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CHAPTER 1

Disconnection Syndrome

A Sad State of Affairs

In the materialistic way of life, there’s no concept of friendship, no concept of love, just work, twenty-four hours a day, like a machine. So in modern society, we eventually also become part of that large moving machine.

—HIS HOLINESS THE 14TH DALAI LAMA, THE BOOK OF JOY

WHEN YOU WOKE UP THIS morning, what was the first thing you did? What sequence of events describes your typical morning? Our bet is that your routine has shifted dramatically from what it was just ten or fifteen years ago. How many minutes go by before you check your cell phone or scroll through media, social or otherwise? How many swipes and clicks do you perform? What do you normally eat for breakfast? Cold cereal, a bagel, muffin, pastry, or a doughnut on the go? What kinds of personal interactions do you have with your loved ones before you leave the house?

As you drive to work on the same route you’ve always taken, are you tuned in to yourself and calmly focused on the day ahead? Or are you feeling anxious, scattered, and overwhelmed? Are you texting, checking your email, and talking on your cell phone while you should be concentrating on the traffic signals? When you arrive at work, do you find it hard to focus and concentrate for long stretches of time without the pull of digital distractions? Do you eat lunch at your desk? Do you multitask throughout the day with your phone always nearby? Do you connect with people mostly through emails, texts, and phone calls rather than in person?

After work, do you make time for a refreshing outdoor walk or workout? Or do you get home, pour yourself a drink, and eat dinner—perhaps a meal consisting of processed or packaged food? Do you find yourself going to bed exhausted and spent from the day yet unable to sleep? Do you wake up intermittently throughout the night? And when you rise in the morning, do you wake up feeling down and out, only to go through the same monotonous routine again?

Our society has experienced a fundamental shift since the beginning of the twenty-first century, largely because of an explosion in the availability of personal technology that keeps us locked on the grid. It’s estimated that 70 percent of humans on the planet now own a smartphone.1 Data show that the average internet user spends more than two hours a day on social networking.2 One survey found that 42 percent of the time Americans are awake, their eyes are fixated on a television, smartphone, computer, tablet, or other device.3 Supposing the average American sleeps eight hours a night, that means people spend about six hours and forty-three minutes a day staring at a screen. Over the course of a typical life span, that’s 7,956 days, or nearly twenty-two years.

This tectonic shift has led to a culture of disconnection all around us—we walk around with our heads down, fixated on our devices, avoiding ideas that differ from our own, while confronting constant messages telling us what to do (eat more, buy more, post more, be “liked” more). If we’re really paying attention, we can feel it within us. A void. A sense of longing. Participating in our modern consumerist existence is physically changing our brains. How, exactly? It is cutting off access to the highly evolved part of the brain that lets us see the big picture and make well-thought-out decisions. Simultaneously, it is strengthening the pathways that make us impulsive, anxious, fearful, and constantly craving a quick fix. This rewiring leads us to spend our time and money on things that do not bring us long-term happiness. It leaves us constantly unsatisfied. And that’s exactly where corporate interests want us to be, because it leads to higher profits. The frightening truth is this: our brains are increasingly running on a program controlled by others—namely, commercial interests hoping to capture the primitive brain’s desire for instant gratification.

Your attention and your decisions are sold to the highest bidder, to companies with the best understanding of how to manipulate your psychology and biology for their own profit. These companies understand how to tap into powerful neurological pathways, creating a nearly irresistible addiction to short-term pleasures and a commercialized illusion of sustainable joy. We call this state of separation from sustainable happiness disconnection syndrome, and it’s time to take a stand against it. Below is a visual representation of the top eight characteristics of disconnection syndrome. We’ll be exploring each of these in detail within the context of brain health and function.
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A MODERN-DAY PARADOX

Step 1 in taking a stand against disconnection syndrome is to take a hard look at the difference between the world we’re led to believe in and the actual facts. Looking behind the curtain at the reality we currently face can be daunting. But through this process comes true power. By appreciating things for the way they are, you begin to take back control of your life. With an understanding of how and why your brain has been hijacked, you can choose to change your life. Replacing choices that don’t help you with those that do frees you to pursue long-term satisfaction and lasting fulfillment. And when you can take control of your brain’s wiring, you can build a system that continues to make those good choices.

At first glance, it would seem we’ve never had more opportunities to pursue and achieve happiness than we do today. Everyone on social media appears to be smiling, and TV commercials would have us believe there is a drug to fix every mood disorder we might experience. And yet rates of anxiety and depression continue to climb. Suicide rates increased in nearly every state from 1999 through 2016, and among adolescents, rates soared 56 percent between 2007 and 2016.4 This is the case even though the number of antidepressant prescriptions in the United States has gone up by more than 400 percent since the 1990s.5 And we’re taking more drugs in general, both legal and illegal. Around half of older folks (age sixty-five and up) with anxiety are taking benzodiazepines (e.g., Xanax, Valium, and Ativan)—medications with well-known and potentially life-threatening side effects.6 Insomnia afflicts about one-fourth of American adults, leading many to turn to sleep aids.7 What’s more, global trends show rates of alcohol use rising, especially in the increasingly Westernized economies of India and China.8 Binge drinking among adolescents and young adults is also on the rise worldwide.9 To be sure, these sobering statistics are not reflective of a satisfied culture.

One might expect that our obsessive use of social media would make us feel more connected to others, but nearly half of Americans report sometimes or always feeling lonely. People reporting this feeling at the highest rate are adults between the ages of eighteen and twenty-two.10 In addition, only around half of Americans report having meaningful in-person social interactions.11 Aristotle was right when he wrote “Man is by nature a social animal,” but we need to get back to the way in which Aristotle socialized. We bet he didn’t suffer from disconnection syndrome.

To understand the reasons for these modern problems—and the way to solve them—we must turn to the most powerful tool we have. The brain has been shaped by the mightiest force on earth: evolution. It has adapted to changing pressures over the course of several million years so that it can thrive under a variety of conditions. The more we know about its resiliency and plasticity, the more incredible it seems. But we need to understand that the brain, for all its brilliance, still runs programs written long ago that can be commandeered or “hacked” by modern technologies, much the way a computer virus can infect software and change its functionality. Our primal desire for sweet foods and our need for social acceptance, for example, made a lot of sense in millennia gone by, when we had to worry about the scarcity of food resources during winter or the possibility of exile from the tribe. What were once valuable adaptations that helped us survive have now become entry points for exploitation. These core survival systems have long been part of our brain’s hardwiring, but they are now the targets of corporate efforts to manipulate your decision-making processes and capture your money, attention, and loyalty. Most important, we’re losing our grasp of our sense of self and self-worth—our identities are under assault from the constant stream of messages telling us what we’re supposed to look like, feel like, and strive for. We are left feeling inadequate. It’s time to reconnect to our brains’ higher levels of thinking and functioning.


Your thoughts and decisions are at stake because they are valuable—they translate into corporate profit.



The human brain is an incredible gift of seemingly endless complexity and ability. One thing that makes humans special is our brains’ disproportionately large prefrontal cortex, sitting just inside the front of our skulls and constituting nearly one-third of the neocortex—the most recently evolved part of the brain, which consists of gray matter surrounding the deeper white matter of the cerebrum. It is the prefrontal cortex that is credited with higher-order brain functions such as our ability to plan for the future, express empathy, see things from the point of view of another, make thoughtful decisions, and engage in positive social behavior—basically all the things that make us human. (By contrast, a chimpanzee’s prefrontal cortex makes up just 17 percent of its neocortex, and a dog’s comprises 13 percent.) The prefrontal cortex orchestrates thoughts and actions that help us achieve our goals, from simple objectives such as cooking a meal to complex tasks such as writing a book. The term for the activity carried out by the prefrontal cortex is executive function. Executive function includes the ability to differentiate among conflicting thoughts; determine good and bad, better and best, same and different; understand future consequences of current activities; work toward a defined goal; predict outcomes of actions based on past experience; and have social “control” (i.e., the ability to suppress urges that, if not contained, could lead to socially unacceptable outcomes). Scientific research on executive function is currently exploding and shows that, indeed, many environmental factors within our control can affect the health and functionality of the prefrontal cortex and ultimately our behavior and well-being.

Unfortunately, much of modern life conspires to keep our brains from taking full advantage of the prefrontal cortex. Instead, we find our actions driven by impulsivity, fear, and a need for instant gratification, which are triggered by overactivation of the amygdala (an emotional center of the brain) as well as by the constant stimulation of the brain’s reward circuits (more on this shortly).

There is a way out of this mess. We’ll reveal how improving your diet, sleep hygiene, exposure to nature, exercise habits, conscious consumption, mindful practices, and interpersonal interactions can affect your relationship with your own mind and help you reconnect to your prefrontal cortex, literally building a better brain, which leads to better decisions and, in the end, a better you. Here’s a visual representation of what we’ll be covering:
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BIOLOGICAL WARFARE

Inevitably, the manufacturers of processed food argue that they have allowed us to become the people we want to be, fast and busy, no longer slaves to the stove. But in their hands, the salt, sugar, and fat they have used to propel this social transformation are not nutrients as much as weapons—weapons they deploy, certainly, to defeat their competitors but also to keep us coming back for more.

—MICHAEL MOSS, SALT SUGAR FAT

THE QUICKEST WAY TO GRASP the depth of our addictions is to consider the biological warfare taking place on our plates. We readily accept the idea of “health food stores,” but that certainly raises the question: What are the other food stores selling?

In the world of nutrition, we’ve become slaves to a perverted redefinition of what the word food actually means. Our diet has undergone a jaw-dropping transformation in the last ten thousand years. The idea of food as nutrition has become a vanishing concept. Instead, we consume energy-dense, nutrient-poor foods and beverages that wreak havoc on our health, especially on our brain health. A surplus of calories pushes our bodies into a downward spiral of chronic, preventable diseases—including obesity, hypertension, heart disease, diabetes, and cancer—and, ultimately, to an early death. Research conducted by the Friedman School of Nutrition Science and Policy at Tufts University suggests that poor eating causes nearly one thousand deaths each day in the United States from heart disease, stroke, or diabetes.12 The worst part? Consuming nutrient-poor foods forces the body and brain into a perpetual loop that keeps us craving and coming back for more, restructuring the brain for the worse. And this is getting costly: in 2016, the direct and indirect costs of chronic diseases resulting from obesity were $1.72 trillion.13 That’s almost 10 percent of the nation’s gross domestic product.

Unfortunately, any person carrying around the extra weight caused by consuming empty calories is deemed a failure—rather than a victim of the toxic, addictive system that created this pathological state in the first place. If you’re someone who has struggled with your weight, please understand that the deck has been and remains actively stacked against you and your willpower. This is not your fault. In chapter 7, we’ll show how and why modern foods, which have been stripped of everything healthful, became so addictive and ever-enticing. The power of this addiction is not unlike that of addiction to hard-core drugs such as heroin and cocaine. We can draw many parallels between the opioid crisis and obesity epidemic. Craving painkillers is similar to craving sugar.

Sugar, ultraprocessed foods, and obesity are demonized daily. But maybe these are not issues for you. Perhaps you eat pretty well, would not consider yourself a junk-food addict, and remain at a healthy weight. Everyone comes to this book with varying strengths and weaknesses. For you, maybe lack of sleep and the paucity of time with loved ones are holding your health back and stoking disconnection syndrome. Maybe you’re a workaholic who hasn’t left the building and gone on a nature-filled walk in years. Or you’re tethered to your digital devices and know you could use a break from social media. Certain lessons in this book are going to speak to you. And we will give you plenty of strategies for tailoring the lessons to your own life—the tools, as it were, to switch gears.


SWITCHING GEARS

David: I learned many life lessons during my first year of neurosurgery training. It was the mid-1980s, and the demands placed upon us were immense. We residents would work thirty-six hours, then have twelve hours off, often for several weeks at a time. To say that I was not getting enough restorative sleep is an understatement. This lack of sleep, coupled with the stress of work, was unquestionably destabilizing my health. And with little time to focus on consuming high-quality food, I soon became sick. During that year, the first health issue I experienced was the development of esophagitis, an inflammatory disease of the esophagus that makes swallowing—even drinking water—incredibly painful. Next came dysentery, a severe illness characterized by high fever and diarrhea. In my case, the degree of dehydration I experienced was so severe that I remained on intravenous fluids for several days. As I began to recover, I contracted chicken pox.

At that point, I began considering a career change. Soon thereafter, while having dinner one night at my parents’ home, another illness descended on me. While we were having our meal, I grew increasingly uncomfortable and shortly thereafter developed incredible pain—specifically, in my testicles. This pain far exceeded anything I had ever experienced, including while playing contact sports, so my parents and I decided that I should go to an emergency room. It was there that I was diagnosed with mumps, a disease that could have made me sterile.

Looking back, I know that without question, my health was severely jeopardized by lack of sleep, chronic stress, poor dietary choices, and an almost total absence of exposure to nature. Although I didn’t undergo any blood testing to evaluate the level of inflammation in my body, I have no doubt that my markers would have been extremely high. Fortunately, the change I needed to make was clear. I decided to switch from neurosurgery to neurology, a specialty in which I could have better control of my time (and life). I truly believe that that simple decision saved me. And while so many maladaptive lifestyle events have conspired to bring me down, I’ve learned over the years that not every lifestyle factor has to be compromised in order for a person to manifest illness. A bad diet, not enough restorative sleep, or unrelenting stress, individually, can be devastating.



Even on days when we’re dealing with serious challenges or setbacks, or when we experience a disappointment or loss, we can still live with an undercurrent of optimism and contentment. Happiness and frustration are not mutually exclusive. But we cannot feel authentically joyful while being impetuous, lonely, narcissistic, indifferent, and dispassionate. Those descriptors cannot coexist. They keep us disconnected, and they keep us sick.

The health issues of the modern world are more than the list of individual conditions in a textbook. True health is a vibrant state of mental and physical well-being that transcends any specific diagnosis. This place of wellness is found through deep connection to ourselves, to others, and to the living space that we share with all humans. In order to get there, we need to take a close look at the central player: the brain.


CHAPTER 2

Mind Blowing

The Incredible History of Your Brain

Very little is needed to make a happy life; it is all within yourself, in your way of thinking.

—MARCUS AURELIUS

IN A SINGLE SECOND, OUR brains fire off a dazzling number of signals, propelling essential information through our neurons at up to 268 miles per hour. Neurons—basic cells of the nervous system that send and receive communications through chemical and electrical impulses—fire at a staggering rate relative to our slow-beating heart. It’s remarkable, really, when we pause to appreciate the human brain, an encapsulated three-pound organ that contains more connections than there are stars in the known galaxy. It creates our entire experience of life, constantly helping us make sense of an unbelievably complicated and ever-changing world and making decisions for us before we are even aware of them. Our exquisite brains have allowed us to thrive on this planet in the face of countless challenges, including real threats to our survival.

In modernized countries, we’ve removed most of the barriers to basic needs and potentially life-threatening dangers. This has theoretically given us the opportunity to focus on developing purpose, joy, and enduring health. But as we learned in the previous chapter, we face epidemics of loneliness, depression, anxiety, addiction, and chronic, preventable disease. This sad state of affairs has arisen because the brain’s long-established processes that allowed for our survival over the course of millions of years have been hijacked by aspects of contemporary life. This mental hijacking keeps us constantly craving instant gratification and in a perpetual and unnecessary state of stress, fear, and discontent. As we discussed in chapter 1, we are calling this disconnection syndrome. We’re going to show you how this happens at the level of your brain’s wiring and start to teach you solutions for taking back control so you can live a more fulfilling, happy, and engaged life.

Without a doubt, your day-to-day existence is defined by the experiences and interactions that fill your waking hours. All these moments require processing before you can make sense of them. The brain’s one-hundred-billion-plus neurons are able to accomplish this by using neurotransmitters—chemical signaling molecules that allow for the transfer of messages across the brain. These messages also are modified by hormones, another set of chemical messengers that affect the brain and the rest of the body. Collectively, neurotransmitters and hormones work together, driving feelings of joy, anger, bliss, hunger, lust, and desire. These molecules are absolutely influenced by your food, sleep, physical movement, and interactions with your environment and other people. They are also affected by your levels of stress, feelings of gratitude, and sense of empathy and compassion for others. When any signaling pathway—whether in the brain or elsewhere in the body—is defective or somehow out of balance, you can suffer consequences to your health and even your behavior. Let’s describe this biology, focusing squarely on the main command center: the brain.

WHAT FIRES TOGETHER WIRES TOGETHER

The brain is an electrical marvel. Each moment, electrical signals zip down your neurons to convey information between your brain cells. When each signal reaches the end of the neuron, a chemical messenger called a neurotransmitter is released into the tiny gap, called a synapse, that links neurons. These gaps are complex zones of constant communication between neurons, and the strength of this communication determines how tightly neurons are linked. Examples of common neurotransmitters that you’ll be reading about include dopamine, serotonin, adrenaline, noradrenaline, and endorphins.

Each neuron can form thousands of links to neighboring brain cells, giving a typical human brain trillions of synapses. Neurotransmitters are received in neighboring cells by dendrites, which convert the neurotransmitters back into electrical signals, and the message moves on. This complex wiring allows neurons to communicate with one another and generate biological wonders such as thought, sensation, and movement.

One of the most revelatory discoveries of our lifetimes has been that the brain is plastic, meaning it can reorganize itself by forming new neural connections throughout a person’s life. It’s pliable, impressionable, moldable. This means you can change the wiring of your brain right now. As it is said in neurology circles, neurons that fire together wire together: when one brain cell sends signals to another, the connection between the two gets stronger. The more signals sent between them, the more robust the connection becomes. Every time you experience something new, your brain slightly rewires to accommodate that new experience. And the more you engage in a particular activity, the more indelible and influential the connections needed to perform that activity become. In simplest terms, the more you do something, the more you do something. This is true whether that something is good or bad for you.

In fact, the way you choose to use your brain helps determine how your brain is organized overall. As you learn and experience the world, the links among your neurons are modified. New connections are created while unused connections die off. This is how we build a more efficient brain. It constantly and dynamically shapes and reshapes itself—both structurally and functionally—in response to experiences, learning, and even injury. Our good friend Dr. Michael Merzenich, a neuroscientist and pioneer in brain plasticity research, describes it perfectly in Sharon Begley’s Train Your Mind, Change Your Brain: “Experience coupled with attention leads to physical changes in the structure and future functioning of the nervous system. This leaves us with a clear physiological fact … moment by moment we choose and sculpt how our ever-changing minds will work. We choose who we will be in the next moment in a very real sense, and these choices are left embossed in physical form in our material selves.”1

Dr. Merzenich’s description of plasticity is a key point, because it means that neuroplasticity—the ability of the brain to form and organize synaptic connections—can either work for or against us. That is, if we choose to engage in activities that constantly bombard us with negativity or provoke a sense of fear, our brains will be rewired to respond to this negativity and fear-driven state. In the cogent words of His Holiness the 14th Dalai Lama, “The brain we develop reflects the life we lead.”

If you’re wondering just how the brain enhances and protects its connections, it’s largely through the help of a protein called brain-derived neurotrophic factor, or BDNF. In the brain, BDNF is active at the synaptic connections. Much of what science knows about this protein comes from studying people who suffer from a lack of it. For example, studies have demonstrated decreased levels of BDNF in Alzheimer’s disease patients.2 This is an illness that world-renowned neurodegenerative disease expert Dr. Dale Bredesen has indicated is characterized primarily by the loss of connections (synapses) between brain cells.3 And we’ll be connecting the dots so you can see how disconnection syndrome may be a factor in the development of diseases like Alzheimer’s. Indeed, preventing cognitive decline is very much in line with the central premise of this book—preserving and amplifying purpose, joy, and health across one’s life span. Optimizing brain health to preserve our thinking and intellect is critical: it’s the goal of the Brain Wash program.

In light of this, it should be no surprise that scientists are looking for ways to increase BDNF in the brain. It turns out that our lifestyle choices are highly influential in this regard. You can harness this amazing bit of information to form new connections in your brain, targeting critical areas such as the prefrontal cortex to help you make good, conscious decisions based on what you’ve learned from past experience and what you can expect from potential future consequences. The Brain Wash program will include strategies to increase your BDNF so you can change your brain.

OUR THREE BRAINS

In addition to being an electrical marvel, the brain is also an evolutionary wonder. You can think of yourself as having three separate brains, each reflecting a different stage in human evolution.4 The current scientifically accepted model of brain activity is more complex, but the simplicity of the three-brain model is helpful for the purposes of our discussion.

Our Original Brain

Our first and oldest brain dates back to the time of prehistoric reptiles (go ahead, think dinosaurs). We continue to share this part of the brain with modern reptiles and birds. In humans, this part of the brain is housed in the brainstem. Not surprisingly, it governs very basic but vital functions and receives direct input from the entire body. For example, the brainstem is involved in the regulation of our heartbeat, breathing, blood pressure, circulation, digestion, and the famous fight-or-flight response. What stands out about this part of the brain is that it’s strictly instinctual and automatic. It is critical to our survival but doesn’t require us to think or feel in order to work.

Our Limbic Brain

It wasn’t until we evolved into mammals that the next level of brain development occurred. This would become the limbic brain, which sits on top of the brainstem and receives input from the old reptilian brain below.

The limbic brain generates emotions based on sensory input. Like those of the brainstem, the limbic brain’s responses are automatic and frequently reflexive—without conscious analysis, reflection, or interpretation. These responses developed out of a need for preservation and survival. Within the limbic brain we find the physical and emotional basis for primal experiences such as hunger, pain, sleepiness, anger, fear, and pleasure.

One thing that makes the limbic brain so significant is that it’s associated with the release of the neurotransmitter dopamine and the brain’s natural opiates, called endorphins. Much more information on these important chemical messengers is coming in the next chapter, but suffice it to say that one of the many functions of dopamine is that it strongly influences our “reward circuits” and behaviors, including our habits and, yes, addictions. Reward circuits are pathways in the brain that govern our responses to rewards such as food, sex, and social interactions. As we’ll soon see, dopamine plays a central role in our incessant need for instant gratification and in the development of addiction. Pleasure-inducing chemicals like the feel-good endorphins, which act on the body’s opiate receptors, are also involved. When we experience something that initiates the reward circuit, these brain chemicals influence the brain and body to continue seeking out whatever stimuli are generating the pleasurable sensation.

The limbic system is not a single structure. Scientists have debated the specific components of the limbic system, but most descriptions include the amygdala, hippocampus, thalamus, hypothalamus, and cingulate gyrus. All these components work together to control some of the brain’s most important processes. You don’t need to understand all this anatomy or even how these structures collaborate in scientific detail. We’ll be simplifying what you need to know for the purposes of our discussion, and we’ll be homing in on the area of the limbic brain that has received a substantial amount of attention: the amygdala.

The amygdala has been the subject of much study for several decades. When scientists intentionally damage the amygdala in research animals, they find the animals lose their aggressive behavior and their ability to react normally to fear. They become fearless. Although such studies in monkeys date back decades, only recently have we documented similar findings in humans. In 2010, an unusual human case allowed scientists to confirm that a missing amygdala has behavioral consequences.5 A forty-four-year-old woman, code-named patient SM to protect her privacy, suffered a rare condition that led to an absence of brain tissue in the place where her amygdala would normally reside. Not only did she lack fear of creatures such as snakes and spiders, she would also put her life at risk without any apparent concern. In one instance, she walked through a park alone at night and was attacked by a man with a knife. The following day, she again walked through the same park. World-famous climber Alex Honnold, whose Academy Award–winning documentary, Free Solo, chronicles his climb up Yosemite National Park’s Half Dome alone without a rope, owes some of his fearlessness to the way in which his brain fires. Turns out his amygdala doesn’t activate normally.6 It remains relatively quiet during his sensation-seeking adventures, during which death is a real possibility. A normally functioning amygdala might well keep him away from those death-defying ledges.

The amygdala is the control center of the threat-response and threat-interpretation system. It modulates our memories of threatening events, real or perceived. To be clear, the limbic system’s hippocampus is the main memory center, but the nearby amygdala participates: these brain structures are activated following an emotional event and “talk” with each other in the process of memory consolidation. Memories in general, whether they elicit strong emotions or not, also involve the prefrontal cortex. Interactions between the hippocampus and prefrontal cortex support the assimilation of new memories into preexisting networks of knowledge, ultimately providing the foundation of memory consolidation—and later retrieval.

But the amygdala helps record real or perceived threats as well as other emotion-filled experiences so that we can recognize similar events in the future. As an example, think of a time when you hit the car brakes as soon as your eyes detected a large object on the road. In cases like this, we rely on an instantaneous, automatic response that doesn’t require conscious decision making. This type of response is part of our survival instinct.


DAVID’S AMYGDALA

Several years ago I learned an important life lesson. My wife and I had just about finished shopping at Costco. We were in line with our cart and were almost ready to check out. My wife suddenly realized that there was one last item that she had forgotten, so she went to retrieve it while I waited in line. When she returned, the fact that she had left the line must have violated some rule in the mind of the man who was waiting behind us, despite the fact that the cashier was still not ready for us. He proceeded to look at me and spew negative comments. I ignored him.

Then he turned his aggression away from me and directed it to my wife. Accosting her the way he did instantly disconnected my brain from rationality and thoughtful response. I was in full attack mode when I approached him, and by the grace of God, he must’ve sensed it. He immediately raised his palms and backed off. Fortunately, I was able to regain control, and the situation was defused. I had a lot to think about on the drive home that day.



With its powerful relationship to emotion and fear, one might expect that abnormal functioning of the amygdala—resulting from developmental problems, neurotransmitter imbalance, or structural damage—might be linked to conditions such as depression, PTSD, phobias, anxiety, and impulsivity, and that is in fact the case. But here’s the important lesson: the circuit in the amygdala can be hacked or altered even in an otherwise healthy brain. And when it’s tinkered with, big problems ensue. Anxiety, for example, is an amygdala-based response to something that is only perceived as being dangerous because of a previous experience. Panic attacks can occur when the amygdala is sending danger signals even though in reality no such danger exists. And the amygdala doesn’t just play a role in mental health issues. We’re going to show you how too much activation of this part of your brain can interfere with your ability to make good decisions and control your emotions. Most important, we’re going to show you how to tame your amygdala so you can reclaim your life.

The amygdala is a central influencer of emotion, impulsivity, and reward. An overactive amygdala is an essential part of the story that has led us to our current societal predicament. But the brain is not a collection of siloed parts and functions. The amygdala drives our response to fear-inducing events and our ability to remember these events, but it works in concert with other areas of the brain, including the prefrontal cortex.

Our Third Brain

In the most recent, third stage of evolution, mammals developed a new part of the brain on top of the limbic brain—the cerebral cortex. When you picture a human brain, you likely see lots of folds and creases. That’s the cerebral cortex you’re looking at. The more folds, the greater the surface area of the brain and the more advanced its capabilities. It is this part of the brain that gives us high-reasoning abilities—the ability to think analytically and logically, problem solve, plan for the future, and think abstractly. This most highly evolved part of the brain regulates and attempts to control impulses of the older, more primitive brain. This is called top-down brain functioning.

The emergence of our “new” third brain provided us with a much-needed counterbalance to the limbic brain, giving us a spectacular new set of survival skills. The cerebral cortex is, as its name implies, the cerebral part of us—it’s reflective, contemplative, and methodical. The prefrontal cortex is a key part of the cerebral cortex. Its complexity is a unique attribute of humans. It takes up about 10 percent of the total volume of the brain, and, as we noted previously, it occupies nearly one-third of the entire neocortex. Like a CEO who directs the many employees and operations under his or her watch, the prefrontal cortex attempts to find the best possible response to incoming information. It allows us to make a plan that weighs alternatives instead of immediately reacting to circumstances. This process defines executive function and is the exact opposite of the functions carried out by the reactive amygdala.

The amygdala and prefrontal cortex are in constant communication. The connection between these two areas influences our behavior as well as our ability to regulate
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