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“Are you hot or cold? Do you react or respond? Or are you warm—a mix of both? In Emotional Intuition for Peak Performance be prepared to understand what it truly means to be ‘hot headed’ or ‘cool and collected.’ In order to be in the zone, we must be aware of what cognitive temperature we’re operating with. Jason describes the positives of both and how a blend is optimal.”

DR. BEN LYNCH, AUTHOR OF DIRTY GENES

“It is often the case that we focus on ‘what’ to do in life and not ‘how’ we do it. If we wish to reach the higher levels of our chosen field, then an effective methodology is going to be needed. In this book Jason Gregory expertly breaks down the psychology, spiritual elements, and practicalities of optimizing your personal potential. In doing so, what Jason has gifted to those seeking mastery in life is an invaluable guide to the ‘how’ of approaching any given field.”

DAMO MITCHELL, AUTHOR OF A COMPREHENSIVE GUIDE TO DAOIST NEI GONG AND WHITE MOON ON THE MOUNTAIN PEAK

“Emotional Intuition for Peak Performance is a user’s manual for optimal performance and success in anything the reader chooses to do. Herein the reader will find not only the nuts-and-bolts techniques for honing your skills, training yourself to use them for maximum efficiency, and achieving optimum performance in your chosen field but also practical applications of ancient truisms from Zen and Tao traditions that lend surprising insight into what it takes to succeed in the world today. One of this book’s strongest points is that it dispels the illusion that you can eat whatever you please, ignore the need for proper exercise, and allow television and other mass media to use your mind as a dumping ground for trivial entertainment, silly advertising, fake news, and other mental garbage and still be a successful contender in your chosen field. If you wish to succeed at anything in life, you need to train and nourish both your body and your mind to deliver peak performance on demand, any time and any place, under any and all circumstances. Jason’s new manual for worldly success outlines a practical program for proceeding to your goal step by step, inch by inch, and thereby realizing your dreams in life. That’s a good deal for the price of a book!”

DANIEL REID, AUTHOR OF THE TAO OF HEALTH, SEX, AND LONGEVITY AND THE TAO OF DETOX

“With Jason Gregory as your guide, the reader will experience a wholesome, integral path to self-achievement. With clear language and a no-nonsense approach, Gregory shows us that living at our full optimal potential is also a path to inner peace. Harnessing the latest in cognitive science, sagely wisdom, and eastern philosophy, alongside his own wealth of personal experience, Gregory leads you through the ways of nourishing the self in our everyday lives, with creativity and intelligence. This book asks us to transform and to trust in our inmost nature, with sincerity. Emotional Intuition for Peak Performance is a breath of sanity much needed in our present times.”

KINGSLEY L. DENNIS, PH.D., AUTHOR OF THE SACRED REVIVAL

“The secret to good writing is having something worthwhile to say, and Jason Gregory delivers again in Emotional Intuition for Peak Performance. His book is rich with ideas that are not only intellectually intriguing but compelling lessons to be applied in daily life.”

DANA SAWYER, PROFESSOR OF RELIGION AND PHILOSOPHY AT THE MAINE COLLEGE OF ART

“In Emotional Intuition for Peak Performance Gregory helps you maximize your ability to be all of yourself, addressing the idea of peak performance but including inner peace and joy as a huge part of that. As usual, he demonstrates a wide range of knowledge and wisdom—and a nicely integrated left-and right-brained approach. An optimal life experience integrates skillful perception and action at all levels of the self, and with this book you’ll find practices for every aspect of consciousness.”

PENNEY PEIRCE, AUTHOR OF TRANSPARENCY, LEAP OF PERCEPTION, AND FREQUENCY
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INTRODUCTION

THE FORMULA FOR EXPERT SKILL AND PEAK PERFORMANCE

An optimal experience and life is not something that just happens to you through an abundance of wishful thinking; it depends on skills you have acquired that allow you to reach peak states of performance. You are required to set the conditions in your life that will swing things in your favor, and commitment and dedicated hard work are the means to achieve that end. We often recoil from hard work because we are used to other people telling us what to do in exchange for financial reward. But if you really want to excel in your life it takes blood, sweat, tears, and many failures to realize your full potential.

Many of us don’t want to grit our teeth and move bravely through failures or accept creative criticism. We are such sensitive creatures. But keep in mind that anyone who has cultivated expertise in a skill and reached peak performance has accepted failures as lessons and words of criticism as necessary sound bites to refine their work. They were not deterred by failure or criticism. They moved with courage into the wilderness of the unknown with their guard temporarily down. We cannot accept our failures as lessons if we are always in self-protection mode. We have to learn to take the punches life inevitably dishes out and roll with them, within reason, of course.

Socially we are trained to seek financial security down well-trodden paths. We are supposed to exchange our time for a paltry financial gain in jobs we tolerate, at best. These jobs are endured to acquire this “security” we are trained to desire. Our safety net, as a result, becomes composed of mortgages, car loans, credit card debt, and so on. We need to realize that, if anything, this safety net of possessions that is supposed to grant security is more like a prison, which actually runs counter to our real goals in life.

It is truly a rare occurrence when someone reaches their optimal potential by following the conventionally beaten track—remaining in a job your whole life that doesn’t inspire you only suppresses the latent potential within you waiting to be born. Yet you want to be clever about examining your life. You don’t want to just quit your job and hope that miraculously something better will come along. Remember, no wishful thinking.

What you want is a good exit strategy that will sustain the path you choose to follow. It’s ridiculous to just quit your job and hope that you will find something that gives you a sense of purpose. Find a sense of purpose first, and then strategize your exit plan into the wilderness of inspiration. However, it is no picnic when we choose to run counter to society’s template of security. Just look at many world-class performers who had to continually grind away and overcome adversity to reach the levels of success they achieved. There are numerous obstacles you will have to endure and overcome. Anyone who reached greatness learned how to take the proverbial punch to the face and sometimes low blows that the world often produces to test our determination, will, and character. You really need a sense of humor, or you’ll give up prematurely.

Being a highly productive successful achiever is not accomplished by someone who quits immediately at the first sign of difficulty. You have to have a healthy obsession or you won’t last. Cultivating a skill, reaching peak performance, and even gaining peace of mind are by-products of a healthy obsession for whatever craft or path you choose to follow. You have to play the long game; a lot of people become successful not because they are special, but because they are the ones who stay in the game the longest. They have the ability to endure countless challenges and turn them into positive experiences.

We often make the mistake of focusing on the bright lights and achievements of a successful person’s life. We are not usually privy to the hard work, numerous failures, and challenges they had to endure to achieve them. We usually see only the big bank accounts, mansions, cars, and fine clothes without realizing these material possessions are, in many instances, a by-product of someone’s concerted and consistent effort to reach a high level of skill and peak performance in whatever it is they do. In fact, in a lot of cases, material possessions play second fiddle to the obsession a world-class performer has for cultivating more skill and reaching an optimal level of performance.

It is the hard work and dedication to being the best version of themselves that provides the endless drive that gets these successful people out of bed every morning (usually very early). As I mentioned, without a sense of humor you won’t last. If you are still bound by the social habit of self-defense, then failure, criticism, and looking stupid in front of other people will make you shrink back into the social norms like a frightened turtle.

The best example I can give you is my own experience in becoming an author. I have never really been interested in material possessions, so it wasn’t the idea of fame and fortune that led me to write. Rather, it was the actual craft of writing and using it to deliver deep and practical knowledge to help people learn and grow that motivated me. I don’t have a Ph.D.; nor did I ever want one. The idea of four or more additional years of academic education never interested me, and going to university to become a writer and philosopher seemed antithetical to actually doing so, because the true way to become a good writer and teacher is to attend the greatest university in the world: life.

Since the socially accepted models of education always gave me the heebie-jeebies, I wasn’t a particularly good student at school. There were a few times in high school when I was threatened with expulsion because I would question a teacher’s knowledge outside of what they could recite from a textbook. Luckily for me the vice principal of my high school was the rugby coach, and I was the captain of the high school team.

Sport was the one thing that consumed my life when I was a child and teenager. Rugby league, which is the most popular game in Australia, and rugby union were what I excelled at when I was young. (Rugby union is what is typically known as “rugby”; rugby league is a faster, more exciting game and is often referred to as “the greatest game of all.”) Nothing else—certainly not schoolwork—was of any interest to me.

It wasn’t until I was an adult that I gained an interest in the workings of the mind and body and in the philosophy and practices that define Eastern thought. I was thirsty to truly understand what the great sages of the East knew, but I recognized that there was no Ph.D. in enlightenment, so I moved to Asia. It was there I discovered my love of writing, especially about Eastern thought and psychology and how this knowledge, both ancient and modern, impacts our lives directly.

It all started from writing random emails to friends about spiritual and political matters and about life in Asia. Those emails slowly turned into structured articles that would eventually get published by websites and magazines. I remember in my early days as a budding writer staying in a guesthouse with my wife along the Ganges River in Varanasi, India, for three dollars a day and churning out two lengthy articles (roughly ten thousand words) a week.

After two years of traveling all through Asia and learning from the Eastern spiritual traditions, my wife and I returned to Australia. Before we arrived home I had already started writing my first book. Since living costs in Australia are high, I had to take up regular work to pay the rent and got a job delivering expensive furniture. But every day after work I would be at the grindstone (my desk) writing my book and unknowingly cultivating more skill as a writer. My goal was clear, and nothing was going to stop me.

Once I finished my book, I had illusions of grandeur like any new author. I even thought about quitting my job, I was that confident. But all of the illusions I had were met by life. When I was looking for a literary agent and publisher, I was often questioned about my academic experience and platform as an author (at that time I only had a dozen articles, and they were relatively unknown). I tried to explain that there is no Ph.D. in Vedanta, classical yoga, Zen Buddhism, or Taoism, which were a few of the traditions I’d studied for over ten years, and that knowledge, and eventually wisdom, in Eastern thought is attained by adhering to the philosophy and practices that promise to deliver enlightened and virtuous people, whether they are doctors or gardeners. However, it seemed that some people in the book industry valued university degrees over the real, tangible experience of learning from people around the world (masters and students, alike) who are dedicated to individual liberation and world peace. As a result, like most new and unproved authors, I had to endure the pain of rejection after rejection to the point that I was numb to hearing a loud and clear no. I stopped counting rejections at one hundred, but I still felt I had to persevere.

A hundred more rejections didn’t dampen my spirit, but they definitely bruised my ego. As a result, I sometimes questioned why I bothered to keep trying. But through hard work and perseverance I found a publisher. And it was not long after that that I began to lecture and teach on a regular basis. But I was not satisfied with my knowledge of Eastern thought, psychology, and culture, nor with the little I had achieved as a writer. I was hungrier than ever to gain more knowledge and become a better writer.

I wanted to return to Asia permanently to get a better understanding of the depth of mind the ancient sages of the East possessed. So after almost two years in Australia, my wife and I returned to Asia, making India our home first. This move was the single best decision of my life (ahem, next to marrying my wife, of course).

It’s now six years later, and I’m writing these words in Thailand, where I currently reside. In this time I have published five books and lectured in numerous places around the world. I have spent a lot of time in ashrams, monasteries, and temples and immersed myself in the beautiful cultures of the East.

My understanding of deep knowledge, along with my skill for writing and explaining it in simple language, has improved immensely and came to me through repetition and many hours putting ink to paper. As the comedian Steve Martin once said, “Be so good they can’t ignore you.” I’m not saying I’m that good, but I enjoy cultivating skill and believe in the formula that this book delivers, because it has been tried and tested for thousands of years, and it works.

Keep in mind, though, I’m not going to bullshit you here. This is not a “You can do it!” motivational sort of book. On the contrary, it is solely focused on optimizing your life, which is not achieved by dreaming about a lot of money, but instead, through cultivating skill, reaching peak performance, and eventually finding inner peace and a sense of equanimity in the mind, all of which can only be achieved through dedication.


Real Success Is Defined by Performance-Based Achievement, Not Money

Books about reaching our full potential are usually oriented toward being financially wealthy, as if this somehow means one is truly successful in life. However, financial success, in and of itself, is empty. What I mean by this is, what is the use of financial wealth if you don’t bring any value to the world? Many people incorrectly associate success with a hefty bank balance. We focus too much on being rich instead of cultivating a skill we can use to bring value to the world that in many cases can also provide us with the financial resources to continue following that path.

Imagine if, as a young man, Steve Jobs had all the financial security he needed; he was rich beyond his lifetime. Do you think we would have all the amazing Apple gizmos we have today? Probably not. Jobs’s eventual financial wealth was a by-product of his real success, which was bringing value to the world through his genius. And his genius was the result of the years he spent cultivating a visionary skill.

The story of Steve Jobs and the Apple gadgets you use today all began in Steve’s parents’ garage with his talented friend and cofounder of Apple, Steve Wozniak. It didn’t start with millions of dollars. Jobs couldn’t have cultivated skill and reached peak performance as a visionary without years of failures and setbacks. In the end, Jobs’s success was his sense of purpose as a visionary for humanity. It wasn’t money. He brought value to the world and changed it forever.

The problem is that many people don’t want to go through an arduous journey like Steve Jobs did, because it requires hard work and a sustained dedication to getting better at a skill. What a lot of people really want, sadly, is money. But what would they do with all that money if they didn’t have a purpose in their lives? Would they simply want to buy a bunch of fancy things? If the answer is yes, then life amounts to nothing more than the accumulation of a bunch of meaningless material possessions.

Having a lot of “stuff” is not what life in general is really about, nor is it what your life is really about. We all have something great to share with the world if we can get out of the hypnotic suggestion to chase the almighty dollar. Don’t get me wrong here; we all need money (unless you are a monk or sadhu [ascetic/holy man] who has renounced the world), and many people would like to have a bigger bank account. But my point is that if you don’t know how to spend it wisely on a life you truly value, then you might be better off having less money in the hope of finding something that gives you a sense of purpose. A large bank balance and fancy things on their own are empty accomplishments; they are only attributed to success when they are the fruit of your skill and peak performance.

Many famous entrepreneurs have blurred the lines between financial wealth and real success. They have confused a lot of people with regard to what success is. A lot of them focus primarily on the financial aspect of life, which gives us no clear picture of how to reach our optimal potential. We have become accustomed to successful people attempting to motivate us with mantras such as, “You can do it,” but this novice advice offers us no value and fails to provide any ideas on how to cultivate the skills necessary to actually pull it off.

Are such people really successful at what they do or are they just clever motivational speakers, hope marketers, and businesspeople? When I think of successful entrepreneurs, I think of Richard Branson, Bill Gates, and Arnold Schwarzenegger, people who brought something to the table that we could all benefit and learn from. These people don’t have to get up in front of a crowd and repeat, “You can do it” a dozen times. Their actions and the person they have become from going through all the ups and downs with perseverance provide the inspiration that fuels us.

Our definition of what constitutes successful entrepreneurs, then, is blurry. They might have a podcast and get a lot of famous people on to interview but offer nothing else. We might think a motivational speaker or marketing guru has the answer for achieving optimal success, but the truth in many cases is that a lot of them prey on the insecurities and naive attitudes of good people. They offer no real transformative advice, but the money keeps ticking over for many of them because people continue to attend their events to get a quick pick-me-up.

If a quick pick-me-up is what you want, then this book is not for you. I’m interested in providing you with fundamental change using methods and a formula that will actually enable you to reach your optimal potential. I’m not interested in bullshitting you with empty promises and mantras. As spiritual teacher Sadhguru Jaggi Vasudev said, “No bull, just life.”

Emotional Intuition for Peak Performance  is a book about the life aspect of Sadhguru’s phrase. We can attribute the idea of success being equal to how much money you have to the “no bull” part. In this book a really successful life is one in which the person has cultivated a skill, reached peak performance, and ultimately found inner peace. A concrete example of my point can be found in sports. For example, in the NBA there are many great basketball players with loads of money. But would we say they are all successful? Probably not, because a lot of players have not yet fulfilled their potential. Yet when we hear the name LeBron James, we have a working model of real success.

Likewise with the National Rugby League of Australia’s (NRL) Johnathan Thurston. Although he is now retired, Thurston is regarded as an immortal among the NRL elite. He is regarded by many as the greatest player ever, in over one hundred years of competition. Almost everything Thurston touched turned to gold. What sets both of these champions apart from the pack? Is it money? Obviously not, considering a lot of players in their respective competitions earn as much money as or more than they do.

What sets them apart is their will to achieve greatness and, in doing so, leave a legacy. Their untiring tenacity to cultivate skill and train longer and harder than most, in the hope of reaching even higher states of peak performance, is what sets them apart. It is their ability to perform at the highest level consistently that makes them successful and in turn gives their life meaning and inspires others. That optimal experience is the feeling of being fully alive. You can’t get that from money. Thurston and James have achieved that feeling from years of working on their skills. When you are fully alive through the peak performance of a skill and living a peak-performance lifestyle, then your life has meaning. As mythologist Joseph Campbell once said:

People say that what we’re all seeking is a meaning for life. I don’t think that’s what we’re really seeking. I think that what we’re seeking is an experience of being alive, so that our life experiences on the purely physical plane will have resonances with our own innermost being and reality, so that we actually feel the rapture of being alive.1

This book is designed for you to experience the true success of living at your full potential. It provides a formula, science, and practical method for tapping into the greatness that only people like James and Thurston usually experience.




The Formula for Peak Performance

In Emotional Intuition for Peak Performance I want to provide you with the philosophy, science, strategies, and tools that will help you cultivate expert skill and reach peak performance (and I hope find inner peace). In other words, to become a truly successful person. I will do this by unifying three unlikely bed fellows: cognitive science, Eastern thought, and modern health. These three seemingly unrelated fields hold the key to your optimal potential. By integrating all three we discover a working formula that explains and also helps to establish methods for tapping into your optimal potential.

In part 1 I will explain a theory in the field of cognitive science that is groundbreaking and that has been around for some time but is still relatively unknown. This theory details the precise function of our mind and also our mind in relation to our body. This is the idea of the embodied mind, which is where cognitive science corresponds to Eastern thought, especially that of ancient Chinese philosophers. Both cognitive science and Eastern thought build a solid foundation of how and why we develop ingrained skill and emotional intuition through the embodied-mind model. From both perspectives this ingrained skill we develop leads to a natural state of mind where our activities and life become effortless.

I will also go into the grit that is required to reach a peak state of performance. This includes mental fitness and a desire to go all the way, having basically a healthy obsession for greatness.

In part 2 I will take the embodied mind framework for understanding skill into the domain of practicality. I will examine the fundamentals for training and the discipline and strategies we need to apply to our life that will help us rig the game so we can win, so to speak. This is achieved by integrating the contemplative practices of the East and the recent discoveries in modern health. You will learn how to practice numerous forms of meditation, prioritize sleep, and explore diet and exercise methods and the fasting-the-mind lifestyle practice. All of these methods and practices will help you to better set the conditions for success in your life to blossom in your favor, which will ultimately facilitate an optimal state of being. I will also explain how cultivating intelligence and harnessing creativity are the fruits of our training.

In part 3 I focus on what being in a peak state of performance actually feels like. I explain how the experience of peak performance affects our daily lives, allowing us to live more naturally. I will explore an ancient debate between natural spontaneity and trained spontaneity through two ancient Chinese philosophers and how both relate to a level of freedom in our mind that most people have never experienced and that gives us the ability to trust our skill and actions. Everything you will learn in the following chapters will culminate toward the end of the book, when it will be up to you to integrate everything you have learned, so you can become the master you were born to be, to live your legend.

The peak performance formula, if studied and practiced sincerely, will transform your life in ways you probably cannot imagine. Theory and practice are essential if you want it to work for you. In many cases people will practice something, let’s say meditation, but they don’t know any of the theory and science behind how meditation transforms the mind. In this book you will find that out. This goes also for the function of the mind. If you are not actively engaged in studying your own mind, then this book will be of no use to you. If you are sincere about this life, about your life, then you need to understand the science of mind, the embodied mind. And where else to begin than right now. Are you ready to reach your peak performance? If so, turn the page, and remember: there is no bullshit ahead, so you don’t have to watch where you step. Just move forward, and evolve into your peak state of being.





PART 1
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Skill





1

THE EMBODIED MIND

Cultivating skill and reaching peak performance depends on how we understand the mind and body. This is not some new radical way of thinking. The primary focus of great thinkers throughout history has been on this study, especially of the mind. In both the East and West, understanding human thought and the mind’s function has been a central focus. We’ve always been fascinated with why cultures and traditions developed, why certain religions were born to bind community, and why one person is more skillful at a particular craft than someone else.

The process of thinking—how and why we think—is at the foundation of philosophy, science, religion, and art. Numerous systems for understanding the mind have been developed over thousands of years. Some have stuck, and many have disappeared. But for as long as we can remember there has been a persistent myth pervading human civilization: mind-body dualism. This dualistic model of mind and body has become the standard template for which we study both. As a result, it is common for us to feel this split within us, and it is evident in our language and actions.

For example, we often say, “I had to drag myself out of bed this morning.” This is quite a weird phrase when you think about it. Who is dragging whom out of bed? There is only you, so why do we assume there is another? We act as though the mind has to tell the body what to do, as if they are separate mechanisms. And it feels as though this is a laborious affair for the mind, like the body is some lazy brute. As a result, we have oriented our perspective toward a rational mind lugging around this completely irrational body. This view has contributed to and enhanced the mind-body dualistic myth. We have bought, hook, line, and sinker, the idea that we are these rational agents hindered by a body that has its own needs.


The Disembodied Myth

Mind-body dualism has led us to focus on and believe firmly in an abstract rationality, where reason trumps all. A lot of our educational, religious, and social systems are built on this model. We are trained to nourish and nurture this abstract rationality above all because this is supposedly who we are and how we get ahead in life. As a result we believe we are disembodied rational agents imprisoned within this meat suit we call a body.

This disembodied myth is a philosophical hangover from Plato down to Descartes and Kant. Philosophers such as these three propelled the dualistic model of mind and body along based on vague intuitions they had about a distinction between people who have minds and the physical world, which apparently doesn’t have a mind. Their metaphysics led to a dualism between a disembodied mind and a physical world of things.

This is somewhat similar to the dualistic metaphysics of Patanjali, the founder of classical yoga. Patanjali believed that our true human essence is a pure awareness (Purusha in Sanskrit) that is not entangled with and actually separate from all the energy and matter of the material world (prakriti in Sanskrit). But the difference between Patanjali and the other philosophers is that Patanjali includes the mind as part of the material world and pure awareness as something different, which makes his metaphysics far more complicated for me to outline in just a few sentences. My point is that there were some remnants of mind-body dualism in the East but not to the degree that it took hold in the West.

In post-Enlightenment Europe and its colonies, rational thought was portrayed as the essence of human nature. Reason became something completely disconnected from the physical world around us. Our mind, and its rationality, was thought to be superior and distinct from the body and its emotions. This disembodied myth has implanted a split within us that confuses us to no end. We have bought into the disembodied model of mind without questioning its validity.

Science also has suffered from the disembodied model. Cognitive scientists in the mid-twentieth century treated the human mind as a brain in a container. Many experiments were concerned with abstract information processing, which led nowhere. It wasn’t until the past few decades that cognitive science began to change its perspective.

Cognitive science is slowly moving away from the disembodied dualistic model and instead is beginning to treat human thought as fundamentally embodied. This means our thinking, even our abstract concepts, are grounded in concrete experiences that are linked to our bodily experiences through analogy and metaphor. Embodied cognition, then, as opposed to the disembodied view, ties thought inherently to feeling.

The rigid distinction between emotion and rationality is being brought into question by cognitive science, and this contributes significantly to the science of cultivating skill because cognitive scientists are starting to discover that the human brain is primarily designed for guiding action rather than representing abstract information. Yet the human brain can represent abstract information if it is required.

The embodied model of mind is not concerned with isolating these different functions, which is a hallmark of the disembodied myth. This embodied view of cognition is something radically revolutionary to the staunch proponents of reason. But though this may be new in the West, it is an ancient method in the East, which I will explain more about in chapter 2.

The rationalists in the world will probably scoff and throw their arms up in the air in disgust at the idea of embodied cognition. But no matter what you believe, cognitive science has made significant inroads in supporting the embodied model of the self. It has gained traction with a new model of science that examines, illustrates, and proves the reality of embodied cognition.




The Two Systems of Human Cognition

Cognitive science has shown through extensive research that we are not the paragons of reason we assume ourselves to be. Science is only just catching up to this perspective. Many sages, artists, philosophers, and even athletes have questioned the overuse of rationality because the actuality of their experience tells another story (and this may be why many artists and philosophers are considered strange by the general populace). Many sages from the East, for example, are often suspicious of rational people because they often think too much about everything.

An artist would say that being rational destroys beauty and truth. What is rational about a lot of art? Or even sports for that matter? Beauty is intrinsically in the performance; it is not something you have to think about but instead something to appreciate and be inspired by. And yet, though the embodied state of mind may be the normal perspective for sages, artists, philosophers, and athletes, cognitive science has developed a sophisticated model for understanding the mind-body integrated system. This relatively still-unknown model, if understood properly, benefits our awareness of ourselves and also explains some of the reasons behind the cultivation of skill, peak performance, and inner peace.

This model is known as the dual process theory and is based on two systems of cognitive function. Psychologists like to create unique terms that define them as different from the rest of the scientific community. The two systems are known as hot cognition, or System 1, and cold cognition, or System 2. This dual process model was likely introduced first by psychologist William James. The theory has since evolved through many influential psychologists. But the terms System 1 and System 2 were originally coined by psychologists Keith Stanovich and Richard West. In this book I will use the terms hot cognition and cold cognition primarily.

The hot system is the cognitive function that is automatic, spontaneous, fast, effortless, and mostly unconscious, and it is the primary driver of emotions. In the hot cognitive process there is no sense of voluntary control. Cold cognition, on the other hand, is the cognitive control center within our brain. The cold system is self-conscious, slow, deliberate, and effortful, and it is the part of our mind we refer to as ourselves, the “I.” Cold cognition, then, is associated with the subjective experience of agency, choice, and concentration. In our growing world of rationality we have overemphasized the cold system and do not realize that both systems have their benefits and flaws. We need to understand that even though we feel as though we are these subjective agents who have conscious control, it is mainly hot cognition that is driving us.




Benefits and Flaws of Hot Cognition

Hot cognition is found in the more primal, unconscious regions of the brain. It is the older brain function that is more instinctual and linked to natural processes. For example, we don’t need to learn how to satiate our hunger; we know we need food. Likewise, we know how to chew our food without any extensive training. Even children pick up the nuances of language, such as grammar, without any formal training in how to use the language.

Hot cognition allows us to perform bodily movements without having to think about it. For example, when you open and close your hand, do you have to think about it? Or can you just do it? These bodily skills relate to how the hot system attains skills without, in many cases, attempting to do so. If I ask you the question, what is 1+1, you know the answer immediately without having to think about it because you have learned it so well that it has become embodied in the hot system.

In the same fashion, we can detect hostility or excitement in the voice of a person without having to analyze their psychological state. Hot cognition also detects emotions in facial expressions and body language. Yet many people try to employ the cold system in such cases by saying, “I’m fine, don’t worry about it.” But the hot system knows for sure that their “poker face” is not fooling anybody. As a result, if we had no hot cognition and were only these rational agents, as many people believe, then we would have no way to navigate through the world. The way we move through the world efficiently is primarily the result of our naturally ingrained and mostly unconscious hot system.

We are born with innate skills that we share with other animals. We are prepared to perceive the world around us. Our fear of snakes and spiders and our ability to differentiate between objects, orient our attention, and avoid losses are innate skills that help us to naturally stay safe. Built upon innate skills is the hot function of learned association between ideas. Learned associations help glue the fabric of ideas and concepts into a common language. For example, we all agree that the capital of Japan is Tokyo. Thus we associate the specific name with the place and know that when we talk about Tokyo, we are all speaking of the same location. Society, culture, and religion depend on learned associations to function. Without them it would be difficult to communicate and understand each other properly.

Hot cognition also drives learned skills such as reading, understanding sentences, driving a car, remembering the rules of a mixed martial arts bout, and so on. These learned skills we share at varying degrees of understanding when we know the rules. Subtle nuances will define if we are just reading or actually understanding what we are reading. Nevertheless, the act of reading, for example, is a learned skill. But understanding what you are reading is also a hot process.

A well-trained psychologist, for example, might read a book on cognitive psychology and know exactly what is written, while to you and me it is pure gibberish—we can read it, but we won’t necessarily understand what’s being said. As a result, the psychologist can learn from the book and evolve, while you and I will simply put the book down and go on to something else. Expert skill, then, is the result of the hot system. The time and practice spent on a particular craft cultivates ingrained skill. The ability of NFL quarterback Tom Brady to throw a touchdown pass, of Tony Robbins to bust out a ten-hour lecture, and of Ida Haendel to play the violin is as hot a process as opening and closing our hand, for them anyway. This is expertise, where the skill has become embodied and the cold function of thinking and analyzing has temporarily shut down.
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