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Chapter one
Introduction


Introduction
What differentiates us from other animals? Is it our ability to speak? To understand complex ideas? To think before we act? To make rational decisions? 


Cameron Buckner, an assistant professor of philosophy at the University of Houston, had similar questions. He dedicated his research to evaluate the cognitive abilities of different animals and found that a variety showed some level of control (i.e., made conscious considerations before acting).1  Through empirical research, he was able to show how matriarchal elephants in Kenya’s national park determined threat levels of human intruders by considering their age, gender, and ethnicity and how giraffes were not considered prey by lions in Africa, because they were aware of their defense mechanisms (a life-threatening kick was enough to have these lions reconsider). All this indicates that on some level, animals have executive control, just like us. 


But for us, the critical ingredient for success goes beyond executive control. The distinct advantage we have is our ability to communicate using language. Through language, we access our metacognitive abilities; we think about abstract concepts and adapt our behaviors as the situation deems fit. We communicate our ideas, negotiate deals, conquer lands, achieve the seemingly unachievable, simply by using words and actions that are understandable to others. This has established us at the top of the hierarchy in the animal kingdom, but where do we go from here? Is our ability to communicate enough?


In the 1600s, Galileo was imprisoned for saying that the earth revolved around the sun, in the 1700s, many women were burned at stake for being involved in witchcraft, and most military leaders of the past relied on their readings and stars to gauge their success in battle and life. 


When we were hunters and foragers, it was our quick instinct and ability to communicate that got us from point A to point B. Survival was the name of the game, and survive we did. We didn’t need logic. We needed to be quick on our feet, eat or be eaten. We had to use our reflexes, sharpen them, and even join forces with others in a tribe to create the means for our survival. Those days have passed, but our reliance on our reflexes haven’t. That needs to change. 


In today’s world, we have to look beyond survival, evolve from our primal instinctual decision making to a type of decision making that requires more careful thought, more deliberation. That is the need of the future of mankind. That is how we make room for the Galileos of the world. That is how we make sure we make decisions that are best for us in our daily lives. 


And for that, we need to fight millennia of conditioning that has been ingrained into our very DNA. We have come a long way. While we may still rely on reflexes to make decisions, it is far tougher to be locked up now just because someone believes you’re a sorcerer. This means that we’ve moved on to a world where we rely more on fact than fiction, that instead of believing in dragons and warlocks, we want a deeper understanding of the world. This is where critical thinking helps. 


But because scientific/critical thinking is still alien to most people, they have preconceived notions about it. For example, did you know that 95% of Americans are unable to explain how a scientific theory (e.g., Big Bang) is different from a statement like “ghosts exist”?2 This means that their ability to critically reason is so limited that science and superstition are the same for them; this is why many of their decisions are rooted in fear. 


Fear is a powerful motivator and is one of the many emotions that guides our choices in our daily life. One of the bonuses of critical thinking is making choices based on rationale and facts, not just emotion. Science does not say God does not exist, it says that it is not yet proven. This can be frustrating for people who have a more emotional approach to life and a static understanding of the world, but critical thinking challenges us to keep questioning so that our world view stays dynamic. 


Some of our beliefs find their roots in early history. For example, we still talk about five senses, an idea that gained popularity as far back as 350 BC with the Greek philosopher Aristotle. In reality, we have around 14-20 senses, scientists disagree on the exact number.3 There is proprioception, which is our ability to tell where our muscles are in space, equilibrioception, which is our sense of balance, kinesthesia, which is our sense of movement, and conception, which is sensing the passage of time. If we continue to go down this path and define senses as our ability to observe the outside world in connection to our body, then the number of things we “sense” and the way we “sense” them are unique to us and are far more than the basic five, yet those are the ones we are taught about. Many of our beliefs are archaic even if there have been studies to disprove them.


Did you know that rolling your tongue is not a genetic predisposition? 4Alfred Sturtevant, a geneticist, introduced us to this idea and was disproved by another geneticist Philip Matlock just twelve years later through a study comparing a set of 33 identical twins. 5He found seven pairs within his study where one twin could roll the tongue and the other couldn’t. Despite being disproven just a decade or so later, it is still quoted in science books across the globe. At least this misconception wasn’t life-threatening, but what about the ones that are?


Henry Faulds was a Scottish physicist and scientist who in 1888 wrote an article about how every person has a unique set of fingerprints. 6The problem with this theory is that there is no way to prove this unless we collect and compare the prints of every single person who ever lived. A single fingerprint could be the cause of a wrongful criminal conviction creating cause for concern with the legal system. Simon Cole, who is a criminologist at the University of California, published a study in 2005 that presented 22 cases where people were wrongfully accused and, in some situations, even convicted BECAUSE of the assumption that fingerprints are unique.7


Scientific or critical thinking asks to constantly update our views, to make room for ways to improve. Long before we understood the universe, when the ancient man looked at the moon, he thought he saw a face. Now we know that we are looking at craters that are billions of years old. We can be sure that there’s no man in the moon, because through telescopes, we have carefully examined the surface and disproved this hypothesis. That is the beauty of rational thinking, the ability to observe and evaluate all options and then choose the most probable one. With science, the possibilities are endless.


How is it that while scientists are evolving their learnings and constantly readjusting their worldview, the rest of us who think we know right from wrong are stuck with a primitive understanding of the world and what is in it?


Think you’re different? Think again.


Have you ever rolled dice in certain ways and at certain angles because you think that will influence the decision? Or have you found that when you have a certain opinion, other sources seem to corroborate the same idea? Or when you’ve checked your horoscope, it predicts your exact day? Often we prefer wrong information to no information, and we use it to justify our ideas and views. These are decisions made on impulse and emotion, not rationality. As humans, we look for patterns everywhere, and the greatest patterns we build are the ones we make ourselves. We are more swayed by a compelling story than by reality. 


Consider the very popular modern-day folklore of Barney and Betty Hill.8 In the ‘60s, the husband and wife made the news by insisting that they both were examined as well as abducted regularly by aliens in their sleep. Upon closer examination, doctors discovered that the scenes they described sounded a lot like the 1953 movie, Invaders of Mars. But it made great television. Much better than the rational explanation that people can experience visions, sometimes shared hallucinations occur because of fever, lack of sleep, or even changes in brain chemistry. 


Our need for a powerful narrative is so strong that we neglect facts. Think of the number of TED talks, even political speeches you have been swayed by. What you focus on are the stories, not the numbers and figures, because the stories are rooted in emotion.


“But I’m not like that,” you’ll argue. “I listen to fact and figures, and data.” 


But what if I told you even facts and figures can be manipulated?


We quote “experts” who rave about the Atkins diet only to disprove it a decade later and then replace it with the next fad. Even though they are based on facts and figures, it is evident that the data is being used to justify not teach. The more facts, graphs, and charts you add to any idea, the more likely you are to find the pattern, even if it doesn’t exist. That is how we are influenced, our power of storytelling can even seep into numbers and statistics. And once we are convinced of something, we use the information we receive to interpret it to support the way we think (i.e., we use our cognitive abilities to justify our belief system). 


Our inflated view of ourselves and our beliefs has repercussions. It’s how bad presidents get elected, how we end up shopping for the items that weren’t even on the list, how our retirement plans don’t come true, and how even though we think we are open-minded people, we are inherently designed with biases. 


When it comes to our prejudices, intelligence does not determine our rationality. What matters is our mindset and our ability to override our instinct. The more cognizant we are of our biases, the more likely we are to self-correct. 


And that is all we are aiming for, the ability to gently steer ourselves in a direction where we create room to believe that we are fallible. It is not possible to be fully rational, nor should that be our aim. What we need to develop is the capacity for rational thought. Every day and every minute, you are making a multitude of decisions, and they all can’t (and shouldn’t) be well thought out. Nor should you eliminate emotional thinking. It is an important ingredient for creativity and motivation, the stuff visionaries are made of. Emotions are only a problem when they are outside the realm of our conscious awareness. That is our undoing and what can taint our judgement. 


Rational thinking is important when the stakes are higher. I am less likely to care about what color of socks I pick for my run than I am about the president I vote for. The latter is the decision that I have to live with for a full term, and so I have to weigh the pros and cons, evaluate the policies, see the actual quantifiable benefits I will receive, look at the candidate's actions, not just words, outwit us versus them mentality, and then make a decision that is best suited for me at that particular time.  


Similarly, if I choose to make investments in the stock market, I have to accept that the stock market will change and there will be good days and bad days, but I have to stay put, because what goes up must come down. 


It is not fair that you are subjected to this constant self-evaluation, but it is a necessity, because you are not alone in the belief that you are rational, or that you are smarter than the average person, or that you don’t fall victim to the same biases that everyone else does. We live in a world that is based on systems that corroborate that belief. In a way, we are set up for failure, and while we can hope for a world that accounts for actual human behavior, chances of that happening are slim. What we can do is understand the pitfalls likely to come our way as a result of emotional thinking and safeguard ourselves against them.


Since rational thinking is not dependent on intelligence or factors out of our control, cultivating it becomes easier. We can become more critical of the world around us by developing a critical understanding of ourselves. 


Take a second to think about yourself. When are you most likely to think rationally and where are you likely to be overwhelmed by emotions? In situations where you become emotional, what direction do you take? What are the thoughts that begin to spiral in your mind? What are the different states you experience?


Lucky for us, we are not clueless about rational thinking and have experienced it more and more in our lives since the Scientific Revolution in the 1600s. What scientific thinking has done is allow us to engage in a healthy amount of skepticism, enough for us to make room for good ideas while siphoning out bad ones. Galileo did this, as did Copernicus and Newton, and through their understanding of the world, we began to tread on a path of rational and evolved thought, leaving the ways of superstition behind.


But the dangers still lurk for us if we are not guided by conscious reasoning. It is very easy to fall into the trap if we do not evaluate the root of our decisions. And I don’t just mean impulse buys at the shopping mall or our questionable retirement plans. The decisions we make may perpetuate certain societal beliefs, especially if we base our decisions on ego and our biases. Without meaning to, we might inadvertently encourage many of the world’s evils. We need to adopt a more rational point of view so that we don’t have a bigoted view of the world, so that we don’t promote racism, so that we don’t keep making the rich richer and the poor poorer.


Here is the point that I am certain I have lost you. Yes, racism, hatred, bigotry, all of them exist, but not with you. You are enlightened, you don’t let emotions cloud your judgement, you are liberal in your beliefs. And maybe you are right.


But what if you’re not?


As a rationalist, your behavior has to be guided more by conscious reasoning than your beliefs about that behavior.


Through this book, we will understand how multiple systems exist in the world that are designed to make us make bad decisions. We will evaluate those systems, and our choices within those systems, to see how deeply and systematically irrational we all are in our choices. We will discuss how our need to find patterns makes our world view simplistic, how we’d much rather rely on coincidence than fact, how our emotions are based on memory and our predictive systems can fail us, how we are primed to make certain decisions through subliminal messages, fear, and loyalty, and how our group-think behavior is rooted in our survival mechanism.


But I am not just here to tell you what’s wrong with your belief system. I’m also here to show you how you can train yourself to ask better questions and then make better decisions. Not only will we evaluate how the world’s system operates, but we will also evaluate our internal systems, what the biases are we fall victim to and why, when those biases are handy for decision making, and when we need to think a little more deeply to get the most out of life. 


Because ultimately, that is the reason you are reading this book. You want to make decisions that will improve the quality of your life, and that is what we’ll aim for. 


You are a creature of nature, explaining away your actions, rationalizing your behaviors, answering questions about your life that you don’t have the answers to. You have been telling yourself stories, the same anecdotes that I mentioned earlier, but they are all the more powerful because you are the narrator, and you know what you need to tell yourself to be convincing. You have been telling yourself a story for as long as you could use words, and you are so convinced of it that it will be difficult to talk yourself out. You have created shortcuts and through that, your brain has created experiences that allow you to whizz through the day. 


And that’s okay. But now let’s add another layer to the story, the one that makes for compelling narration because you, the narrator of your story, will now observe your life and choices from an intellectual curiosity, one that will expose the underlying principles and thoughts behind your decisions. You will understand the battle in your mind between intuition and logic. You will understand that there is a place for both. You will dig deeper. 


You will make better decisions, because this time you will seek to understand both yourself and the world. 
I hope you’re ready. 
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Chapter two
OUR BIASES AND WHERE THEY STEM FROM







Chapter three
 Interoception


Before we understand our biases, we need to rethink our understanding of emotions. When we realize that a lot of how we feel is drilled into us, not just something we are born with, it gives us a choice, a sense of control over how we function and the influence we exert over our daily decisions. 
Let’s start by asking ourselves a simple question. Are you in favor of genetically modified food?
Chances are your mind immediately gave you an answer. Most likely your answer was no. 
Now let’s evaluate that decision. If you adopted a completely rational approach, you would have first considered both the advantages and disadvantages of modified food. Once you finished that, you would have considered the list of positives and ranked them in order of importance. Then you would have multiplied each with the probability of those advantages occurring. Next, you would have repeated the process for the cons list. Once you arrived at a number for both the lists, you’d subtract the pros and the cons, and there you’d have your answer. If the answer was greater than zero, you would view genetically modified food favorably and if less than zero, you wouldn’t. 
Now I will take liberties to assume that your approach to answering this question was not as methodical, that your answer was “no” or even “yes” as soon as you read the question. So was mine. Most people do not have the time of day (or
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