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For my teachers and others I have learnt from.


INTRODUCTION

The mind knows not the reasons of the brain

 

 

 

Your life is dominated by your unconscious mind: by thoughts you’re unaware of, movements you don’t realise you’re making, and behaviour you think is caused by something else. Words, colours, mannerisms and other cues which you may not notice, and certainly don’t realise are affecting you, change the way that you think. The confidence you have in your ability to reason and to consciously choose what to do is caused by a series of illusions which scientists are now uncovering, and which will change the way we see ourselves more than Darwin or Copernicus’s discoveries did.

I want to bash you over the head with these facts. These are not odd quirks that are only observable in the laboratory or in rare circumstances. In all the important things you do and think about, whether dating, making moral decisions, empathising with others or choosing politicians, you, quite literally, don’t know what you’re doing.

This doesn’t mean our conscious minds are useless. I want to explain why we have consciousness and what it does: how it is formed and how to use it better. In this book, we’ll develop a social theory of consciousness which explains why we’re tricked into thinking more of what we do is conscious than it really is. We’ll find that our conscious brains are one of humanity’s greatest adaptations. Their foundation is a model of ourselves as other people model us. We are conscious not to understand ourselves or what we will do, but to understand other people and predict what they will do. Our conscious brains enable us to live more complicated social lives than any other creature, and are the reason that humans rule the world. The theory explains why we evolved processes in the brain that we experience. But before we can do this, I have to convince you that consciousness doesn’t do what you imagine it does.

All the greatest scientific advances have involved finding out that the world doesn’t work in the way we experience it working: the world isn’t what we imagine it to be. But the science described in this book does something which is in a way more profound: it tells us that what we experience about experience is wrong.

In the first part of this book, we’ll find that we don’t do things for the reasons we expect. Morals aren’t rational, memories aren’t the truth and we aren’t as independent as we think we are.

We are mistaken about why we do what we do, and the second part of the book explains why. Most of what we imagine we do consciously is in fact done by the unconscious. We can’t choose to lift a finger consciously, let alone pick a partner or form a judgement.

But if all the important stuff is done unconsciously, why don’t we notice? Why do we have the impression that we make conscious decisions all day long? The third part of the book shows how consciousness is formed: from the outside in. We think we know why we’re doing things even when we don’t because we construct plausible reasons for why we do what we do and believe these reasons came first. We form our conscious experience of why we are doing what we are doing, how we feel and how we must have reasoned from our actions, our expressions and what we say. Consciousness isn’t internal, it’s external.

The fourth part explains why we have such a consciousness. This is the part of the book that everything else is leading to. We form consciousness from the outside in because that is what other people have to do when they want to understand us. Our success in life is dependent on predicting what other people will do. But we are only any good at this to the extent that we can predict what they will predict we will do. We need to be able to see ourselves not as we really are but as other people perceive us to be.

This is what consciousness gives us. We have evolved a better way of predicting what other members of our species will do than any other animal. We model other people as having minds, and by working out what they are thinking from the expressions on their faces, what they say and do, and what we know they have seen or heard, we can guess what they will do and how they will respond to what we do. But they are doing the same with us. So to really fill in the blanks about what is in their minds, we need a model of ourselves that approximates the way they are modelling us. Humans with such a model would be better at predicting and manipulating other humans, and so at achieving what they wanted socially than humans without such a model.

For such a model of ourselves to be truly effective it has to be slightly different to the model we have of other people. For example, we have to predict what other people will infer about us before they have the chance to make their inferences if we are to have the chance to change what we do based on its advice. We have to know what they can see in us, even though we can’t see our own face or be looking down at our body all the time. We have to be aware of things that they do not know but might find out through our actions. But mostly our model of ourselves should infer what we’re thinking in the way that other people infer what we’re thinking.

Consciousness isn’t designed for understanding ourselves, it’s for understanding other people. This might seem surprising, but it shouldn’t be. The greatest difference between us and other animals isn’t the complexity of our abstract thinking, it’s the complexity of our social relationships. We communicate in far more sophisticated ways than any other animals. We have more opportunities – through talking (and writing) – to change what other people think and what they will do. The people whose behaviour we are trying to change have to work out why we are saying or doing what we are saying or doing, and what effect we expect it to have. In turn, we have to work out what they will infer. To get a job or a date we have to be good at this game, and that, I will argue, is why we have evolved a conscious model of ourselves.

The final part of the book looks at one of the consequences of having a conscious model of ourselves. It investigates the conflict between what we consciously want to do and what older, better developed parts of our brain are telling us to do. It shows why we find using willpower so difficult, and describes what we know about tipping the balance in favour of conscious thought: if that is what you want to do.

We seem to have a perfectly good guide to how we think: our own thoughts. To know ourselves better, it seems that we need a little quiet time and honest reflection. But, disconcertingly, the results of scientists’ experiments lead us to very different conclusions from those we’d form sitting by the fire deep in introspection. Our thoughts turn out to be a very bad guide to what we’re thinking.

By the end of this book, it is possible that your view of yourself will remain unchanged. You might be confident that your mind is deeper and your conscious experience really tells you why you act the way you do. This is understandable. But I hope most readers will join me in a second group. Reluctantly, and with a great deal of discomfort, I have accepted that my mind is playing tricks on me. I’m not the person I thought I was, and I don’t do things for the reasons I thought I did.


PART ONE

Thought alone cannot tell us what thought is for


We can only understand ourselves through experiments on other people.

The only technique that has ever been successful in explaining the world around us is experimentation. Scientists drop things, pass electricity through them, heat them up, magnetise them and shoot subatomic particles at them. They do the same thing again and again and then they do it again from a different starting point, at a different temperature or at a different time of day.

Humans are rather intricate objects, but we too can only be understood through experimentation. To understand the heart you have to cut one up. To understand our cells you dye them, bung them under a microscope, and insert things into them.

Our minds aren’t exempt from the rule. Introspection is flawed. We can’t tell why we do what we do by reflecting on what we’re thinking. We can’t even work out why we’re thinking what we’re thinking by reflecting on what we’re thinking.

Only experiments can tell us why we are the way we are, why we think what we think and do what we do. We need scientists to prod people, flash subliminal messages at them, trick them, scare them and make them fall in love. Then we need them to do the same things to other people at a different temperature, in a different language, beside another bridge, on a different day of the week and wearing different clothes. If they don’t, we’ll never understand ourselves.1


If somebody mimics you a lot, then they’re naturally empathic, like you a lot, or have been reading this book.

We all instinctively mimic people. We pick up our friends’ turns of phrases, and mirror the stance of those we’re talking to. We don’t do this deliberately. When I went to university, I had no idea that I was developing a new accent until I went back to see my parents during the vacation. They joked that I was trying to become upper class. By the end of the holidays I was back to using northern inflection, and by the next holiday I was talking posh again. In my first job, I often noticed that in a meeting everybody, including me, would have their arms folded. Later in the same meeting we’d all be leaning back on our chairs, and at another point all be leaning forward. It might have been that had I stayed and become more senior I’d have learnt the secret signal on which all BP employees switch their body position, but it is more likely that we were all copying each other’s postures without realising we were doing so.

Even though our mimicking isn’t deliberate, it’s still socially important. John Bargh and Tanya Chartrand (then at New York University) investigated when and why we mirror each other automatically.2 They invited volunteers to discuss photography with someone the subjects thought was another volunteer, but who was in fact an experimenter. The experimenter either rubbed his face repeatedly during the task or shook his foot. When the researchers watched videotapes of the volunteers, they found that those paired with the foot-shaking experimenter shook their foot a lot, and those working with the face-rubbing experimenter rubbed their face far more. But when they interviewed the volunteers at the end of the experiment, none of them had noticed that the person they worked with had any peculiar mannerisms. They certainly hadn’t copied the experimenter on purpose.

People who are naturally empathic (or at least answer questionnaires in a way that convinces psychologists that they’re naturally empathic) automatically mimic more, and when we want to get on with someone we are likely to imitate them without realising that we are doing so. It makes sense for our unconscious minds to talk directly to each other. Because we don’t know we’re mimicking, our unconscious minds can have a sincere discussion about our intentions. If we knew what the signals were, we’d fake them, just as a salesman always has a firm grip and a ready smile.


Playing Simon Says as a child can help you get laid as an adult.

When experimenters subtly mimic volunteers (so subtly that participants don’t realise that they’re being mimicked), the volunteers are more likely to report that their interaction with the experimenter went smoothly and that they liked the experimenter than volunteers who hadn’t been mimicked.

A French researcher wondered whether the same technique could help romance.3 Before a speed-dating session he coached some of the women taking part. In some of the dates he asked them to unobtrusively mimic their potential partner’s speech and body language. So if the man asked: ‘You really do that?’ they should reply: ‘Yes, I really do that!’ instead of just ‘Yes.’ If he scratched his ear, they should scratch their own a few seconds later.

At the end of the speed-dating session, the researchers gave forms to all participants asking them what they’d thought of the people they’d met and whether they’d like to meet any of them again. Professor Guéguen found that when the women copied the men they were rated as being sexier and more of the men requested a second date.

When you go on a date you might put thought into choosing the right restaurant, saying the right things and wearing the most flattering clothes. But it could be something you don’t realise you’re doing, and your date doesn’t notice, that determines how well you get on.


Imitation is the sincerest form of flattery and the quickest way for a waitress to make a buck.

You might think you know why you give a particularly large tip to a waitress – whether it’s the service, the food or her smile. But in a Dutch experiment,4 waitresses who agreed to repeat orders back to customers (saying the Dutch equivalent of ‘a hamburger and fries’ instead of ‘yes’ or ‘I got that’) received a third more tips. Not only that, the average tip was nearly 70% larger. Interestingly, most waitresses don’t know this and when they aren’t told whether to mimic or not they slave the night away for a fraction of the money they could have been getting.

If it’s not worrying enough that waitresses can be taught to reach into your wallet without you realising what they’re doing, psychologists have shown that mimicking can improve the relationship we have with computers.5 In their experiment, students listened to an avatar tell them about a plan to improve security on campus by making all students carry ID. When the avatar was programmed such that its head moved in exactly the same way as the listener’s, but with a four-second delay (just long enough so that the mirroring wasn’t noticeable), the students liked the avatar more, thought it more realistic, and even found its arguments more persuasive.

Imitation is a ubiquitous social lubricant, and you need to be on your guard for dates, waitresses and even computers copying what you do in order to change what you do.


We live through metaphors, and metaphors live through us: warm days make warm people.

Some metaphors are surprisingly consistent.6 Ideas are often seen as edible, for example. Perhaps you are reading this book because you have a thirst for knowledge, or a voracious appetite for new thinking. You hope that you can sink your teeth into the meaty chapters and that I’m not just going to serve you some half-baked theories which you’ll have trouble swallowing.

If ideas contain nourishment then, metaphorically speaking, people have a temperature. Somebody can be warm towards us, but then a chilly reception can leave us feeling cold. An icy demeanour, a frosty glare or a wintry smile all indicate a less than sunny disposition, while difficult relationships thaw as they improve. This metaphor isn’t just an interesting literary oddity however; experiments show that it goes beyond words and impacts the way we perceive the world.

In one study,7 undergraduates either recalled a situation in which they’d been excluded or one in which they’d been included. The experimenters then told the students that the lab maintenance staff wanted to know whether the temperature was all right. What did they think it was? Those who’d recalled the time that they’d been given the cold shoulder estimated that the temperature was nearly three degrees chillier. The same researchers also found that people who’d been ostracised in a group task were more likely to want warm food like coffee and soup afterwards than those who hadn’t.

But can it work the other way? On sunny days are we more pleasant to each other? Possibly. In the lift to another experiment,8 a researcher gave participants a cup of hot or iced coffee to look after while he took their name and details. Shortly afterwards, the participants received some information on an imaginary person and rated their personalities. Those who had held the hot coffee ranked the person as being warmer than those who’d looked after the cold cup. People who had held something warm were also significantly more likely to choose a gift for a friend rather than themselves as a reward for taking part: not only did they rank other people as being warmer, they became warmer themselves.


Smooth salesmen can always do with a little polish.

The warm vs. cold metaphor isn’t the only one that affects the way we act. Sometimes relationships go smoothly, but they can be rougher with an abrasive, coarse partner. After people complete a simple puzzle covered in sandpaper they rate vignettes describing a social interaction as being less co-ordinated than those who’d completed the same puzzle with smooth pieces.9 They also act more co-operatively among themselves, splitting a gift of lottery tickets more fairly with a partner.

The stereotype of a salesman is someone with slicked-back hair, a shiny suit and dazzling white teeth. These traits might make them better at their job of smoothly shifting whatever it is they are selling. But then again, would the stereotypical salesman split his lottery winnings with you?


Forget fashion fads; red makes everyone sexier.

As well as linking concepts through verbal metaphors, we also couple some activities with visual symbols. Romance, for example, is strongly associated with the colour red. Robert Burns wrote that his love was like a red, red rose, and on Valentine’s Day there are few blue or green cards for sale. If Chris de Burgh had sung of the lady in black we’d have expected a song about death rather than attraction. Scarlet women operate in red-light districts, and even respectable ladies wear red lipstick when they want to seduce their husbands.

This red/romance link is just as effective at altering our attitudes as verbal metaphors are. In one experiment,10 women assessed a series of pictures of men on different colour borders, and with different coloured clothing. On a 1–9 scale of attractiveness, men in red shirts or whose photos were placed in a red border gained an extra point.


If you think you’ll always be alone it’s more likely to happen.

Being single is bad for you, and expecting to remain single is bad for the people around you. Apart from the unpleasant feeling of being lonesome, it has health repercussions. Social isolation increases the mortality rate from cancer and cardiovascular disease, possibly because lonely people deal with stress less effectively.11 The pain of living alone also increases the suicide rate.

You might therefore expect solitary people to be nicer to others in order to make friends, and to volunteer for charity in order to meet people. In fact, the opposite seems to be the case. Married people are more likely to give time to charity and even drive more considerately. But this correspondence could be caused by numerous factors. It might be that nice, caring people are more likely to find love and make a success of it. It could be that a third factor, such as religion, encourages people both to get married and to help others.

To find out whether the prospect of loneliness increased people’s care for others or diminished it, researchers conducted a devious series of experiments.12 They told students that they had designed a questionnaire that could accurately predict how likely they were to be alone. The students sat the test, and were given feedback. In fact, the psychologists couldn’t tell anything from the survey about how likely people were to find happiness with others, though the questions were the sort of things you might expect in such a test, asking whether the respondent was talkative, moody, outgoing, dominant or submissive.

Nevertheless, the researchers told a random selection of the students that their answers showed they were likely to have a long and stable marriage and would probably always be around people who cared about them. They told others that they were the type who would end up alone in life. Perhaps these students would have friends now, they might even marry once or possibly several times, but the relationships were likely to be short-lived, and as they aged they would be alone more and more.

After the test, the psychologists gave the students the chance to be caring. In one experiment, they said that they were collecting for charity and left the students alone with the box. Those who thought they would be loved in the future gave nearly four times as much. In another, the students believed that they were about to do a second test, on creativity, but as the experimenter went to get the tests she knocked a cup of pencils on the floor. Two-thirds of those who believed that they would have close relationships in the future helped her pick them up, compared to only one in six of those who anticipated a future alone.13


Never date a psychologist.

Scientists aren’t most people’s idea of a hot date. There are disappointingly few films in which the bespectacled, lab-coat-wearing geek gets the girl. But we now know that scientists have been busy improving their chances.

If you go on a date with a diligent psychologist you can expect them to be wearing red. They will take you to a restaurant where the heating is turned up too high and avoid a table near the door. The cutlery in the restaurant will have smooth handles. When you touch your ear, they will touch theirs. They will say remarkably similar things to you a few seconds after you have said them. You will finally be sure your prospective partner has done their homework when they suggest that you stay for coffee but skip the gelato. After all, they want a hot date.

None of these are reasons not to date a psychologist. The problem is that psychologists can’t think of romance in the way that other people do. They can’t accept love as a mystery, talk of fate with a straight face or dream of Cupid’s arrow. Browse through your bookshelves or your music collection and the odds are that they are dominated by writers and musicians trying to describe what happens when a boy meets a girl. Scientists too are intrigued by the riddle. But scientists want answers, and they know how to get them.

We know that red makes people more attractive not because somebody sang about it but because somebody ran the tests. We know that mimicking makes people sexier because somebody rigged a speed-dating session. The only way to find out what happens when a boy meets a girl is to introduce them, manipulate them and watch. So if you date a psychologist, you’ll never be quite sure whether he or she’s in love with you or simply experimenting on you.


Chemicals in the brain determine how trusting we are, but buying more of the chemical shows you’re gullible enough already.

Researchers have an investment game which allows them to measure how trusting we are. In this game, participants are granted a sum of money. They can keep the cash and walk away, or they can give some of it to another participant playing the role of trustee. In the hands of the trustee, the money is always tripled. However, the trustee chooses whether to give any of the money (including the original principal) back to the investor or to keep it all himself. The decision whether to invest any money is therefore driven by whether or not you have any faith in the trustee.

The trustee in one version of the game is anonymous. Participants don’t know who they’re giving their money to, and the trustee doesn’t know who he’s receiving it from. Participants play the game only once with any partner. If players approach the game sensibly, it seems that they shouldn’t give any of their money to the trustee. From the trustee’s perspective, there’s no reason he shouldn’t take all of the money for himself. He’s never going to meet the person he took the money from, and they won’t know who he is anyway. The players who have the money to start with can reason in the same way as the trustee, and realising that he has no incentive not to run off with their cash, they should keep the principal for themselves.

But, thankfully, real people don’t reason like this. In one experiment with twenty-nine participants, not one of them kept back all their money from the trustee. A fifth of the players placed all of their money with them. It was also a good risk: the average trustee gave back more money than they’d received, and both players were better off.

Trust is one of the magical, irrational ingredients that makes human relationships work – and now you can bottle it. Oxytocin facilitates lactation and childbirth in women, and helps regulate maternal behaviour. It is released at orgasm in both men and women. When volunteers receive a dose of the hormone before playing the investment game they give significantly more money to the trustees, and were more than twice as likely to trust all of their money to them as those who’d received a placebo.14

It’s probably not a surprise that you can now buy oxytocin over the Internet. The makers of one product advise business people to spray it around their desk and conference room to gain an ‘instant competitive edge’, and promise that if you are a single man it will help you get women who are ‘out of your league’. As potential dates and business partners have to trust you pretty thoroughly before they will snort something out of a bottle you give to them, the makers of the hormone provide it in a perfume-like spray to be applied to your clothes. The idea is that the hormone will waft undetected into the nostrils of those around.

But before you place your trust in the marketing it’s worth remembering that anybody spraying oxytocin onto their shirt several times a day is receiving a far larger exposure to the chemical than those around them. So if you meet an extremely gullible person, there’s a chance that they’re wearing oxytocin – whether or not the spray works.


If you want to get on in politics, spending time in the gym and visiting plastic surgeons is as important as writing manifestos and canvassing voters.

Since the earliest democracies, there have been worries that the electorate isn’t sure what it is doing when it casts its ballot. In The Republic, Plato argued that the best qualified people for political power (philosophers, obviously) were very rarely selected. He compared leaders to sailors who knew nothing of captaining a ship, claimed that it couldn’t be taught, and gained control of the vessel by means that had nothing to do with their navigational ability or understanding of sailing.

Plato’s worries inspired a study to find out whether children were as good, or bad, as adults at choosing leaders. Researchers asked six hundred Swiss children, aged between five and thirteen, to imagine that they were going on a voyage and to choose a captain for their boat.15 The alternative ‘captains’ were in fact running against each other in the French parliamentary elections. The kids’ preferred skippers won the real election seven times out of ten.

Perhaps this study shows that our political understanding develops early and we should lower the age of franchise. But what did the researchers learn about children’s preferred policies? Did the children think that a candidate who would lower taxes was the best skipper because then their parents could give them more pocket money? Did the youngsters favour an increase in education spending or a reduction?

In fact, the researchers couldn’t determine any of these things from their study. They didn’t tell the children about the policies or navigational ability of the captains. All the children received to help them make their decision, and accurately predict the election, were photos of the possible captains.


Remembering something doesn’t mean it happened.

We come to the truth in many ways. We read books, think, listen to other people and experience things directly. Other people lie sometimes. They skip the important details. Our thoughts are sometimes mangled. The most convincing way to learn things is to experience them ourselves. Our memories seem to be our unmediated store of the truth: the things we know for certain happened. But other people can give us memories of things we never experienced.

Elizabeth Loftus and colleagues conducted one of the earliest experiments showing how to do this, and highlighting how dangerous it is to rely on what we remember.16 They showed volunteers a clip of a road accident. Afterwards, they asked some of the participants, ‘About how fast were the cars going when they smashed into each other?’ They asked others how fast they were going when they collided, bumped, contacted or hit. Participants who heard the question with the verb smashed estimated that the cars were going faster.fn1

A week later, the experimenters contacted the participants again and asked them further questions on what they remembered about the accident. In particular, was there any broken glass at the scene? Those who’d been asked how fast the cars were going when they smashed were more than twice as likely to erroneously remember seeing broken glass after the accident. A single, apparently innocuous word changed what people remembered, and afterwards their memories assembled all the details of the accident in order to make it consistent.

This was an early experiment. Researchers have since become bolder and better at manipulating people’s memories. They’ve had participants remember robbers carrying a screwdriver that wasn’t there.17 In controversial experiments, they’ve implanted memories of childhood events that never happened, including being lost in a shopping centre, taking a flight in a hot air balloon and even meeting Bugs Bunny (a Warner Brothers character) on a trip to Disneyland.18

When The X-Files was popular, the number of reported alien abductions, some recovered under hypnosis or in therapy, rose dramatically. It seemed like a fad, but the unfortunate abductees were just as distressed when talking about their memories as people who were recalling genuine traumatic experiences.19 Memory’s a strange thing, and just as unreliable as those grainy photos of UFOs. The truth may be out there, but don’t rely on finding it in your head.


We like things more the more we see them.

Most of us are fortunate enough to be surrounded by things we like. There has to be something wrong with the woman who lives with pictures on her wall she hates and a partner she despises, who eats food she dislikes and listens to music that gets on her nerves. But do we surround ourselves with things we like or do we come to like the things we are surrounded by? Is the patriot lucky to live in the country he loves or does he love his country because he lives there?

Children have very little choice in their lives, but most of them seem happy enough. I certainly preferred my mum’s cooking to that of others (except when she hid sprouts under my mashed potatoes). I remember with retrospective embarrassment having dinner at an Italian friend’s house. His mum made her own pasta and I thought that I was being very charming when I told her how nice it was: almost as good as the Napolina that we ate at home.

It turns out not to be luck, nor a strange operation of genetics, that most of us appreciate our mother’s cooking: being repeatedly exposed to something causes us to like it more. In one of the first experiments demonstrating this, Robert Zajonc20 asked people to read out loud a list of nonsense words (such as Iktitaf, Dilikli and Civadra) which he claimed were Turkish adjectives. Afterwards, he asked the participants which words they thought meant something good in Turkish, and which meant something bad. Some of the words were in the list more frequently, and the more often they appeared, the more likely the subjects were to think that the words must mean something good.
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