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INTRODUCTION

It’s dessert time!

There is a juicy apple in front of you, and a slice of chocolate cake.
You are free to choose.

Or are you?

The choice was made for you — hundreds of millions of years ago!

This book 1s about the commonalities all
8,000,000,000 people on earth share.

Our ancestors were molded by ruthless survival pressures from the
earliest days of life on the planet. Adaptations which worked long
ago are still inside of us — also shared with insects and reptiles.
Later additions are common to all mammals from the tiniest shrews
to the most massive whales. Some capabilities were bolted on rela-
tively recently, and are only shared with our primate cousins. And
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the runaway explosion of humans on the planet can only be
explained by our bizarre species-level evolution.

The only way to understand how our
brains work is to examine the complete
evolutionary arc.

I don’t care if you are young or old, rich or poor, introverted or
extroverted. It is not about our individual differences. This book
describes the basic operating system of how we all deal with life.

Drop a rock. It falls and hits the ground.

Once you understand brain evolution, many of our behaviors will
become more predictable. To a scary degree, we are reactive
animals ruled by passions, and not the rational geniuses with free
will that we like to imagine.

First the bad news: The notion that people make decisions and
choices to maximize objective self-interest has been demolished.
People are not rational — far from it.

Now the good news: We are finding out exactly how and why we act
in these seemingly irrational ways. In other words, there is a method
to our seeming madness.

My view of the brain is heavily influenced by evolutionary biology
and psychology. I don’t believe we have arrived at a perfect brain
design, or that humankind deserves an exalted and special place in
the universe. Rather, we are a band of super-cooperative apes who
have come to dominate the planet. In the process we have wiped out
whole ecosystems in our voracious destructiveness. At this moment
we are by far the most dominant force shaping the very destiny of
life on earth.

We evolved for a particular environment, but our rapid social
advances and mushrooming populations have created a bewildering
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new world. On the timescale of this dizzying change, evolution has
effectively stopped, and we must rely on what has gotten us this far.
By retracing the path that our distant ancestors took to get here, we
can understand the stunning abilities and glaring weaknesses which
we have inherited.

Sometimes our reactions and responses are appropriate and uncan-
nily helpful. In the blink of an eye we can assess complex situations
and reach critical life-or-death decisions. At other times, we are
seemingly our own worst enemies — repeating the same mistakes,
even when we know the results will be counterproductive, or even

deadly.

Unlocking the true nature of the human brain is the last frontier.
Recent work in fields such as biology, neuroscience, evolutionary
psychology, medical imaging, social science, and behavioral
economics is combining to show us the inner workings of this evolu-
tionary marvel.

This book is designed for you — the curious and intelligent searcher
for truth.

I want to give you the essentials, and draw you a map of the
wondrous terrain inside of the human mind.

You will forever be altered by the journey we are about to undertake
together. It may seem like an alien landscape at first. But you will
gain valuable perspectives which will allow you to live your life with
a new appreciation of what makes us tick.

Forget the advanced technology all around you — let’s explore
inside of the bony skull which guards the treasures within...

Get ready, it’s going to be a wild ride!
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THE LIE OF RATIONALITY
CHAPTER 1

The Big Lie
We have been sold a lie. And it’s a big one.

It has been circulating in various forms for thousands of years. It
warps our view of ourselves, other people, and our very relationship
to the world around us. The lie has far-reaching implications, and is
insidious because we desperately want to believe it.

We are special primarily because of our
capacity for rational thought, unlike wild
animals.

Reasoning, discourse, objectivity, truth, rationality, delayed gratifica-
tion, and planning — all bound up into one giant belief about our
basic nature. “I think, therefore I exist,” declared Descartes three
and a half centuries ago. We are all his philosophical grandchildren.

Consider the alternative — no one wants to be irrational,
hotheaded, random, or unpredictable. A society based on such
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people could not function and civilization would devolve into chaos
and violence.

Worse yet, we are certainly not lumbering beasts lashing out from
reflex, or ruled by strong emotions and passions. None of us want to
believe we are fickle, weak, or easy to manipulate.

Even if our emotions sometimes overpower us, we believe the
rational part of our brain is at least in control most of the time. It is
the benevolent and calm overlord and master.

The big lie is very flattering and feels good — we are different not in
degree, but rather in kind from other animals. We are special!

Emotions and decisions

Emotions are considered an annoying artifact of our primitive
selves. We feel we would make much better choices were it not for
the distorting effects of strong passions. In fact, we have it
backward.

Without emotions we are paralyzed.
Our conscious brain can analyze
information and present us with options.
But it 1s powerless to decide.

Emotions are the guideposts for survival. The stronger the feeling,
the more immediately we must react to it. We move towards the
experience of positive emotions, expecting something good to
happen. We move away from the experience of negative ones,
hoping to avoid pain.

Our emotions are a snapshot of all information available to the
primal brain. Our “gut” feeling is generally reliable, and helps us to
choose among available options. Emotions are based on chemical
helpers which evolved to deal with survival challenges in the distant
past across a wide array of species.
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But emotions are not foolproof. Shortcuts and automatic instincts
helped our ancestors to survive. But our distant past is unlike the
“civilized” world in which we find ourselves. Many of the responses
that got our ancestors here are often suboptimal and counterpro-
ductive in modern societies. Unfortunately, there is not much we can
do about it.

Evolution has effectively stopped and we
are no longer in the natural world. But
we are still forced to use the brains
which developed to deal with it.

Why do we fight so hard against this emotion-driven view of our
brains?

There is another untold part of the story — our conscious mind
wants to make meaning out of the world around it. In a chaotic
environment, it looks for hints and patterns to help it predict the
future. We tell ourselves stories involving cause and effect. These
stories are nothing more than an alibi and a cover-up.

With modern brain imaging techniques, we can see decisions made
in the primal brain. Only after a significant delay do portions of the
conscious mind wake up, to justify or verbally describe them.

Every decision is made long before our
awareness can fabricate a retrospective
“reason” for it.

Science fiction great Robert Heinlein was speaking about all
humankind when he declared, “Man is not a rational animal; he is a
rationalizing animal.”
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We can try to understand ourselves consciously, through dialogue,
therapy, or mindfulness practices. But we will never have direct
access to the older parts of the brain. Through brutal competition
and evolutionary pressures, they have gotten our ancestors through
the first billion years of life on this planet. Those primordial and
wordless depths are the origin of most of our actions and decisions.

It would be too cumbersome and slow if we were to deliberately use
the modern parts of the brain for everything. In the animal world
there are the quick and the dead, and rest assured that your ances-
tors were all quick, or you would not be here.

The primal parts of the brain are still there — working tirelessly,
with massive capacity and lightning speed. They are well suited to
make most decisions and initiate appropriate actions. The modern,
energy-intensive parts of the brain are kept largely deactivated.
They are only woken when their special abilities would be comple-
mentary and useful to the primal brain for the task at hand.

We are the products of evolution

The notion of humankind’s special place in the universe keeps
getting pushed further into a corner by the advances of science.

We no longer live under the notion that the whole universe revolves
around the earth in a mechanical celestial dance. We know that we
are on a planet that orbits an insignificant star. The star is on the
outer edge of an unremarkable galaxy, which itself is one of at least
two hundred billion others. Our sun has
700,000,000,000,000,000,000,000,000,000,000,000,000 (700  tril-
lion septillion) sisters. Planets, including ones that can sustain life,
orbit many of those.

Evolution has produced countless species throughout billions of
years on earth. To think people are somehow apart from this process
is the height of arrogance, or intentional willful ignorance. We are
all connected to the very first self-replicating virus — the mother of
us all.

Chance and circumstance
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We are dandelion seeds blowing in the wind.

Even the subtlest of initial nudges can set us on radically divergent
paths which we cannot foresee. Sensory inputs bombard us
completely unnoticed, while shaping us profoundly.

Our current state — the sum total of what has brought us to this
moment, and the memories encoded in it — also influences us. For
example, a person scarred by war or personal trauma in early life is
forever wired differently. Even subtle forces will guarantee that we
respond to the same events unlike others. Some of these influences
can be recent — mere hours, minutes, or seconds before. Most
people would, for example, agree that they react more impulsively
when they are sleep-deprived or hungry.

The machinery of our primal brain automatically examines, priori-
tizes, and ignores the vast majority of the information it receives. If
necessary, it occasionally acts as well — enhancing our survival
prospects from moment to moment.

We are at the mercy of powerful forces that we cannot comprehend,
or even see. Both inside and outside of our bodies, we are not really
in control. The notion that we are the masters of our life destiny, or
the active “choosers” of our decisions, is nothing more than a
comforting illusion.
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