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Brexit. Trump. Ford Nation. What’s Going On?

With this timely book, David Moscrop explores why we make disastrous political decisions and whether our stone-age brains are equipped for democracy in the era of social media and relentless news.

In a world burdened by democratic decline, social inequality, environmental catastrophe, and terrorism at home and abroad, Moscrop argues that good political decision-making has never been more important. Our survival may depend on it.



“Moscrop is one of those most marvelous and rare things, a brilliant scholar who can synthesize history, politics, and science and explain them in a way that doesn't make the reader feel like they’re being forced to do homework. You’ll have a much better understanding of what’s going on around you, and how to be part of the solution to the big issues facing all of us today.”



—Mark Bourrie. author of Kill the Messengers




“So much of modern political debate revolves around what people are feeling. It’s nice to be reminded that deciding is the basic building block of democracy—not just for politicians, but for citizens too. If you’ve been worried lately about the state of democracy, David Moscrop might just be able to help.”



—Susan Delacourt, author of Shopping loi Votes




“It is difficult, in the Age of Trump, not to lose faith in democracy. Moscrop, to his credit, does not avert his eyes from the magnitude of the problems that confront us. More important, however, is that he provides some serious suggestions as to where the solutions might lie.”



—JOSEPH HEATH, author of Enlightenment 2.0
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For my dad, who isn’t around to read this but would have loved to brag about it to his friends; and for my mom, who is around and who will do just that.

And to everyone who wants a shot at better democracy— especially those for whom democracy has failed. May this book be an arrow in their quiver.






Democracy is the theory that the common people know what they want, and deserve to get it good and hard.



— H.L. Mencken




Many forms of Government have been tried, and will be tried in this world of sin and woe. No one pretends that democracy is perfect or all-wise. Indeed, it has been said that democracy is the worst form of government except all those other forms that have been tried from time to time.



— Winston Churchill




If liberty and equality, as is thought by some, are chiefly to be found in democracy, they will be best attained when all persons alike share in the government to the utmost.



— Aristotle




We have forgotten that democracy must live as it thinks and think as it lives.



— Agnes Meyer




It’s not the voting that’s democracy, it’s the counting.



— Tom Stoppard




Democracy begins with freedom from hunger, freedom from unemployment, freedom from fear, and freedom from hatred. To me, those are the real freedoms on the basis of which good human societies are based.



— Vandana Shiva
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Preface

In the spring of 2008, I was sitting in a small room in a big house in Ottawa glancing back and forth between a studio piano that I had impulse-purchased a year before and never played and a shelf of books that had nothing to do with the project I was working on. I was completing my master’s degree in political science at the University of Ottawa, writing my thesis on deliberative democracy — self-government based on dialogue and reason-giving. I needed a break, so I stood up and grabbed a book that looked interesting and that I could read for fun. I’d purchased it a few years earlier because it caught my eye and it was on sale.

Such is the role of remaindered books in history.

It was called Looking for Spinoza: Joy, Sorrow, and the Feeling Brain by neuroscientist Antonio Damasio. The title made me hopeful that somewhere in its 355 pages I might find some wisdom that would help me decide what to do with my life once I finished my degree: remain in Ottawa and go to work for a political party, start my PhD right away in Vancouver, or pack everything into storage and take off to South Korea to teach English. I was interested in all three options, but the latter two meant leaving a city I enjoyed and a woman I loved. Thinking about my future, I poured some coffee, opened the book, and sat down to explore the exciting and unfamiliar world of the human brain and mind — and to search for an answer to my young existential woes.

In the margins of that book, on page 8, I’ve drawn a vertical line and annotated it with a simple “Yes!” I rarely write in my books, so each time I do, I leave a reminder to myself that some passage must have struck me. In this case, I made it a measly eight pages before I discovered the lines, marked them, put the book down, and frantically called my supervisor, Paul Saurette. I can’t recall for sure, but I doubt he’d said more than “Hey, Dave” before I interjected with, “I have to change everything!”



Damasio writes about why it is critical that insights from the natural and social sciences should underpin our understanding of decision-making. Reading him, I saw a career and a calling in front of me; it was a moment of revelation. Here are the lines that made such a difference:


The success or failure of humanity depends in large measure on how the public and the institutions charged with the governance of public life incorporate that revised view of human beings in principles and policies. An understanding of the neurobiology of emotion and feelings is a key to the formulation of principles and policies capable of reducing human distress and enhancing human flourishing.1



Looking back, Damasio’s point seems obvious, even self-evident. But it didn’t seem that way to me that day. Instead, his argument was simultaneously a call to action and permission to think about scholarship and democratic life in broader, though still rigorous, ways.

A few minutes into my call with Paul, he had talked me down from a page-one rewrite of my thesis. He said something along the lines of, “Why not incorporate some neuroscience into your work and then return to it in your doctoral work?” I listened to his advice, thankfully, and wrote a thesis modelling how different approaches to democracy fit with insights from cognitive science. It was my first effort at trying to bridge understandings of human behaviour from the natural sciences with the political science of how we arrange societies and practise politics.

That effort lit a spark. When I boarded a plane to South Korea several months later to teach English in the charming-yet-bustling city of Suwon, I did so with a plan to return to work on neuroscience and politics at the University of British Columbia.

Two years later, I started my PhD in the Department of Political Science at UBC. Over time, my obsession with neuroscience gave way to an interest in social and political psychology. My subsequent research into the psychology of deliberative democratic decision-making is the foundation of this book. The pages that follow are the product of my studies during the last decade, a stitching together of my attempts to understand how and why we live our political lives the way we do, and how we might live them in a more just, peaceful, inclusive, prosperous, rewarding, and stable way.




Introduction


And you may ask yourself

What is that beautiful house?

And you may ask yourself

Where does that highway go to?

And you may ask yourself

Am I right? Am I wrong?

And you may say to yourself

My God! What have I done?

— Talking Heads



There was no way he was going to win. He was just running for the attention. He was in it for his own ego. He couldn’t help it. He was there so that when he lost, he could start a cable news channel. All Trump, all the time: TNN, the Trump News Network.

Sure, America was heading towards a cliff. But they wouldn’t throw themselves over the edge; eventually they’d stop. Before he won any primaries. Before he picked up steam. Before he became the nominee. Before he was elected president of the United States.

I was sitting on my couch with a friend when Donald J. Trump became the presumptive president-elect. Pizza. Beer. Shock. Disbelief. When it was clear that he had likely won, it was still early on the West Coast, where I was living. There it was. They’d done it. The unthinkable had not only become thinkable but real. As the final numbers rolled in, we turned off the television and the online feeds that had been giving us an IV drip of electoral returns, turned on my PlayStation 4, poured more beer, and played video games. Things were about to change. What’s that line? Is it dancing in a thunderstorm? Or whistling past the graveyard?

The morning after Trump’s win felt like the morning after you’d done something you were going to regret for a long time, except I’d done nothing but watch and worry. Immediately, I got calls from news outlets who wanted to talk about it. Why did it happen? How did it happen? Seriously, did that just happen? Could it happen elsewhere? Could it happen in the United Kingdom? Could it happen in France? Could it happen in, well, you know, could it happen in Canada? Aren’t we better than that? And come to think of it, aren’t Americans better than that?



History is always unfolding around us, but rarely do we think that it’s happening while we’re sitting on the couch or waking up in the morning, reaching for our phones to catch up on text messages, Facebook alerts, our Twitter stream, or the news. But every so often, something happens that feels different. Suddenly, history feels present. It feels heavy, like it’s pressing on your chest with both hands. Trump’s election was one of those moments.

So what do you do? After the election, my mind went to music. I listened to a lot of it. Just to think about something different. Before long, my shuffled tracks led me to Talking Heads — my favourite band. There came David Byrne’s unmistakable voice and that pitch, that surprise, that feeling of incredulity-meets-alienation that he expresses in the song “Once in a Lifetime.” Listening, I thought about Trump. And war. And nuclear weapons. And poverty. And climate change. In my head, I changed the song’s I to we and asked, “What have we done?” And come to think of it, “Who are we exactly?”

Then it hit me: I know exactly who we are. I know exactly what we’ve done. We’re a clever species that routinely makes bad decisions, including political decisions, and gets stuck living with the consequences.

With Trump’s election, some humans made decisions poorly, and consequently the way we live together has been affected, mostly for the worse. Trump’s election stands out, but it isn’t the only example of such a phenomenon. In recent years, we have felt the weight of many bad political decisions. The United Kingdom held a messy referendum on leaving the European Union. The alt-right continued its climb in Europe and North America. Facebook, Twitter, and other digital platforms were widely used to manipulate political outcomes around the world. Climate scientists warned us that year after year was the warmest on record — and that temperatures were still climbing.

Not to be trite, but these things happen. We make bad decisions all the time. We all know that. But what’s less often known is why we make bad decisions — and how we can make better ones. How did people end up with these political outcomes? And come to think of it, how do we make any sort of political decision, good or bad?

Now those are excellent questions. And I believe I have some answers. More importantly, I believe the answers to those questions are important. Very important. Our future depends upon good political decision-making. It depends upon us trusting our system, upon us seeing ourselves and our values and our desires reflected in it — all of us. And as a mix of old and new, even unprecedented, challenges threaten to upend democracy and even civilization, it is up to us to do better.

This book is about how we make political decisions, why we make bad ones, how we can make better ones, and why doing so is important. It is also about what better political decision-making means for the future of the United States, Canada, the United Kingdom, France, Germany, Australia, New Zealand, and dozens of other countries around the world that rely on their citizens to choose their governments and to express their opinions about what we ought to do together and how we ought to do it.

This book is also a yarn about you and me, about different countries, and about billions of people who find themselves sharing the planet at this very moment and who, I’m assuming, wish for future generations to share it, too. While the research and findings that I discuss may not apply to everyone everywhere, the argument I make applies to most people in most places who live, think, argue, opine, vote, and live their lives in diverse, complex, fast-paced countries marked by persistent differences of opinion and limited resources. Every day people are faced with important political decisions about what ought to be done, how, and why. Related to the question “What have we done?” is “How did we get here?”

To ask “How did we get here?” is to consider how we have evolved, how we have settled, how we have spread, how we have developed complex technologies and political institutions, and how we have decided — deliberately or otherwise — to live together on a planet that seems tiny when you consider the 7.6 billion of us who are here now.

Our evolution has unfolded over several million years, but our political institutions are of a much more recent vintage.1 Permanent human settlements first popped up during the Neolithic Era, around 12,000 years ago. Civilization, as we understand it — in terms of more complex social systems of organization and communication — developed around 6,500 years ago. Recorded history entered the fray about 5,000 years ago. And the first democracy appeared in Ancient Greece about 2,500 years ago.

But our version of self-government, liberal democracy, is only about four hundred years old. It was birthed from ideas in the seventeenth century that led to the French Revolution and the American War of Independence, ideas including universal human rights, the rule of law, and government by elected representatives. But it didn’t gain much traction until the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, when liberalism began to spread around the world and take the shape we recognize today.

So our democracy is of recent origin, and it’s historically unusual. This development raises opportunities, but it also presents some challenges. The idea that all individuals have irrevocable rights and freedoms that not only include but also rely on self-government is revolutionary. Even Athenian democracy was limited to male, freeborn, native landholders. Additionally, the need, desire, and expectation that everyone should take part in political decision-making, both to protect rights and freedoms and to use them to decide how we are going to live together, is itself a remarkable achievement — one based on an ideal that we haven’t fully realized.

As far as we’ve come, and as well as we’re doing, we cannot sit back and congratulate ourselves. The future is not guaranteed, and we risk losing it all. There are injustices to overcome and institutions to protect. There are people on the outside who need in. To preserve ourselves, we must preserve democracy. To preserve democracy, we must make it just, inclusive, and participatory. We must learn to make good political decisions. That starts with fighting back against the many pressures, practices, and interests that work against our ability to do so.

Think about a country, any country, for a moment — the one you’re living in, the one you were born in, the one you’re visiting right now. What comes to mind? Perhaps it’s geography: soaring mountains, rumbling oceans, expansive wheat fields, barren deserts. Or maybe you defaulted to social or cultural achievements: breathtaking works of art, stunning moments in sport, iconic buildings.

I’m Canadian. When I hear the word Canada, my automatic response is to think of the flag or Parliament Hill in Ottawa. It’s not that I’m a fervent nationalist. Rather, as a student of political science, a writer who writes about politics, and someone who has lived off and on in my country’s capital city, my national touchstones are political archetypes. My rapid default to the flag and the parliament buildings reminds me of cognitive linguist George Lakoff’s book Don’t Think of an Elephant!2 The joke, of course, is that upon hearing or reading the title, the first thing you think about is an elephant. You can’t help yourself. Your mind goes where it is tipped to go.

Now, if you haven’t already, think of the United States of America. I want to focus on it as a case study for a moment. For now, the United States is probably the most powerful country in the world, and as a diverse federation it is home to extremes that represent some of the best and worst of the political, social, cultural, and economic decisions and outcomes that we have achieved as a species. Both Abraham Lincoln and Donald Trump have served as president. The country was founded on a revolutionary idea of liberty but it accepted and defended slavery — and continues to suffer that legacy today. It is unimaginably wealthy, and yet millions live in poverty. It sent men to the moon but helped drive the world to the brink of climate disaster.

In 2018, the democracy watchdog organization Freedom House issued a report on freedom around the world, including a list of which countries were free or unfree.3 In it, the United States earns a near-top ranking in freedom, civil liberties, and political rights with a total score of 86/100 (with a hundred being the “most free”). However, the report also raises concerns about the election of Donald Trump and the uncertainties for political liberty that come with his victory, especially considering Russian interference in American democracy. In a similar report, the Economist Intelligence Unit’s Democracy Index 2017, showed the United States recently slipping, scoring a 7.98/10 and falling into the “flawed democracy” category (prior to Trump’s election).4

Focusing on extremes, the United States spends $598 billion per year on defence while the next fourteen highest spenders combine for just a little more, $664 billion. Among the top countries on the index, America has an infant mortality rate of 6.1 deaths per one thousand live births, which puts it in last place of the twenty-eight wealthiest countries (for comparison, Finland’s and Japan’s rates are 2.3/1,000). The United States is second globally for its incarceration rate, after the Seychelles, with 666 prisoners per 100,000 persons. Americans also underperform in math and science. And life expectancy is lower than in its developed peers. Bad political decisions are undermining the country’s potential — and its future. Where do these decisions come from?

Underlying decisions that affect infant mortality, education policy, life expectancy, and all the rest are people — not just elites such as politicians or academics, but everyone. Our choices create the environment in which we live. After all, in a democracy, it is we, the people, who are ultimately in charge. Sure, there are precedents, constraints, norms, and rules that shape our choices. But for a government to maintain trust and authority without resorting to violence or other forms of coercion, the people must accept that the laws and policies that are passed are at once just and legitimate. In other words, those laws and policies must have the broad support of those who make their preferences, values, and beliefs known to elected officials through elections or by sharing their opinions through letters and protests and polls. Developing and communicating those preferences is a process of political decision-making. And this political decision-making is essential to modern liberal democracy because the decisions of the government are supposed to reflect what the people want.



So the United States is doing well on some fronts and poorly on others. The same can be said of Canada and just about every other country in the world. You win some, and you lose some. You might be tempted to say that this is the same as it ever was, and there’s not much we can do about it. Politicians are going to do what they are going to do. And besides, we have made so much progress. On balance everything is fine, right? Right?

Not so much. We find ourselves in a complex, frenetic, daunting world, one that is approaching a dangerous tipping point. Yes, we in the lucky democracies have more health, wealth, and safety than humans have ever had. Today, we have life expectancies into our seventies and eighties, mass interconnectedness, and the freedom to pursue the lives we wish to live in peace and security. And sure, as Harvard psychologist Steven Pinker has noted, violence is in long-term decline, and we may be living in the most peaceful time in history.5

But despite all the good we’ve managed to do, we have never faced the risks of mass casualty or extinction by our own hands that we face now. The invention and proliferation of nuclear weapons and the rise of human-caused climate change present existential challenges to our way of life and our existence. Overpopulation is also a threat, as is the rise of political extremism, global terrorism, and regional tensions around the globe. Pollution now kills an estimated nine million people a year.6 Endemic poverty and preventable deaths are shameful embarrassments and massive problems, even though there is more global wealth than ever.

Creeping racism, sexism, and xenophobia have intersected with angry populism and authoritarianism, calling into question the future of liberalism and democracy. Democratic countries face challenges that include the marginalization and exploitation of certain populations, systematic discrimination, increasing wealth inequality, declining trust in politicians, and a lack of participation in self-government.7

Facing such serious threats, the impulse to retreat into cynicism or hopelessness, or to hope that someone else will look after our problems and abdicate our responsibility as citizens, is understandable. But we should not squander our future because things are tough. On the contrary, we should double down on democracy and get ourselves out of this mess. That process starts with knowing ourselves. The fact that we feel helpless or overwhelmed in the face of challenges that require us to make tough political decisions is not because we are terrible human beings but because we’re imperfect and our abilities and resources are limited. And worse, our world is often an inhospitable place to make good political decisions. The news moves too fast. There is too much going on in our lives outside politics. We have too little time and energy to devote to learning about each and every thing that comes up. Issues are made more complicated and technical than they need to be. And some people make it their job to mislead or manipulate us. The political decision-making process is exhausting and discouraging, and it can make us feel like we are stuck on the outside with our faces pressed up to the glass.

The title of the book asks “Are we too dumb for democracy?” because we are often made to feel as if we are. But the answer is: No, we’re not too dumb for democracy. We are, however, often stuck in situations that encourage or lead us to make dumb — or what I prefer to call bad — political decisions. It’s not that we lack the capacity to make good political decisions but rather that we do not have the incentives, skills, resources, or opportunities to do so. And so we keep making bad political decisions. And they are catching up to us.



By now you are probably wondering, “Okay, so what’s a bad political decision?” A bad political decision is one driven by bias, poor or incorrect information, or hidden motives. It is a decision that is often made on instinct, without research or reflection — the sort of decision we are likely to rationalize in the face of challenge or questioning. And it is something we’re all prone to do, including me.

For instance, when I was younger, I joined the Liberal Party of Canada. I was a keener: I carried a membership card and everything. A leadership contest was underway, and the winner was going to become prime minister of Canada. I got involved to support a candidate who never ended up running, but I stayed on to support another contender. I was swept up in the moment: I’d been studying Canadian history and politics, I was fascinated with former Liberal prime minister Pierre Trudeau, and I was raring to go. I knocked on doors. I made phone calls. I signed up members. I raised money. I praised the party at every opportunity and defended it whenever it was necessary.

Now, there is nothing wrong with joining a political party or being excited about a candidate. But you should not switch off your brain as part of the process. Back then, if you had asked me why I was working on the leadership race, I would have given an answer about progress, about rights, about national identity, and about the future of the country. If you had pressed me for specifics or asked me about which policies of the candidates I supported and which I opposed, I would have drawn a blank — or, more likely, I would have tried to talk myself out of giving a specific answer. I was there because I was caught up in a moment; I was part of a team. And right up to the time I left the party, I wanted to win above all else, even if I was not willing to admit that to myself.

So what about good political decisions? My idea of a good political decision does not require any specific outcome. I do not presuppose that any opinion, policy, law, or electoral outcome is a good one simply because I agree with it, and I do not expect any outcome I disagree with to be a bad one. Sure, I have my own views, but in these pages, I mostly care about process. Why? Because the process of reaching a good decision is independent of political parties or affiliations. It doesn’t matter if you’re liberal or conservative. What matters is how you come to your conclusions and policies. And since democracy requires repeated political decisions over time, achieving and maintaining good processes, regardless of party affiliation, sets us up for success in the long run.

Now, it may be the case — I certainly think it is — that a bad decision-making process leads to bad outcomes. That is why I think Trump, Brexit, and climate change are the result of bad political decisions, both substantively and procedurally. It is why I think fixing the outcomes we get requires that we fix the process we use to make decisions.

So yes, process matters — a lot. Even if we agree that it is important that political decisions are fair, equal, and just and produce opinions, policies, laws, and electoral outcomes that allow us to live together peacefully, that is just the beginning. Since we often disagree with one another about what sorts of outcomes meet these standards (or even what these standards imply in the first place), the process by which we make decisions becomes the key to working out our differences, justifying our choices to one another, and bringing about a perception of trust and legitimacy in our democracy. After all, how often do we disagree with a political decision made by someone else? All the time. But we are more likely to accept that decision if we think it is the product of a process that we support as fair and legitimate. And even within ourselves, a good decision-making process can transform how we see the world, open us up to new perspectives, and help reinforce what we believe and why. So yes, getting to better decisions about what we ought to do requires that whatever else we do, we adopt a better process of decision-making.

You might think that in twenty-first-century democracies, we are already there. Throughout this book I will argue that we are not. For instance, however I feel about the substance of the Brexit referendum, the process was a mess in all kinds of ways. One of my favourite indicators of that is the fact that after the announcement that UK voters had elected to leave the European Union, the second most searched for question on Google regarding the EU was “What is the EU?” And just ahead of the vote, one of the most common questions was “What is Brexit?” Yikes.

These searches imply that an alarming number of voters had no idea what they were voting for and no clue what they had done after they had cast their ballot. The day after Donald Trump was elected president offered similar results. That day, the top three “How did . . .?” questions on Google were “How did Trump win?” “How did this happen?” and “How did Clinton lose?” In this case, the searches might speak more to shock or curiosity than ignorance. But perhaps not.

During the election, Trump had run on a promise to repeal the Affordable Care Act, also known as Obamacare. After his win, many of his supporters expressed glee that the forty-fifth president was going to do away with Obamacare but were convinced that Trump would never dismantle the Affordable Care Act, with which they were becoming increasingly comfortable. That confusion was a long time coming. Years before Trump, in a 2013 CNBC poll, two similar groups were interviewed about health-care reform. One was asked about Obamacare, which 46 per cent opposed. The other group was asked about the Affordable Care Act, which 37 per cent of them were against. The two names referred to the same legislation.

In the Obamacare/Affordable Care Act instance, ignorance met framing. Bad political decisions are sensitive to the whims of a moment and to what psychologists call framing effects — the way an idea is presented. For instance, a proposed surgery might have a 90 per cent success rate or a 10 per cent failure rate. Despite the statistic implying the same risk, research reveals that patients responded more positively to the success percentage than to the failure rate.

In contrast to the shifting goalposts of a bad political decision, a good political decision is rational (informed, coherent, and consistent) and autonomous (the person knows why they made it and can explain their reasoning to you). We make good political decisions when we have enough good information to work with, the time and resources to sort through it, and the skills to work through what we want and why we want it. A good political decision also includes the ability to explain our reasoning to ourselves and to others. It’s not enough to say just because, at least not if we want to meet the standards of a democracy in which we treat one another as citizens worthy of respect.

In short, a good political decision belongs to us. We make it ourselves, on purpose, and with full awareness of why we’re making that decision and not some other one. You might think this is already how we make political decisions. We don’t need research to tell us what a good or a bad decision is, we already know; and more to the point, we know that we happen to make great decisions. That is certainly how I used to think about things. But I was wrong.



So the short answer to “Are we too dumb for democracy?” is “Not really.” The rest of this book is the long answer. It is the story of how we have found ourselves in a messy world where we must make important decisions. This is a world that we are often underprepared to navigate. It is a world where what we want and expect from ourselves is far greater than what we deliver. But that is just half the plot. The other bit of the tale I tell in these pages is the story of what our future can be if we choose to make good political decisions.




One The citizen decision-maker




1. Public matters, grey matter: The brain and decision-making

This book is full of reasons why we make bad political decisions, but none of those reasons are excuses for us to throw up our arms and say, “Well, what can you do? We are who we are.” It is a bit too convenient to blame our bad political decision-making on our brains and then move on. What does that even mean? “My brain made me do it” is not a great defence. If you don’t believe me, try using that line the next time you are pulled over for speeding. And yet understanding why we make bad political decisions — and why we end up with regrettable outcomes — requires that we first understand the brain and how it works.

Let’s begin with the idea that we Homo sapiens are more than just a brain. Because of course we are. But we are also nothing without it. The brain is essential to human life, not just to keep our bodies working — without the autonomic nervous system to regulate blood flow, breathing, hormones, and so forth, we would not last long — but also to make consciousness possible. Through a process that continues to elude researchers, the brain, the body, and the outside world interact to produce self-awareness and subjectivity — that experience of the world that makes us who we are.

The brain also does all kinds of other useful things. It allows us to make and recall memories. It serves as a central processing centre so that you can take in and move throughout the world. It makes speech possible. Most importantly, the brain not only enables thinking but allows us to think about thinking. This quality makes it possible for us to make decisions and then to reflect on them: why we made them, whether they were good or bad, and how they might be improved in the future. So to understand how and why we make the political decisions we do, we must start with a tour of our brains.



Picture a brain. Pinkish, shaped like a football that is flattened out on the bottom, separated into two hemispheres, and marked by a distinctive pattern of folds. That is the outer layer of the brain, the cerebral cortex, and it is further divided into regions. One of those regions is the neocortex and it makes up most of the cerebral cortex’s area. This part is sometimes referred to as the thinking brain. It is what allows us to engage in behaviours that we think of as distinctively human — having a conversation, singing a song, solving a complex math equation, writing a book, performing surgery, mastering a video game.

The evolution of the neocortex is the result of a long process of natural selection that has also made us good at problem solving. In How to Create a Mind — a book about developing artificial intelligence by reverse engineering the brain — scientist and futurist Ray Kurzweil asks, “If the neocortex is so good at solving problems, then what is



























The emotional brain and the rational brain
























The conscious brain and the unconscious brain
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