths are rare and special.’

What these strategies reveal is that a little leeway can be
taken a very long way by a vain brain. The next technique in
your brain’s arsenal of ego defense exploits ambiguity to the full.
When we explain to ourselves and to others why things have
gone well or badly, we prefer explanations that cast ourselves in
the best possible light. Thus we are quick to assume that our

successes are due to our own sterling qualities, while responsi-
bility for failures can often be conveniently laid at the door of
bad luck or damn fool others. This self-serving bias, as it is
known, is all too easy to demonstrate in the psychology lab.®
People arbitrarily told that they did well on a task (for exam-
ple, solving puzzles) will take the credit for it; whereas people
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arbitrarily told that they did badly will assign responsibility
elsewhere, such as with their partner on the task. The brain is
especially self-advancing when poor performance on the task
could deliver a substantial bruise to the ego.” People told that
puzzle solving is related to intelligence are much more likely to
be self-serving than those told that puzzle solving is just some-
thing that people who don’t like reading books do on trains.
The bigger the potential threat, the more self-protective the
vain brain becomes. In a final irony, people think that others
are more susceptible to the self-serving bias than they are
themselves.® (Allow yourself a moment to take that sentence
tully on board, should you need to.)

So when life or psychology researchers are kind enough to
leave the reasons for success or failure ambiguous, the self-
serving bias is readily and easily engaged to protect and nur-
ture the ego. However, our vain brains aren’t completely
impervious to reality. No matter how partial my explanation
of why I added up the restaurant bill incorrectly, I have no
intention of applying for any professorships in mathematics.
This is definitely good. When we lose all sight of our ugly
face in reality’s mirror, it generally means that we have also
lost hold of our sanity. On the other hand, who wants to see
the warts and all with pristine clarity? We’ve already rum-
bled the fact that the vain brain casts our features at their
most flattering angle. Now we’ll rummage deeper into its bag
of tricks. For by calling on powerful biases in memory and
reasoning, the brain can selectively edit and censor the truth,
both about ourselves and the world, making for a softer,
kinder, and altogether more palatable reality.

Failure is perhaps the greatest enemy of the ego, and that’s
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why the vain brain does its best to barricade the door against
this unwelcome guest. The self-serving bias we’ve already
encountered provides a few extra services to this end. One
approach is to tell yourself that, in retrospect, the odds were
stacked against you and failure was all but inevitable.
Researchers have found that optimists in particular use this
strategy, which has been dubbed retroactive pessimism, and it
makes failure easier to digest.’ ‘

Self-handicappers, as they are called, exploit the self-serving
bias in a different way. In self-handicapping, the brain makes
sure that it has a nonthreatening excuse for failure, should it
occur. If you can blame your poor performance on an intelli-
gence test on your lack of effort, for example, then your flat-
tering self-image of your intelligence and competence can
remain unchallenged. Self-handicapping also enhances the
sweetness of success when it occurs, creating a win-win situ-
ation for your ego. Drug use, medical symptoms, anxiety—
they can all be used to shield the ego from failure. Take, for
example, a group of students who reported suffering severe
anxiety during tests. According to a trio of refreshingly
brusque researchers, the brains of these devious strategists
exploit their test anxiety, whenever they can, to serve ignoble
ends.!” The researchers gave their test-anxious students a dif-
ficult two-part test, purportedly a measure of general intelli-
gence. In the interval between the two parts of the test, the
students were asked to say how anxious they were feeling
about the test, and how much effort they were putting into it.
However, right before this survey, some of the students had
their potential handicap snatched away from them. They
were told that a remarkable feature of the test they were tak-
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ing was that their score was impervious to anxiety and—no
matter how nervous they were—their score would be an
accurate measure of their intellectual ability.

This was cunning as well as mean. If a test-anxious student
merely reports accurately how anxious she is feeling, with no
self-serving motivations, it should make no difference to her
whether she thinks that anxiety might reduce her score on the
test—she should declare the same level of anxiety regardless.
However, if test anxiety is used to protect self-esteem, then it
will be important whether she thinks that anxiety offers a
plausible excuse for poor performance on the test. If she
thinks that scores are adversely affected by nerves, she will be
tempted to protect herself against possible failure by claiming
greater susceptibility to the jitters. This is exactly what the
researchers found. Only students who thought that their anx-
iety offered its usual nonthreatening excuse for low marks
hoicked up their self-reports of anxiety. The other students,
who knew that they wouldn’t be able to blame their nerves,
didn’t bother. They did something else instead. In place of
their handicap of choice, these students claimed to have made
less effort on the test. It takes more than a few psychologists
to stymie the cunning of a determinedly vain brain.

Even when your brain does accept responsibility when
things go wrong, research shows that just a few days later it
may have conveniently cast off the more unflattering expla-
nations for failure. In one experiment investigating this phe-
nomenon, male university students were given a task that
supposedly assessed their “manual dexterity and cognitive
perception coordination.”’! (“'m handy and I'm coordi-
nated.”) You can of course imagine a male ego immediately

f

The Vain Brain Ir

wanting a piece of that pie. The students were randomly told
either that they were dexterous virtuosos of cognitive percep-
tion or that, frankly, the average china shop proprietor would
more warmly welcome a bull into his shop. The men were
then asked either immediately afterward or a few days later
to explain why they had done well or badly on the test. The
students whose vain brains were given a few days to edit the
memory of the experiment were much more self-enhancing
in their explanations of why they had succeeded or failed, in
comparison with the students who were asked for their
explanations immediately afterward.

Memory is one of the ego’s greatest allies, of course. Good
things about ourselves tend to secure a firm foothold in the
brain cells, while bad stuff—oopsie—has a habit of losing its
grasp and slipping away. Imagine being given a personality
test and then a list of behaviors that, according to the test, you
are likely to perform. Would you later remember more neg-
ative behaviors (such as, “You would make fun of others
because of their looks” and “You would often lie to your par-
ents”) or more positive behaviors (such as, “You would help a
handicapped neighbor paint his house” and “If asked to keep
secrets, you would”)? Intuitively you might think that the
rather surprising predictions that you are likely to be unkind
and untrustworthy would so jar with your generally positive
self-concept that they would be more memorable. However,
when researchers gave people a bogus personality test of this
sort, this 1s not what they found.! Instead, it was the predic-
tions of caring and honorable acts that stuck in people’s mem-
ories. The reason was that their brains simply refused to

allocate as much processing time to nasty predictions as to the
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nice ones. It seems that it is easier for a camel to pass through
the eye of a needle than for negative feedback to enter the
kingdom of memory.

Not only does memory collude with the brain in the infor-
mation that it lets in but, as you might begin to fear, it also con-
trols the information it lets out. All brains contain an enormous
database of personal memories that bear on that perennially
fascinating question, Who am I?, or the self-concept. But the
self-concept, psychologists have discovered, is conveniently
self-shifting.”® If the self-concept you are wearing no longer
suits your motives, the brain simply slips into something more
comfortable. The willing assistant in this process is memory. It
has the knack of pulling out personal memories that better fit
the new circumstances. Two Princeton researchers observed
this metamorphosis directly by tempting the vain brains of
their volunteers with an attractive change of self-concept.”
They asked a group of students to read one of two (fabricated)
scientific articles. The first article claimed that an extroverted
personality helps people achieve academic success. The second
article, handed out to just as many students, claimed instead
that introverts tend to be more academically successful. You
can guess what's going to happen. Imagine it. You're a vain
brain. Youre a vain brain at Princeton, for goodness sake.
Someone’s offering you a shimmering, glittering, dazzling
self-concept that says, “Hey, world. I am going to make it.” A
personality trait that you've been told offers the crystal stair-
way to triumph might not be quite your size, but if you can
make it fit with a bit of tweaking, then you will. Whichever
personality trait the students thought was the key to success,

they rated themselves more highly as possessing.
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What happens is that the vain brain calls in memory to
make sure that the most attractive self-concept fits. From the
enormous wardrobe of rich and complicated autobiographi-
cal events from your life, your memory brings to the fore
those memories that best match the self-concept you are try-
ing to achieve. When people are told that extroverts, say, tend
to be more successful than shy and retiring types, it is the
memories that bear out their sociable and outgoing natures
that rush quickly and easily to consciousness.'” And as we’ve
already seen, memory keeps the gate at the front as well. Give
someone who’s been told that one type of personality leads to
success a bit of personality feedback, and she will remember
much more of the feedback that shows that she possesses the
supposedly more favorable attribute.!s ,

Reasoning is the vain brain’s other powerful protectorate.
This might seem a little odd. Isn’t reasoning supposed to be
the compass that guides us toward the truth, not saves us
from it? It seems not—particularly when our ego is under
attack. In fact, the best we can say for our gift for thinking in
these circumstances is that we do at least recognize that con-
clusions cannot be drawn out of thin air: we need a bit of evi-
dence to support our case. The problem is that we behave like
a smart lawyer searching for evidence to bolster his client’s
case, rather than a jury searching for the truth.”” As we've
seen, memory is often the overzealous secretary who assists in
this process by hiding or destroying files that harbor
unwanted information. Only when enough of the objection-
able stuff has been shredded dare we take a look. Evidence
that supports your case is quickly accepted, and the legal
assistants are sent out to find more of the same. However, evi-
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dence that threatens reason’s most important client—you—is
subjected to grueling cross-examination. Accuracy, validity,
and plausibility all come under attack on the witness stand.
The case is soon won. A victory for justice and truth, you
think, conveniently ignoring the fact that yours was the only
lawyer in the courtroom.

Time now to watch your hotshot lawyer in action. Imagine
there’s a rumor afoot that certain things about you augur
badly for how well you will do in your chosen profession.
Your reputation is at risk, and your lawyer is engaged to
defend you from this potential slander. This was the situation
created in a study demonstrating that the client is always
right. University students were asked to take part in an
experiment to do with the reasons for success in law, medi-
cine, and business.’® They were given fictitious descriptions of
people who supposedly did well or badly at professional
school. The sorts of attributes they read about were things
like being the youngest or oldest child, being Catholic or
Protestant, and having had a mother employed outside the
home or a stay-at-home mother.

Now, say one of the students is the youngest child of a

Catholic family whose mother stayed at home rearing her and -

her ten older siblings, and she longs to be a doctor. Then she
reads about a successful doctor who is Catholic, the oldest
child, and whose mother went out to work. Wouldn't it be nice
if she could convince herself that the things she has in common
with the doctor are what make for success, but that the things
they differ on aren’t important? This is just what happens. The
student decides that a Catholic upbringing brings success, but
that the other two factors are relatively unimportant. However,

ft
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if the student had been told that the same person was unsuc-
cessful, suddenly her Catholicism would seem far less relevant
(what could religion possibly have to do with it?), but birth
order and mother’s employment—the factors she differs on—
would suddenly become crucial. Your hardworking lawyer
constructs the most flattering and self-serving case it can from
the available data.

The next step is the evaluation of evidence. When evidence
poses a threat to your ego, a good lawyer can always find
fault. In one such experiment, high-school students were
given an intelligence test.'” Some of them were told that they
had done well; others that they had done badly. All of them
were also given a few pages to read containing arguments
from scientists both for and against the validity of intelligence
tests. Even though everyone was given the same information,
the poor guinea pigs whose egos had been threatened by neg-
ative feedback decided that intelligence tests were a much
cruder tool for measuring intellectual depths than did stu-
dents who were told that they’d done brilliantly. Was this
because memory had hidden the pro-intelligence-test files?
Actually, no. In fact, the ego-threatened students remem-
bered more of the pro-intelligence-test arguments than did
the others. This seems a little odd, until you consider that the
vain brain’s lawyer must have put forth a great deal of effort
to disparage those particular arguments. If you spend a great
deal of effort cross-examining a witness you’ll have a good
memory for what he said, even if you don’t believe a god-
damn word of his lies.

On the whole, it seems we are content to employ the slop-
piest of reasoning . . . until some threat to our motives
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appears, at which point we suddenly acquire the strictest pos-
sible methodological standards.”® The smart lawyer inside us
is also skilled at finding supporting witnesses to bolster our
case. Remember the experiments in which people were told
that either being outgoing or withdrawn by nature is more
conducive to success? Well, your brain not only biases your
memory to make you think that you’ve been blessed with the
more favorable personality attribute but it also then encour-
ages you to spend time in the company of people who think

you're really like that.”

ItT’s raTHER unsettling to know that your ego is so very
well-protected from reality. And it’s not just your ego that’s
kept so safely removed from the truth. Perhaps understand-
ably, given the slings and arrows of fortune we must dodge
every day, your vain brain calls upon many of the same strate-
gies to keep your perception of your future health, happiness,
and fortune pleasantly unrealistic.

Just as we all believe ourselves to be better-than-average
people, so too we think ourselves relatively invulnerable to
life’s trials. As with anything that threatens our egos, we push
absurdly high our standards for evidence that might chal-
lenge our rosy beliefs. For example, brains prefer not to have
to take too seriously any medical information that challenges
our sense of physical invincibility. My father-in-law enjoys a
lifestyle that, to put it bluntly, would leave the hardiest of car-
diologists weeping over their public health information pam-
phlets. Statistically, he should probably have died shortly

before he was born. Concerning all those pesky smoking=
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disease=death studies he is breathtakingly (excuse the pun)
dismissive. Yet he is not immune to the charms of scientific
discovery when it suits. For example, he never fails to encour-
age me to push aside my bottle of water in favor of a nice
healthy glass of red wine. In an experimental study of this
phenomenon, known as motivated skepticism, people were
given an article to read that set out the medical dangers for
women (but not men) of drinking too much coffee.”? Men and
women who drank little or no coffee found it convincing.
Men who drank a lot of coffee found it convincing. There are
no prizes for guessing which group thought the link between
caffeine and disease unpersuasive.

Vain brains are reluctant to accept hints of physical suscep-
tibility even when it’s staring them in the face. In another
demonstration of self-protective incredulity, some volunteers
were told about a fictitious medical condition called
thicamine acetylase (TAA) deficiency.”? TAA-deficient indi-
viduals, they were reliably informed, were “relatively suscep-
tible to a variety of pancreatic disorders” later in life. Then
one by one the volunteers were led into a private room (or
was it?) to test themselves for the condition, by dipping a spe-
cial piece of test paper (or was it?) into a sample of saliva.
Some of the volunteers were told that if their TAA levels
were normal, the strip would remain yellow. They were the
lucky ones. The rest of the volunteers were told that if their
TAA levels were normal the strip would turn dark green.
They were the unlucky ones. The test strip, being made of
ordinary yellow paper, wasn’t going to change color no mat-
ter how much spit it encountered.

These unlucky volunteers, the ones who “failed” the saliva
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reaction test, were determinedly optimistic about the perils of
TAA deficiency. They reckoned that both TAA deficiency
and pancreatic disease were far less serious and far more com-
mon than did people who “passed” the test. Those volunteers
who failed also rated the saliva reaction test as less accurate.
Even more defensive was their behavior while they were tak-
ing the saliva test. The researchers were secretly spying on
them, of course, while it took place. Everyone had been told
that color change in the test paper took from ten to sixty sec-
onds, but was generally complete within twenty. Volunteers
were asked to pop their strips into an envelope as soon as the
test was done. The supposedly deficient volunteers were
much slower to do this, giving their yellow paper a generous
extra half a minute or so to change color, compared with the
other volunteers. What's more, the majority of the volunteers
who failed engaged in some kind of illicit retesting to help
their recalcitrant strips along. Some people used a fresh saliva
sample. Others retested using a new strip. Some placed the
strip directly onto their tongue. The strips were shaken,
blown, wiped, and saturated with enormous volumes of
saliva. These unlucky volunteers didn’t like their diagnosis
and they were seeking second, third, and fourth opinions on
the matter.

Vain brains can even trick us into unconsciously manipulat-
ing the outcome of a medical diagnosis to make it more
acceptable. To show this, a group of experimentees were asked
to immerse their forearm in a vat of icy cold water (yes,
painful) and to keep it there for as long as they could bear.?*
They had to do this both before and after physical exercise.
Some volunteers were told that if they could keep their arm in

]
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the ice water for longer after exercise, that was a sign of long
life expectancy. The other volunteers were told the reverse
Although they weren’t aware that they were doing so aftel:
exercise the volunteers changed their tolerance for th:? cold
water in whichever direction they’d been told predicted a long
and healthy life. Of course manipulating their tolerance in this
way couldn’t possibly affect actual life expectancy, but that’s
not really what’s important to a vain brain.

The rose-tinted spectacles through which we scrutinize
information about our health can also push back our
inevitable demise to 2 more distant horizon. Despite being
confronted with a precisely calculated actuarial estimate of
time of departure, we blithely estimate that we will live about
ten years longer than we are allotted by mere statistics.> I
r'ecently came across a website that, on the basis of a few per-
tinent pieces of information, furnishes you with your likely
date of death. (For those with a morbid interest, or the need
to make very long-term plans, the website is www.death
cl‘ock.com.) From this helpful website I learned that I would
‘(‘ile on Sunday, May 10, 2054, at the age of seventy-nine.
That seems very young,” I thought, and instantly gave myself
another—well—ten years, mostly on the grounds that I have
long eschewed sausages, a product which must surely sub-
stantially impair longevity. Indeed, it seems that whenever we
gaze into the future we take care only to peep through pink-
hued lenses. Who, at the wedding altar, is thinking, “Fifty-
fifty chance of this working—let’s keep our fingers crossed”?
Possibly most of the congregation, but probably not the bride
or groom. Remember our Catholic student who made up the-

ories to explain why she was likely to succeed at medical
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school? In the same study the researchers showed that people
use the same sort of self-serving speculations to persuade
themselves that zheir marriage will be happy.”®

Nor does the self-deceit stop with our dismissal of the pos-
sibility that there may be trouble ahead. We also have an
inflated sense of control over what is to come. Take, for
example, a task in which volunteers are asked to try to get a
light to come on by pressing a button.” Volunteers are told
that the button might control the light; in fact, the light comes
on and off randomly and its illumination is entirely unrelated
to what the volunteer does with the button. Yet although the
volunteers have absolutely no control over the light, their per-
ception is very different. They experience an illusion of con-
trol, as it is known, and claim to have an influence over the
light. As subjects of further vanity, people rate their personal
control more highly if the light happens to come on more
often. In other words, we are even more susceptible to the
self-flattering impression that we are responsible for how
things have turned out, when they turn out well.

We also succumb more readily to a false sense of influence
on occasions when a little omnipotence would be particularly
helpful. Offer a hamburger as a prize in a random draw from
a deck of cards, and hungry volunteers will optimistically
persuade themselves of greater clout on the task than will vol-
unteers who have already eaten.”® And desperate times call
for desperate delusions. In the painfully sleep-deprived
months just after the birth of our second child I was con-
vinced that I, and I alone, knew the best and quickest way to
get the baby back to sleep. “No, 70!” I reprimanded my hus-
band one afternoon, walking in on his attempt to settle the
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baby for a nap. “You have to sit him on your lap with his back
curved to the left and hum Humpty Dumpty while you stroke
his forehead with your thumb. Really, it’s the only thing that
works.”

“Well, no wonder it takes you so long to get him to sleep,”
my husband replied with pitying scorn, “because what he
actually finds most soothing is to be walked up and down
between the crib and the window with a gentle vertical rock-
ing motion. Would you mind adjusting the blind on your way
out? It needs to be raised to exactly two-and-a-half inches
above the sill.”

When it comes to babies, an illusion of control is probably
the best one can hope for.

The conceit that we show in our thinking about the future
goes further still than self-aggrandizing calculations about
our own power and prospects. We are overly confident, too,
that our favored political parties or sports teams will be victo-
rious. Ask a group of people who they zhink will win a forth-
coming election, and then divide them up according to who
they /ope will win (Republicans and Democrats, say) and you
will see something rather curious. The Republicans will be
significantly more hopeful about the chances of the
Republican party than are the Democrats, and vice versa.
And the more fervently you want your party to win, the
higher you rate its chance of success.”

From where does this eternal hope spring? The sleazy
lawyer may play a part, hiding or distorting unwelcome
information. Yet even promises of cash prizes for accurate
predictions—which should surely serve to counteract our

Predisposition to be unrealistic—can’t rid us of our sanguine
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expectations. It is the same, too, in the stadium. Even in the
betting booth, where people put their hard-earned money
where their mouth is, judgment is swayed by desire.””
Another possible explanation for our undue positivism is that
we are tempted into complacency by the company we keep; if
everyone you know is a Democrat, the chance of victory may
begin to seem more hopeful than it really is.*' Yet this cannot
be the whole story. Even people with the most up-to-date
polling information at their fingertips are susceptible to the
wishful thinking effect.

We think it will be so, simply because we would prefer it
to be so, the research suggests. This was made starkly clear in
a laboratory study of wishful thinking in which the
researcher randomly assigned college students to two teams,
and then pitted the teams against one another in a dart-
throwing competition.”* As one person from each team stood
ready, dart in hand, everyone else scribbled down a guess as
to which of the two would throw closer to the bull’s-eye—the
teammate or the opponent. Then the next two competitors
stepped up for a throw-off. Their chances were rated by
everyone else, and so on, until everyone had thrown a dart.

Although the teams were put together in an entirely hap-
hazard fashion, the flame of fellow feeling was nonetheless
sparked. When asked, the students confessed to a desire that
their own team would triumph. And, in line with their
desires, each team thought it more likely that their own team
would prevail against the opposition. Not only that, but
almost all of the students were confident that their predic-
tions about which team would win were unaffected by their
hankering for their own team’s victory. Yet what could have
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been biasing their judgments, other than the hope that they
would be on the winning side? Indeed, when the researcher
took a closer look at the data, he found that the stronger the
yearning, the greater the confidence. Hope springs eternally
from hope, it seems.

As wE draw toward the end of this chapter, there are two
morals to be drawn. One, never trust a social psychologist.
Two, never trust your brain. They both manipulate your per-
ception of reality, thus tricking you into embarrassing vani-
ties. (Of course, in the case of the social psychologist those
vanities are then permanently recorded in order that other
professionals may be entertained by them. So perhaps you
should trust social psychologists even less than you do your
brain.) But don’t feel too angry with your vain brain for
shielding you from the truth. There is in fact a category of
people who get unusually close to the truth about themselves
and the world. Their self-perceptions are more balanced,
they assign responsibility for success and failure more even-
handedly, and their predictions for the future are more real-
istic. These people are living testimony to the dangers of
self-knowledge. They are the clinically depressed.?*

Psychologist Martin Seligman and colleagues have identi-
fied a pessimistic explanatory style that is common in
depressed people.”® When pessimists fail they blame them-
selves and think that the fault is in themselves (“I'm stupid,”
“I'm useless”), will last forever, and will affect everything
they do. This is a far cry from the sorts of explanations that
happy, self-serving people give for failure.
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What is more, it is becoming clear that pessimism can seri-
ously endanger your physical, as well as your mental, health.
The deathclock asks only four questions in order to calculate
how many years to shear off your expected time of death. Are
you male? Do you smoke? Are you overweight? And are you
a pessimist? You may be surprised to see your personal dispo-
sition up there as a risk factor along with gender, smoking,
and obesity, but the research does seem to bear out its right to
be in the Big Four. In one remarkable study of the effect of
mental outlook on longevity, researchers analyzed brief auto-
biographies written more than seventy years ago by North
American nuns about to take their final vows.** The
researchers scrutinized the passages, counting how often the
nun expressed a positive emotion. This yielded, for each nun,
what one might (bearing the joyful heroine of The Sound of
Music somewhat wryly in mind) refer to as a “Maria meas-
ure.” The researchers then looked to see whether their emo-
tional outlook was related to their life span. The statistics
showed that the more cheerful a nun’s autobiographical
account, the longer the nun had on this earthly plane before
being gathered up to the celestial empire. In fact, on average,
the jovial nuns lived almost a decade longer than their more
somber sisters.”

Indeed, a Maria-style outlook could be just the ticket when
the dog bites or the bee stings. Thinking about raindrops on
roses and whiskers on kittens in the face of adversity may
help to subdue the damaging cardiovascular effects of sad-
ness.®* And the cheery Pollyannaism of optimists is matched
by a similar can-do attitude in their immune systems.”

Optimists make fewer doctor visits, are more likely to survive
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cancer, are less likely to suffer recurrent heart disease, and are
less likely to meet with an untimely death.** Gloom mer-
chants may find it hard to cultivate a more cheerful perspec-
tive in the face of such data, but it’s certainly worth trying.

While both our emotional and physical well-being seem to
benefit from a careful filtering of the harsh light of reality, is
there not a price to pay for being blinkered in this way?
(Aside, that is, from the small matter of our self-knowledge
turning out to be little more than an agreeable fiction.)
Certainly, blind optimism can sometimes lead us astray. Our
self-serving tendency to blame anything and anyone but our-
selves for mistakes in our past can doom us to repeat them.
This was the dismal conclusion of a study that asked college
students to predict when they would finish an assignment
they had just been given.*! As we have all done ourselves on
many occasions, the students seriously underestimated how
long it would take. Even asking the students to reflect on
their failures to finish similar assignments in the time they
had allotted themselves on previous occasions had no effect in
challenging this immoderate confidence. The students simply
dismissed those botch-ups as irrelevant; past assignments
were late due to freakish obstacles that would surely never
arise again.

This planning fallacy, as it is known, is familiar to us all:
from the take-home work that lies untouched in our briefcase
all weekend, to the years-long delays in completing local con-
struction projects that have project managers and local offi-
cials reaching for their blood pressure pills.

Not only is time money, but we may also be forking out
directly for the vain brain’s sleight of hand. As they rake in
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their profits, bookkeepers and casinos should offer up heart-
felt thanks to the wishful thinking phenomenon. And if your
salary happens to depend on your ability to predict the future,
an illusion of control can become an extremely expensive psy-
chological luxury. Researchers asked a hundred traders from
investment banks to play a computerized financial market
version of the “press the button and hope for the light to come
on” task.” Instead of trying to get a light to come on, the
traders had to try to increase an index value. Afterward, the
traders filled in questionnaires about the game that revealed
how readily they were seduced into the erroneous belief that
they could control changes in the value of the index.
Interestingly, the statistics showed that the more arrogant the
trader about his influence on the computer task, the less he
earned on the trading floor. According to the researchers’
analyses, traders with a high score on the illusion of control
scale earned about $100,000 per annum less than traders with

only an average score.”

INEVITABLY, OUR unrealistic expectations, and our reluc-
tance to admit to our weaknesses and limits, will sometimes
trip us up. However, the brain does have a helpful strategy in
place to minimize such mishaps. When we’re faced with a
choice to make, we actually view ourselves and life unusually
realistically as we quietly contemplate our future. Volunteers
asked to deliberate a decision they had yet to make (to go on
vacation, for example, or end a relationship), were less
grandiose about themselves, more pensive, more attuned to
the risks of life, and less susceptible to the illusion of omnipo-
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tence, than were other volunteers not induced to be in such a
contemplative frame of mind.* This “window of realism,” as
the researchers term it, is presumably what keeps our aspira-
tions from becoming too fanciful, our strivings too absurd.

Once our decision is made, however, the window of real-
ism 1is snapped shut more tightly than ever before. Volunteers
told to reflect on a decision that they had already made were
even more exaggeratedly buoyant about themselves and their
prospects than normal. And there is good reason for the vain
brain to speed into high gear just as soon as we are ready to
put our plans into action.” The shamelessly immodest cry of
the conceited brain—“Sure! I can do that! (And if | can’t it’s
someone else’s fault . . . )”—is like a psychic trampoline. It
propels you upward, but provides a soft landing should you
rapidly descend. The tricks of the vain brain enable you to
pursue your ambitions while keeping your ego safe from
harm. Self-handicappers, who protect their self-esteem by
providing themselves in advance with a nonthreatening rea-
son for poor performance, gain another benefit from this
strategy. By buffering their delicate egos from potential fail-
ure, self-handicappers can try anything, safe in the knowl-
edge that they have an excuse on hand should things go badly.
People who habitually protect their pride in this way were
given the opportunity to self-handicap before playing a pin-
ball machine.” By allowing the volunteers to choose how
long to practice beforehand, the researchers were able to see
how self-handicapping (by practicing less) gave the volun-
teers the psychological leeway they needed to enjoy and per-
sist at playing pinball, even when they were told that they
weren'’t terribly good at it.
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Ego-friendly excuses for unrealized aspirations are also
invaluable in the classroom. Schoolchildren doing badly in
reading or math, when encouraged to blame their difficulties
on lack of effort rather than lack of ability, show remarkable
gains in both persistence and accomplishment.” And per-
suading yourself that the sun will come out tomorrow—that
the setbacks you are experiencing are only temporary and
nothing to do with any personal deficiencies—lends strength
to persevere with your goals. First-year undergraduates wor-
ried about their poor grades were enticed by researchers into
thinking that grades naturally improve after the first semes-
ter.®® In a spectacular demonstration of the self-fulfilling
prophecy, these students went on to get better grades (both a
week and a year later) and were less likely to drop out, com-
pared with similarly concerned students who were not per-
suaded to be optimistic about the future in this way.

We have many reasons, then, to be grateful to the brain for
its careful stretching of the truth. Indeed, without our vain
brains, would we even bother to get up in the morning? One
final, glorious reason to thank your brain for its little white
lies is that they make life itself endurable. According to the
sensationally named “terror management theory,” developed
by a psychologist rejoicing in the surname Pyszczynski,” a
healthily vain brain is “a protective shield designed to control
the potential for terror that results from awareness of the hor-
rifying possibility that we humans are merely transient ani-
mals groping to survive in a meaningless universe, destined
only to die and decay.” I'm sure you will agree that if a few
positive illusions can keep at bay the disturbing thought that
in truth you are of no more significance in the universe than,
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as Pyszczynski cruelly puts it, “any individual potato, pine-
apple, or porcupine,” then we all owe a large debt of gratitude
to our vain brains.

But let us end on a more comforting note. Although in the
grand scheme of things you may not be of more significance
than a porcupine, you are almost certainly a better driver.




CHAPTER 2

The Emotional Brain

Sweaty fingers in all the pies

My soN, THIRTEEN MONTHS OLD, is crying as if his heart
will break. He sobs with his entire body, and I know thatin a
few seconds he will assume what my husband and I call the
tragedy pose. Sure enough, soon he collapses onto the floor
and flops forward so that his forehead hits the carpet. I am
holding in my hand the accomplice to the act that has obliter-
ated all joy from my son’s existence. This object and I, between
us, have left no other course available to my young child but
to give himself over completely to unmitigated, carpet-
drenching grief. I struggle painfully but successfully with the
urge to ruin his character forever by returning to him this
item upon which, clearly, his entire happiness depends. It is a
ballpoint pen. :
As it happens, I know just how it feels to have ballpoint
pens taken away. My husband, as part of his stationery sta-
tioning system, has strategically located pens at three key
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note-making points around the house: clipped onto the calen-
dar, by the phone, and in the travel bag. According to the sys-
tem, these pens should only ever be removed from their posts
to be used for, respectively, noting events on the calendar, tak-
ing down phone messages, and filling in travel-related docu-
ments. My husband is quite strict in his enforcement of this
rule, and any pen found being used for a purpose other than
that intended is immediately returned to its post.

And irritating though it is to have a writing implement
removed midword, I simply do not seem to feel the loss as
keenly as does my son. For this I have my prefrontal cortex to
thank. A mere smudge of brain cells at birth, it takes twenty-
odd years or more to reach its full stature as the sergeant
major of the adult brain. One of the many jobs of the pre-
frontal cortex is to regulate the emotional responses of less
civilized brain regions, which is why it’s such a useful thing
to have. While earning my PhD, I studied a man who had
damaged part of his prefrontal cortex in a car accident.
Because he had a little problem with his temper (he liked to
let a blunt instrument do his arguing for him), he had been
removed to a high-security psychiatric hospital for the safety
of all. I made the mistake of reading his case notes just before
meeting him and I felt deeply nervous as to how the two of us
would hit it off. Unfortunately, when I am anxious my palms
become unpleasantly sweaty. As I began to shake hands with
the patient, he rapidly withdrew his own with an expression
of the utmost disgust, and ostentatiously wiped it on his
trousers.

“Christ!” he remarked to my supervisor, who was relishing

every moment. “It’s like shaking hands with a wet haddock.”
f
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Had his prefrontal cortex been intact and doing its job, I
have no doubt that he would have kept this observation to
himself.

There is little doubt that, compared with the toddler or the
uninhibited brain-damaged patient, we display a truly
authoritative control of our emotions. Nonetheless, it is also
the case that our emotions and moods enjoy an impressive
mastery of us. It may seem, as we busily go about our lives—
deciding what actions are best taken for the future, casting
our beady eye over people and events around us and passing
judgment on them, or reflecting on the past—that we are
making good use of our uniquely human powers of rational-
ity. However, research suggests that it is often our emotions
that are actually wearing the pants. Our emotion’s sweaty fin-
gers fiddle with our psychological world at every level: from
the seemingly straightforward issue of what we perceive in
the world around us, to the rich and complex sense of me-

ness in the world within us.

UNLIKE A cow, say, whose alternatives for action are to
munch on this little patch of grass, or that little patch of grass,
we humans have some labyrinthine decisions to make in our
lives. One of the hottest new topics in psychology is the clout
our emotions wield over our choices—even those that we
might be tempted to think require impressively intellectual
calculations and calibrations. The experiment that sparked
off this interest in the power of feelings used a gambling
game as a laboratory simulation of the complex and uncertain
mix of risks and benefits that our everyday choices bring. The
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researchers asked volunteers to select cards, over and over,
from any of the four decks in front of them.! They weren’t
given much information about the decks, just that some
worked out better than others. When they turned over a card
they learned whether they had won or lost points. Two of the
decks yielded high point gains but, every so often, very
severe point losses. This meant that, overall, these packs
were best avoided. The other two packs were actually more
beneficial in the long run; they offered less dazzling point
wins, but less devastating point losses. While the volunteers
played the game, the researchers monitored their emotional
responses. They did this by measuring their skin conduc-
tance response—the polite way of referring to how much
someone is sweating. (Skin conductance equipment meas-
ures the electrical conductivity of skin, which is affected by
the salt in sweat.)

The pattern of winning and losing was too complicated for
the volunteers to calculate which decks were the best. Yet by
the end of the experiment, nearly all of the volunteers were
choosing from the winning packs. They had developed
hunches about which decks to avoid. This isn’t particularly
remarkable in itself, but what was rather eerie was that the
volunteers’ sweaty fingers seemed to work out which decks
to avoid before the volunteers themselves did. In the pre-
hunch stage, while the volunteers were still choosing cards
haphazardly, their skin conductance responses would shoot
up just before they chose a card from a losing deck. Only
after the volunteers started showing these warning emotional
jolts did they develop their gut feeling that they should avoid
those decks. , :
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The authority that these gut feelings have over our behav-
ior became clear when the researchers gave the same gam-
bling game to a patient with damage to part of the prefrontal
cortex (the ventromedial prefrontal lobe). This man, known
as EVR, had been a happy and successful businessman, hus-
band, and father until a brain tumor developed in part of his
prefrontal cortex and had to be removed. Soon after, EVR’s
professional and personal life went to rack and ruin because
of an extraordinary inability to make decisions.” The simplest
purchases—which razor to buy? what brand of shampoo?—
required exhaustive comparisons of price and quality. And
you could faint from hunger waiting for him to decide at
which restaurant to eat. He would begin with an extensive
discussion of each restaurant’s seating plan, details of its
menu, its atmosphere, and its management. Then the field-
work would begin, in the form of drive-by inspections to see
how busy each restaurant was. Yet even after all this research,
EVR still found it impossible to choose. EVR’s pathological
vacillation was so time-consuming that it placed a terminal
strain on both his marriage and his employment. And when
he did manage to make decisions, they were generally bad
ones. Despite numerous warnings from others that he was
making a terrible mistake, this once-shrewd businessman
invested all his savings in a home-building business with a
partner of dubious commercial and moral credentials, and
went bankrupt.

What was so odd about EVR’s condition—and what made
it so hard to understand why his postsurgery life was so dis-
astrous—was that his intellect was completely unaffected by
his brain injury. The researchers studying him chatted with
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him for hours about current affairs, politics, and ethics, and
were unfailingly impressed with his intelligence and knowl-
edge. They quizzed him too on hypothetical social dilemmas,
asking him what a person could and should do in tricky social
situations. EVR had no trouble coming up with a whole
range of sensible solutions to these problems even though, as
he himself cheerfully admitted, he wouldn’t have a clue what
to decide to do if he ended up in those situations himself.?

In fact, it was partly this strange unconcern about his prob-
lems that triggered the researchers’ suspicions that EVR’s
failing might be an emotional one. Nothing seemed to touch
him emotionally, and this was confirmed by an experiment
showing that EVR (and other patients like him) didn’t show
normal skin conductance increases to emotionally charged
pictures (such as scenes of mayhem, mutilation, and nudity).}
Could it be that this emotional lack was behind EVR’s debil-
itating incapacity to make decisions? The researchers investi-
gated this idea using their gambling game, monitoring the
skin conductance responses of EVR and other similar
patients while they played. In the game, as in life, the patients
made poor decisions, never learning to avoid the bad decks.
This was despite the fact that half of the patients even came
to realize that the high-risk decks they were going for were
going to burn them.

Why couldn’t the patients “solve” the gambling task?
Unlike the non-brain-damaged volunteers, who let off an
emotional skin conductance shudder right before choosing
from a bad deck even before they consciously began to suspect
that those decks should be avoided, the patients showed no
signs of building up this sort of emotional knowledge. The

!
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conclusion it is most tempting to draw is that these emotional.
tags (or somatic markers, as the researchers called them) guide
our decision making. Without these emotional tags, even the
most encyclopedic knowledge or powerful intellect cannot
help us to pluck a bottle of shampoo off the supermarket shelf.

EVR’s chaotically indecisive life vividly demonstrates how
disabling it is for us not to have our emotions available as
input while we are weighing up our options. Yet using emo-
tions as information brings its own peril—the danger of mis-
taking the cause of those emotions. If we misattribute our
emotion to the wrong source, thinking it stems from some
origin other than the one that is actually causing our surge of
feeling, this error can be carried forward to our judgments
and decisions. Research suggests that this may happen rather
more often than we realize.

The problem is that our bodies seem to produce a one-size-
fits-all emotional response. For a long time some psycholo-
gists had trouble accepting the idea that our hearts thump in
pretty much the same way regardless of whether we’re taking
an exam, have just won the lottery, or are running to catch a
bus. These die-hard psychologists went to extraordinarily
elaborate lengths in their attempts to show that the body
responds differently to different emotions. And they spared
no amount of emotional trauma in their volunteers along the
way. (This was before the concept of research ethics, way
back in the golden era of psychology when you could hurl an
unsuspecting volunteer into the throes of a powerfully dis-
tressing emotion and then all have a laugh about it after-
ward.) For example, a researcher with the suitably ominous
name of Ax asked volunteers to lie down on a medical bed.”
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He then attached them to a complicated tangle of electrodes
and wires, and told them to relax. Once they were nice and
comfy, unexpectedly, they began to feel electric shocks in
their little finger. When they commented on this to the exper-
imenter, he feigned surprise and twiddled a few knobs.
Moments later, sparks began to fly across the wires and the
panicked experimenter, lab coat flying, exclaimed that there
was a dangerous high-voltage short circuit. The volunteer lay
awaiting fatal electrocution for about five minutes while the
experimenter flapped about creating “an atmosphere of
alarm and confusion,” until he finally declared the short cir-
cuit repaired and the danger over.

There was no doubt that Ax’s volunteers were genuinely
scared. One volunteer remarked afterward, “Well, everybody
has to go some time. I thought this might be my time.”
Another prayed to God to be spared death. Yet despite the
admirable success of Ax and others in inducing gut-wrenching
emotions in their volunteers, it was all in vain. They failed to
discover any interesting differences between the physiology of
the person trembling with terror and wondering whether his
will is in order, and the person about to, say, keel over dead
from rage. It is the thoughts that go alongside your emotional
arousal that enable you to distinguish between one emotion
and another. There’s no great mystery to human emotions. All

you need to know is one simple equation:®

EMOTION = AROUSAL + EMOTIONAL THOUGHTS

Because the arousal is the same whatever the emotion (it
only varies in intensity), your brain has the job of matching
8
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the arousal with the right thoughts. In fact, when it comes to
emotions, your brain is a bit like a laundry assistant matching
socks in a hurry before his coffee break. When you have two
socks that are bright blue with a cartoon dog on them, there’s
no trouble matching them together. (My brain had little dif-
ficulty pairing myself confined in a small room with a dan-

~gerously uninhibited frontal lobe patient with my sweaty

palms.) But when it comes to pairing up all those workaday
socks that are only slightly different lengths, styles, and hues
of black, things get a bit trickier. And your brain isn’t all that
careful. In lieu of a perfect match, it’s happy to snatch up any
old black sock that looks about right. The consequence of this
is that you attribute your arousal to the wrong thing.

In one such experiment, researchers asked three groups of
men to ride an exercise bike for long enough to build up a
decent sheen of sweat.” They were then given the arduous
task of watching an erotic film and reporting their level of
sexual arousal. The first group of men watched and rated the
film for its sexually invigorating nature long after they’d
recovered from the exercise. Their brains didn’t have any
problems because there were only two socks to match: the
arousal from looking at naked women and thoughts about
the naked women. The second group of men viewed the film
right after exercising. Their brains weren’t fooled either.
They easily matched the extra arousal with the exercise, and
the arousal from the naked women with the thoughts about
the naked women. But the last group saw the film a little
while after the exercise. By this time, although the men were
still physically aroused from the cycling, they weren’t aware
of it. They had, as it were, lost a sock. This meant that they




40 A Mind of Its Own

tidily paired up the arousal from the film and the arousal
from the exercise bike with their thoughts about the film. As
a result, they rated themselves as significantly more excited
by the film than did the other two groups of men. Their emo-
tional brains misled them about how erotic they had found
the film. (You might want to bear this experiment in mind
next time someone starts flirting with you at the water cooler
in the gym: he [or she] may have read this book.)

In fact, our emotional brains leave a whole variety of judg-
ments vulnerable to the influence of our moods. When you are
walking on the sunny side of the street, your worries really do
seem to be left behind on the doorstep. Life seems more satis-
fying, the grim reaper seems less industrious, and politicians
even seem less offensive when you are in a cheerful frame of
mind.® And it can be a remarkably trivial event that tints our
spectacles in this rosy fashion. In one classic experiment, a
researcher lurking in a shopping mall posed as a company rep-
resentative and offered some customers (but not others) a
small gift to “introduce them to the company’s products.”!
Then a second researcher standing a short distance away
asked them (as part of a “customer survey”) to rate the per-
formance of their cars and televisions. The free gift was about
as desirable as the contents of a gumball machine.
Nonetheless, it put the customers who received it into a rather
jolly mood, compared with the others. These happy cus-
tomers—clutching their newly acquired nail clippers—rated
their cars and TVs significantly more positively than did the
customers without gifts. In another well-known experiment,
when researchers called students on either a sunny or a rainy

day, and asked them about their current happiness and their
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satisfaction with life in general, the students contacted during
good weather were in better moods than the students con-
tacted while it was raining."” In line with what we’ve already
learned, their weather-influenced mood affected the students’
satisfaction with their lives: students contacted on sunny days
were more satisfied.

Even our perception of something as physically grounded
as pain can be swayed by lightness of heart; and not simply
because we are distracted from our physical symptoms. I
must confess that, pregnant for the second time and reading
a list of pain management techniques for labor, I scoffed loud
and hard at the suggestion that expectant parents keep the
birthing room sweetened with the smell of aromatherapy oils.
Yet research suggests that, even when we are completely
focused on our bodily discomfort, the lifting of mood that
comes from a pleasant olfactory environment can reduce suf-
fering. Volunteers were asked to rate the intensity and
unpleasantness of heat pain applied to their arm.”® At the
same time, their nasal region was suffused with either a pleas-
ant or an unpleasant smell. The volunteers’ ratings of the
intensity of the pain weren’t much affected by whether they
were inhaling a delicious scent or a foul stench. However,
their mood was very sensitive to the prevailing aroma. With
spirits lifted by fragrant wafts, the volunteers found the pain
significantly less unpleasant, compared with their experience
when the odor was unpleasant. (Despite the findings of this
experiment, I have yet to hear a new mother utter the words,
“Yes, labor was pretty tough . . . until Darren lit the aro-
matherapy candles, that is.”)

Gloom has just the opposite effect on our view of the world
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around us. Life seems more hazardous, relationship conflicts

seem more of our own doing, and racial minorities seem less

likable when we are in a bad mood." Psychologists are still
squabbling over exactly how and when moods influence our
judgments.” However, it looks as though at least some of
the time our moods mislead us in the same way that misat-
tributed arousal can. If we haven’t registered why we’re ina
particular mood, then sometimes we erroneously use that
mood to inform our opinions about things. In the experi-
ment in which students were asked about their lives over the
phone, on either sunny or rainy days, some students were
asked casually at the start of the interview, “By the way,
how’s the weather down there?” These students didn’t let
their present mood color or confuse their judgments when it
came to their feelings about their life satisfaction. Reminded
by the telephone surveyer that their mood was probably due
to the weather, these students successfully and appropriately
must have dismissed their spirits as irrelevant to the ques-

tion at hand.

Tt is certainly disquieting that our emotions and moods have -

such an impact on our judgments. However, as the weather-
sensitive telephone survey experiment shows, at least we can
sometimes protect ourselves from the undulations of our
humor, so long as we are aware of being off our usual emo-
tional keel. Yet emotion’s meddlesome fingers can act more
surreptitiously still, striking so early on in the process of inter-
preting what is around us that there is no hope of resistance.
For emotions enjoy the dangerous ability to affect what we
experience, not just how we interpret it. To see how even

" mildly experienced emotions influence perception, researchers
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manipulated people’s mood by using happy or sad music and

16 .
. films." Then the volunteers watched two movies of the face of

an actor. In one movie, the actor’s beaming smile gradually
faded until his expression was neutral. In the other movie, it
was a sad pout that disappeared into neutrality, frame by
frame. The task of the volunteers was to stop the movie at the
point they felt that the person they were watching was no
longer happy (or sad). The volunteers’ artificially induced
mood had a remarkable effect on their perception of the actor’s
facial expression: cheerful volunteers saw a smile lingering for
longer than they did the frown. To the eyes of the gloomy vol-
unteers, however, it was the mopey face that reflected their
own state of mind that made the most protracted departure
from the actor’s face. The world may not really be smiling with
you when you smile; it might just look that way thanks to the
distortions of the emotional brain. Our visual experiences are
so compelling, so real, and seemingly objective that it is hard to
acknowledge the furtive role played by the brain in creating
what we see. Could it really be that the unpleasant look that
you saw, plain as day, pass over your spouse’s face has more to
do with your own frazzled mood than that fleeting arrange-
ment of his facial features? It is all but impossible to believe,
but the research suggests that his protestation of innocence
may actually be genuine.

Our emotional feelings toward other people can also
inspire the mind’s eye liberally to engage its artistic license.
There is empirical proof that we can be almost literally
blinded (or at least seriously visually impaired) by love or
hatred; or rather—in the low-key fashion of the ethically
guided modern laboratory experiment—by liking and dislik-
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ing. To inspire such sentiments in unsuspecting volunteers, a
stooge was trained to behave in either an exceptionally likable
or objectionable fashion.” For some volunteers, the charming
stooge (supposedly another volunteer in the experiment)
sported a sweatshirt from the real volunteer’s own university.
When her tardiness was commented on by the expertmenter,
she was winningly apologetic and made amends by gener-
ously proffering cookies all around. In the other scenario, the
stooge advertised on her clothing her allegiance toa rival uni-
versity. In response to the experimenter’s mild remark about
her late arrival, she snapped irritably words to the effect that
if they could just cut the chat then they could all get on with
it. Then, helping herself (and herself alone) to cookies, the
stooge rammed in the earphones of her Walkman and, in an
act that guaranteed rousing feelings of enmity, cranked up
the volume to a level audible to all.

The volunteers were then assigned to be either the player
or observer of a very simple computerized tennis game. By
means of one of those rigged draws at which social psycholo-
gists are so proficient, the stooge was deputed to play the ten-
nis game against the computer. The true volunteers were
chosen to be the observers. Their task was to individually
watch the game in an adjacent cubicle, and for every volley (a
flash of light appearing on the screen), to indicate whether it
fell in or out of bounds. Crucially, the volunteers were told
that their calls as linesmen would have no effect whatsoever
on the game. They were merely providing the experimenter
with information about the clarity of the game. The com-
puter itself could of course determine whether the flash of

light fell in or out of bounds, and points would be won or lost
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according to this more authoritative source. So, to belabor the
point, the volunteers knew that they had no influence on the
game and that there was no purpose to be served—either
benevolent or malevolent, depending on their feelings toward
the stooge playing the game—by reporting untruthfully
whether balls fell in or outside the boundary line.

Yet, remarkably, the volunteers’ sentiments toward the
stooge still biased what they actually saw. When a ball hit by
the stooge fell just a few pixels within the line, volunteers still
seething from her incivilities were more likely to mistakenly
call it “out.” When the stooge’s computerized opponent hit a
ball outside the line, volunteers were more likely to say it was
“in.” Equally partisan, and exactly opposite, were the percep-
tions of those who felt warmly toward the amiable stooge.
Their errors in calling balls that were just in or out favored
the stooge over her computerized adversary. There was pre-
sumably no agenda being served, either consciously or uncon-
sciously, by the volunteers’ mistakes, since they were well
aware that they were incapable of affecting the outcome of
the game. Yet their attitude toward the stooge powerfully
influenced what they actually saw, at the most basic level.

The emotional brain does not just tinker with our impres-
sion of the here and now, as we have already seen from the
previous chapter. An habitually overcheerful mental outlook
goes hand-in-hand with unrealistically optimistic predictions
about the future. Conversely, those of us who are sadder but
wiser seem to be more realistic about what is likely to lie
ahead. Nor does the past lie safely untouched by the emotional
brain’s reparative activities. Using a strategy known as the fad-
ing affect bias, the brain tampers with our memory of events
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we have experienced.'® History is rewritten such that the dis-
tressing emotions we experienced when things went wrong
are looked back on as having been less and less intense, as time
goes by. In contrast, the brain’s biographer does its best to lov-
ingly nurture and sustain the vigor of memories of our past
joys. This differential treatment of the past leaves us suscepti-
ble to believing that our past was happier than it truly was.

At this point you might be wondering whether the humble
cow, unperturbably munching grass, might not have a more
accurate view of her world than we do of ours. Our decisions,
opinions, perception, and memory can all be set adrift by our
emotional undercurrents, often without our even noticing
that our anchor has slipped. Perhaps more surprising still,
though, is the role that these squeakings and creakings of the
emotional brain in action play in generating our sense of self.
For as we will learn, they seem to be what generate our very
sense of existence, or being.

Think back to the most nerve-wracking experience of
your life. Did you feel as if you weren’t actually there? It’s
very likely that you felt an eerie detachment from yourself, as
if some sort of out-of-body you were dispassionately observ-
ing you. Perhaps most curious of all is that, rather than expe-
riencing the shakes and quakes merited by the situation, you
felt peculiarly emotionless.

My own traumatic experience of this sort occurred in the
unlikely venue of a science museum. I was newly employed
as an instructor, a lone psychologist amidst a cluster of bio-
chemists. While the biochemists admired the genetic material
they had cleverly unleashed from onion cells—an activity
deemed suitable for children aged five and up—I gazed
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bewildered at my soupe d’oignon, and not a chromosome in
sight. These tiber-instructors pipetted, centrifuged, and chro-
matographed their way through the training with ease, while
I knocked over every test tube in reach, and wished that I had
been born with hands rather than paws.

By the day of my first workshop my well-founded anxi-
eties about my competence were alleviated only by the
knowledge that T would be joined by one of the superbly
competent instructors. I anticipated expertly assisting in the
distribution of lab coats and then allowing the biochemist to
pull her weight by running the workshop. However, I turned
out to be a superior instructor to her in one important respect:
I remembered to attend the workshop.

I was terrified. My mission was to guide twelve prepubes-
cents through the Frankensteinian mutation of E. coli bacte-
ria. The children were beginning to fidget: some choosing to
play with the alarmingly expensive scientific equipment; oth-
ers preferring to jiggle the flimsy petri dishes containing a
potentially lethal bacteria. It was at that moment that my
brain divested itself of its “self.” My “me,” so to speak, slipped
out of my body and watched impassively as Cordelia Fine ran
a science workshop. Thanks to my brain, I was able to do a
much better job than if I had remained in there, gripped in
the clutch of terror. The E. coli may have remained unmu-
tated—and the children possibly wondered what all that sci-
entific equipment was actually for—but there were no
fatalities or lawsuits. (Despite this, shortly after this incident
it was suggested to me that I might prefer to refrain from
offering any further instruction in the museum.)

What I was experiencing in those few hours of intense anx-
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iety was what psychologists call depersonalization. It’s an ace
your brain keeps up its sleeve for when the chips are down.
You feel detached from your thoughts, feelings, and body,
and the world may seem dreamy and unreal. Once the coast
is clear your brain brings you back again, and the world is
real once more.

What is your brain up to during depersonalization
episodes? Thanks to those pesky research ethics that priori-
tize bothersome issues such as people’s welfare and rights
over furtherance of scientific knowledge, psychologists can’t
simply recruit a handful of generous volunteers, throw them
into a terrifying situation, and then take a few measurements.
Instead, they have been studying people with a psychiatric
condition called depersonalization disorder that leaves them
in an almost constant state of out-of-bodyness."” Like the
depersonalization you may have experienced yourself, it is
often set off by intensely anxious episodes. This is almost cer-
tainly no coincidence. Depersonalization seems to be the
emotional brain’s emergency response to stress and anxiety. In
the face of severe threat, your brain throws up its hands in
defeat and turns the volume of the emotions right down. This
prevents you from becoming overwhelmed with anxiety,
which could be literally fatal in a dangerous situation.

But if the emotions are silenced, they are silenced. There
aren’t separate controls for crazy-psychologist-telling-me-
I’m-about-to-be-electrocuted-to-death emotions and damn,-
I've-got-a-parking-ticket emotions. So if the theory about
depersonalization is right, patients should be unemotional
about everything. Sure enough, when psychologists showed
depersonalization disorder patients nasty pictures, they didn’t
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show the normal leap in skin conductance response.”® The
patients just weren’t emotionally aroused by the unpleasant
pictures in the way people usually are.

The same research group then looked directly into the
brains of the depersonalization patients using functional
magnetic resonance imaging, the whiz-bang imaging tech-
nology that measures brain activity.?! They wanted to see how
the patients’ brains responded to disgusting things. Going to
the patients’ houses and performing an enema on the kitchen
table wasn’t in the cards (darn those research ethics commit-
tees) so it was back to the pictures. Normally, a part of the
brain called the insula goes wild when you see disgusting
things. It’s the part of your brain that stays forever eight years
old. But the insulas of the depersonalization patients actually
responded less to disgusting pictures than they did to boring
pictures. What was getting overly excited, however, was our
old friend, the prefrontal cortex.

Because the prefrontal cortex is in charge of keeping our
emotions in check, there is a huge amount of communication
between the prefrontal cortex and areas of the brain like the
insula that respond to emotional stimuli. This is why it was so
interesting that the sergeant major of the brain was overac-
tive in the patients with depersonalization disorder when
they looked at disgusting pictures in the brain-imaging study.
Unlike my charming patient with the damaged prefrontal
cortex, whose emotions were allowed to run wild and free,
the prefrontal cortices of the depersonalization disorder
patients seemed to be holding the emotions on too tight a
rein. It looked as if, at the merest glimpse of something a lit-
tle juicy, the prefrontal cortex started shooting commands
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down to the insula, warning it to keep its mouth shut. This
excessive nannying by your prefrontal cortex may be how
your emotions are able to keep so quiet during depersonaliza-

tion episodes.

It might seem rather appealing, the idea of remaining so

untouched by the emotional flotsam of life. One imagines
depersonalization patients greeting an astronomical phone
bill with a lackadaisical shrug, a leaking roof with a careless
laugh. But in fact depersonalization is an extremely unpleas-
ant state to be in for any length of time. Self-injury and self-
mutilation aren’t uncommon in depersonalization patients,

perhaps as an attempt to just feel something. Life is flat and

disturbingly unreal:*

Music usually moves me, but now it might as well be some-
one mincing potatoes. . . . I seem to be walking about in a
world I recognise but don’t feel. . . . It’s the terrible isolation
from the rest of the world that frightens me. It’s having no
contact with people or my husband. I talk to them and see

them, but I don’t feel they are really here.

As one patient put it, “I would rather be dead than continue
living like this. It is like the living dead.” That’s the problem
with depersonalization. You no longer feel as if you're expe-

riencing life:

Itis as if the real me is taken out and put on a shelf or stored

somewhere inside of me. Whatever makes me me is not

there.
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I feel as though I'm not alive—as though my body is an
empty, lifeless shell.

This is what suggests that it is our emotional brain that
gives us our sense of self. It is our feelings, no matter how
trivial, that let us know we are alive.? We see the toilet seat
left up again, and, while we writhe in fury, the brain chuck-
les to itself, “Yep, still here.” According to this line of argu-
ment, if the emotions were shut off tight enough we might
actually begin to believe that we no longer exist:

One day I went out for a walk, right round town and
ended up at my mother-in-law’s and said to her, “I’'m dead”
and started stabbing at my arm to try and get some blood
out. [t wouldn’t bleed so I was saying “Look, I must be

dead—there’s no blood.”?

This man wasn’t mucking around trying to embarrass his
mother-in-law in front of her friends from the tennis club.
He genuinely believed himself to be dead. In the same way
another patient, a young woman, expressed guilt about draw-
ing social security payments. She was worried that, being
dead, she wasn’t really eligible for her benefits. These patients
suffer from the Cotard delusion, which some researchers
think might be the result of a brain being even more excessive
in its depersonalization strategy. While to depersonalization
patients the world seems distant or unreal, Cotard patients
may deny that the world even exists. While depersonalization
disorder patients may feel as if their body no longer belongs
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to them, Cotard patients may claim that parts of their body
have rotted away altogether. And while depersonalization
disorder patients may feel as if they were dead, the Cotard
patient may actually believe it.

In these extreme cases of the Cotard delusion, patients are
so detached from their feelings, thoughts, body, and the world
that nothing can persuade them that they are alive. One of the
first Cotard patients to be reported, described by a psychiatrist
in the nineteenth century, insisted upon being laid out on a
shroud. She then began to fuss over the inadequate appear-
ance of the linen, provoking the psychiatrist to complain irri-
tably that “even in death she cannot abstain from her female
habit of beautifying herself.” The feeling of nonexistence is
inescapably compelling. Psychologists asked the young female
Cotard patient with concerns about her eligibility for social
security how she could feel heat and cold, feel her heart beat,
feel when her bladder was full yet, despite this, nonetheless
claim to be dead. The young woman cleverly replied that since
she had these feelings despite being dead, they clearly could
not be taken as good evidence that she was alive; a rebuttal
that would possibly have stymied Descartes himself.

In fact, when Descartes famously wrote “cogito, ergo
sum,” cogito referred not just to thinking, but to a rich vari-
ety of experiences, including emotions. Depersonalization
suggests that when the brain turns down the volume on the

emotions, sense of self begins to slip away. ,

THE BALANCE that the sergeant major of the emotional

brain has to achieve is a delicate one. Too much emotion and
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we wind up bawling over a ballpoint pen that someone has
taken from us, detained in a secure psychiatric hospital, or
paralyzed with terror in the face of a few schoolchildren and
several million E. coli bacteria. Yet if the emotional brain
becomes too stingy with the emotions, the consequences can
be no less devastating. As the chronically indecisive patient
EVR demonstrates, remove the ability to use emotions as
information and the simplest decision becomes irredeemably
perplexing. Dampen down the emotions too much and we
begin to lose grasp of our precious sense of self. And even
when the sergeant major gets the balance about right, we are
left mildly deluded about our past, present, and future.
Emotional aftermath from incidental circumstances (the gift
of a cheap freebie, a spot of rain, the agitation of light exer-
cise, a pungent air freshener) can all color our seemingly dis-
passionate views. Your brain has its sweaty fingers in all the
pies, from the shampoo you try to the smiles you spy.
Considering how much backstairs influence it has in con-
structing your outer and inner worlds, better hope that your

emotional brain is doing a reasonable job.



CHAPTER 3

The Immoral Brain
The terrible toddler within

THE MORAL WORLD OF my two-year-old son is simple; it is
grounded in emotions as raw as they are powerful.

“Isaac’s turn!” he thunders at the child who has just
climbed into the playground swing.

“That’s mine!” he admonishes the baby, snatching the toy
away.

“Don’t want it!” is his verdict on the diaper I am struggling
to put on him, careless as he is to the potentially disastrous
consequences for the well-being of the sofa.

“Isaac do it!” he wails in agonies of envy at the sight of his
father chopping onions with a very sharp knife.

There is no evidence in his demeanor of internal struggles
over complex issues of reciprocity, possession, duty, or pru-
dence. The path of righteousness is plain as day—it corre-
sponds exactly to what my son wants.

Nor does he concern himself with the subtle complexities
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of people’s circumstances before passing judgment on their
transgressions.

“Naughty Gretal” he pronounces as his three-year-old
friend throws her dinner across the room.

Greta’s mother carefully explains to my son that Greta her-
self is not naughty, but—being tired, hungry, and overex-
cited—yes, Greta did do a naughty thing. My son, however,
clearly has no time for the modern practice of labeling the
behavior, not the child. “Naughty Greta,” he insists. Then,
after a thoughtful pause: “Naughty Greta, naughty Greta,
naughty Greta!” Indeed, to reinforce his point that no
allowances will be made for substandard behavior at the din-
ner table, he says nothing else but this for the rest of our visit.

I anticipate, of course, that after learning from his parents’
impeccable example and instruction my son will outgrow his
primitive and solipsistic moral sense. Or at least learn to con-
ceal it better. For scratch the surface of the morally mature
adult, and visceral iniquities worthy of the passionate toddler
can be plainly seen. Carelessly unattuned to the circumstances
of others, we can be as quick to conclude “naughty Greta” as
any stripling magistrate. And yet when the tables are turned
and our own situation makes it hard to do the right thing, it
turns out that our conduct is as capricious as that of any “ter-

rible” two-year-old.

It may not be quite as transparent in adults as it is in young
children, but nonetheless our emotions play an important, if
furtive, role in our moral condemnations and approbations.

According to one recent hypothesis, these seemingly lofty
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judgments usually stem from instant gut feelings or moral
intuitions." As we ponder a morally charged situation we feel
a primitive flash of emotion, which is all we need to pass our
judgment. However, as it’s a shame to leave resting idle those
parts of our brain that help to distinguish us from apes and
toddlers, we then invent reasons to explain and justify our
view. (And, as you will see in Chapter 5, the brain is dis-
turbingly adept at supplying a conveniently biased array of
evidence and arguments to bolster its opinions.) This gives us
the satisfying though often illusory impression that our
morals are based on reasoned and logical thought, rather than
cartoon-esque reflexes such as yuk!, ouch!, or tsk. Thanks to
the emotional brain’s clever deception, it normally seems—
both to ourselves and others—that we engaged in our skillful
cogitations before, rather than after, forming our moral ver-
dict. Yet when there are no good reasons around to justify our
knee-jerk responses, the fact that we are grasping at nonexist-
ent straws of rational thought in the moralizing process
becomes embarrassingly apparent.

For example, researchers asked some university students to
justify their moral condemnation of (I shall put this as deli-
cately as I am able) a man self-pleasuring with the willing
assistance of a dog.? According to the Western framework of
morality which can be summed up crudely as “anything goes,
so long as nobody gets hurt,” there is nothing morally wrong
with this mutually enjoyable interaction between a man and
his best friend, icky though it is to contemplate. That’s why
many of the students had a hard time rationalizing their

reflexive yuk responses and, as the researchers put it, became
“morally dumbfounded.” “Well, I just, I don’t know, I don’t
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think that’s, I guess [long pause], I don’t really [laughter]
think of these things much, so I don’t really know but, I don’t
know, I just [long pause], um . ..” was one student’s inarticu-
late attempt to explain her censure of the man-with-dog sce-
nario, for example. Moral intuitions based on unthinking
emotions may not always serve us too well, then, if our aim is
a coherent and consistent moral sense. Our own discomfort
or disgust may not always be compatible with the moral
framework to which we claim to subscribe.

Emotions muck up our attempts to be fair and just in
another way, too. As we saw in the last chapter, feelings trig-
gered by one event can be wrongly incorporated into the
processes we use to pass judgment on other matters.
(Remember the shoppers who rated their cars and televisions
more highly because they were in a good mood from receiv-
ing a free gift?) Unfortunately, this interfering effect of emo-
tions can also wreak havoc on our moral judgments, which
are susceptible to exactly the same sort of bias. In a demon-
stration of the distorting effects of anger, for example,
researchers set one group of volunteers boiling with rage by
showing them a video in which they witnessed the brutal
beating of a teenager.’ A second group of volunteers watched
instead a film of colorful shapes frolicking innocuously across
the screen. Then, in a supposedly unrelated experiment, all
the volunteers were told to pass judgment on a series of neg-
ligence cases. They were asked, for example, about a con-
struction site manager who failed to check the temporary
boards covering the sidewalk. To what extent was he to
blame for the broken ankle and collarbone of a passerby who
tripped on a gap in those boards? How much compensation
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should he pay the injured party for her pain and suffering?
Volunteers still seething over the injustice they had watched
on the video committed their own injustice in turn on the
negligence defendants. These angry people were harsher in
their recriminations of those who had neglected their duties,
and were more heavy-handed in their declarations of what
they would consider to be their just deserts, compared with
the volunteers who weren’t experiencing carryover rage.

And this is not the only way that being hotheaded makes
us wrongheaded. Being blinded by rage does nothing for our
ability to perceive the subtle nuances of moral dilemmas. In
some of the negligence cases read by both the angry and the
calm volunteers, the culprits acted entirely of their own free
will (for example, a secondhand car dealer who knowingly
sold a lemon to an unsuspecting customer). However, in other
cases, complicating factors such as a lack of training, or coer-
cion by superiors, were incorporated into the scenarios. The
site manager, for example, had been given no instructions
about how to check the safety of the site before leaving. What
is more, his shift was over for the day and he knew he would
be paid no overtime for checking the boards, because the job
was losing money. The dispassionate volunteers were sensi-
tive to this sort of information, recognizing that these miti-
gating circumstances made the defendants deserve less
punishment. The angry volunteers, in contrast, negligently
ignored these niceties as they clumsily attempted to balance
the scales of retributive justice.

The moral fog that comes from being in a state of vexation
is not inevitable, however. Some of the angry volunteers,

before passing judgment, were told that they would later be
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questioned by a postdoctoral researcher about the reasons
behind their apportioning of blame. These volunteers, know-
ing that they would have to justify their finger-pointing,
behaved more like the unemotional volunteers when they set
penalties for the wrongdoers. It is reassuring, I suppose, that
we are able to overcome the distorting effects of our emo-
tional state when we know we are to be held accountable. On
the other hand, how dispiriting that we only take the trouble
to keep our own moods out of the moral equation when we
know that we may be discredited for not doing so.

Our moral judgments are also dangerously polluted by a
deep-rooted need to believe in a just world.* All of us have of
course outgrown the fairy-tale notion that virtue is always
rewarded and bad guys get their comeuppance. (Down here
on Earth, at least. Plenty of adults cling to the hope that jus-
tice will be served in the afterlife: the person of honor will be
waved through the pearly gates; the scoundrel will come back
as a cockroach.) Ask us outright, and we will tut and sigh at
the undeserved misfortunes of the world’s many innocent vic-
tims. And yet, presented with such unfortunates, our feelings
toward them can belie our lofty principles.” When our eldest
son was still a baby (and, of course, the center of our world)
we took him out for a walk and bumped into a neighbor, a
grandmother of three. It was the tenth birthday of one of her
granddaughters—or would have been, had the little girl not
- died of leukemia three years before. Our neighbor told us the
harrowing details of her granddaughter’s physical decline,
her painful cancer treatments, and the hopeless despair of the
last few months before she died. I am not proud of this, but
all through the telling of this unbearably sad story, frantic
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accusations against the bereaved mother kept hurling them-
selves, unbidden, into my consciousness: “She can’t have
breastfed”; “I’ll bet she fed her junk food”; even, “She let her
sit too close to the television.” At one level I knew that these
thoughts were grossly unwarranted and completely irra-
tional. Yet still they came. The ominous message of this poor
woman’s loss—“it could be your child”—was too distressing
to contemplate. My immoral brain’s despicable and shameful
strategy for coping with this threat was to blame the mother.
It was her fault, she brought it upon herself, she failed in her
maternal duties . . . the unvoiced reassurance of these vilifica-
tions is ultimately, of course, “I needn’t worry. It won’t hap-
pen to me.”

Although such denial is not normally quite so transparent,
am not alone in this cowardly practice. The myriad injustices
of the world are simply too much for our delicate psyches.
Faced with some wretched prey of fate, we struggle against the
conclusion that life is savagely, mercilessly unfair. If it is impos-
sible, too difficult, or too much trouble to fight for a victim’s
wrong to be righted, to recompense them for their suffering, or
to relieve them of their burden, then we succumb to another,
easier strategy. We persuade ourselves that they have brought
their misfortune onto themselves. So strong is our need to
believe in a just world (since otherwise we, too—through no
fault of our own—might lose our job, our home, our health,
our sanity, our child), that we yield to the more comfortable
delusion that bad things happen to bad people.

Evidence of our stubborn belief in a just world comes in
part from a series of experiments that cleverly expose how
our feelings toward people alter, for the worse, when we are
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forced to watch them suffer. In this devious experimental
setup, several volunteers are ushered into an auditorium.
They are told that they will watch on closed-circuit television
a fellow volunteer in a learning experiment. Their task is to
rate her behavioral cues. The researcher, Dr. Stewart, arrives
and leads her experimentee from the room. As they make
their way out, Dr. Stewart comments that this session’s learn-
ing experiment will involve strong electric shocks as punish-
ment for errors on the learning task. The unfortunate student
is led from the room like a lamb to the slaughter, and shortly
afterward the observers see on the TV screen the volunteer
being attached to the electrodes. By way of helping her to
learn pairs of words she is shocked, painfully, every time she
makes a mistake.

As you have guessed already, the unlucky volunteer is in
fact a stooge; and the televised image of the learning experi-
ment is a previously recorded tape. The researchers are not
really interested in the learner’s behavioral cues at all. That’s
simply a cover story both to explain why the observers have to
watch someone in pain and to make the observers somewhat
complicit in the ethically dubious research. Before the
observers watch the tape, the experimenter manipulates what
they think will happen to the victim after the first round of
electric shocks. For example, the observers might be told that
the victim will go on to receive (in increasingly tolerable sce-
. narios), nothing, a modest payment, or a generous payment
for her participation in the experiment. But in a different,
even more unpleasant version of the ruse, the observers might
be told that the poor victim will receive yet more shocks in a
second stage of the learning experiment. And in the martyr
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script of the cover story, the observers learn that the shocked
student will be suffering so that they might gain. On hearing
that she is going to be electrocuted, the stooge nervously pro-
claims that she is terrified by the idea and could she please
withdraw from the experiment. But the steely Dr. Stewart
admonishes her, pointing out that, if she backs out, all the stu-
dents who are supposed to be observing her won’t receive
their reward for taking part in the experiment. Reluctantly,
the martyred victim agrees to carry on for the sake of the
observers.

After watching the film of the learning experiment (an
obviously distressing experience for those looking on, who
jerk in sympathy with the writhings of the stooge), the
observers are asked to rate the victim’s personality. They have
all seen exactly the same tape of her participating in the learn-
ing experiment. Yet their perception of what kind of person
she is turns out to be surprisingly sensitive to her supposed
fate. Remarkably—and horribly—the less monetary com-
pensation the observers think that the victim will receive for
her suffering (in other words, the less just the experiment),
the more they dislike her. Disparaged even more is the
woman whom people think will go on to suffer more with a
further bout of electric shocks. And what of the martyr, who
selflessly sacrificed herself to benefit others? She, I am afraid
to say, is the most despised of all.

The conclusion of this research—that a person’s misfor-
tune is compounded by the commensurately undeserved cen-
sure they attract—is chilling indeed. Nor do we have to
search our souls too deeply to find examples that fit suspi-
ciously well with the belief in a just world hypothesis. Why,
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after Hurricane Katrina’s destruction of New Orleans, were
so many unsubstantiated rumors of rape and violence so
widely disseminated?® Could it be because it is easier to
believe that people get what they deserve? Nobody wants to
imagine the frail and impoverished stranded in a devastated
city—it tugs less on the heartstrings if we suppose those left
behind to be rapists and thugs.

The immoral brain does not just serve our craven psycho-
logical need to feel that life is fair and secure. It also compe-
tently assists in maintaining that all-important sense of moral
superiority. As the brain plays amateur psychologist, speculat-
ing as to the reasons and explanations behind why people
behave as they do, it is careful to apply double standards when-
ever necessary. We are, for example, quick to call upon people’s
personalities as a way of explaining their slipups. While at first
glance this might seem reasonable, now try considering how
often you prefer to make specific excuses for your own behav-
ior when it falls below par. You’re never late on your deadlines
because you’re inconsiderate and disorganized—it’s just that
other unexpected and pressing matters arose. You're not ratty
and rude—only saints don’t occasionally snap at their partner
after a long and tiring day. And it’s not because you're selfish
and uncaring that you haven’t yet gotten around to making
that charitable donation—you’ve had a lot of other things on
your plate. When your conduct falls short of your intentions,
calling upon mitigating circumstances keeps you safe from the
uncomfortable conclusion that you might really be incompe-
tent, unkind, or uncharitable,

Do we bother to extend to others the same benefit of the
doubt? No. When we muse upon shortcomings in our own
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conduct, it’s obvious that our troubling circumstances con-
spired to hide our true potential, our good character, and our
virtuous intent. But we are strangely blind to how the sub-
tleties of other people’s situations might affect them. Our sen-
sitivity to the context, so sharply tuned when we apply it to
ourselves, becomes sloppy and careless when we focus on oth-
ers. To our neglectful eye, what other people do reflects what
kind of person they are; simple as that. We saw in Chapter 1
how students, asked to predict when they would complete an
assignment set by the researcher, failed to take into account
their past difficulties in finishing work on time.” We have a
tendency to blame our past failures to meet deadlines on dis-
ruption by unexpected and unforeseeable events, a habit that
leaves fresh and unsullied our confidence that z4is time—
yes!—we will get things done on time. But when we are fore-
casting task completion dates for other people, bygone
failures suddenly seem much more germane. In the same
study, volunteers who were given information about another
student’s previous failures to finish work on time were much
more pessimistic in their predictions about when that student
would complete the assignment. Indeed, presumably con-
cluding that they must surely be in the presence of a chronic
procrastinator, the scathing onlookers actually overestimated
how long it would take the person they were judging to get
the job done. Our own cargoes are delayed in the choppy seas
of circumstance. Other people’s ships sail into harbor late
because of their dillydallying.

It’s cheering, in the midst of all this disquieting research
about our self-deception and hypocrisy, to learn one positive
thing: we are, it seems, good enough to extend to those we
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love the same forgiving style of explaining behavior that we
use on ourselves. In fact, much of the time we interpret the
reasons behind our partner’s behavior even more benignly
than we do our own® (perhaps because, as one cynical rela-
tionship expert put it, “being involved with a wonderful per-
son is much more flattering than being involved with an
inadequate person”).” Indeed, this benevolent fog surround-
ing the whys and wherefores of our partner’s actions seems to
be an important characteristic of happy relationships. By con-
trast, couples teetering on the brink of divorce judge them-
selves morally superior to their partner, and observe each
other’s behavior with the harshest suspicion.!” Even kind and
thoughtful acts are dismissed as unusual aberrations set
against a background of inadequacy. Yet even among couples
who are reasonably satisfied with the state of their marriages,
the softening haze that shrouds their partner’s behavior can
be quickly dispersed just when they need it most. Couples
interviewed individually about a conflict they had experi-
enced in their marriage furnished the usual self-serving
explanations as to why the circumstances of the quarrel justi-
fied their own behavior.!! As in the school playground, ring-
ing with cries of “He started it!,” although both spouses were
describing the same argument, almost every one claimed that
it was the other person’s fault. As if their life partner were no
more to them than a stranger, they were mostly oblivious to
ways in which the particular situation might vindicate their
spouse.

Our appraisals of others also fail to take the same generous
account of good intentions that we allow ourselves.
Researchers asked volunteers to hold their arms in buckets of
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icy water for charity, and fifty cents was donated by the
researcher for every minute the arm was kept submerged.”
The volunteers were then asked to rate their own altruism.
Mopping the icy droplets from their frozen limbs, the volun-
teers’ measure of their virtue was based less on how much they
had actually earned for their chosen charity than on how
much they would have liked to help the charity. In other
words, they generously judged themselves by what they
wanted to do, rather than by what they actually did. But while
our own philanthropic thoughts are clear as day to us, the
sheer invisibility of other people’s intentions make them all too
easy to overlook when we form our opinions of their actions.
We give others less credit for their good intentions than we
give ourselves for our own. Another group of volunteers in the
cold water submersion experiment, asked only to look on as
others sacrificed themselves for charity, were not interested in
mere motives. When asked to rate the altruism of the person
they were watching, they were indifferent to the sufferer’s vir-
tuous intent. They judged purely by results. And even those of
us who are joined together in holy matrimony have a hard
time bringing our spouse’s commendable motives under the
same strong spotlight that our own enjoy. The married cou-
ples I described earlier, who were interviewed about past dis-
putes, were four times more likely to call attention to their
own laudable intentions than to those of their partners.

Our indulgent self-approbation, together with our belit-
tlingly imprecise estimations of others, leaves pretty well all
of us with the pleasant, though misguided, sense of being
holier than thou. Yet in truth, the manipulations of social psy-
chologists show that our moral backbone can be snapped like
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the flimsiest reed. One of psychology’s most famous land-
marks, the Milgram obedience studies, exposed just how
powerful social situations are in controlling our behavior. In
the original Milgram obedience study, forty ordinary and
presumably decent men (teachers, engineers, and laborers, for
example) were recruited to take part in a study of memory
and learning at Yale University."* The cover story was that,
together with another participant, they would be taking the
role of either teacher or learner in an experiment designed to
look at the effects of punishment on learning. In a rigged ran-
dom draw, the unsuspecting man was deputed to be the
teacher. The other participant (a pleasant-mannered stooge)
drew the role of learner.

The level of detail devoted to deceiving the volunteers in
this infamous experiment was extraordinary. First, the stooge
was strapped into an electric chair (to “prevent excessive
movement,” they were told), and electrode paste was applied
beneath the electrodes that were attached to the learner’s
wrists (so as to “avoid blisters and burns”). The real partici-
pant, brought into a different room, meanwhile learned that,
as the teacher, his job was to deliver increasingly powerful
electric shocks whenever the learner made a mistake on a
word pair learning task. The sham electric shock generator
(professionally engraved with the words Shock Generator, Type
ZLB, Dyson Instrument Company, Waltham, Mass. Outpur 15
Volts—450 Volts) included a panel with thirty switches labeled
from 15 to 450 volts, in 15-volt increments. The intensity of
the different levels of shock were helpfully described on the
control panel. For example, the 15- to 60-volt switches were
categorized as “slight shock,” while the switches from 375 to
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420 volts were labeled “danger: severe shock.” The final two
levels of shock, 435 and 450 volts, were simply and ominously
marked “XXX.” To add a final touch of authenticity to the
faux shock generator, at the start of the experiment each
teacher was given a 45-volt shock, supposedly from the gener-
ator but actually from a battery hidden within it.

The scene set, it was time for the learning experiment to
begin. The teacher was told to move the switch up 15 volts
every time the learner made a mistake. At 300 volts the
learner pounded audibly on the wall of his experimental
prison and made no response to the teacher’s question.
Generally, the teacher would ask the experimenter what to do
at this point, to which the experimenter would reply that he
should treat the absence of a response as a wrong answer, and
increase the shock level another 15 volts. There was another
desperate banging on the wall at 315 volts, and from then on
there was nothing but sinister silence from the learner—not
even the reassurance of a frenzied hammering. Back on the
other side, the teacher participants showed signs of extreme
agitation: sweating profusely, trembling, stuttering, biting
their lips, groaning, digging fingernails into their flesh. Some
men even began to smile and laugh nervously—uncontrol-
lably so, in three cases. Many of the participants questioned
the experimenter about whether they should continue or
expressed concern for the damage that they might be doing to
the learner. In response to their anxieties, the experimenter
politely, but increasingly firmly, responded that they should
continue. :

What Milgram famously (and repeatedly) found is that
about two-thirds of ordinary men (and women) will obedi-
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ently electrocute a fellow human being, all the way up to a
highly dangerous 450 volts, because a scientist in a lab coat
tells them to do so. And nearly 90 percent of the participants
in the original experiment administered at least one more
shock after hearing the learner pound on the wall. The exper-
imenter had no special power to enforce his strictures to con-
tinue. Nor would the men have been punished in any way for
defying the experimenter. Yet despite the clear signs that the
learner was suffering against his will, the authority of the sit-
vation was too much for most people to withstand. The
majority of participants broke the simple moral tenet, learned
at mother’s knee, not to hurt other people.

The morally stifling effect of being at the bottom of the
authority gradient, as it is known, is certainly nothing short
of remarkable. The reluctance of a co-pilot to pipe up and
challenge his captain’s judgment has been estimated to be sig-
nificant in as many as one in five airline crashes.!* So power-
ful are the psychological pressures of a hierarchical
environment that a co-pilot may sacrifice himself—as well as
passengers and crew—rather than question his superior’s
authority. On December 1, 1993, Express II Airlines
Inc./Northwest Airlink Flight 5719 to Hibbing, Minnesota,
descended too steeply, missing the runway altogether.
Everyone onboard was killed. The cockpit voice recording
revealed that the co-pilot knew that the plane was at too high
an altitude for the descent. “Just . . . you just gonna stay up
here as long as you can?” was his single tentative attempt to
alert the captain to his error. Even as the plane was brushing
the treetops, moments before the crash, the co-pilot was def-

erentially answering the captain’s questions.
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In another notorious experiment showing that the mur-
mur of internal virtue is easily drowned out by the noisy
demands of our circumstances, researchers Darley and
Batson put unsuspecting divinity students into a moral bind."” -
They were told that the experimenter was interested in how
well scholars of God could speak off the cuff. In another
building (so the cover story went), a research assistant was
waiting to record them making an impromptu talk. Half of
the duped participants were told that they should discuss the
value of seminary experience for occupations other than the
ministry. The others were asked to offer some thoughts on
the parable of the Good Samaritan (you know, that exem-
plary fellow who helped a stranger in need at the roadside).
The researchers then manipulated the urgency of the stu-
dents’ mission by telling them either that they had a few extra
minutes, that they were right on time, or that they were
already late. As the innocent student set off for the other
building, what did they encounter in the alleyway but a per-
son slumped wretchedly over a wall. (Sound familiar?) With
that flawless feeling for the theatric so necessary for success in
social psychology, the researchers arranged for the distressed
man to cough (twice) and groan as the student passed him.

What the researchers were actually interested in was
which divinity students would stop to help the ailing man.
Assessing the flavor and motives underlying the students’
religiosity using various questionnaires, they looked to see
whether this had any impact on whether students practiced
what the Bible preached. It did not. Indeed, their findings are
hard to digest. The only factor that influenced whether the
students helped was whether they thought that they had time
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to spare: people who thought that they had a few extra min-
utes to kill did generally offer assistance, but people told that
they were running late almost all hurried by. Ironically, even
those theologians busily making mental notes on the lessons
to be learned on the road from Jerusalem to Jericho were no
more likely to show compassion to the stranger. Indeed, as the
researchers wryly noted, several students on their way to talk
about the Good Samaritan literally stepped over the victim as
they hurried on their way.

The dreadful insight into our moral frailty that this
research offers us should be edifying. And yet—what do you
know—our immoral brains have a way of convincing us that
the regrettable moral deficiencies of others have few lessons
to teach us with regard to our own saintly dispositions.
Researchers described Milgram’s experiment to psychology
students and then asked them to look into their souls and
speculate on what they would have done in the same situa-
tion.'® Some of the students were already rather knowledge-
able about Milgram’s legendary research. If they were to
learn anything from his work, it was that it is not so much the
kind of person you are as the pressures of the situation in
which you find yourself that will determine how you behave.
Yet their education failed to bring them self-enlightenment.
They confidently predicted that they would defy the experi-
menter far earlier than would a typical student.”” Indeed,
although they were all well-versed in the self-conceits to
which we are susceptible, their self-portraiture, as they imag-
ined themselves as one of Milgram’s teachers, was no less flat-
tering than that of students unschooled in both Milgram’s

findings and the brain’s narcissism.
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The problem is that you may know, intellectually, that
people’s moral stamina is but a leaf blown hither and thither
by the winds of circumstance. You may be (and indeed now
are) comprehensively informed about the self-enhancing dis-
tortions of the human brain. Yet this knowledge is almost
impossible to apply to oneself. Somehow, it fails dismally to
penetrate the self-image. Can you imagine yourself delivering
extreme and intensely painful electric shocks to a protesting
fellow human being? Of course not. I doubt if anyone read-
ing this book can imagine themselves behaving in this way.
But the fact is, if you had been one of Milgram’s many unsus-
pecting teachers, you almost certainly would have behaved
just like everyone else. (Go on, admit it. Even now, you're
thinking that you’d have been one of the rare people who
defied the experimenter.)

Unfortunately, our refusal to acknowledge the truth in the
homily, “There but for the grace of God go I” does more
damage than simply keeping us peacefully smug about our
own moral superiority. When we ignore the power of cir-
cumstances to overwhelm personality, we wind up misguid-
edly looking at a person’s character to explain their failure to
uphold an ideally high standard of conduct (the one that we
ourselves would doubtless maintain).!* And we persist in this
practice, known as the correspondence bias, even when we
should know better. Students shown the film of Milgram’s
experiments, Obedience, made this very mistake.” Instead of
acknowledging the unexpected power of the experimenter’s
authority, they fell back on their old, bad habit of presuming
that a person’s behavior offers unconditional insight into his
inner nature. The students watching the film inferred that
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there were dark, sadistic shadows lurking in the souls of
Milgram’s participants. This became clear in the second part
of the experiment, when they were told about a variation of
Milgram’s research in which teachers were free to set the
shock generator at whatever level they wanted. Asked to
guess what level of shock teachers would use in this version
of the experiment, they hugely overestimated the intensity of
shocks that Milgram’s participants actually delivered. By
pointing the finger of blame at the person, rather than the sit-
uation, they unfairly pegged the participants as “wolves
rather than sheep,” as the researcher put it.

Nor can we console ourselves by supposing that, in settings
more familiar to us than a macabre psychology experiment,
we do a better job of sizing up the balance of scruples and sit-
uations. Students lectured at length about the findings of the
Good Samaritan experiment remained insistent that someone
who scuttled past the groaning man must be particularly
black of heart, rather than merely a pawn of his pressing
affairs. Asked to predict how he would behave if he had time
to spare, the students anticipated—wrongly—that even then.
he would callously disregard the victim.? They were no more
sensitive to how we are all influenced by our current situation
than were other students who knew little about the original
experiment.

Our thoughtless dismissal of how the unobtrusive pres-
sures of the scene around us can mold behavior may cause us
to depreciate others in yet another way. It puts us at risk of
overlooking the impressive strength of character displayed by
those rare people who do indeed manage to break free of the
constraints set by their particular situations and circum-
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stances. Thinking that any decent person (ourselves included)
would have done the same, we may be heedless of the moral
fiber shown by the few people who defied the commands of
Milgram’s experimenter to continue shocking the learner, or
who, hard-pressed for time, nonetheless stopped to help
someone in need.?!

The masterful hypocrisy of the immoral brain demands a
certain grudging respect. It lazily applies nothing but the
most superficial and disapproving analysis of others’ misde-
meanors, while bending over backward to reassure that you
can do no wrong. Of course there is always potential for
embarrassment whenever we deviate (as we inevitably do)
from the impeccable ethical standards we believe ourselves to
live by. As we have already seen, the brain can sometimes deal
with this awkwardness by adeptly supplying excuses to
explain away the unrepresentative flaws in our conduct.

But what if there are no obvious mitigating circumstances to
call upon? With a little mental shuffling, there are other ways
to rebalance the ledger. When we find ourselves behaving in a
manner that is inconsistent with our moral code, rather than
acknowledging our duplicity we can craftily adapt our beliefs
to make the behavior itself seem satisfactory after all. In the
classic demonstration of these underhanded accounting prac-
tices at work, volunteers spent a tedious hour emptying and
refilling trays of spools and twisting pegs quarter-turns on a
board.?2 Over and over again. When the hour was finally up,
the experimenter made it seem as though the study was over
(although, in fact, it had hardly begun). Pushing back his chair
and lighting up a cigarette, he explained that there were actu-
ally two separate groups taking part in this experiment. Half
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were being told beforehand, by his accomplice, that the tasks
they were about to perform were interesting, intriguing, and
exciting. The other group (to which the participant supposedly
belonged) received no such introduction. (According to the
cover story, the researchers were interested in how the effusive
claims made beforehand affected performance.) Feigning
some embarrassment, the experimenter then asked if the par-
ticipant, who’d just staggered to the end of his hour of mind-
blowing tedium, would mind taking the place of the
accomplice, who had failed to show up on time. All he had to
do, said the experimenter, was to tell the next participant how
much fun he’d just been having with the spools and the pegs.
Some of the participants were offered one dollar, others twenty
dollars, to tell these lies.

Almost all agreed to collude in the experimental deception.
For those offered twenty dollars (a hefty sum in the 1950s
when this study was done), it made perfect sense to tell an
inconsequential lie for such a generous reward. Who wouldn’t
choose to do the same, or forgive it in another? But the par-
ticipants who’d been offered only one dollar couldn’t explain
their behavior in the same way. Failing to realize the subtle
pressure on them to comply with the experimenter’s request,
they were placed in a rather uncomfortable position. On the
one hand, they had just spent a dreary hour of their precious
life performing stupefyingly boring tasks; on the other hand
they had, for no apparent good reason, just told the next par-
ticipant to hold onto her hat as the thrills began. Were they
really the sort of people who would lie for a dollar? Of course
not. And yet, uncomfortably inconsistent with this conviction
in their good and honest character, was their awareness of the
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fib they had just told. To deal with this cognitive dissonance,
as it is known, the men surreptitiously adjusted how they felt
about the experiment. Asked after this part of the experiment
to say, in all honesty, how interesting and enjoyable they had
found it, those clutching their one paltry dollar claimed to
have had a much better time than those with a roll of twenty
bulging in their back pockets.

There is one final strategy available to the immoral brain
as it goes about its important business of nipping in the bud,
swiftly and efficiently, any moral misgivings we might other-
wise experience. We can persuade ourselves that, really, there
is no ethical dimension at all to the situation in which we find
ourselves. This way, if there’s no moral duty to be done, why
should we feel bad about doing nothing? How was it that
none of the thirty-eight witnesses to a fatal stabbing of a
young woman in Queens, New York, intervened or called the
police? Because “we thought it was a lovers’ quarrel,” said
one woman. “I went back to bed.”” And in covert laboratory
setups designed to give unsuspecting participants the oppor-
tunity to showcase their social conscience, the excuses given
by the many who remain apathetically idle are even more
remarkable.”* People who fail to report smoke billowing into
a room suggest that it is simply smog or steam. People who
don’t help a woman who has just fallen off a ladder claim that
she hadn’t actually fallen or wasn’t really injured. Did the
hurried participants in the Good Samaritan study convince
themselves that the coughing, groaning wretch in the alley-
way didn’t really need help? Quite possibly. It’s just more
comfortable that way.
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As aNy parent knows, it is a long haul from the joyful law-
lessness of toddlerhood to the accomplished morality of
adulthood. Currently, one of my son’s favorite misdeeds is to
roll his baby brother from his tummy onto his back.
Normally a sweet and affectionate older brother, occasionally,
when parental eyes are diverted, he gives in to temptation and
trundles the baby over on the playmat. What he does next
starkly exposes his childish lack of understanding of grown-
up notions of right and wrong. He does not pretend that the
baby deserved it, nor blame the baby for being so seductively
rotund. He does not excuse himself by calling attention to his
tender age. He makes no claim that other, less pliant toddlers
would flip the baby over much more frequently. Nor does he
even appear to consider suggesting that the baby’s tears stem
from joy, rather than shocked bewilderment at finding him-
self unexpectedly staring at the ceiling. Instead, he does some-
thing that no self-respecting adult brain would ever permit.
He chastens himself with a cry of “Naughty Isaac!” and, with
genuine humility, places himself in the naughty corner.

He has much to learn.

CHAPTER 4

The Deluded Brain

A slapdash approach to the truth

WHEN LEARNED PSYCHIATRISTS GATHERED together to
brainstorm their way to an official description of delusions,
they had a terrible time trying to come up with a definition
that didn’t make a large proportion of the population
instantly eligible for psychiatric services.! One can imagine
the increasingly frustrated attempts to position the line
appropriately between sanity and madness. Dr. Smith mlght
kick off with her own pet definition of delusion.
“I'm going to suggest: ‘A false belief. ”

We can envisage Dr. Brown instantly reeking of sarcasm.

“Wonderful! Now I shall be able to cure all of my paranoid
patients instantly, simply by arranging for them to be prop-
erly persecuted.”

Cunningly, Dr. Smith adjusts her original definition to
suit. ‘
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“And, as I was just about to add, this must be ‘a false belief
held despite evidence to the contrary.””

Dr. Brown’s scorn continues unabated.

“Oh, I see. Such as, for example, your tenaciously held
views on the beneficial effects of psychoanalysis for manic-
depression!”

Dr. Smith hits back in the most ferocious fashion available
to academics.

“Well, if it’s that recent article of yours in the Journal of
Psychiatry you think should have changed my mind, I hardly
consider that a convincing source of contrary evidence!”

At this point one imagines a third party, let us call her Dr.
Jones, stepping in smoothly.

“Doctors, please! What about ‘a false belief held despite
incontrovertible and obvious evidence to the contrary’?”

And so on and so forth until the coffee break.

The trouble is, the question of evidence doesn’t help much.
No one can prove to psychotic patients that the devil #2’# in
fact transmitting thoughts into their head, any more than
they can prove wrong the 150 million Americans who think
it possible for someone to be physically possessed by the devil.
Or, before entire nations start scoffing, the 25 million Britons
who believe in communication with the dead. But we can’t
allow everyone with a common or garden belief in the para-
normal to be defined into madness—there simply aren’t
enough psychiatrists to cope. And perhaps that’s why the def-
inition of delusion has, tacked onto it, the proviso that it must
be a belief that almost no one else holds. So let us, like the lit-

tle green men who swoop down in flying saucers to take a

closer look at us, probe a little deeper. . . .
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Our BELIEFs range from the run-of-the-mill to the strik-
ingly bizarre, and many at each end of the spectrum embrace
their own share of deviance from reality. Our first problem is
that we are, at root, very poor scientists. All sorts of biases slip
in unnoticed as we form and test our beliefs, and these ten-
dencies lead us astray to a surprising degree. Of course, an
ignoble agenda—the desire to see evidence for a belief we'd
secretly prefer to hold—can wreak its prejudicial influence
on our opinions. However, even when we genuinely seck the
truth, our careless data collection and appraisal can leave us
in woeful error about ourselves, other people, and the world.
Then consider our susceptibility to strange experiences. After
all, hallucinations, déja vu, premonitions, depersonalization,
and religious experiences are not uncommon in the general
population.” Add these to our innate lack of scientific rigor
and you have a perilous combination. And, it’s not yet clear
exactly what it is that saves most of us from crossing the shad-
owy line that separates an everyday delusion from the clinical
variety.

EvVIDENCE THAT our brains are deluded begins with a seem-
ingly innocuous question: Are you happy with your social
life? Or, to put it another way, are you unhappy with your
social life?

Your answer, you may be surprised to learn, is astonish-
ingly sensitive to which way the question is phrased. People
asked if they are happy, rather than unhappy, with their
social lives report greater satisfaction.* Responsibility for this
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peculiar irrationality in our self-knowledge lies with what is
known as the positive test strategy. As we contemplate that
fascinating inner tangle of our attitudes, personality traits,
and skills, we ask our internal oracle questions to divine
what we suppose to be the truth about ourselves. Am I
happy with my social life? Do I want to stay married?
Would I make a good parent? This is the point at which you
trawl through your store of self-knowledge searching for
evidence that the hypothesis in question is correct. You
remember that party you enjoyed last weekend. The touch-
ing interest your spouse takes in the small potatoes of your
life. Your remarkable talent for manipulating balloons into
the shape of animals.

Phrase the question the other way around, however, and
your memory throws up a very different heap of evidence.
Am I unhappy with my social life? Now you remember what
bores you find most of your friends. Do I want a divorce?
You think of that dreadfully silent meal on your anniversary.
Would I make a bad parent? Suddenly your unfortunate
tendency to leave precious possessions behind on public
transportation springs to mind. And that’s why people asked
if they’re happy—rather than unhappy—with their social
lives believe themselves to be more blessed on that front.
(The positive test strategy is also the reason you should never,
ever, ask someone you want to stay with, “Don’t you love me

anymore’r”)

We use the positive test strategy to test hypotheses not just

about ourselves but also about others, to similarly distorting
effect. Crucial decisions may fall one way or another as a con-
sequence of something as trivial as which way the question
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has been phrased. People’s views about child custody cases,
for example, can yield very different outcomes depending on
whether they are asked, “Which parent should have custody
of the child?” or “Which parent should be denied custody of
the child?”* In this classic experiment, parent A was moder-
ately well-equipped to have custody in pretty well all respects:
income, health, working hours, rapport with the child, and
social life. Parent B, by contrast, had a rather more sporadic
parental profile. On the one hand, parent B had an above-
average income and a very close relationship with the child.
But on the other, this parent had an extremely active social
life, a good deal of work-related travel, and minor health
problems. When people were asked who should have custody
of the child, they followed the positive test strategy of search-
ing for evidence that each parent would be a good custodian.
As a result, parent B’s impressive credentials with regard to
income and relationship with the child won out over parent
A’s more modest abilities on these fronts, and nearly two-
thirds of participants voted for parent B as the best custodian.
Ask who should be denied custody, however, and a very
different picture emerged. The positive test strategy yielded
evidence of parent B’s inadequacies as a guardian: the busy
social and work life, and the health problems. By comparison,
a positive test strategy search of parent A’s more pedestrian
profile offered no strong reasons for rejection as a guardian.
The result: the majority of participants decided to deny par-
ent B custody.
You may be relieved to be assured that the positive test
strategy only has an effect if there is genuine uncertainty in
your mind about»the issue you're considering. It’s not going to
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make much difference whether you ask a feminist if he or she
approves (or disapproves) of unequal pay for men and
women. Nonetheless, the implication of the positive test strat-
egy research is rather worrying, suggesting as it does that
many difficult decisions in our lives, based on our inferences
about ourselves and others, may perhaps have swung the
other way if we had only considered them from the opposite
angle.

A second damaged tool in all of our personal scientific
toolboxes is the brain software we use to spot correlations.
Correlation is what put the warning messages onto packets of
cigarettes. There are plenty of eighty-year-olds puffing their
way through a couple of packs a day but on the whole, the
more you smoke the more likely it is that the grim reaper will
scythe in your direction sooner rather than later. Obviously, if
everyone who smoked died instantly from lung cancer then
the tobacco companies might not have been able to kid so
many of us for so long that smoking was a harmless hobby.
But because nature is messy and complicated, correlations are
very difficult to spot by eye. It took statistical analysis to pin-
point the relationship between smoking and cancer.

You may not want to blame your brain for not coming
equipped with the full functionality of a statistical analysis
program. However, you may want to get a little annoyed
about your brain’s little habit of making up statistical results.
Your brain has a sneaky tendency to see the correlations that
it expects to see, but which aren’t actually there. This is called
illusory correlation and the classic demonstration of it in
action was provided way back in 1969, using the Rorschach
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inkblot test.’ At that time, Rorschach’s inkblots were very
much in vogue as a diagnostic tool for psychoanalysts. The
idea behind this hoary and infamous test is that what you see
in the carefully designed splodges of ink reveals to the psy-
choanalyst some well-hidden horror of your psyche. While
you are innocently spotting butterflies and monsters, think-
ing it a pleasant icebreaker before the real work begins, the
psychoanalyst is listening to the sweet ker-ching! of the ther-
apy till.

Back in the sixties when this experiment took place, homo-
sexuality was still regarded as a mental illness and therapists
had all sorts of ideas about what homosexuals tended to see in
the inkblots. The experimenters surveyed thirty-two experi-
enced clinicians, asking them what they had noticed in their
homosexual clients when they used the inkblots. Almost half
of the clinicians said that these patients tended to see “anal
content,” to use the unhappily evocative phrase employed in
the field. However, scientific research even at that time
showed that there was no such relationship: homosexual men
are no more likely to see butts in blots than are heterosexuals.
To try to understand why the clinicians were making this
mistake, the researchers gave first-year psychology students
some fake clinical experience. The students read through
thirty fictitious case notes, like the example below. Each case
note showed first an inkblot, then what the patient claimed to
have seen in the inkblot (in this example, a horse’s rear end),
along with the patient’s two chief emotional symptoms.
(Remember, we’re back in the era when homosexuality was

regarded as a mental illness.)
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PATIENT X

‘horpa's
raar and’

The man who said this:
Has strong feelings of inferioriry.

Feels scxual feelings towards other men.

CASE NOTE FOR THE ILLUSORY
CORRELATION EXPERIMENT.
Nore: For reasons of copyright, the above inkblot is not d
genuine Rarschach inkblot and has been created for this book

for illustration purpeses only,

The case notes were cleverly designed to ensure that over
all the case notes there was no correlation whatsoever
between having homosexual feelings and seeing something to

do with bottoms in the blots. Yet when the researchers asked
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the students whether they'd noticed any relationship between
homosexual tendencies and seeing certain sorts of things in
the blots, over half of the students reported seeing a correla-
tion with rear ends. The students saw the very same illusory
correlation as did the experienced clinicians. In short, they
saw what wasn't there. In fact, this mistaken belief persisted
even when, on another occasion, the case notes were arranged
such that homosexuals were less likely to report anal content
than were heterosexual clients.

This experiment should have had the male clinicians
blushing into their beards. (It was the dawn of the seventies
and they were psychoanalysts: of course they had beards.)
Despite their many years of professional experience, the clini-
cians turned out to be working with the same facile and erro-
neous hypothesis that first-year psychology students
developed during a thirty-minute experiment. The reason
was illusory correlation. On the surface it seemed a plausible
hypothesis. Gay men talking about bottoms: who needs Dr.
Freud to work that one out? With a deceptively convineing
hypothesis embedded in your skull, it's only one short step for
your brain to start seeing evidence for that hypothesis. Your
poor, deluded gray matter sees what it expects o see, not
what is actually there. The moral? Treat with the greatest
suspicion the proof of your own eyes.

Ohur memories also warrant a guarded skepticism since
they, too, can weakly succumb to our mistaken expectations.
We m Lght, for example, eagerly look forward to impressive
impr\m'{tm{‘nts in our concentration, note télkillg, reading,
study, and work scheduling skills after investing our time in
one of those study skills courses so frequently offered by uni-
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versities. Students about to be treated to a three-week study
skills program were asked to rate their studying abilities
before the course started.® Similarly able students who were
put on a waiting list for this popular self-improvement pro-
gram were asked to do exactly the same. Then, after the first
group had completed the course, both groups were asked to
say whether they felt that their scholarly talents had improved
over the period of the program. (The only skill the waiting-list
students got to practice during this time was, of course, wait-
ing.) Students were also asked to remember, as accurately as
they could, how they had rated those very same skills three
weeks before. Their heads buzzing with handy tips on skim-
ming, power listening, and mind maps, the students fresh
from the program were confident that they were now a supe-
rior breed of scholar. Yet curiously, they did no better on the
exams and term grades that followed than did the waiting-list
students uninitiated in the secrets of successful cramming. So
how, then, were they able to convince themselves of a real
increase in skills? Despite the course being ineffective, the stu-
dents managed to persuade themselves by exaggerating how
poor their study skills were before the program: they remem-
bered giving themselves worse ratings than they actually had.
In other words, by memory’s sleight of hand they gave them-
selves a little extra room for improvement.

Nor did the collusion of memory with blithe optimistic
hope end there. Six months later, a researcher called to ask
them about their academic performance following the course.
So willing were the students’ memories to fall in with their
great expectations for the study skills course that (unlike the
waiting-list students) they remembered doing better than
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they actually had. Working on the assumption that the tech-
niques they had zealously mastered on the course must have
helped their grades, the students manufactured evidence to
prove it. The researchers speculate that this sort of helpful
rewriting of personal history to fit in with people’s expecta-
tions of self-improvement might help to explain the enduring
popularity of self-help programs of dubious objective value.

A further problem with our beliefs (and the topic of the
next chapter) is the irrational loyalty that we show toward
them. Once acquired, even the most erroneous beliefs enjoy
an undeserved degree of protection from rejection and revi-
sion. So, what with our proclivity toward seeking evidence
that supports whichever hypothesis we happen to be enter-
taining, our penchant for simply inventing supporting evi-
dence, and our pigheaded retention of beliefs, it’s easy to see
how our unsound scientific strategies can have unhappy con-
sequences. It all bodes very ill for the accuracy of the beliefs
to which we are led.” Yet these distortions pale into insignifi-
cance when placed beside clinical delusions. Thinking your-
self a little less happy with your social life than you actually
are is not in the same ballpark as believing yourself dead (the
Cotard delusion, described in Chapter 2). Falling prey to an
illusory correlation between your moods and your menstrual
cycle® simply does not compare with the delusional belief that
your thoughts are being controlled by the devil. And mis-
judging your spouse’s fitness to continue in the role as your
life companion does not hold a candle to the belief, known as
the Capgras delusion, that your spouse (or other family mem-
ber) has been replaced by an alien, robot, or clone.

The false beliefs of the delusional patient are simply of a
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different order of magnitude to our own modest misconcep-
tions. Yet it has proved remarkably difficult to establish what
the difference is between, say, the Capgras patient who is con-
vinced that her husband has been replaced by a robot and the
person who goes no further than occasionally fantasizing
about the joys of a Stepford spouse. Until quite recently, the
psychoanalytic crew were having a field day with the Capgras
delusion. According to their way of looking at the delusion, it
is the subconsciously held feelings of ambivalence toward a
family member that are helpfully resolved by the belief that
that person has been replaced by an impostor. Voila! A bona
fide excuse to no longer love your mother. However, recent
progress in cognitive neuropsychiatry has put a few wrenches
in the psychodynamic works.” For one thing, Capgras
patients often show signs of brain injury, which suggests that
it isn’t simply their subconscious acting up. What is more,
some Capgras patients also claim that personal belongings
have been replaced—and it’s hard to describe convincingly
the subconscious hatred a patient has toward his watch (or, as
in one curious case, a tube of Spackle).”’

Then an exciting discovery was made: Capgras patients
aren’t emotionally aroused by familiar people.!! Normally,
when you see someone you know, your skin conductance

response increases, showing that that person is of some emo-

tional significance to you. But Capgras patients don’t produce

this emotional buzz. Could this be the key to their delusion?
Some psychologists have suggested that it is. Capgras patients
recognize the person in front of them (“Well, it certainly looks
like my husband . . .”) but, because of brain injury, get no

emotional tingle from the experience (“. . . but it doesn’t feel
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like my husband.”) To explain this strange emotional lack,
patients conclude that the person in front of them must be an
impostor of some sort."? In other words, at least part of the
reason that you have never woken up one morning, looked at
your spouse, and then scoured the room for the spaceship that
that person lying next to you came in on, is that your brain is
intact. You may not be thrown into a fit of passion, but you
will at least produce the minimally required level of sweat
when you see your spouse’s face.

But can this really be the whole story? The Capgras belief is
so irrational, so impossible, so (let’s just say it) nutty, that it’s
hard to understand why the patients themselves don’t immedi-
ately reject as ludicrous nonsense the idea that their husband or
wife has been replaced by an alien. Especially since the patients
themselves can be intelligently coherent and well aware of how
far their assertion strains credulity.”® Nonetheless they politely
maintain that, in their case, it just so happens to be true. What
is it, then, that pushes delusional patients over the brink?

One idea is that part of the problem for delusional patients
is that they are even worse everyday scientists than we are.
One hypothesis along these lines is that delusional patients
jump to conclusions." Instead of sampling a decent amount
of data before forming a belief, the delusional patient leaps
foolhardily to half-baked conclusions on the flimsiest of evi-
dence. Intuitively, this makes sense. After all, how much evi-
dence can the Capgras patient actually have for his claim that
his wife has been replaced by a robot? The classic experiment
used to put to the test the jumping to conclusions hypothesis
is known as the beads task.” Follow the instructions and take

a turn yourself—if you dare.




Ga A Mind of Irs Oun

Here are two jars of beads: A and B. Jar A has 85 white
beads and 15 black beads. far B has 85 black beads and
15 white beads. Beads will be drawn from the same jar
each time. Your task s to decide which jar the beads are
being drawn from. You can see as many beads as you like
to be completely sure which jar has been chosen.

On the next page is a list of beads drawn from the mystery
jar. Place your hand over it. Then, when you're ready, slide
your hand down until you can see the first bead. Keep on
slowly moving your hand down until you have seen enough
beads to be confident which jar they came from. Then count
the number of beads you saw and rturn to the next page.
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REMINDER

Jar A: Mostly white beads
Jar B: Mostly black beads

black bead
black bead
black bead
white bead
black bead
black bead
black bead
black bead
black bead
white bead

white bead
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In these studies people generally ask for between three and
four beads before they feel confident enough to say that the
beads are being drawn from jar B (you did choose jar B, 1
hope). It’s probably close to the number of beads that you
yourself chose. However, in the eyes of a statistician you
would have been going on looking at bead after bead for a
pathetically timid length of time. The probability of the bead
being from jar B after the first black bead is a whopping 85
percent. After the second black bead, this increases to 97 per-
cent. At this point, the statistician claims to have seen enough
and impatiently waves the jars away. You and I, however,
carry on to the next bead, and the next, just to get that addi-
tional tiny extra likelihood of being correct. In contrast, peo-
ple suffering from delusions only request about two beads
before making their decision. In other words, they are better
“scientists” than we are.'® Back to the drawing board.

But wait! In a study of all that can go wrong with reasoning,
professors Wason and Johnson-Laird describe the “repetition,
asseveration, self-contradiction, outright denial of the fact, and
ritualistic behaviour,” they observed in a group of people
whose reasoning was so poor that the professors had enough
material for a book chapter bluntly entitled “Pathology of
Reasoning.”"” This sounds promising. Here’s one of the tasks.
Participants were told that the sequence of three numbers
(called a triad) 2, 4, 6 fulfilled a simple relational rule chosen by
the experimenter. The participants’ task was to try to work out
what the rule was by offering their own patterns of three num-
bers. After each triad they were told whether it conformed to
the rule. People were told only to announce their hypothesis
about what the rule was when they were confident that they
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were correct. The rule was that the numbers had to get bigger
as they went along (or, as the professors preferred to put it,
“Numbers increase in order of magnitude”). It could hardly
have been simpler. (As Professor Johnson-Laird may well have
remarked to his colleague, “Elementary, my dear Wason.”) Yet
take a look at the tortured performance of the person who
proffered three increasingly convoluted hypotheses before giv-
ing up in defeat nearly an hour later (a few examples of triads
offered are given before the hypotheses):

8 13 15 [correct]
12031 2033 [correct]
“The rule is that the first and second numbers are random,

and the third is the second plus two.”

4 5 7 [correct]

95 7 [incorrect]

263 364 366 [correct]

“The rule is that the first and second numbers are random,
but the first is smaller than the second, and the third is the

second plus two.”

41 43 42 [incorrect]

41 43 67 |correct]

67 43 45 [incorrect]

“The rule is that the second number is random, and either
the first number equals the second minus two, and the
third is random by greater than the second; or the third
number equals the second plus two, and the first is random

but less than the second.”
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What did professors Wason and Johnson-Laird make of
these convoluted conjectures? “It is not difficult to detect
strong obsessional features . . .” they remark. “He offers
merely three formulations . . . within a space of 50 minutes,
and finally arrives at a complex disjunction which largely
preserves the remnants of previous hypotheses. These are
strong hints that his fertile imagination, and intense preoccu-
pation with original hypotheses, has narrowed his field of
appreciation to the point where he has become blind to the
obvious.”

Well! Blind to the obvious, huh? Doesn’t that just describe
delusional patients to a T! They get it stuck into their heads
that their wife is a cloned replacement, and nothing will per-
suade them otherwise. Have Wason and Johnson-Laird found
the holy grail of a reasoning abnormality in patients with
delusions? It certainly looks like it, but for one small prob-
lem. Not one of their participants was mentally ill. They were
in tip-top psychological condition. In the particular example
I described, the volunteer was a male undergraduate from
Stanford University.

In fact, on the whole delusional patients tend to do just as
well (or rather, just as badly) as we do on reasoning tests.'®
This has resulted in a rather cantankerous academic debate.
Everyone agrees that delusional patients often have a very
strange experience of which they must try to make sense: the
Capgras patient has to explain why his wife no longer feels
familiar; the Cotard patient has to account for her over-
whelming detachment from her sense of self. But on one side
of the debate there are the researchers who think it obvious
that there must also be something odd about the reasoning
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abilities of somebody who can believe, for example, that she
doesn’t exist. How else could she entertain such a fantastical
belief?" Others, though, in response, merely wave an expan-
sive hand toward the bulky testimony to the sorry irrational-
ity of the healthy brain and ask, What more is needed??
The idea that we are no more rational than the pathologi-
cally deluded may not appeal greatly to our vanity, yet it
remains an intriguing possibility. “The seeds of madness can
be planted in anyone’s backyard,” is the claim of psychologist
Philip Zimbardo who, metaphorical trowel in hand, has dug
hard for evidence to prove it.”! The backyards he chose were
those of fifty happy, healthy, and highly hypnotizable
Stanford students. The seed of madness sown was the pecu-
liar sensation of feeling strangely and unaccountably aroused.
Zimbardo did this by hypnotizing his volunteers. Once they
were in a hypnotic state, the students were told that when
they heard a buzzer go off they would act as if they were
aroused. Their hearts would begin to race, and they would
breathe more heavily. Some of the students were told that
they would of course remember that they were feeling this
way because of the hypnotic suggestion that they had just
received. But other students, in the amnesic condition, were
told by the mesmerizing experimenter that they would have
no memory for why they were feeling agitated, but that they
should try to think of possible explanations for their jitters.
They were then given a gentle hint as to where the cause
might lie; they were offered one of the sorts of explanations
we frequently use to make sense of our sensations and emo-
tions. Some were told that it might have something to do with
the physical environment.. Others were asked to consider
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their bodies as a possible source of their internal perturbation.
To yet another group of students, the experimenter intimated
that the explanation might lie with other people.

As we saw in Chapter 2, we have no particularly privileged
information as to why we are feeling emotionally stirred. Our
agitation does not come prelabeled—we have to match it up
with a likely trigger. And if the true cause of your jittery feel-
ing is unknown to you (the waiter forgot that you ordered a
decaf), or is one that you would prefer to ignore (no longer in
the first bloom of youth, even the gentle slope up your street
puts you in a puff), you will settle for any other plausible-
sounding explanation. Potentially, this way madness lies,
according to Zimbardo. The hypnotized students became
aroused right on cue with the sound of the buzzer. Next, they
worked their way through several well-known psychological
tests, designed to roughly locate the volunteer’s mental state
on the line between sanity and madness. Finally, and still
under hypnotic suggestion, the volunteers talked with the
experimenter for a quarter of an hour about how they were
feeling, and why they might be feeling that way. This inter-
view was videotaped and afterward ten clinical psychologists
(who knew nothing about the experiment) watched the tapes
and scrutinized the students’ behavior and conversation for
telltale signs of derangement.

Unsurprisingly, the volunteers allowed to remember why
they were feeling aroused dealt with the experiment with
sane equanimity. The amnesic volunteers, however, who had
no obvious hook on which to hang their feelings, struggled to
cope with the situation. The Stanford students whose hyp-
notic suggestion included the pointer that their environment
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might hold the key, scanned and searched their surroundings
like terrified lab rats. “I really think that the fumes of the pro-
jector kind of made me sick . . . the ink fumes . . . not the ink
fumes . . . maybe it was just the warm air,” was a typical sort
of speculation for people in this group. The unexplained
arousal, together with the pointer to the environment, made
them feel that the surroundings were charged with danger:
their scores on a scale of phobic thoughts were the same as
those of patients suffering from full-blown clinical phobias.
Students encouraged to look to their bodies for an explana-
tion actually outscored clinical hypochondriacs (whose corpo-
real preoccupations earn them a psychiatric diagnosis) on a
questionnaire measure of bodily concerns. “My muscles are a
bit tense and I have a headache . . . I think it is because of
today’s early swimming practice . . . or maybe from horseback
riding,” were the thoughts of one student catapulted into
bodily fixation by the experimental manipulation.

But it was the suggestion to focus on people that seemed to
spark the most extreme responses. These students became
paranoid, hostile, and vindictive, according to the clinical
psychologists watching the taped interviews. Despite being
alone in the laboratory when they became aroused, the stu-
dents attributed their excitation to recent confrontations, to
jealousy, to anger with others. Indeed, so unusual was their
behavior that the professional clinicians confidently diag-
nosed fully 80 percent of these students as pathologically dis-
turbed, labeling them officially insane. Disoriented and
distraught, the volunteers in this experiment (and others sim-
ilar to it) “became inarticulate, confused, hyperactive, angrily
banging on the desk, in near tears, frightened, picking away
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at a scab, anxious, or developing an uncontrollable muscle
tic.” Yet seconds later, when their memory of the hypnotic
suggestion was restored, their “madness” lifted. Briefly con-
fused, the debriefed volunteers smiled and laughed, aston-
ished by the strangeness of the ideas they had just had. No
harm done. But of course when there is no cunning
researcher available to magic away the source of your disori-
entation, the seedlings of insanity can take root and flourish.

This is not an experiment that reassures us, exposing as it
does the disturbing ease and speed with which brains (even
smart, educated Stanford brains) can fall in with theories that
have no basis in fact. (We may also raise an eyebrow or two at
the alacrity with which the clinical psychologists diagnosed
clinical symptoms in a substantial proportion of these
momentarily bewildered young people.) Disquieting too is
the powerful mental disruption stirred up by something that
seems likely enough to befall any of us at some point in our
lives—an inexplicable feeling of heightened arousal. If this
should happen, what would save our own sane selves from
developing the irrational dread of the phobic patient, the
pathological fixation on an illusory medical condition, or the
frenzied suspicions of the paranoiac?? Suddenly these patho-
logical beliefs seem only a small step away from the wide
berth so many of us take care to give harmless spiders,
unfounded worries about mystifying aches and twinges, or
the intriguing theories we entertain regarding the motives of
our friends, family, and colleagues.

But we must not relinquish our sense of rational superior-
ity too quickly. After all, psychiatrists recognize that some
delusions (the nonbizarre variety) are beliefs about real-life sit-
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uations that could be true (some people do become terminally
ill, for instance, and some people are conspired against), but
just happen to be groundless, or greatly exaggerated. But what
of the bizarre delusions that have no footing at all in reality?
Your wife has been replaced by a robot. You are dead. Aliens
are controlling your thoughts. True, some of the wiring
within the brain may have gone wrong, leaving such patients
with experiences that are very much out of the ordinary. But
surely that cannot be the only problem? Take, for example,
the delusion of control often suffered by patients with schizo-
phrenia. They believe that their thoughts, actions, and
impulses are being controlled by an external force, such as an
alien or radar. Some rescarchers think that the problem lies in
the patient’s inability to keep tabs on his intentions: to brush
his hair, stir his tea, pick up a pen.”? This means that he is no
longer able to tell the difference between actions he has willed
and actions that are done to him. Because he can no longer
match an action with his intention to perform it, it feels as if it
is externally caused. Struggling to explain this strange experi-
ence, the patient decides that some external agent is now in
command of him. Aliens are puppeteering his mind.

This does not seem like the sort of hypothesis that someone
with intact reasoning faculties would entertain for a moment.
The idea that an alien is controlling your brain goes straight
into the box marked “Mad People Only.” Right? But consider
what I will call the “alien hand” experiment.”* The volunteers
(normal, mentally heélthy Danes) did a task in which they
had to track a target with a joystick, and they could see on a
screen how they were doing. But on certain trials, unbe-

knownst to them and by means of ingenious guile, the volun-
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teers saw a false hand instead of their own. The hand moved
in time with the volunteer’s actual hand, but it was deliber-
ately designed to miss the target. It didn’t do quite what the
volunteers were telling their own hand to do. After the exper-

iment, the volunteers were asked to explain their poor per-

formance on these trials. Here are some examples of the

explanations suggested by the sane Danes:

It was done by magic.

My hand took over and my mind was not able to control it.
I was hypnotised.

I tried hard to make my hand go to the left, but my hand
tried harder and was able to overcome me and went off to
the right.

My hand was controlled by an outside physical force—I

don’t know what it was, but I could feel it.

Remember, these were normal, psychiatrically healthy
people experiencing a slight and brief discrepancy between
their motor commands and their perceptual experience. This
is nothing in comparison with the continually discombobulat-
ing experiences of the patient with schizophrenia. Yet it was
enough for at least some of the mentally healthy Danish par-
ticipants to invoke the powers of hypnosis, magic, and exter-
nal forces to explain the modest waywardness of a single
appendage.

The fanciful explanations conjured up by the volunteers in
the alien hand experiment may seem surprising. Yet around
half of the general, psychiatrically healthy population have
faith in the powers of paranormal phenomena such as witch-
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craft, voodoo, the occult, or telepathy.”” And why not alien
forces? Half of the American public claims to believe that
aliens have abducted humans. Presumably these 150 million
people would have no reason to think that body-snatching
extraterrestrials would draw the line at interfering with a
Danish psychology experiment.”®

The frequency of odd experiences in our everyday lives
may go some way toward explaining the popularity of pecu-
liar beliefs. As it turns out, strange experiences of the type
suffered by clinically deluded patients are quite common in
the general population. In one recent survey, mentally
healthy participants were asked about odd experiences they
might have had, and the forty experiences that they were
offered to pick from were based on actual clinical delusions.”
For example, they were asked, “Do your thoughts ever feel
alien to you in some way?” or “Have your thoughts ever been
so vivid that you were worried other people would hear
them?” The average participant admitted to having had over
60 percent of these delusional experiences. What’s more, one
in ten participants reported more such experiences than did a
group of psychotic patients who were actually suffering from
pathological delusions. Combine these common strange expe-
riences in the general population with the unfortunate irra-
tionality of the healthy brain—its biased and unscientific
approach to evaluating hypotheses—and you begin to under-
stand the merging of the line between pathological delusions
and the normal deluded brain.

At no point, perhaps, does that line become more blurred
than when beliefs are based on religious experiences. It is a

tricky task to differentiate between faith and insanity without
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being somewhat subjective about it.?® Mental health profes-
sionals are not much concerned by the devout Christian who
has been fortunate enough to experience the presence of
Jesus. But if the identity of that presence happens to be Elvis,
rather than the son of God, then eyebrows begin to be raised.
And while Catholics can safely divulge to psychiatrists their
belief that God lends them the strength to pursue the
Catholic way of life, Mormons should think twice before
revealing their conviction that they will be transformed into
a god after they die. It is fine to be assisted by a supernatural
entity, but not to aspire to e one.

DEsPITE oUR irrationality, despite the oddities of our expe-
riences, most of us nonetheless manage to remain compos
mentis. Yet, as this chapter has shown, it is still not clear what
it is that prevents the seeds of madness from germinating in
our minds. Certainly it does not seem that we have a razor-
sharp rationality to thank for quickly felling any tentatively
sprouting seedlings of insanity. Perhaps in some cases our
strange experiences are less intense, less compelling, than
those suffered by people who go on to develop full-blown
clinical delusions.”? At other times, perhaps, it is our person-
ality, our emotional state, or our social situation that gives us
greater strength to cope with odd experiences and that keeps
us from seeking psychiatric help.** And sometimes, perhaps,
the grace that saves us from a psychiatric diagnosis is nothing
more than the sheer good fortune that millions of others hap-

pen to share our delusion.

CHAPTER §

‘The Pigheaded Brain

Loyalty a step too far

ON THE MATTER OF the correct receptacle for draining
spaghetti, my husband demonstrates a bewildering pighead-
edness. He insists that the colander is the appropriate choice,
despite the manifest ease with which the strands escape
through the draining holes. Clearly the sieve, with its closer-
knit design, is a superior utensil for this task. Yet despite his
stone blindness to the soggy tangle of spaghetti clogging the
drain in the sink after he’s used Ais method, my husband
claims to be able to observe starchy molecules clinging to the
weave of the sieve for weeks and weeks after I've chosen to
use that. We have had astonishingly lengthy discussions on
this issue; I have provided here merely the briefest of
overviews. But, after four years of marriage, the problem
remains unresolved. By which of course I mean that my hus-
band hasn’t yet realized that I'm right.

The sheer staying power of these sorts of disagreements is
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well known to us all. I can confidently predict that until
somebody invents a colander-sieve hybrid, we will not be able
to serve spaghetti to guests. The writer David Sedaris,
describing an argument with his partner over whether some-
one’s artificial hand was made of rubber or plastic, also fore-

saw no end to their disagreement:

“I hear you guys broke up over a plastic hand,” people
would say, and my rage would renew itself. The argument
would continue until one of us died, and even then it would
manage to wage on. If I went first, my tombstone would
read 1T was rRuBBER. He'd likely take the adjacent plot

and buy a larger tombstone reading No, 1T was pLAsTIC.!

What is it about our brains that makes them so loyal to
their beliefs? We saw in Chapter 1 how we keep unpalatable
information about ourselves from deflating our egos. The
same sorts of tricks that keep us bigheaded also underlie our
tendency to be pigheaded. The brain evades, twists, dis-
counts, misinterprets, even makes up evidence—all so that
we can retain that satisfying sense of being in the right. It’s
not only our long-cherished beliefs that enjoy such devoted
loyalty from our brains. Even the most hastily formed opin-
ion receives undeserved protection from revision. It takes
only a few seconds to formulate the unthinking maxim thata
sieve should never get its bottom wet, but a lifetime isn’t long
enough to correct it. I think what I like most about every-
thing you'll find in this chapter is that if you find it uncon-

vincing, that simply serves better to prove its point.
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Our PIGHEADEDNESS begins at the most basic level—the
information to which we expose ourselves. Who, for exam-
ple, reads Firearm News? It's—well, you know—Firearm
News readers. People who like to make the argument that
guns don’t kill people, people kill people. We don’t seek
refreshing challenges to our political and social ideologies
from the world. We much prefer people, books, newspapers,
and magazines that share our own enlightened values.
Surrounding ourselves with yes-men in this way limits the
chances of our views being contradicted. Nixon supporters
had to take this strategy to drastic levels during the U.S.
Senate Watergate hearings. As evidence mounted of political
burglary, bribery, extortion, and other pastimes unseemly for
a U.S. president, a survey showed that the Nixon supporters
developed a convenient loss of interest in politics.” In this way,
they were able to preserve their touching faith in their presi-
dent’s suitability as a leader of their country. (By contrast,
Americans who had opposed Nixon’s presidency couldn’t lap
up enough of the hearings.)

Our blinkered survey of the world is only the start, how-
ever. Inevitably, sooner or later, we will be confronted with
challenges to our beliefs, be it the flat-Earther’s view of the
gentle downward curve of the sea at the horizon, a weapons
inspector’s return empty-handed from Iraq, or a drain
clogged with spaghetti. Yet even in the face of counterevi-
dence, our beliefs are protected as tenderly as our egos. Like
any information that pokes a sharp stick at our self-esteem,
evidence that opposes our beliefs is subjected to a close, criti-
cal, and almost inevitably dismissive scrutiny. In 1956, a
physician called Alice Stewart published a preliminary report
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of a vast survey of children who had died of cancer.’ The
results from her work were clear. Just one X-ray of an unborn
baby doubled the risk of childhood cancer. A mere twenty-
four years later, the major U.S. medical associations officially
recommended that zapping pregnant women with ionizing
radiation should no longer be a routine part of prenatal care.
(Britain took a little longer still to reach this decision.)

Why did it take so long for the medical profession to accept
that a dose of radiation might not be what the doctor should
be ordering for pregnant women? A strong hint comes from
several experiments showing that we find research convinc-
ing and sound if the results happen to confirm our point of
view. However, we will find the exact same research method
shoddy and flawed if the results fail to agree with our opin-
ions. For example, people either for or against the death
penalty were asked to evaluate two research studies.* One
showed that the death penalty was an effective deterrent
against crime; the other showed that it was not. One research
design compared crime rates in the same U.S. states before
and after the introduction of capital punishment. The other
compared crime rates across neighboring states with and
without the death penalty. Which rescarch strategy people
found the most scientifically valid depended mostly on
whether the study supported their views on the death penalty.
Evidence that fits with our beliefs is quickly waved through
the mental border control. Counterevidence, on the other
hand, must submit to close interrogation and even then will
probably not be allowed in.> As a result, people can wind up
holding their beliefs even more strongly after seeing coun-
terevidence. It’s as if we think, “Well, if #hat’s the best that the
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other side can come up with then I really must be right.” This
phenomenon, called belief polarization, may help to explain
why attempting to disillusion people of their perverse mis-
conceptions is so often futile.

It would be comforting to learn that scientists and doctors,
into whose hands we daily place our health and lives, are not
susceptible to this kind of partisanship. I remember being
briskly reprimanded by Mr. Cohen, my physics teacher, for
describing the gradient of a line in a graph as “dramatic.” Mr.
Cohen sternly informed me that there was no element of the
dramatic in science. A fact was a plain fact, not some thespian
prancing around on a stage. Yet a graph that contradicts the
beliefs, publications, and career of a scientist is anything but a
“plain fact,” which is why scientific papers, identical in all
respects but the results, are far more likely to be found to be
flawed and unpublishable if the findings disagree with the
reviewer’s own theoretical viewpoint.®

Was this part of the reason that Alice Stewart’s research on
X-rays received such a stony reception? In her biography she
recalls, “I became notorious. One radiobiologist commented,
‘Stewart used to do good work, but now she’s gone senile.”””
Unfortunately for Stewart, a later study run by a different
researcher failed to find a link between prenatal X-rays and
childhood cancer. Even though the design of this study had
substantial defects—as the researcher himself later admitted—
the medical community gleefully acclaimed it as proof that
they were right and Alice Stewart was wrong. The similarity
of this story to the experimental demonstrations of biased eval-
uation of evidence is, well, dramatic.

Eventually, of course, we got to the point we are at today,
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where a pregnant woman is likely to start rummaging in her
handbag for her Mace should an obstetrician even breathe the
word “X-ray” in earshot. But it took a very long time to get
there. By 1977, there was a huge amount of research showing
a link between prenatal X-rays and childhood cancer. Yet the
U.S. National Council on Radiation Protection remained
stubbornly convinced that X-rays were harmless. They sug-
gested an alternative explanation. It wasn’t that radiation
caused cancer. Ludicrous idea! No, the relationship between
X-rays and cancer was due to the supernatural prophetic
diagnostic powers of obstetricians. The obstetricians were X-
raying babies they somehow knew would get cancer. This log-
ically possible, yet nonetheless porcine hypothesis merits but
one response: Oink, oink.

It’s not just other people’s arguments to which we turn the
cold shoulder. Once we have made up our minds on a matter,
arguments in favor of a contrary view—even points gener-
ated by our own brains—are abandoned by the wayside.
Remember the volunteers in the study described in Chapter
1, who were set to work thinking about a choice in their life?®
Some students, you may recall, were asked to reflect on a
decision they had already made (to book a vacation, or end a
relationship, for example). In retrospect, had they done the
right thing? Other students deliberated over a dilemma they
had yet to resolve. As they sat in quiet contemplation, both
groups jotted down all their thoughts. Afterward, the
researchers counted up the different sorts of thoughts listed
by the students to build up a picture of what their minds were
up to during this phase of the experiment. The people who
were still uncertain as to whether to forge ahead with a par-

The Pigheaded Brain 1rr

ticular course of action were impressively evenhanded in
their weighing up of the pros and cons, the risks and benefits.
But the other students, in response to the experimenter’s
request to them to inwardly debate the wisdom of their
choice, were careful to avoid overhearing any whispered
regrets of their mind. Presumably they too had once pon-
dered both sides of the matter before making their final deci-
sion. But they were mulishly reluctant to do so now. The
researchers, tallying the different sorts of thoughts the
thinkers produced, found that the postdecision volunteers
were far less likely to set their wits to work on the potentially
awkward issue of whether they had done the right thing.
And on the rare occasions their minds did roam toward this
dangerous area, they far preferred to dwell on the positive,
rather than negative, repercussions of what they had done. So
what were their minds up to? Procrastinating, it seemed.
Rather than risk being proved wrong, even by themselves,
their minds instead distracted them with a remarkable num-
ber of thoughts (such as “I like the experimenter!”) that were
safely irrelevant to the task in hand.

Twisting information and self-censoring arguments—
strategies we unconsciously use to keep the balance of evi-
dence weighing more heavily on our own side of the
scales—keep us buoyantly self-assured. And what is more,
the faith we hold in the infallibility of our beliefs is so power-
ful that we are even capable of creating evidence to prove our-
selves right—the self-fulfilling prophecy. The placebo
effect—in which a fake treatment somehow makes you bet-
ter simply because you think you are receiving an effective
remedy for your complaint—is probably the best-known
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example of this’ And when a genuine treatment doesn’t
enjoy the benefit of the brain’s high hopes for it, it becomes
remarkably less effective. When you toss down a few
painkillers, it is in no small way your confidence that the drug
will relieve your headache that makes the pain go away. A
group of patients recovering from lung surgery were told by
their doctor that they would be given morphine intra-
venously for the pain.! Within an hour of the potent
painkiller entering their bloodstream, their pain intensity rat-
ings had halved. A second group of postsurgery patients were
given exactly the same dose of morphine via their drip, but
weren’t told about it. An hour later, these uninformed
patients’ ratings of the intensity of the pain had reduced only
half as much as those in the other group. However, ignorance
was bliss (relatively speaking) in a second experiment in
which the intravenous morphine was withdrawn. Patients
not told that their supply of pain relief had been interrupted
remained comfortable for longer than patients who had been
apprised of the change in drug regimen. Even ten hours later,
twice as many uninformed patients were still willing to battle
on with the pain without requesting more relief.

Even more extraordinary are the influences that other peo-
ple’s beliefs can have on you. Psychologists first of all directed
their interest in the self-fulfilling prophecy upon themselves.
Could a psychologist be unwittingly encouraging her volun-
teers to act in line with her beliefs about what should happen
in the experiment? Psychologists found that they did indeed
have this strange power over their experimentees.' Exactly
the same experimental setup reliably yields different results
depending on the beliefs of the researcher who is running the
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experiment and interacting with the participants. In fact,
even rats are susceptible to the expectations of experimenters.
Researchers can also unknowingly affect the health of partic-
ipants in clinical drug trials. In a twist on the placebo effect,
the researcher’s point of view about a drug can influence how
effective it actually is. For this very reason, good clinical trials
of drugs are now run double-blind: neither the patient nor
the researcher knows what treatment the patient is getting.

Psychologists then got curious about whether the self-
tulfilling prophecy might be silently at work outside the lab
in the real world. In a notorious experiment, two psycholo-
gists, Robert Rosenthal and Lenore Jacobson, turned their
attention to the school classroom.'”? They gave a group of
schoolchildren a fake test, which they claimed was a measure
of intellectual potential. Then, supposedly on the basis of the
test results, they told teachers that little Johnny, Eddy, Sally,
and Mary would be displaying an intellectual blossoming
over the next few months. In fact, these children had been
plucked randomly from the class list. Yet the teachers’ mere
expectation that these children would shortly be unfurling
their mental wings actually led to a real and measurable
enhancement of their intelligence. Teachers “teach more and
teach it more warmly” to students of whom they have great
expectations, concludes Rosenthal. It’s extraordinary to con-
sider what a powerful impact a teacher’s particular prejudices
and stereotypes must have on your child. And the prophecy is
not only self-fulfilling, it’s self-perpetuating as well. When
your son unwittingly fulfills his teacher’s belief that “Boys
don’t like reading,” that belief will become yet more comfort-
ably established in the teacher’s mind.
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There is something really very eerie about the power of
other people’s beliefs to control you without your knowledge.
But there is little you can do to protect yourself against an
enemy whose potency resides in its very imperceptibility. But
even creepier, surely, is the prospect that your own pessimistic
convictions could be insidiously working against you. A
woman’s expectations for how her relationship will turn out,
for example, may “create her own reality.”"* If she were exces-
sively concerned about a romantic partner’s true commitment
to the relationship, and overly preoccupied with the possibil-
ity of rejection by him, could a woman’s hypersensitive reac-
tions to conflict in her relationship bring about the very
outcome she feared? In a test of this hypothesis, psychologists
invited couples to place the dynamics of their relationship
under microscopic scrutiny. Both members of the couple sep-
arately rated their feelings about their partner and their rela-
tionship, their satisfaction with it, and their commitment.
They also filled out a questionnaire that probed for anxieties
about rejection from “significant others.” Both members of
the couple were then brought together again, and seated in a
room with a video camera pointed at them. Next, to create a
little interesting conflict, they were asked to discuss an issue
in their relationship that tended to chill atmospheres and fray
tempers. Then, just to see what effect this rattling of each
other’s cages had had, they were asked once again to rate their
emotions about their loved one. Once they had both safely
departed from the laboratory, other psychologists (who did
not know what the experiment was about) did what we all
wish we could do as we rake through the ashes of a scorching

argument. They reran the tapes to comb them for unambigu-
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ous evidence of scratchy comments, nasty put-downs, hostile
gestures, or unpleasant tones of voice.

Before the videotaped discussion (or argumant, in some
cases), the partners of rejection-sensitive women were just as
positive about their relationship as were the partners of
women with a more robust attitude toward relationships. But
afterward, the partners of the touchier women were quietly
fuming. The researchers discovered the reason for this in the
videotapes. The women who feared rejection behaved more
cantankerously during the airing of conflict-ridden issues
and, according to the researchers’ statistical analyses, it was
this that was so exasperating their partners. Enough to dis-
solve the relationship? It seemed so. A second experiment
showed that the relationships of rejection-sensitive women,
despite being just as healthy and happy to begin with, were
nearly three times more likely to end than those of women
who took conflict in their stride. Expecting rejection, these
more vulnerable women behaved in ways that turned their
fears into reality.

So FaRr, our reluctance to survey the world with an open
mind seems to have little to recommend it. Are there any
potential benefits to be had from our obduracy? Psychologists
have pointed out that a modicum of obstinacy before letting
go of our beliefs is only sensible. After all, we would end up in
rather a tizzy if our beliefs were forever fluctuating in
response to every newspaper report or argument with an in-
law. There’s also a sense in which our core beliefs are an inte-

gral part of who we are. To bid a belief adieu is to lose a
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cherished portion of our identity."* Interestingly, people who
have recently indulged in extensive contemplation of their
best qualities (or been “self-affirmed,” to use the cloying ter-

minology of the literature) are more receptive to arguments

that challenge their strongly held beliefs about issues like cap-

ital punishment and abortion. By hyping up an important area
of self-worth, you are better able to loosen your grip on some
of your defining values. (Just loosen your grip, mind. Not
actually let go.) It is a curious, and somewhat disquieting, fact
that effusive flattery dulls the sword of an intellectual oppo-
nent far more effectively than mere logical argument. So, con-
trary to popular belief, flattery will get you somewhere.
It would be much more pleasant to leave it at that: we're
pigheaded, yes, but it’s for good reasons. However, research
shows that our stubbornness is so pernicious that even the
most groundless and fledgling belief enjoys secure residence
in our brains. As a consequence, we are at the mercy of our
initial opinions and impressions. In a classic demonstration of
this, some volunteers were given a test of their “social sensi-
tivity.””® They read a series of pairs of suicide notes and, for
each pair, had to guess which note was genuine and which
was a fake. Some volunteers were then arbitrarily told that
their performance was superior; others that it was inferior. A
little later the experimenter debriefed the volunteers. The
experimenter explained that the feedback they’'d been given
about their social sensitivity was invented, and that their sup-
posed score had been randomly decided before they even
walked into the lab. Any ideas the volunteers had developed
about their proficiency in discriminating between genuine
and fake suicide notes should have been totally abolished by
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this debriefing. After all, the evidence on which those beliefs
were based had been entirely discredited. But still, the volun-
teers continued to believe in their superior or inferior social
sensitivity. When the experimenter asked the volunteers to
guess how well they would actually do on this and other sim-
ilar tasks, their answers reflected whether they had been
given the “superior performance” or “inferior performance”
false feedback on the suicide notes task. What is particularly
remarkable about this experiment is that even people who
were told that they were social clodhoppers carried on believ-
ing it. Even though their vain brains had been handed a bona
fide rationale by which their self-esteem could be restored
they continued to believe the worst about themselves. ’
In a similar experiment, researchers gave high-school stu-
dents training in how to solve a difficult mathematical prob-
lem."® Half of the students watched a clear and helpful video
presentation. The other half watched a deliberately confusing
presentation that left them floundering. Unsurprisingly, these
latter students wound up feeling pretty crestfallen over their
ineptitude with numbers. This lack of confidence persisted
even after the researchers showed them the clear video pres-
entation and explained that their poor math performance was
due to the bad instruction, not to their actual ability. Even
three weeks later, the students unfortunate enough to have
watched the baffling video presentation were less likely to
show interest in signing up for other similar math classes.
And so, possibly, the entire course of their future lives was
changed.
Indeed, at this point you may be beginning to feel uneasy
stirrings about the ethics of psychology researchers giving
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false feedback—particularly negative feedback—to unsus-
pecting volunteers. To be sure, the experimenters always
debrief the hapless volunteers afterward, but it looks as if this
alone isn’t enough. The researchers in the suicide notes
experiment discovered that normal debriefing procedures are
hopelessly ineffective in correcting stubbornly held beliefs.
Only by painstakingly explaining the belief perseverance
phenomenon, and describing how it might affect the volun-
teer, were the experimenters able to leave their volunteers in
the same psychological condition in which they found them.

This is a little worrisome, although evidently not to psy-
chology researchers. Of course, you can see it from a
researcher’s point of view. Yes, you tell some helpful person
who has kindly agreed to help you in your research that, oh
dear, he’s scored embarrassingly low on a test compared with
almost everyone else who's ever passed through the lab. But
then, probably less than an hour later, you clearly explain that
what you told them wasn’t true, that you didn’t even trouble
to mark their test. It’s hard to absorb that this might be insuf-
ficient to rid even the most self-doubting individual of any
lingering insecurities.

Clearly, however, normal debriefing is strangely inade-
quate. Why is it that beliefs take such an immediate and tena-
cious grasp of our brains? One answer is that our rich,
imaginative, and generally spurious explanations of things are
to blame. You hear a rumor that a friend’s teenaged daughter
is pregnant. Discussing her dubious situation with another
friend, you sadly call attention to the parents’ regrettable insis-
tence on treating adolescents as if they were adults, the laissez-

faire attitude of the mother toward curfews, and the risqué
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clothes in which they let their daughter appear in public. In
the face of such parental license, the young woman’s predica-
ment takes on a tragic inevitability. As a result, when you sub-
sequently learn that the rumored pregnancy concerned
someone else’s daughter, you find yourself secretly thinking
that it is only a matter of time before the slandered girl suffers
the same misfortune. You may even comment with the satis-
tying (if, in your case, misguided) confidence of Cassandra,
that “There’s no smoke without fire.” The initial belief
recruits its own web of supporting evidence, derived from the
facile causal explanations that we’re so good at creating (and
which, let’s be honest, are so much fun to indulge in). You can
then take the initial fact away. The web of explanation is
strong enough to support the belief without it.

In an experiment that simulated just this kind of gossipy
social reasoning, volunteers were given a real clinical case his-
tory to read.!” One case study, “Shirley K.,” was an anxious
young mother and housewife whose history included such
misfortunes as divorce, the suicide of her lover, her father’s
death, and the eventual commitment of her mother to a men-
tal institution. Some of the volunteers were then asked to put
themselves in the role of a clinical psychologist who had just
learned that Shirley K. had subsequently committed suicide.
They were asked what clues, if any, they found in Shirley K.’s
life story that might help a psychologist explain or predict her
suicide. The volunteers embraced this task with enthusiasm.
They easily came up with plausible-sounding hypotheses; for
example, that the suicide of her lover was “a model that led
her to take her own life.” Once the volunteers had done this
they were told that, in fact, nothing whatsoever was known
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about Shirley K.s future life. The suicide they had been

asked to explain was only hypothetical. However, the web of

explanation had been spun. When asked how likely it was
that Shirley K. would in fact commit suicide, the volunteers
rated this as being much more likely than did another group

of people who had not been asked to explain the hypothetical

suicide. In fact, even people told beforehand that the suicide
hadn’t actually happened, nonetheless found their theories
about why a suicide might have occurred so very convincing
that they, too, pegged Shirley K. as a high suicide risk.

A later study showed just how crucial these sorts of specu-
lations are in helping to bolster a belief. In a variation of the
experiment in which volunteers were given made-up infor-
mation about their ability to tell the difference between gen-

uine and fake suicide notes, volunteers were told (as in the

original experiment) that their performance was either supe-

rior or inferior. As before, some of the volunteers were then
left free to run wild with theories to explain their supposed
level of social sensitivity. When later told that the feedback
they had been given had been fabricated, they nonetheless
continued to cling to their newfound belief about their social
abilities (just as did the volunteers in the original experi-
ment). The false feedback they had received was by then just
a small part of the “evidence” they had for their opinion
regarding the sensitivity of their people-radar. Something
very different happened, however, with a second group of
volunteers who were prevented from searching for explana-
tions for their allegedly good or bad performance on the task.
These volunteers were immediately commanded to keep

themselves busy in an absorbing task. Denied the opportunity

The Pigheaded Brain 121

to rummage in their brains for other evidence to support their
flimsy belief about their social sensitivity, they sensibly aban-
doned the belief as soon as they learned that it was based on
lies. It’s our irresistible urge to play amateur psychologist that
makes us so vulnerable to our initial beliefs, no matter how
bluntly the facts they were based on may be discredited. It’s
human nature to try to explain everything that happens
around us, perhaps as a way to make life seem less capricious.

Our susceptibility to first impressions is compounded by
another, rather endearing, human failing. We are credulous
creatures who find it easy to believe, but difficult to doubt.
The problem is that we believe things to be true as a matter
of course. As psychologist Daniel Gilbert has put it, “you can’t
not believe everything you read.”"® Of course we are not bur-
dened with our gullible beliefs forever, or even for very long.
However, it is only with some mental effort that we can
decide that they are untrue. Our natural urge (our default
position) is to believe. This may be because, in general, people
speak the truth more often than not. It’s therefore more effi-
cient to assume that things are true unless we have reason to
think otherwise.

But there is a problem with this system. If your brain is too
busy with other things to put in the necessary legwork to reject
a doozy, then you’re stuck with that belief. Advertisers and car
salesmen will be delighted to learn that incredulity really is
hard work for us, or so research suggests. If your brain is dis-
tracted or under pressure, you will tend to believe statements
that you would normally find rather dubious.” In fact, you
may even find yourself believing things you were explicitly
told were untrue. In one demonstration of this failure to
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“unbelieve,” volunteers read from a computer screen a series of
statements about a criminal defendant (for example, “The rob-
ber had a gun”).?’ Some of the statements were false. The vol-
unteers knew exactly which ones they were, because they
appeared in a different color of text. For some of the volun-
teers, the untrue statements they were shown were designed to
make the crime seem more heinous. For others, the false testi-
mony made the crime seem more forgivable. At the same time
that the volunteers were reading the statements, a string of dig-
its also marched across the computer screen. Some of the vol-
unteers had to push a button whenever they saw the digit “5.”
Banal though this may seem, doing this uses up quite a lot of
mental resources. This meant that these volunteers had less
brainpower available to mentally switch the labeling of the
false statements from the default “true” to “false.” These busy
volunteers were much more likely to misremember false state-
ments as true. What's more, this affected how long they
thought the criminal should serve in prison. When the false
statements unfairly exacerbated the severity of the crime, the
distracted volunteers sentenced him to prison for almost twice
as long a stretch.

Indeed, if your reputation is under examination, the
gullible brains of others can put you in serious jeopardy.
Because of our bias toward belief, we are particularly suscep-
tible to innuendo. In a simulation of media election coverage,
volunteers read a series of headlines about political candi-
dates, and then gave their impressions of each of the politi-
cians.”!’ Unsurprisingly, headlines such as “Bob Talbert
Associated with Fraudulent Charity” left Talbert’s reputation
in tatters. Astonishingly though, the headline, “Is Bob Talbert

hl
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Associated with Fraudulent Charity?” was just as damaging.
And if you're thinking of going into the public eye yourself,
consider this: even the headline, “Bob Talbert Not Linked
with Fraudulent Charity” was incriminating in the eyes of
the readers. Denials are, after all, nothing more than state-
ments with a “not” tagged on. The bit about “Bob Talbert”
and “fraudulent charity” slips into our brains easily enough,
but the “not” somehow isn’t quite as effective as it should be
in affecting our beliefs.”? We are suckers for innuendo,
even—as the study went on to show—when its source is a
famously disreputable newspaper. Though we all think our-
selves immune to it, negative campaigning works.

For any defendant under scrutiny in the courtroom, of
course, the beliefs of gullible brains are of crucial significance.
Remember the joke circulating prior to the O. J. Simpson
trial?

Knock, knock.
Who’s there?

0.J.

O.]. who?

You're on the jury.

Pretrial publicity is usually very bad news indeed for a defen-
dant whose future liberty or even life depends on the machi-
nations of twelve pigheaded brains.”? Perhaps because of our
susceptibility to innuendo and even denials, media reports of
crime encourage a pro-prosecution stance in jurors. It has
been shown that the more people know about a case before
the trial, the more guilty they think the defendant. And grisly
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media coverage aggravates the lock-him-up attitude even
further, even though the brutality of a crime obviously has no
bearing whatsoever on whether that particular defendant is
guilty. A juror who wallows in pretrial publicity skews
Justice’s scales against the defendant, and the pigheaded brain
that then biases, distorts, and even makes up evidence to sup-
port this belief in the defendant’s guilt certainly won’t help to
restore the balance.

And it is not just jurors who should be on their guard.
Prurient spectators, too, of high publicity trials are persuaded
into complacent self-assurance. Looking back on the trial
from a postverdict vantage point, the brain implacably
refuses to concede that its predictive powers were ever any-
thing less than perfect. “I knew it all along,” you tell yourself,
surreptitiously adjusting memory. With the benefit of hind-
sight, what has happened seems inevitable and foreseeable,
and you convince yourself that you saw it coming. Amidst the
scandal of the Bill Clinton impeachment trial, researchers
interested in the phenomenon of hindsight bias asked people
to estimate, at periods of both three weeks and three days
before the much anticipated verdict, how likely it was that
Clinton would be convicted.?* The media reports during this
period made it seem increasingly likely that Clinton would be
let off the hook, and the respondents’ speculations over that
time as to his chances did change accordingly. No more than
four days after the verdict, these people humbly and correctly

remembered that their opinion had shifted over time toward-

the correct view that Clinton would be acquitted. But just a
week after that, they were brashly claiming that they’d been
pretty sure all along that Clinton wouldn’t be convicted.
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Even when researchers explicitly command people to
answer as if they do not know about things that have actually
happened, or firmly warn them of our propensity to exagger-
ate how much we would have guessed anyhow, we continue
to deny that the knowledge to which we are privy has influ-
enced us, and insist we would have known it all along.”> Our
refusal to acknowledge that our opinions benefit from hind-
sight is particularly troublesome for legal cases in which
jurors decide whether to award punitive damages. (Punitive
damages essentially say to the defendant, “Naughty! Should
have seen that one coming.”) In a simulation of this sort of
case, people were given testimony about an actual accident in
which a Southern Pacific train had derailed, spilling toxic
herbicide into the Sacramento River in California.”® Some
volunteers were told only that the National Transportation
Safety Board, reckoning the track to be hazardous, had
slapped an order on the railway to stop operations and that
the railroad wanted the order lifted. They were shown exten-
sive expert testimony about the various defects and dangers of
the condition of the train and its mountainous track as it was
just before the real accident none of them knew about. They
were then asked to decide whether the risk of an accident was
such that the order should stay in place. Totally unaware of
what had actually happened on this stretch of railroad, these
mock jurors proved fairly optimistic about the safety of the
track. Only a third of them thought that the hazards were
serious enough to justify stopping the train from running.

Contrast this with the views of the other volunteers, who
were able to inspect the details of the case through the crystal
clear lens of hindsight. These volunteers were told both of the
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derailment and the consequent pollution of the river. They
then viewed exactly the same expert testimony as the other
group of volunteers. Before the accident occurred, they were
asked, was there a grave danger or risk of harm that was a
foreseeable and likely consequence of the condition of the
tracks? Knowing that such harm had indeed occurred, and
unable to perform the mental gymnastics necessary to pre-
tend they didn’t, two-thirds of the volunteers said yes, an
accident was likely and the railroad should have realized this.
In their view, punitive damages should be awarded. The dif-
ference in the outlooks offered by foresight and hindsight
suggests that, once an accident has happened, our assessments
of responsibility can become unreasonably harsh.

We have seen how the brain pretends to know what it did
not know, or would not have known. But things don’t stop
there. The brain also lays claim to knowledge of what it can-
not know. As a final embarrassment in this sorry catalogue of
our cocky tendencies, we think we know what (if we only
knew it) can’t be known at all. So omniscient does the pig-
headed brain think itself that it even affects to be acquainted
with knowledge that doesn’t exist. University student volun-
teers were given a hundred general knowledge questions to
answer.” Sneakily scattered among them, however, were
twenty questions to which there was no answer (such as,
“What is the name of the only type of cat native to Australia?”
or “What is the name of the legendary floating island in
ancient Greecer” or “What is the last name of the only woman
to sign the Declaration of Independence?”). On about 20 per-
cent of these unanswerable questions the volunteers claimed
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to be on the verge of dredging up the answer. They knew it
was in there somewhere. [t was on the tip of their tongue!
Blinded by our own brilliance, we think we know it all.

Tue ramiricaTioNs of our pigheadedness spread far
wider than controversy over the correct method for draining
spaghetti. Far beyond the dramas of the kitchen sink, our
complacent obstinacy rears its ugly head everywhere: it is in
the bedroom, the classroom, the social scene, the scientist’s lab-
oratory, the political stage, the courtroom. Pervading, as it
does, every aspect of our lives, is there anything we can do to
lessen the shameful and often dangerous effects of our stub-
borness and conceit? At this point, psychology texts like to
make a few half-hearted suggestions as to how we can combat
the mulish tendencies of our minds. “Entertain alternative
hypotheses,” we are urged. “Consider the counterevidence.”
The problem, of course, is that we are convinced that we are
already doing this; it’s simply that the other guy’s view is
absurd, his arguments laughably flimsy. Our pigheadedness
appears to be irredeemable. It is a sad fact that the research
fully bears out the observation by the newspaper columnist
Richard Cohen that, “The ability to kill or capture a man s a
relatively simple task compared with changing his mind.”?
My husband would do well to bear that in mind, come

dinnertime.



CHAPTER 6

The Secretive Brain
Exposing the guile of the

mental butler

I REMEMBER MY HUsSBAND waking up one morning
exclaiming, “I had a dream last night!” This was quite an
event, since my husband generally claims not to dream. He
cl