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For my daughters Laura and Alissa: I hope you continue to thrive by seeking your own answers rather than by taking what I say too seriously.








AUTHOR’S NOTE

Writing this book has been a fascinating walk, filled with personal struggles. Every chapter reflects a small part of my ever-changing self. Each one is a piece of the puzzle I’ve been putting together for decades.


When I began my career, I held many notions about human nature, often absorbed from family, friends, and culture. These ideas were foundational to my worldview. What I encountered later was often jarring. Letting go of some of my early thinking was difficult, but doing so introduced me to new adventures full of intrigue and excitement.


My patients have often been my best teachers. They have shown me that my learning was never complete. Seeing this helped keep my perspectives fresh, both at work and in my personal life.


This book is partly autobiographical, but it’s not a memoir. Instead, I intend to use parts of my life to show the transformations possible when we continuously question and change our perspectives, guided by the wisdom of diverse philosophies and the people around us.







Part I

OUR ILLUSIONS—HOW THEY HELP AND HURT US


Things are not always what they seem; the first appearance deceives many.

—Phaedrus









CHAPTER ONE

ANNA AND HER THERAPIST

Anna, a strong and determined woman, loved to work in her garden. Through her many books, she enjoyed discovering new ideas. But she had a problem, one that had challenged her since childhood. She desperately wanted to lose weight. Her attempts to drop even a few pounds were full of setbacks. Diets and weight-loss programs gave her no lasting success. None of them fulfilled their promise of helping her feel better. She continued to wear the same size clothes and shied away from meeting new people. Although she was usually resilient, lasting change seemed elusive.*

But Anna was also adventurous, so one day she tried something new. She saw an experienced counselor, Antonio, who regularly helped patients with weight loss.

In his professional work, Antonio had seen his many patients’ successes and failures. Fortunately, being adept at different weight-loss strategies, he offered several options for his patients. These skills, along with a wonderful ability to connect, made him an ideal match for Anna.

Antonio had recently tried hypnosis with his patients. Being naturally curious, he hoped it would help him uncover his patients’ unconscious turmoil that was blocking their capacity for deep psychological change. He enjoyed that feeling of exploration and was fascinated by the stories his patients said they had uncovered about their pasts.

At first, Antonio wasn’t sure how best to help Anna. He knew that everyone was unique and that what would work for her was not necessarily what helped others. And so he asked her how she had previously tried to lose weight. He also learned about her overall persistence by asking how she had overcome other obstacles in the past. Remembering that the novel prospect of hypnosis had frightened some of his previous patients, Antonio was also trying to gauge her willingness to try new things.

In short, he was trying to put many pieces together and get a clear picture of Anna’s personality and life experiences. He hoped these would help him devise a tailored approach that would enhance her chances for success.

As he listened to her, he soon came to believe that she would be an especially receptive hypnotic patient. His conclusion was strengthened after he saw her gaze follow his own when he glanced around the room. She also responded well to slight inflections in his voice. Seeing this, Antonio realized she was deeply engaged in a working relationship with him, even mirroring some of the most subtle changes in his behavior.*

Antonio gave Anna a thoughtful look. “I think hypnosis could help you reach your weight-loss goal,” he said. “Do you mind if I give you a brief test? It will help me gauge your hypnotizability.”

“Sure,” Anna replied.

Antonio gave her several imaginative hypnotic prompts. First, he asked her to picture a fly landing on her cheek and to brush it off. Over the next few minutes, Antonio gave her more unusual suggestions. Then his suggestions grew even more challenging. He asked her to picture and hear a car inside his office. Next, he got her to confirm that she’d come directly to his office from her home, despite her bringing a bag of freshly bought groceries to the appointment. Antonio used a “hypnotizability scale” to tally her responses to some of his suggestions and then shared that she probably would be a good hypnotic subject. “Want to give hypnosis a try?” he asked.

“I’m in,” Anna said.

Antonio believed that hypnosis would work better for her than traditional counseling, often called talk therapy. He thought it could reveal some of Anna’s undiscovered thoughts, impulses, and motivations. Antonio reasoned that some destructive memories and beliefs were lurking in unexplored parts of her unconscious mind. By bringing these thoughts to light, he believed that Anna might clarify the reason for her overeating.

Feeling anxious, Anna asked if hypnosis would give Antonio control over her mind. He smiled. “Your mind is your brain.† It contains your thought processes, your emotions, wishes, perceptions, and reasoning. I can’t control any of those. Hypnosis won’t cause you to lose control over anything. It won’t hijack your brain. And it won’t make you do anything that conflicts with your morals or cause you any other harm. But hopefully it will help us discover what makes you overeat.”

Using the deliberate ceremony of an induction—including a lengthy suggestion in which Antonio told Anna that he would put her into a trance—he led her into a hypnotic state.* Antonio instructed her to relax, to feel her eyelids become heavy, and then to notice them shut, as if they had effortlessly closed on their own.

Antonio told Anna, “You’ll soon see a long staircase going downstairs into another room. Please slowly and gently walk down it. Let your feet sink into the thick plush carpet and look at the pictures on the walls as you go.” He was silent for a few seconds. “What do you see?” he asked.

Anna said, “I like the art on the walls. And the handrail is smooth and shiny, like it’s been freshly varnished.”

When she reached the bottom of the stairs, she said, “There’s a room over there. It’s beautiful!”

“Do you want to go inside?” Antonio asked.

“Yes. Yes, I do.”

“Go ahead. And, once you’re inside, I’m going to guide you in making the room pleasant and comfortable. You can turn it into any haven you’d like.”

Anna saw a magnificent door which, at Antonio’s urging, she opened. She slowly entered the room and, with Antonio’s guidance, she crafted her own ideal place of refuge from the external chaos of her life. She mentally painted it with her favorite bright colors. She saw a beautiful light and even felt a pleasant cool breeze flowing over her arms. Soft music played in the background, and the scent of lilacs wafted by her. She settled on one of the thick cushions scattered about on the floor.

After giving her plenty of time to enjoy and relax, Antonio said, “All right, that’s enough for now. You’ll be able to revisit this room in our future sessions. Go ahead and walk back up the steps, and we’ll finish for today.”

During each of their next few meetings, Anna revisited this cherished room. Sometimes her friends were there, and she had enjoyable conversations with them about food, theater, and her aspirations for her body. Most of the time, though, she chose to be alone in the safe and comfortable place she had created.

After her third visit to this room, Anna began to view hypnosis as a gift, one that helped her feel good. She was no longer afraid that hypnosis would make her lose control. To her, it now could lead to a healthier and more attractive version of herself. The hypnosis was, to her surprise, an unexpected ally.

During Anna’s fifth visit to her private sanctuary, Antonio asked her in a relaxed, pleasant tone, “Anna, why do you eat too much?”

Anna paused for a few seconds, then said, “I’m not sure.”

Antonio wondered if there was another part of Anna that knew why she overate. He said, “There must be someone else inside of you who knows the reason.”*

For a moment, Anna said nothing. Then, in a youthful voice, there was a reply: “It’s because of what happened to Anna when she was young.”

Antonio said, “Thanks. That’s helpful. With whom am I speaking?” “Sarah.”

“Hello, Sarah. I’m Antonio. Can you tell me more about Anna’s problem?”

“Uh-huh. A long time ago, when Anna was just a grade schooler, Anna’s classmates teased her because she was tall. She looked much different than her friends, and that led to her being singled out. They thought that she could be ridiculed and they wouldn’t get into trouble. Before long, almost the whole school was talking. She only had a few friends who really stood by her.

When the ridicule was at its worst, Anna coped by finding comfort in food, and she gained weight. Every meal gave her a temporary escape from her peers’ judgments. But Anna can’t talk about her anger toward those brats. She buried it with silence. She was afraid of the other kids, even though she doesn’t say so when she’s awake. To this day, whenever she’s upset, she eats.”

Antonio nodded and appreciated the honesty. “Sarah,” he said, “Anna is grown up now—and she’s not especially tall for her age. No one is going to tease her about her height anymore. Do you think you can get Anna to confront her fears? Do you think that will help her lose weight?”

Sarah nodded.

“Would you be willing to help her now?”

“Um…okay.”

“Go ahead and share whatever you think will help her.”

“All right…Anna, you don’t need to be afraid of those kids. What they say can’t hurt you unless you let it. You are a wonderful person and are much more than your weight. Hold your head up, remember all your wonderful qualities, and don’t give anyone satisfaction by making you suffer. And when you feel better about yourself, tell people you’re not afraid of anyone!”

The voice shifted back into Anna’s normal tone—but it was strong. “Listen, all of you. You shouldn’t have said that stuff to me. And you know what else? I’m done listening to what you say!”

“Good,” said Antonio. “How do you feel now, Anna?”

After a pause, Anna said, “Relieved.”

“Well done. Now, please thank Sarah for her help.”

Anna did as Antonio suggested.

“Now, slowly, open your eyes and come out of the trance.”

As Anna departed Antonio’s office, she mentally relived the events of the past 50 minutes. She remembered her trance vividly. She was amazed that she had recalled the childhood trauma that she thought she had so long ago forgotten—or had hidden inside her mind. She was also astonished that, briefly, she had felt as if she were two different people at once.

Anna now felt as if Sarah had “merged” back into her. Anna acted like one person again instead of two. While there once seemed like there was a chasm between her two “personalities,” now there was none. It was as if two separate streams unified into one river. Her healing felt monumental.

After that session, Anna began to shed weight. As the weeks passed, she lost over 30 pounds—and kept them off. She was convinced that the hypnosis had been successful.

But that is not the takeaway from this story.

After her success, Anna ran into her two best friends from grade school. She told them that, with a therapist’s help, she had remembered the ridicule she had suffered. She thanked them for the support they had offered her during those difficult times.

Her friends were amazed, but not because of her weight loss. They were stunned after they agreed that they not only never gave her such support, but also that Anna had never been ridiculed for having been tall.

The supposed childhood cause of her overeating was made up. The people she thought had teased her never existed. Her friends’ recollections also made it clear to her that her eating problem, which didn’t start until she was a young adult, probably wasn’t linked with childhood trauma.

Anna started to question her own stability. And so, she scheduled another appointment with Antonio. After hearing her concerns, he told her that nobody knows everything about the brain and that sometimes it surprised even him. But he said that her brain was incredibly powerful and that he was now learning that the brain was especially adept with its ability to make up different realities, even if they weren’t true. He said that “other people also get things wrong, but they are still sane. Even some witnesses to crimes think they are telling the truth, but their memories are still wrong.”

After considerable thought and personal struggle, Anna eventually recognized this for herself.

Nevertheless, she concluded that the therapy—and her own fabricated explanation for her overeating—had produced the results she desired.*


Accounting for Anna’s Change

You might think that Antonio pressured Anna into knowingly lying about her experiences. But under hypnosis, Anna believed what she saw and felt. What she experienced was as real to her as her surroundings when her eyes were open.

But Antonio’s guidance did, of course, steer her in another sense. His statement “There must be someone else inside of you who knows the reason” conveyed his expectation: manufacture another person who did have answers about why you overeat. He underscored this expectation with his reply “With whom am I speaking?” Clearly he wanted her to think of herself as if she were two people.

After this, Antonio had a realization. He now saw that he wasn’t uncovering and then addressing recollections of trauma. He was not the archeologist, digging for long-forgotten memories, as he had thought. His supposed explorations into the depths of her unconscious mind were not what he had first considered.

Instead, he now saw that his statements encouraged Anna to create a reality, a fresh perspective on things, and one that he imagined at least had a chance of helping her to lose weight. He thought he was perhaps a catalyst for change, but not in the way he had first imagined.

This new clarity helped guide some of Antonio’s work with other patients. He wisely became more reluctant to encourage other people to remember events that were not true. He now saw that there was danger in that approach. After all, if he could easily cause false memories of childhood teasing, some therapists could create untrue memories of other types of abuse. And so, like Anna, he gained insight into the immense power, and flexibility, of people’s imaginations. In short, he grew as a professional.

No one knows exactly why Anna was able to lose weight. Perhaps the hypnotic trances helped something to shift inside her, even if the story she embraced about her childhood was untrue. Possibly, because she believed the story for a time, it gave her more confidence to focus on losing weight. Maybe she lost weight to please Antonio so he would feel that he was helping her. Once Antonio even wondered if “Sarah” had been an abstract representation of a deeper emotional issue, one that resolved with Anna’s exploration. Or perhaps her heaviness was the result of an undiagnosed medical condition that coincidentally resolved itself at an opportune time.

Fortunately, she accepted the ambiguity surrounding the reasons for her weight loss. She was happy that she had success and had a new understanding about herself and the world.

Hypnosis had other unexpected benefits for Anna. After discussions with Antonio about her fluid perceptions of herself, she now understood a bigger and more profound issue: Her beliefs, correct or not, influenced her reality. With this revelation, she became a more curious, questioning individual. This characteristic helped her to be more open to novel ideas. She embraced the idea that perceptions of reality were not fixed but were fluid and often improved over time. Thus, she unlocked even more possibilities for her life.

And so, during hypnosis, the layers of Anna’s mind unfolded. With this, she glimpsed her mind’s intricacies, each having led to new insights about her struggles and how she viewed herself.





The Misleading Power of Manufactured Memories


Anna’s meetings with her therapist were hardly unique. Under hypnosis, many people have thought they encountered younger versions of themselves, recalled having been abducted by aliens, or remembered a host of long-forgotten friends and other imaginary characters.

And hypnosis is not the only situation under which these experiences can occur. For example, another similar method used by a very small number of therapists is called past-lives therapy or past-life regression. In this therapy, hypnotized people are told to bring back “memories” of supposed past incarnations. The idea is that confronting long-ago conflicts from other lifetimes will help patients address their current problems. These patients sometimes also retreat to comfortable imaginary rooms, appear to converse with old friends, and seem to re-acquire personalities from long-forgotten lifetimes.

People following certain cultural or religious traditions, such as Buddhism, sometimes believe that they remember past lives.1 Many believe that they have improved morally from one life to the next.

Thinking about past lives is interesting and alluring, isn’t it? I’ve seen some people happily report that they once had impressive positions, such as being princes or physicians. But I haven’t met more than one North American who thought they had been a janitor.

Although it may be tempting to think of ourselves with such grand pasts, the scientific skeptic within many of us might well doubt the idea of having them. So why do people continue to believe? I can’t rule out that we don’t have past lives. However, people from my own culture get some comfort in thinking that we have souls with a rich history. Maybe that helps us feel larger than life or, in a sense, even that we are immortal.

Past-life therapy often contains themes of continuity, redemption, and interconnectedness. Seeming to remember them could, in fact, sometimes be beneficial. We should therefore respect people who report them and remember that such memories cater to an almost universal human wish that we last longer than a single lifetime.

The revelation that false memories can readily appear—and in some cases seem to be helpful—can be unsettling. But all of us, at times, embrace thoughts even when we know—or at least suspect—that they aren’t true.

Thinking that we are smart, witty, and good looking can help us be confident and assertive, even when we’re none of those things. Believing that there is a spirit who supports us can comfort us and encourage us to persist. And finally, during war, promising soldiers that they are fighting for the divine might encourage them to believe that the fight is for a just purpose.

As this book emphasizes, many of our deeply held convictions about ourselves and the world do not match reality. Yet, as you will see, in many cases they nevertheless appear to positively shape our lives.




Mental Models: Complexity and Utility

Anna’s initial view of herself—as one personality inside a body—was a model, a useful way to talk about her own actions and motivations.

Very simply, in this book a model can be understood as a way to talk about something by explaining it using other ideas we already know. For instance, we talk about rainbows in terms of the idea of color.

Models of reality are necessary to help us make decisions. They shape our perceptions and bridge gaps between what we already know and novel concepts. Also, in this text, you can think of words such as concept, idea, theory, and even belief as being (more or less) synonymous with model.

Mental models help us explain why we like certain people, study philosophy, become dentists, believe in an afterlife, or think that we freely control our own actions. For Anna, the model of being one person first helped her interpret her experiences. It also made it possible for her to communicate her thoughts and needs to others in a way to which others could relate.

As we saw, Anna’s model of only one person being inside her head shifted after Antonio’s suggestions. Then her usual idea of herself changed to one in which at least two personalities were in her body. This model aligned with the cues that Antonio gave her about an imagined reality. It also eventually resonated with Anna, who might have thought that having other people inside could guide her to success.

So, is Anna one person or two? Most therapists would say she is one person—that she has only one “I,” which they believe is the continuing essence of what makes her an individual. This is the way that most people think about our identities, one that aligns with most thoughts about mental health.

Yet Anna’s own profound experience once told her that there were two of her. This was as real to her as was her previous belief that she, like virtually everyone else, was just one person.

As we will see, both of these beliefs are nothing more than models, conceptual understandings, of what a human being is. If we think of ourselves as having one, two, or even fifty different personalities, we are never necessarily right or wrong; it’s just how we see ourselves at the time. We will also learn that none of these models are always useful. An important goal is therefore not to discover which model is correct. Instead, it is to understand both the nature of models and how one can best use each one in different situations.

It follows that the most important lesson from Anna, critical to understanding this book, is that literally every part of our realities is not only “made up,” in a sense, but changes depending on our circumstances. Not knowing this, we might think we objectively perceive ourselves and the world. Anna, for instance, first thought it was obvious that she was just one person. However, her changing views about herself and her “minds” show that nothing people believe, including Anna’s lifelong ideas about her own identity, is so simple.

Mirror’s quiet gaze—
Reflection shows the path,
New dawn in old eyes.




* Of course, in this description, all information that would reveal Anna’s identity has been changed or omitted.

* While these behaviors suggested a course of action for Antonio, they should not be viewed as predictors of Anna’s tendency to show hypnotic behaviors.

† As we will see later, not all follow Antonio’s assessment of the nature of mind.

* An induction often has three parts. First, the subject is told that they will be given suggestions for changes in their thoughts or sensations. Second, they are helped to relax. Third, the hypnotist encourages the desired changes in the person’s thoughts or sensations.

* The therapeutic sessions described in this chapter utilized a technique called ego state therapy (Watkins, 1993). This therapeutic technique, in which a therapist encourages their client to create a seemingly separate—and fictional—personality, is now rarely used. More often, therapists today would help Anna through other means, such as by encouraging her to think of herself feeling healthy after changing her eating and exercise habits.

* Most therapists today consider this now-seldom-used therapy to be ill-advised with most patients.










CHAPTER TWO

REFLECTIVE PRACTITIONERS

Insights and Transformations


Tailoring Treatment

Becoming a skilled therapist is no small feat. As a psychologist, I often struggled to understand the many ideas underlying psychological matters, each with its own unique opportunities and challenges. Also, the field is huge and includes many types of treatment. Some are effective and some are not. Most require years of training.

Furthermore, in therapy there is an intricate dance between science, religion, culture, and belief. Each makes counseling even more complicated. For example, one of my patients was a devout woman who rejected hypnosis. She was convinced it was against her spiritual beliefs, almost as if it were a type of blasphemy.

She is far from alone. That’s why I entered her world by having accepted that her beliefs, different from my own, were nevertheless valuable. For instance, I considered weaving stories into her therapy, like the parable of the persistent widow.1 This is a Christian Bible story about a woman who relentlessly hounds a judge for justice. He finally caves. This idea shows some religious people, like her, how persistence and determination can help move mountains.

Tailored treatments are essential at other times as well, but particularly so when working with marginalized minority groups, children,2 the poor, and gender-diverse communities.3 Picture them coming to you, as a therapist, for help with far more than run-of-the-mill stress, a challenge that often requires unique therapeutic approaches. With them, you might have the added responsibility of finding new ways to help them deal with social stigmas and hate crimes.

Undoubtedly, the therapist’s education and expertise in tailoring therapies to each client are paramount. Yet therapists have their limitations. Curiously, one therapist might easily navigate therapies focusing on patients’ complex inner dialogues and yet falter grasping ideas about simple reward-based treatments. Moreover, therapists often naturally lean toward adopting therapeutic approaches that align with their own intellectual strengths and training, something that probably will not meet the needs of all patients.

Pivotal aspects of my work were recognizing my abilities and seeing where I fell short. Such insights, for me, were not one-time revelations but recurring realizations that led to exciting career-long explorations and struggles. These new understandings drove me to seek out more diverse perspectives, even from people with whom I first shared little in common. I soon found that the joy intrinsic to this broad learning was exhilarating.

We have seen that no one model of humans works well for all patients. Like Antonio, in my own counseling work, I’ve tried to select whichever models, and treatment methods, are likely to be most effective—for particular clients. When I was not likely to be able to help someone, I sent them to somebody else who could have more success. This mindset took into consideration that I too was limited, and that no single technique can help a psychologist skillfully manage the diverse complexities of individual patients.

And even with my monumental efforts to improve myself and customize treatments, I saw that everything I did, and every treatment model, had shortcomings.* Each one, even when useful, was incomplete and had built-in contradictions and weaknesses.

For example, a therapy that focused solely on changing observable behavior might have neglected the long-past causes of current emotional distress. On the flip side, therapies that strongly encourage patients to express emotions, while sometimes effective, can hurt other patients struggling with anger control.

These are multilayered issues that go beyond the realm of therapy. Choosing models wisely can be central to solving many of our everyday dilemmas. In both life and therapy, we are usually better off if we are adaptable, have wisdom, and know that no one approach holds all the answers.

Such challenges are not unlike struggles in many fields. Scientists, scholars, artists, and others often learn that the enormous complexity of the world forces them to rely on different types of math, physics, or observations. Models also evolve, often being modified or replaced with the acquisition of new knowledge. In the end, no model will always be useful or ever fully capture the world around us.

In this book I discuss how we use models to help us decode behavior. This does not imply, though, that I know people really make them in their heads. To do so would be to make conclusions about things nobody can see. But, talking as if people do make models in this way is, in fact, an often-useful way to imagine human thought.




Therapist Growth

The professionals whom I trust the most realize the limitations of their concepts and knowledge. They are refreshingly humble. Most know that no model is an absolute truth that will never need to change. They also know that we will always be partly guessing about what will best facilitate each client’s healing.

They see how their own overconfidence can blind them to new perspectives. Such insight often translates into an ability to adapt and then shift from one approach or idea to another. Most are lifelong learners, never reluctant to question, and are people whose views evolve as new information becomes available. With acceptance of change, they inspire others to follow suit and innovate.

When I was a student, I encountered the example of Anna and Antonio. At first I thought it was a testament to the benefits of an innovative therapy.

But in retrospect, the most important lessons this case taught me, like it did Antonio, were about humility and our brains’ amazing capacity for thinking about ourselves and the world in multiple, and potentially adaptive, ways.




Early Years of Training: The Fixer

For many good students, experiences such as having worked with people like Anna will forever influence how they relate to their future patients. To bring these changes to the forefront, and to focus budding therapists’ attention on a critical issue, I recommend that the following question be asked of students each year of their training: What do you consider to be the most important job for yourself as a therapist?

If my professors had asked this of me, I could have better seen the evolution of my thoughts. Every answer might have been like rings in a tree trunk. Each, hopefully, would have shown a season of growth.

Early on, my answers would have been far different from what they would be today. As a young and naive student, I probably would have said, “I’m going to show people how to feel better.” Of course, there is truth in this idea. However, this narrow perspective would have emphasized a gap between myself and my patients. It would have revealed that I saw myself essentially as a repairman working on someone who was broken. It would have been like Antonio would have felt if he thought Anna just needed his “expertise” to improve.

But this “I fix” mentality, if taken too far, erects a barrier. It is an approach that is not ideally respectful of patients’ dignity. With experience, I came to see treatment somewhat more like explorers going on a journey together. This shift in my approach was helpful and better emphasized collaboration.

Antonio might have felt a similar change in perspective. I’m hoping that he did not just learn about Anna’s complex problems but also about the limitations in, and promises of, his therapy. He could even have changed subtly near the end of his work with Anna and become less like a therapist following a textbook treatment. Ideally, his view of himself as the fixer on one side and the sick patient on the other would become blurred.* With this, he too would have seen himself differently.

Anna’s story is not just an example of how malleable our brains are, but it also focuses on how fluid therapists’ roles can be. It shows how our broader societal roles, and how even therapists’ views of themselves, change. It is one tiny example of our far broader experiences in the world.




Reimagining the Mind

This book delves into common, sometimes helpful but often unhelpful, models of the idea of mind. It looks at how these ideas help us, harm us, or in many cases do both.

I also explore our collective scientific and philosophical knowledge (and guesses) about what a human mind might be and how it works. I examine how the mind itself is sometimes thought of simply as the brain, and other times as something much larger.

Lastly, I offer strategies that could serve us well in the future—and that might prove more valuable than most of the models we currently favor.

Challenging these and other concepts will undermine many of our comforting ideas about human beings, including the following:


	
Our thoughts control our actions in clear, observable, self-evident ways. Instead, many things we do are not supported by rational thought.

	
Each of us can observe our own thoughts. In fact, our imagined observations of our own thoughts and feelings are illusory.

	
We have clear insight into ourselves. Instead, many things that shape our behavior go unseen.

	
Thoughtful consideration precedes most or many of our actions. Yet many behaviors could be better classified as automatic and unrelated to rational thought.

	
We have free will. Understand instead that this belief is only a model and that our actions are determined by biology, our environment, and history.

	
A trance state is a stark departure from our “normal” state of awareness. Instead of seeing a clear distinction between the two, we can view them either as the same thing or on a continuum. Doing this, we might visualize them as having varying degrees of differences from, and similarities to, each other.



By examining different concepts regarding the mind, we will come to a more realistic view of psychology and of our essence. This knowledge, in turn, holds promise to help us act more wisely and be more empathetic with others. Crucially, it might also help us to develop humility—a quality that nearly all of us can use.

In this exploration, I also show how some of our common models are difficult to substantiate. By showing their weaknesses, I’m not dismissing them—not at all. But we need to recognize that something—a model, for example—can offer insights, predict events around us, help us make useful decisions, and even be sensible, without being true. Thus, we see that a model, which is necessarily a simplification of reality, can still be worth embracing. As we will see, none of them always holds up to serious (or in some cases casual) scrutiny.

And so, despite their shortcomings, we know that each mental model might hold value—and each has the potential to tell us deeply important things about how we think and what it means to be human. Few people would now say, referring to the myths of ancient Greece, “They’re literally true. There was an actual man named Narcissus who fell in love with his own reflection. And there was a real-life guy named Sisyphus who spent all his time pushing a rock up a hill.” Nevertheless, we would be foolish to ignore what these myths—and a great many others—can teach us about ourselves. They can, even when literally false, hold profound and useful insights. In some people they trigger useful thoughts on topics ranging from morality to philosophy.

Seeing our models of the human mind as guiding ideas, instead of as accurate descriptions, can lead to richer knowledge of ourselves and the world. However, gaining understanding requires us to think much differently, and to have a willingness to experience some discomfort, about who and what we are.

Such a transformative change in our thinking is not easy, in part because our usual ways of thinking are grounded in comfort and practicality. Also, acknowledging that our beliefs should change to adapt to new knowledge can create insecurity. There can be a reassuring warmth in believing that we have ourselves and the world figured out.

But there are other benefits to having a more authentic understanding about ourselves. Doing so, among other things, can open us to new perspectives, help us enjoy the diversity and richness of our existence, and ignite our curiosity. And finally, seeing that our models are not absolute truths can give us a larger and more helpful perspective for learning about, and coping with, the world.

In this book, we will discover that we are far different from what we usually imagine ourselves to be. And so, I invite you to leave your familiar and comfortable views aside and join me on a revealing journey to explore our nature.

Growing thoughts take root,
In wisdom’s soil, they mature.




* As we will see, this characteristic applies to all models, including those that I have created.

* Therapy is like a two-way street, a give-and-take between the therapist and the patient. If you’re planning to be a therapist, go easy on yourself when you look back and cringe at your rookie moves. Don’t think of your early work as having been only a string of mistakes. It was the time where you grew and refined your skills. You met new challenges. You got better at helping people heal. So, in the future, you can pat yourself on the back, knowing how far you’ve come.










CHAPTER THREE

MODELS GUIDE AND MISLEAD

We generally create models that help us navigate our current circumstances. For example, if we’re floating in outer space, we don’t need to think of the world in terms of up and down, because they have no relevance. But once we return to Earth, with ground below our feet, that way of thinking becomes all-important.

Such models of the physical world sometimes begin at the subatomic level. We have models that describe how particles form atoms, how those atoms bond to create molecules, and how those molecules combine to produce compounds. Others help us create new chemicals and learn their effects on humans. With this knowledge, scientists have developed many lifesaving drugs.


Psychological Models of Behavior

We have seen that psychologists employ models too. Some describe people as flesh-and-blood machines, with various parts influencing each other in complex patterns. In some of these approaches, the human “machine” behaves according to the laws of physics.

Freud famously observed that even young children forge models of themselves and their environments based on their experiences. For example, children sometimes conclude, based on limited experience, that all men are dangerous, or that all mothers are loving but devious. Freud also noted that children sometimes continued to believe their early ideas well into adulthood, despite contradictory later experiences.

Other psychologists have devised models that emphasize how events in the outside world influence human behavior. Still others focus on brain waves and heart rates during hypnosis.

Psychologists, scientists, and philosophers have created many models that describe other unseen mental operations. Consider the following example from biologist Richard Dawkins:


When a man throws a ball high in the air and catches it again, he behaves as if he has solved a set of differential equations in predicting the trajectory of the ball. He may neither know nor care what a differential equation is, but this does not affect his skill with the ball. At some subconscious level, something functionally equivalent to mathematical calculations is going on.1



Here Dawkins invokes a model that draws a functional parallel between what a mathematician or a computer does and the activities in the brain of a person catching a ball.

Scientifically sound models are sometimes the most helpful—but not always. And, as we will see, every psychological model has turned out to be limited, if not also partly wrong.
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