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Olli-AU 230 (Fall 2020) 

Our Hidden Brain: ‘How Emotions and Behaviors Shape Our Rational Decisions’ 
HB Archives (2014-20): (https://www.npr.org/series/423302056/hidden-brain/archive) 

Facilitators: Carl Weichel & Kim Weichel 
 

CLASS 1 - OUTLINE (Sep 23)  

  

Overview: Review 8-part course and brief introductions by participants  

 

Part ONE: Emotions & Behaviors 

Video 1: “Experts in Emotion” (1:10) - June Gruber Introduces Yale’s Experts in Emotions Series   

Video 2: “The Science of Emotions” (17:39) - Jaak Panksepp at TEDxRainier  

Video 3: “Facial Expressions Reveal 6 Basic Emotions; Your Senses Help to Create Them” (10:12)  

Class Discussion:   

Reading 1: “Robert Plutchik’s Theory Chart of Eight Basic Emotions”  

Reading 2: “Clinical Therapists List of our 160 Emotions”  

Reading 3: “Hard Feelings: Science’s Struggle to Define Emotions” by Julie Beck  

Class Discussion:   

  

Part TWO: ‘HIDDEN BRAIN’ Podcasts  

Topic A – NEW THEORY OF LEFT<->RIGHT BRAIN   

HB Podcast 1: “One Head-2 Brains” (edited 16:48) For decades, pop psychology books and web videos have 
made dramatic claims about people who are left-brained and people who are right-brained. Psychiatrist Iain 
McGilchrist was intrigued by a question that has fascinated philosophers and scientists for centuries: Why is 
the human brain divided in half? (Original 51:22) https://www.npr.org/2019/02/01/690656459/one-head-two-
brains-how-the-brains-hemispheres-shape-the-world-we-see 

Class Discussion:   
 

Topic B – THE BRAIN’S TWO MODES   
HB Podcast 2: In “How The ‘Hidden Brain’ Does The Thinking For Us”(7:32) Science writer Shankar Vedantam 

explains in his ‘The Hidden Brain’ how our brains have 2 modes — conscious & unconscious; pilot & autopilot 

— and we  switch between both. The problem arises when we switch without our awareness into autopilot, 

which can lead to making snap judgments. The mind is hard-wired to form associations between people and 

concepts at an early age, including racial categorization. 

Class Discussion:   

https://www.npr.org/series/423302056/hidden-brain/archive
https://www.npr.org/2019/02/01/690656459/one-head-two-brains-how-the-brains-hemispheres-shape-the-world-we-see
https://www.npr.org/2019/02/01/690656459/one-head-two-brains-how-the-brains-hemispheres-shape-the-world-we-see
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Reading #1: “Robert Plutchik's Theory Chart of Eight Basic Emotions”  
This hypothesis is that basic emotions can function as building blocks, with more complex emotions 

being blends of basic ones. For instance, contempt could amount to a blend of anger and disgust. However, 

many complex emotions cannot be deconstructed into more basic ones (Note: the theory does not 

adequately explain why infants and animals do not share in complex emotions.)  
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“Robert Plutchik's Theory Chart of 8-Basic Emotions” 
 

1. Fear → feeling of being afraid, frightened, scared.  
2. Anger → feeling angry. A stronger word for anger is rage  

3. Sadness → feeling sad. Other words: sorrow, grief (stronger feeling, e.g. someone has died)  

4. Joy → feeling happy. Other words are happiness, gladness  

5. Disgust → feeling something is wrong or nasty.  

6. Surprise → being unprepared for something.  

7. Trust → a positive emotion; admiration is stronger; acceptance is weaker.  

8. Anticipation → in the sense of looking forward positively to something which is going to happen. 
Expectation is more neutral. 

 

FEAR is a feeling or an emotion. A person who fears something does not want it to happen. The fear response comes 
from sensing danger. It leads to the fight-or-flight response. In extreme cases of fear (horror and terror) there may be a 
freeze response or paralysis. In humans and animals, fear is adjusted by cognition and learning. Thus, fear is rational or, 
or it is irrational or inappropriate is called a phobia. Fear is the body's way of protecting itself from doing things that 
may be dangerous. For example, if one has a fear of jumping off a cliff, he/she will not do it. This saves one from death. In 
this case, fear is a good thing but in others, it can be bad (e.g. If fear stops one going to see a doctor.) There is only a small 
set of basic or innate emotions and fear is one of them. It has been preserved throughout evolution.  

ANGER is one of the basic emotions. It is an inherited response, and is common to all mammals and a number of other 
animals. It happens when we are threatened, offended, wronged, or denied something we really want or need. Rage is 
the strongest form of anger.  

SADNESS is an emotion. It is the opposite of happiness. People feel sad when something bad has happened, for example, 
if their mother or father has died, or if they are parted from friends. The word "miserable" has a similar meaning. In big 
letters, SAD, or S.A.D. is short for "Seasonal Affective Disorder". SAD is a sickness that some people have in the winter. 
They feel depressed as the nights become longer and there is less daylight. When people are very sad a long time, a 
person could have a serious mental illness (depression or Bipolar disorder).  

JOY (HAPPINESS) is a feeling of pleasure and positivity. When someone feels good, proud, relieved or satisfied about 
something, that person is said to be "happy". Feeling happy may help people to relax and to smile. Happiness is usually 
thought of as the opposite of sadness. However, it is possible to feel both at once, often about different things, or 
sometimes even about the same thing. Many philosophers have said that people in the world go back and forth between 
times of happiness and sadness, but there is nobody who is always happy or always sad. Happiness sometimes causes 
people to cry when they laugh because the emotion takes control of them. Happiness was thought of as the key to love in 
ancient civilizations such as the Incas and the Mayans.  

DISGUST is an emotion. People feel it when they see, touch, hear, or taste something that they think is nasty or repulsive. 
It is also caused by scorn. For example, when one finds something dirty or not fit to eat. Levels of disgust vary based on 
cultural, religious, and personal backgrounds/experiences. Disgust can be deliberate as someone can do something on 
purpose to create this emotion.  

SURPRISE is an emotion that a person might feel if something unexpected happens. For example, a person may feel 
surprised at a loud, sudden noise, like the popping of a balloon, or they may feel surprised at the outcome of an event. 
The feeling of surprise can be both good or bad, depending on the circumstances.  

TRUST is a feeling that somebody or something can be relied upon, or will turn out to be good. It is the feeling of being 
sure about something, even if it cannot be proved. The word "trust" can be a noun or a verb: (Noun): I have complete 
trust in you (meaning: I can rely on you to do the right thing, or what I want you to do).(Verb): I trust you completely 
(same meaning).There is also an adjective: trusting. He is very trusting (meaning: he trusts people easily).  

ANTICIPATION, or being enthusiastic, is an emotion involving pleasure, excitement, and sometimes anxiety in 
considering some expected or longed-for good event. Robin Skynner considered anticipation as one of "the mature ways 
of dealing with real stress... You reduce the stress of some difficult challenge by anticipating what it will be like and 
preparing for how you are going to deal with it. 
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Reading #2: “Clinical Therapist’s List of 160 Emotions”  
Feelings and emotions are complex and can sometimes be uncomfortable and overwhelming This 

worksheet provides a list 160 emotion words that clinical therapist’s use with clients to help to express 
how he or she feels.  
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Reading #3: “Hard Feelings: Science’s Struggle to Define Emotions”  

  
 While it's possible for researchers to study facial expressions, brain patterns, 

behavior, and more, each of these is only part of a more elusive whole in behavior.  
  

THE ATLANTIC (Feb. 24, 2015)  

By Julie Becky facial expr  

  

Paul Ekman was a grad student in the 1950s, psychologists were mostly 
ignoring emotions. Most psychology research at the time was focused on 
behaviorism—classical conditioning and the like. Silvan Tomkins was the one 
other person Ekman knew of who was studying emotions, and he’d done a 
little work on facial expressions that Ekman saw as extremely promising. “To 
me it was obvious,” Ekman says. “There’s gold in those hills; I have to find a 
way to mine it.”  

For his first cross-cultural studies in the 1960s, he traveled around the U.S., Chile, Argentina, and Brazil. 
In each location, he showed people photos of different facial expressions and asked them to match the 
images with six different emotions: happiness, sadness, anger, surprise, fear, and disgust. “There was 
very high agreement,” Ekman says. People tended to match smiling faces with “happiness,” furrow-
browed, tight-lipped faces with “anger,” and so on.  

But these responses could have been influenced by culture. The best way to test whether emotions were 
truly universal, he thought, would be to repeat his experiment in a totally remote society that hadn’t been 
exposed to Western media. So he planned a trip to Papua New Guinea, his confidence bolstered by films 
he’d seen of the island’s isolated cultures: “I never saw an expression I wasn’t familiar with in our 
culture,” he says.  

about:blank
about:blank
about:blank
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Once there, he showed locals the same photos he’d shown his other research subjects. He gave them a 
choice between three photos and asked them to pick images that matched various stories (such as “this 
man’s child has just died”). Adult participants chose the expected emotion between 28 and 100 percent of 
the time, depending which photos they were choosing among. (The 28 percent was a bit of an outlier: 
That was when people had to choose between fear, surprise, and sadness. The next lowest rate was 48 
percent.)  

And so the six emotions used in Ekman’s studies came to be known as the “basic emotions” all humans 
recognize and experience. Some researchers now say there are fewer than six basic emotions, and some 
say there are more (Ekman himself has now scaled up to 21), but the idea remains the same: Emotions 
are biologically innate, universal to all humans, and displayed through facial expressions. Ekman, now a 
professor emeritus of psychology at the University of California, San Francisco, with his own company 

called The Paul Ekman Group, was named one of Time’s 100 most 
influential people in 2009, thanks to this work.  

But despite the theory’s prominence, there are scientists who 
disagree, and the debate over the nature of emotion has been 
reinvigorated in recent years. While it would be easy to paint the 
argument as two-sided—pro-universality versus anti-universality, or 
Ekman’s cronies versus his critics—I found that everyone I spoke to 
for this article thinks about emotion a little differently.  

Across cultures, people tended to match smiling faces with 
“happiness,” furrow-browed, tight-lipped faces with “anger,” and so 
on.  

 “It’s been said that there are as many theories of emotions as there 
are emotion theorists,” says Joseph LeDoux, a professor of 
neuroscience and the director of the Emotional Brain Institute and the 
Nathan Kline Institute for Psychiatric Research at New York 
University.  

The issue at the heart of this debating and theorizing is that it’s 
extremely difficult to pin down what people are debating and theorizing about. Because there is no clear 
definition of what an emotion is.  

The word “emotion” did not exist in the English language until the early 17th century. It made the hop 
from France to  

Britain when British linguist John Florio translated philosopher Michel de Montaigne’s essays; Florio 
reportedly apologized for including the word, along with other “uncouth terms” from the French 
language. Uncouth, perhaps, because, as Thomas Dixon explains in his history of the word, it referred 
then to agitations, bodily movements, or commotions—there could be “public emotion,” for example.  

For many centuries, the sorts of mental states to which “emotions” now refer were typically called either 
passions or affections. The ancient Greek and Roman Stoics were notoriously anti-passion; they taught 
that man should use reason to battle all feelings, in order to avoid suffering. The Christian theologians 
Thomas Aquinas and Augustine of Hippo thought that was a bit much, so they carved out a separate 
category of good, virtuous feelings, which they called affections—things like familial love and compassion 
for others—and distinguished them from “evil” passions such as lust and rage.  

The “Happy” face from Paul 
Ekman’s research 
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Around the mid-18th century or so, Dixon writes, these passions and affections were lumped together 
under the umbrella of emotion. In the early 19th century, Scottish philosopher Thomas Brown was the 
first to propose emotion as a theoretical category, opening the door for scientific research. But though he 

was eager to study it, Brown couldn’t define it.  

“The exact meaning of the term emotion, it is difficult to state in any 
form of words,” Brown said in a lecture. And so it has remained.  

“The only thing certain in the emotion field is that no one agrees on 
how to define emotion,” Alan Fridlund, an associate professor of 
psychological and brain sciences at the University of California, 
Santa Barbara, wrote to me in an email. Many modern articles on the 
topic start off by referencing “What Is An Emotion?”, an 1884 article 
by the influential psychologist William James, and go on to bemoan 
that science has still not answered that question. If a researcher does 
propose a working definition in a study, it’s unlikely that anyone but 
the author will use it or agree with it. The author might be 
categorizing emotions based on behaviors, physiological responses, 
feelings, thoughts, or any combination thereof.  

“Semantics have to do with pointing,” says James Russell, a professor 
of psychology at Boston College. “By ‘emotions,’ we mean ‘those 
things.’”  

In everyday life, the lack of a formalized definition of emotion 

(or any of the more specific terms that stem from it—happiness, anger I asked a few of my 

coworkers to try and got responses like “individual-specific reactions to experiences,” “sensitivity 

to events,” “your mind’s reaction to experience,” and, poetically, “the description of intangible 

human feelings, the powerful internal sensations that color our every experience.”  

These definitions are all pretty good. They all feel right. But fundamentally, as that last person said, 
emotions are intangible. They are definitely something. They’re not nothing. And that may be good 
enough for life, but it’s not good enough for science.  

“Psychology is really experimental philosophy,” says Lisa Feldman Barrett, a university distinguished 
professor of psychology at Northeastern University, and the author of the book How Emotions Are Made. 
Biology, for example, is a discipline that relies solely on observations of the natural world, while 
psychology researchers “take common sense categories that people use in everyday life and try to treat 
them like scientific categories.”  

Barrett has emerged in recent years as a new voice in the field of emotion, with a unique perspective on 
how to think about the phenomenon. In her 2006 article “Are Emotions Natural Kinds?”, she threw down 
the gauntlet, positioning herself strongly against Ekman’s viewpoint that emotions are biologically basic. 
(The term “natural kind” refers to a group of items that are inherently equivalent.) “The natural-kind 
view has outlived its scientific value,” Barrett wrote, “and now presents a major obstacle to 
understanding what emotions are and how they work.”  

According to Ekman, the evidence for universality is “extremely strong and robust, statistically.” In a 
meta-analysis of similar photo-matching experiments, people across cultures were able to correctly 
categorize emotion expressions an average of 58 percent of the time—higher for some emotions, lower 
for others. That is significantly greater than chance. The question is, is it enough?  

“Surprise,” an emotion Elkman’s 
subjects often confused with 

“Fear” or “Sadness”  
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As Barrett sees it, words like “joy” and “rage” describe a whole host of complex processes in the brain and 
the body that aren’t necessarily related.  

Barrett says no. She doesn’t think expression categorization shows that emotions are biologically basic, 
and she’s not convinced these specific expressions appear every time 
someone feels the corresponding emotion. She points out, for 
instance, the subtlety and range of actors’ emotional expressions. 
“When was the last time you saw an actor win an Academy Award for 
scowling?” she asks.  

She acknowledges, in her 2006 article, that “meta-analytic and 
narrative reviews clearly indicate that perceivers from different 
cultures agree better than chance on the best label to assign to posed, 
static, facial configurations … But above-chance accuracy is only part 
of the picture.”  

The rest of the picture is interpretation. Either 58 percent is good 
enough for you, or it isn’t. If something truly universal and innate is 
going on, why can’t we do better than just “above-chance”?  

Human error, some might say. Just because an emotion is expressed 
on a face doesn’t mean the person looking at the face can read it 
accurately. Or maybe the same expression can be read different ways 

by different people. Barrett suggests that priming people with stories like “this man’s child has died” 
might lead them to categorize a pouting face as sadness, when they might label it something else without 
the context.  

Russell, who has also been a prominent critic of the natural kind view of emotions, has a similar 
complaint. “Forcing the observer to choose exactly one option treats the set of options as mutually 
exclusive, which they are not. Subjects place the same facial expression … into more than one emotion 
category.”  

As Barrett sees it, emotions are totally made up. Not that they aren’t meaningful—it’s just that words 

like “joy,” “shame,” and “rage” describe a whole host of complex 

processes in the brain and the body that aren’t necessarily 

related. We’ve just lumped some of these things together and 

named them. She compares the concept of emotion to the 

concept of money. The only thing that holds that category 

together is that humans agree,” she says. “Currency exists 

because we all agree something can be traded for material goods. 

Because we agree, it has value. One of the remarkable things 

humans can do that no other animal can do is that we can make 

stuff up and make it real. We can create reality.”  

One common critique of the labeling-photos approach is that the 
expressions in the pictures are posed. A study done in the 
1980sfound that when people were shown photographs of candid, 
spontaneous emotions, the rate of recognition went down from more 
than 80 percent with posed  

“Fear" 

“Anger” 
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pictures to just 26 percent. It is true, that in daily life, you probably won’t see an Edvard Munch The 
Screamface every time someone feels afraid. The extreme, exaggerated version of an emotional facial 
expression might only appear in extreme situations— when a loved one has died, or when someone is in 
mortal danger. For subtler emotions, Ekman’s theory goes, the corresponding expressions are subtler as 
well.  

And people can also actively suppress their more dramatic facial expressions if they don’t want people to 
know what they’re feeling. What Ekman calls micro-expressions are the small, quick facial movements 
that sometimes leak out anyway, even when someone’s trying to keep a lid on it.  

To support his theory of micro-expressions, Ekman has done research measuring the movement of facial 
muscles while eliciting emotions. (This led to Ekman’s Facial Action Coding System, a guide to facial  
muscle movement used by scientists and artists alike—including Pixar, he says.) The smaller movements 

are harder to see, which may explain why the candid expressions in that study from the 1980s were 

harder for subjects to recognize—subtle emotions are often the most researchers can evoke in a 

laboratory. Dacher Keltner, a former student of Ekman’s and a professor of psychology at the University 

of California, Berkeley, puts it this way: “You have to take a step back and remind yourself what these 

scientists are really studying. Most often we study people’s responses to film clips. I love movies, but little 

two-minute film clips are lower on the scale of powerful elicitors of emotion.”  

Even if a split-second brow furrow is there, that doesn’t mean someone will notice it, or even read it as 
anger. Most people won’t, Ekman says. This is why he created tools that he now sells on his website, 
which claim to teach the user how to recognize these micro-expressions and thus better read what 
emotions other people are feeling. This would be quite a power to have.  

“These [tools] have been used by a variety of organizations—all of the three-letter intelligence and law 
enforcement agencies on a national level,” Ekman says. “My research has not been limited to the labeling 
of still photos.” He complains that takedowns of his work ignore this component altogether. “My critics 
pretend [the measurement research] wasn’t published, but it was published, and it was a lot of work.”  

This research is in fact the basis for the TV crime drama Lie to Me, which features a researcher who helps 
law enforcement by detecting deception through facial expressions and body language. “I reviewed every 
script,” Ekman says, “and gave them feedback, which sometimes they took and sometimes they didn’t.”  

But for the most part, it’s Ekman’s fundamental idea—that emotions are the same for all humans across 
cultures—that tends to provoke the most criticism. Decades before either Barrett or Russell criticized his 
model, he was catching flak from the famous anthropologist Margaret Mead, who believed emotions were 
a product of culture. “[Mead] treated me rather shoddily,” Ekman says. In a 1975 issue of The Journal of 
Communication, Mead wrote a disparaging review of Ekman’s book Darwin and Facial Expression, calling 
it “an example of the appalling state of the human sciences.”  

 “I never found out whether she was making a pun on my first name,” Ekman says, referring to the “Paul” 
in “appalling.”  

But emotions don’t exist in a vacuum, and for some researchers, context is everything. (Though, for what 
it’s worth, Ekman does concede that the basic toolkit of emotions all humans share can be influenced by 
experience.) “When people across cultures have the words for anger, that doesn’t mean that anger means 
the same thing, that it evolves in the same way, that the same situations are thought to be anger, that how 
anger functions in a relationship is similar,” says Batja Gomes de Mesquita, director of the Center for 
Social and Cultural Psychology at the University of Leuven in Belgium.  
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When Mesquita considers Ekman’s photos, she says, “it’s not clear to me that what these faces express is 
emotion. But it’s undeniably the case that what they express is relevant to emotions. I think a lot of the 
problems are not so much in the data, but in the inferences from those data.”  

If not facial expressions, then what’s the best way to measure emotions? A 2007 paper on which  
Barrett and Mesquita were co-authors called for “a focus on the heterogeneity of emotional life.” The 
authors asserted that “language use, context, culture, or individual differences in prior experience will 
produce variation in whether emotions are experienced, which emotions are experienced, and how they 
are experienced.” There are a number of methodologies researchers can use to capture this 
heterogeneity, from brain imaging to measuring physiological responses, but learning what someone 
actually feels, Barrett says, is hard to do with anything other than selfreport—asking people to describe 
how they’re feeling or answer questionnaires.  

 “The gold standard is self-report,” says Maria Gendron, a postdoctoral research fellow in Barrett’s lab at 
Northeastern. “Because it doesn’t make assumptions.” Of course, this methodology is up for debate as 
well. “The memory for emotional experience is highly unreliable,” Ekman says. “If [self-report] is the 
method that’s used, I won’t read the article.”  

One problem, as many scientists pointed out to me, is that language—particularly the language of 
emotion—is inconsistent. “If someone says, ‘I’m really anxious to see you,’ what they’re really saying is, 
‘I’m eager to see you,’” Ekman says. “If they’re anxious about seeing you, that means they’re highly 

disturbed mentally at the prospect of seeing you. The layman uses 
these words very sloppily.”  

On the biology side, some researchers are trying to identify structures 
and systems in the brain where emotions come from. One scientist, 
Jaak Panksepp, a professor of neuroscience at  
Washington State University, has identified seven circuits of neurons 
that he says correspond with seven basic emotions. Panksepp’s work 
is congruous with Ekman’s on the universality issue, but he actually 
takes it even further—he works with animals and says there’s 
something about emotions that’s biologically basic not just to humans 
but to all mammals.  

LeDoux, the NYU neuroscientist, is somewhere in the middle. He 
thinks responses to stimuli are hardwired into the brain, which lines 
up with Ekman and Panksepp. But like Barrett, he thinks that the 
conscious brain and the analysis that goes on there are necessary for 

the experience of emotion. By this logic, since we can’t know what animals are experiencing, there’s no 
way to know if animals have emotions.  

He emphasizes the role human consciousness plays in studying things like emotion. (What consciousness 
is, and how it works, is a whole other contentious question.) “In physics, it doesn’t matter whether people 
believe the sun rises or not,” he says. “That has no impact on the movements of the planets and stars. 
Whereas in psychology, people’s ideas about how the mind works influence the subject matter. Our folk  
psychology, in other words, can’t be divorced from the science.”  

Consider the amygdalae, the two little oblong nuggets, one on each side of the brain, that are widely 
considered to be the seat of fear. A recent episode of the NPR show Invisibilia featured a woman who 
suffers from a rare disorder that left her amygdalae calcified. The patient, who goes by the initials S.M., 
does not report experiencing fear, a fact that would seem to solidify the connection between anatomy 

“Sadness” 
  

“Sadness” 
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and emotions. But in 2013, researchers were able to trigger a fear response in S.M. and other patients 
with amygdala damage by having them inhale carbon dioxide. This makes the body feel like it’s 
suffocating, and the so-called “fearless” patients panicked, much as anyone would.  
“Everybody had a headline about this — ‘Fearless Woman Feels Fear,’” LeDoux says. “The only reason 
you’d be surprised by that is if you think fear comes from the amygdala.”  

In 2013, researchers were able to trigger a fear response in patients with amygdala damage by having 
them inhale carbon dioxide.  

LeDoux defines fear as what happens in the conscious brain in reaction to the response to danger from 
the brain’s survival circuit. If that’s the case, then a person’s experience of fear comes not from the 
amygdala itself, but from the brain structures responsible for cognition.  

“Feeling afraid only occurs in organisms that can be conscious that they 
are in danger,” he wrote in a paper published in January. When I spoke to 
him, he added, “If we tell people the amygdala is directly responsible for 
fear, we’re giving the wrong message.”  

For his part, even Ekman would no longer say that facial expressions 
alone equal emotion. “Thirty years ago, I was emphasizing facial 
expression, and I might have said to you: ‘Expressions are emotion,’” he 
says. “[But] it’s not a single phenomenon. It’s a group of organized 
phenomena. Some theorists have emphasized one.”  

Ekman now considers physiology, appraisal, subjective experience, and 
antecedent events (you have an emotion about something) to be 
distinctive characteristics of emotion, along with facial expression and a 
few other factors.  

Still, “at the heart of ‘emotion’ is the experience of emotion, and this can’t 
be measured,” Fridlund writes. Recorded, maybe, but not measured. “This leaves scientists studying 
‘emotion’ trying instead to measure everything around it.”  

Russell makes a similar point. He thinks that emotions are best studied by measuring their components—
facial expressions and nervous system activation, as well as behavior and internal  
feelings. But he says it’s going too far to add all these things together and call the result “emotions.” “We 
pull out certain clusters of those and name them,” he says. “When your physiology is high, you’re in 
danger, and your face goes into a gasp, you say, ‘Oh, that’s fear.’ I think as scientists we’re not going to do 
well defining clusters. They’re too vague.” Better, he says, to just ask: “Under what conditions do the 
facial muscles contract in a certain way?” rather than saying that contraction signals an emotion.  

Even if there’s no consensus on what emotions are, there’s at least some overlap in what scientists think 
they involve. In 2010, Carroll Izard, who, along with Ekman, contributed greatly to the universal basic 
emotions theory, surveyed 34 emotion researchers on their definitions of emotion. While “no succinct 
synthesis could capture everything in the 34 definitions of ‘emotion’ given by the participating 
scientists,” he writes, here is the description Izard came up with, based on the things that had the 
highest agreement:  Emotion consists of neural circuits (that are at least partially dedicated), response 
systems, and a feeling state/process that motivates and organizes cognition and action. Emotion also 
provides information to the person experiencing it and may include antecedent cognitive appraisals and 
ongoing cognition including an interpretation of its feeling state, expressions or social communicative 

Ekman himself model’s 
“Contempt” 
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signals, and may motivate, approach or avoidant behavior, exercise control/regulation of responses, and 
be social or relational in nature.  

Izard then goes on to say that “the foregoing noteworthy and highly pluralistic description of the 

structures and functions of emotion is not a definition.” The scientists agreed more on what emotion does 

than what it is. (It seems from my research that there’s some disagreement, too, on what an emotion isn’t. 

States like “hungry” or “sleepy” are usually excluded, but while one researcher might call “love” an 

emotion, for example, another might say it isn’t a brief enough feeling to qualify.)  

It’s strange that in a field as uncertain as emotion research, there is so much contention. I have rarely 
heard scientists get so sassy talking about their research. Ekman accused some of his critics of having 
careerist motives. “If you challenge someone who’s well-established, that can get you press coverage. 
[Barrett]’s done press releases, that’s what gets her coverage.” When I ask what’s wrong with press 
releases, he says, “I don’t do it. I’ve never done it … There’s other ways to get recognition for your 
science.”  

Panksepp says he feels he’s often dragged into debates even though he sees his work on the “primary 
level” of the brain as a foundation for researchers like LeDoux and Barrett, who emphasize cognition, to 
build on. “I see myself as providing great assistance to other [scientists] if they desire such assistance,” he 
says, adding, “People are always competing. That’s the way it’s always been and will always be.”  

Keltner, the Berkeley psychologist, says, “I think we’re always going to battle over what the broad 
construct of emotion is. There’s something about emotion that produces these disputes. It may be that we 
think we’re getting down to the essence of human nature.”  

When there isn’t an agreed-upon definition for what researchers are seeking, science can look like a kind 
of religion. People commit to different paths to look for the same thing. Some become certain that their 
path is the right one. Others are agnostic—certain only that things are uncertain. Still others are content 
to ignore the unanswerable questions and focus on analyzing things that don’t resist analysis. Data is 
data, true enough, but individuals can interpret it however they please.  

Russell likens the naming of emotions to a sort of psychological astrology. “Lots of cultures have 
recognized constellations, named them, and made up stories about them. People who believe in astrology 
still think they influence people. But in astronomy, those stars don’t have any particular relation to each 
other.”  

Fridlund sees the emotion field as a kind of Rorschach blot “on which psychology is pretext, but ideology 
is subtext.” He describes the Mead/Ekman feud, for example, as primarily one of ideology. He thinks 
Ekman’s universality theory was an attempt to bring psychology back from Mead’s idea of cultural 
diversity to a “feel-good Kumbaya message” where “we’re deep-down all the same.”  

Science is not always a set of answers to questions, a collection of hard-won facts about how the world 
works. Sometimes the scientific method spans decades, centuries even, every study a drop in a bucket 
that might never be filled. It’s hard to know how close emotion researchers are to a solution, or if there 
even is one. “Philosophically, it’s arguable that ‘experience’ is not anything intrinsically measurable,” 
Fridlund writes. “This may make it forever off-limits to science.”  

It would be kind of nice to think that in this age of answers, there might be a forever question. Not about 
God or the meaning of life, but just about humans and how we work. Maybe emotions are just the 
collection of physiology, behavior, and situational context, nothing more. But maybe there’s something 
more to them than just that—a deeper meaning that emerges from the constellations we create, 
something transformative and, ultimately, unknowable.    
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Olli-AU 230 (Fall  2020)  

 Our Hidden Brain: ‘How Emotions and Behaviors Shape Our Rational Decisions’ 
HB Archives (2014-19): (https://www.npr.org/series/423302056/hidden-brain/archive) 

Facilitators: Carl Weichel & Kim Weichel 

 

CLASS 2 - OUTLINE (Sep 30) 
 

 
Part ONE: Emotions & Behaviors 

Intro to Behavior Patterns 

Video 1: “How Our Brains Feel Emotion” (8:39) - Antonio Damasio 
Video 2: “The Brain is a Servant of the Body” (13:36) - Antonio Damasio   
Reading 1: “Feeling Our Emotions” by Julie Beck 

Class Discussion 

Video 3: “Discussing Aspects of Emotional Intelligence (EQ)” (5:34) 
Reading 2: “Understanding Emotional Intelligence and Its Effects on Your Life” by Erin Gabriel 
 
Class Discussion 

 

Part TWO: ‘HIDDEN BRAIN’ Podcast    

Topic A - ENVY  

HB Podcast 1: “What Happens When Envy Turns Ugly?” (15:00) (Feb. 2018) Envy can be both benign and 
malicious: it's an unflattering, miserable emotion. And it's universal. All of us, at some time or another, will 
experience that feeling of wanting what someone else has, and resenting them for having it Envy has a 
purpose. It's a tool for social comparison, one that can alert us to imbalances in the social hierarchy and can 
prompt us to improve our lives. But envy can also turn malicious, causing us to feel resentment, rage, and a 
desire for revenge. We’ll explore emotions that can inspire us to become better people, or to commit 
unspeakable acts.  

Reading 3: ‘How Humans Became Moral Beings’ by Megan Gambino 
Reading 4: “Intergroup Schadenfreude: Motivating Participation in Collective Violence’  
                      by Mina Cikara 
Reading 5: “Quarantine Envy Got You Down? You’re Not Alone” by Nancy Wartik 

Class Discussion: 

NPR ‘Fresh Air’ Podcast 2: Neurologist Dr. Guy Leschziner, author of 'The Nocturnal Brain; Why We Sleep,' 
says sleep is not a binary state, and the brain can be in multiple stages of sleep at once. That can explain why 
people sometimes walk, eat, and even have sex while sleeping. He talks about insomnia, medication, and 
some of the more unusual disorders he has treated. (Edited 7:34) 

Class Discussion: 

 

 

https://www.npr.org/series/423302056/hidden-brain/archive
about:blank
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Reading #1: “Feeling Our Emotions” 
 
According to noted neurologist Antonio R. Damasio, joy or 
sorrow can emerge only after the brain registers physical 
changes in the body. 
 
Scientific American MIND (April 2005) 

by Julie Beck 
 

FOR CENTURIES, the fleeting and highly subjective world of feelings was 
the purview of philosophers. But during the past 30 years, Antonio R. 
Damasio has strived to show that feelings are what arise as the brain 
interprets emotions, which are themselves purely physical signals of the 
body reacting to external stimuli. 

Born in 1944 in Lisbon, Portugal, Damasio has been chair of the University of Iowa's neurology 
department since 1986. He and his wife, neurologist Hanna Damasio, have created one of the world's 
largest databases of brain injuries, comprising hundreds of studies of brain lesions and diagnostic images. 
As profound as some of the damage is to Antonio Damasio's patients, all of it informs his understanding 
of how emotions and feelings arise and how they can affect mental illness. 

In recent years, Damasio has become increasingly interested in the role emotions play in our decision-
making processes and in our self-image. In several widely popular books, he has shown how certain 
feelings are cornerstones of our survival. And today he argues that our internal, emotional regulatory 
processes not only preserve our lives but actually shape our greatest cultural accomplishments. 

MIND: Professor Damasio, why are you so fascinated by the nature of human emotion? 

Antonio R. Damasio: At first, I was interested in all types of neurological injuries. If one area of the brain 
would lose its ability to function, the patient's behavior could change either dramatically or only subtly. 
One day I asked myself, what is missing in a person who can pass an intelligence test with flying colors 
but can’t even organize his own life? Such patients can hold their own in completely rational arguments 
but fail, for example, to avoid a situation involving unnecessary risk. These kinds of problems mainly 
occur after an injury to the forebrain. As our tests prove, the result is a lack of normal emotional 
reactions. I continue to be fascinated by the fact that feelings are not just the shady side of reason but that 
they help us to reach decisions as well. 

MIND: You differentiate between feelings and emotions. How so? 

Damasio: In everyday language we often use the terms interchangeably. This shows how closely 
connected emotions are with feelings. But for neuroscience, emotions are more or less the complex 
reactions the body has to certain stimuli. When we are afraid of something, our hearts begin to race, our 
mouths become dry, our skin turns pale and our muscles contract. This emotional reaction occurs 
automatically and unconsciously. Feelings occur after we become aware in our brain of such physical 
changes; only then do we experience the feeling of fear. 

MIND: So, then, feelings are formed by emotions? 

Damasio: Yes. The brain is constantly receiving signals from the body, registering what is going on inside 
of us. It then processes the signals in neural maps, which it then compiles in the so-called somatosensory 

Antonio R. Damasio 
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centers. Feelings occur when the maps are read and it becomes apparent that emotional changes have 
been recorded—as snapshots of our physical state, so to speak. 

MIND: According to your definition, all feelings have their origin in the physical. Is that really the case? 

Damasio: Interestingly enough, not all feelings result from the body's reaction to external stimuli. 
Sometimes changes are purely simulated in the brain maps. For example, when we feel sympathy for a 
sick person, we re-create that person's pain to a certain degree internally. Also, the mapping of our 
physical state is never completely exact. Extreme stress or extreme fear and even physical pain can be 
dismissed; the brain ignores the physical signals that are transmitting the pain stimulus. 

MIND: The differentiation between emotions and feelings brings to mind 17th-century philosopher Ren 
Descartes’ idea of dualism—that the body and mind represent autonomous systems. But you reject that 
idea, as you explain in your book Descartes' Error. How should we see the relationship between mind and 
body? 

Damasio: To me, body and mind are different aspects of specific biological processes. Philosopher 
Baruch Spinoza supported views similar to mine, regarding the body and soul question, shortly after 
Descartes’ time. In his Ethics he wrote: “The object of the idea which constitutes the human mind is body.” 
Spinoza thereby anticipated the findings of modern neurobiology. 

MIND: Indeed, in your latest book, Looking for Spinoza, you describe the man as “a mental immunologist 
developing a vaccine capable of creating anti-passion antibodies.” So, is only a life free of passions a good 
life? 

Damasio: Spinoza fascinates me not only because he was ahead of his time with his ideas on biology but 
also for the conclusions, he drew from these ideas about the correct way to live life and set up a society. 
Spinoza was a very life-affirming thinker. He recommended contrasting the negative emotions such as 
sadness and fear with joy, for example. He understood this kind of practice as a way to reach an inner 
peace and stoic equanimity. 

MIND: What are some of the other functions that feelings have, in addition to helping us make decisions? 

Damasio: My interest now extends way past the question of decision making. In our lab, we are working 
more intensely with social feelings such as sympathy, shame or pride—they form a foundation for 
morality. Neurobiology doesn’t simply help us to better understand human nature but also the rules of 
social interaction. Yet to really grasp this, we need a broader research approach: along with cognitive and 
neurological sciences, many of the humanities could contribute, especially anthropology and sociology. 

MIND: It seems your research also extends into defining consciousness. What role do emotions play? 
What role does the body play? 

Damasio: Consciousness, much like our feelings, is based on a representation of the body and how it 
changes when reacting to certain stimuli. Self-image would be unthinkable without this representation. I 
think humans have developed a self-image mainly to establish a homeostatic organism. The brain 
constantly needs up-to-date information on the body's state to regulate all the processes that keep it 
alive. This is the only way an organism can survive in an ever-changing environment. Emotions alone—
without conscious feelings—would not be enough. Adults would be as helpless as babies if they suddenly 
lost their self-image. 

MIND: Animals also must possess consciousness, then? 

Damasio: I do believe that animals develop a very basic self-concept—what I refer to as “core self.” But to 
have a broader self, such as we do, requires an autobiographical memory. 
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MIND: Do you believe that we will someday be able to create artificial consciousness and feelings? 

Damasio: An organism can possess feelings only when it can create a representation of the body's 
functions and the related changes that occur in the brain. In this way, the organism can perceive them. 
Without this mechanism there would be no consciousness. It is unclear that this could ever develop in a 
machine or whether we really want machines with feelings. 

MIND: Will research on emotions help lead to better forms of therapy for psychiatric illnesses? 

Damasio: Without question. Emotional disorders form the core of most psychological illnesses—a good 
example of this is depression. Specific treatments will be developed in the future, such as new types of 
medicine that target distinct cellular and molecular systems. Other forms of therapy are also sure to 
benefit, from traditional psychotherapy to social intervention. 

 

 

Reading #2: “Understanding Emotional Intelligence (EQ) and Its  
Effects on Your Life” 
 
CNN.COM - July 26, 2018 
By Erin Gabriel 

 

You might think you're fairly intelligent, but are you emotionally intelligent?  Experts say emotional 
intelligence -- the ability to read, understand and respond to emotions in ourselves and others -- is crucial 
in predicting our health, happiness and success. 

It's our emotional intelligence that gives us the ability to read our instinctive feelings and those of others. 
It also allows us to understand and label emotions as well as express and regulate them, according to Yale 
University's Marc Brackett. 

Most of us would probably like to think that we can do all of the above. We spot and understand emotions 
in ourselves and others and label them accurately in order to guide our thoughts and actions. 

But many of us tend to overestimate our own emotional intelligence, according to Brackett, a professor in 
the Child Study Center at Yale and founding director of the Yale Center for Emotional Intelligence.  

That's important because experts say the ability to read, understand and respond to emotions in 
ourselves and other people is a crucial factor in predicting our health, happiness and personal and 
professional success. 

What is emotional intelligence? 
The theory of emotional intelligence -- and the term itself -- originated at Yale and the University of New 
Hampshire. Peter Salovey, the 23rd president of Yale University, and John Mayer, professor of psychology 
at the University of New Hampshire, wrote up the theory in 1990, Brackett said. 

Their work demonstrated how emotions had a marked impact on an individual's thinking and behavior, 
said Robin Stern, associate director for the Yale Center for Emotional Intelligence and an educator, author 
and licensed psychoanalyst. 

https://www.cnn.com/2016/10/06/health/spontaneous-emotions-brain-scans/index.html
https://www.cnn.com/2014/03/20/health/happiness-wellbeing-health/index.html
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Experts have continued to build on that framework to refine definitions of what exactly is at the core of 
emotional intelligence. "Emotional intelligence is being smart about your feelings. It's how to use your 
emotions to inform your thinking and use your thinking to inform your emotions," she said. 

It's having an awareness of how your emotions drive your decisions and behaviors so you can effectively 
engage with and influence others, said Sara Canaday, a leadership speaker and author. Individuals who 
are emotionally intelligent tend to be empathetic, can look at situations from an alternative point of view, 
are considered open-minded, bounce back from challenges and pursue their goals despite any obstacles 
they might face. 

"Some people think of emotional intelligence as a soft skill or the ability or the tendency to be nice. It's 
really about understanding what is going on for you in the moment so that you can make conscious 
choices about how you want to use your emotions and how you want to manage yourself and how you 
want to be seen in the world," Stern said. "People with more emotional intelligence are healthier, happier 
and more effective," Brackett said. 

Why emotional intelligence matters 
Canaday further suggests that emotional intelligence is a better predictor of career success than an 
impressive résumé or a high IQ score. 

Well ... just reflect on your own work experiences, Canaday suggests.  Has anyone you worked with ever 
been let go or asked to leave, even when they had the competency or technical skills for the job? 

"We might be hired for technical talents, but we are often fired because we lack emotional intelligence," 
Canaday said. 

Individuals with a low level of emotional intelligence can be successful, she said, but she argues that those 
individuals could be even more successful if they had a higher level of emotional intelligence. 

"It is how well you can collaborate, how well you engage with others and influence. It's the stories you 
can tell, the way you can bring data to life in a way that connects with others. Those are the things that 
are going to set you apart." 

Emotional intelligence tests 
Behavioral scientists have created a number of emotional intelligence self-assessments, usually broken 
down into "your ability to manage yourself, your ability to manage relationships, your self-awareness and 
your social awareness," according to Canaday. 

Your results will be measured along with others who have taken the assessment to give some indication 
of where you fall on the spectrum from low to high emotional intelligence. But Brackett warns that 
"measurement is a tricky subject." 

In his early research, he found that people tend to overestimate their emotional intelligence, which is why 
he believes you must measure it through performance assessments. In a performance assessment, people 
are required to problem-solve; they must decode facial expressions or strategize in an emotionally tense 
situation. That way, their knowledge and skills can be tested as opposed to their beliefs about them. 

Another form of an emotional intelligence test is a "360 assessment." 

In the workplace setting, a 360 assessment is a process involving feedback from colleagues and 
supervisors evaluating a person emotional intelligence. Canaday believes that we often "see ourselves 
differently than others do." 

http://www.cnn.com/2009/HEALTH/01/12/decision.making/
https://www.cnn.com/2018/06/13/health/falling-iq-scores-study-intl/index.html
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When a coworker takes the 360 assessment of you it provides an opportunity to compare it to your self-
assessment. Another way to take a 360 assessment without undergoing a formal test is to ask a trusted 
adviser, perhaps a current or former boss, to evaluate your emotional intelligence, she said. 

But, Canaday cautions, If you ask for someone's feedback, be prepared to accept what they share. "This 
stuff can feel very personal. On one hand, we say we want to learn and grow, but on the other hand, we 
want to be accepted just the way we are, and those two human traits run counter." 

Can I improve my emotional intelligence? 
So maybe you need to improve your emotional intelligence. How do you do that? From the earliest ages, 
children should be taught how to recognize their emotions, understand what those emotions mean and 
label them accurately in order to express and manage themselves, Stern said. 

For adults who did not receive a solid education on emotional intelligence, improving will require some 
hard work. Canaday suggests creating an action plan including specific goals. "Pick one or two areas 
where you want to grow, and get some advice on how to best start to embody whatever factor of 
emotional intelligence you are trying to develop." 

If you are trying to gain better control of your anger, for example, you might find a healthy outlet for it -- 
whether it be yoga, meditation or boxing. 

Canaday also suggests seeking out perspectives from those who may not agree with you. "Be intentional 
about that. Take active steps to do that. If you constantly surround yourself with people who believe just 
like you do, then you are hearing the same conversations, and you are not growing, and you are not 
learning to be open to perspectives." 

Brackett advises seeking out strategies that are effective for managing emotions. Practice them and then 
evaluate how those strategies are working for you. It's important to "spend time reflecting on and 
thinking about your influence and how people respond to your emotions, be more self- and socially 
aware about your presence." 

Stern suggests prolonging the time between when you are triggered by something and when you 
respond. Pause, slow down and take a deep breath. Imagine what your best self looks like. Taking the 
time to pause and think about what your best self would do in each situation may help you avoid letting 
your emotions control you. You are allowing yourself time to manage your emotions. 

How we talk to ourselves can also have a huge impact on our emotions and our health if that self-talk is 
not positive, Stern says. She suggests that we would never talk to another individual the way we often 
talk to ourselves. 

"There is no question in my mind that if people were to really appreciate how important emotions are, 
allowed themselves to have emotions, made space for other people to have their emotions and handled 
those emotions skillfully in the service of making a better world, we would in fact have a better world." 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 

https://www.cnn.com/2016/08/09/health/parent-acts-teaching-kids-empathy/index.html
https://www.cnn.com/2016/11/03/health/yoga-stress-strategies/index.html
https://www.cnn.com/2017/02/15/health/mindfulness-meditation-techniques/index.html
https://www.cnn.com/2018/01/03/health/exercise-trends-survey-2018/index.html
https://www.cnn.com/2017/05/09/health/talking-to-yourself-partner/index.html
https://www.cnn.com/2015/11/02/health/end-negative-self-talk/index.html
https://www.cnn.com/2015/11/02/health/end-negative-self-talk/index.html
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Reading #3: “How Humans Became Moral Beings” 
Tracing the steps our species went through to attain a conscience 

 

SMITHSONIAN - May 3, 2012 

By Megan Gambino 

 

In his new book, Moral Origins, evolutionary anthropologist Christopher 
Boehm speculates that human morality emerged along with big game 
hunting.  

Why do people show kindness to others, even those outside their families, 
when they do not stand to benefit from it? Being generous without that 
generosity being reciprocated does not advance the basic evolutionary 
drive to survive and reproduce. 

Christopher Boehm, an evolutionary anthropologist, is the director of the 
Jane Goodall Research Center at the University of Southern California. For 

40 years, he has observed primates and studied different human cultures to understand social and moral 
behavior. In his new book, Moral Origins, Boehm speculates that human morality emerged along with big 
game hunting. When hunter-gatherers formed groups, he explains, survival essentially boiled down to 
one key tenet—cooperate or die. 

First of all, how do you define altruism? 
Basically, altruism involves generosity outside of the family, meaning generosity toward non-kinsmen. 
 
Why is altruism so difficult to explain in evolutionary terms?  
A typical hunter-gatherer band of the type that was universal in the world 15,000 years ago has a few 
brothers or sisters, but almost everyone else is unrelated. The fact that they do so much sharing is a 
paradox genetically. Here are all these unrelated people who are sharing without being bean counters. 
You would expect those who are best at cheating, and taking but not giving, to be coming out ahead. Their 
genes should be on the rise while altruistic genes would be going away. But, in fact, we are evolved to 
share quite widely in bands. 
 
What did Charles Darwin say about this “altruism paradox?” 
Charles Darwin was profoundly perplexed by the fact that young men voluntarily go off to war and die for 
their groups. This obviously didn’t fit with his general idea of natural selection as being individuals 
pursuing their self-interests. 

 He came up with group selection as an answer to this paradox. The way it worked, if one group has more 
altruists than another, it is going to outcompete the other group and out reproduce it. The groups with 
fewer altruists would have fewer survivors. Therefore, altruism would spread at the expense of 
selfishness. 

The problem with group selection has been that it is very hard to see how it could become strong enough 
to trump selection between individuals. You need an awful lot of warfare and genocide to really make 
group selection work. 

And what did Darwin have to say about the origins of the human conscience? 

about:blank
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 What he did really was to take the conscience, set it aside as 
something very special and then basically say, “I throw up my hands. I 
can’t tell you how this could have evolved. What I can tell you is that 
any creature that became as intelligent and as sympathetic as humans 
would naturally have a conscience.” 
 
Fast-forward a century and half—where are we now in 
understanding the origins of human morality and conscience? 
Well, there are quite a few books on the subject. But they are almost 
all arguments out of evolutionary design; that is, they simply look at 
morality and see how it functions and how it could have been 
genetically useful to individuals. My book is the first to actually try to 

look at the natural history of moral evolution. At what time and how did developments take place which 
led us to become moral? In a way, this is a new field of study. 
 
Can you tell us about the database you have created to help you draw your conclusions? 
It has been argued that all of the human hunter-gatherers that live today have been so politically 
marginalized that they really can’t be compared with prehistoric human beings who were hunting and 
gathering. I think that is flat-out wrong. 

Since the 1970s, we have learned that the rate of climate change was just incredible in the late 
Pleistocene. Therefore, there was plenty of marginalization taking place 50,000 years ago, just as there 
has been today. Like today, some of it surely was political, in the sense that when there would be a 
climate downswing, everything would be scarce and hunting bands would be fighting with each other 
over resources. 

What I have done is to look at all of the possible hunter-gatherer societies that have been studied. I 
simply got rid of all of those that could have never existed in the Pleistocene—mounted hunters who 
have domesticated horses that they got from the Spaniards, fur trade Indians who started buying rifles 
and killing fur-bearing animals and some very hierarchical people who developed along the northwest 
coast of North America. So far, I’ve very carefully gone through about 50 of the remaining societies, 
looking for things that they mostly share. Then, I project the patterns of shared behavior back into the 
period when humans were culturally modern. Now, that only gets us back to 45,000, maybe 100,000 
years ago. If you go back beyond that, then there are problems, because you are not dealing with the same 
brains and the same cultural capacity. 

About when did humans acquire a conscience? 
Getting pinned down on a date is very dangerous because every scholar is going to have something to say 
about that. But let me just give you some probabilities. First of all, there could be little doubt that humans 
had a conscience 45,000 years ago, which is the conservative date that all archaeologists agree on for our 
having become culturally modern. Having a conscience and morality go with being culturally modern. 
Now, if you want to guess at how much before that, the landmark that I see as being the most persuasive 
is the advent of large game hunting, which came about a quarter of a million years ago. 
 
According to your theory, how did the human conscience evolve? 
People started hunting large ungulates, or hoofed mammals. They were very dedicated to hunting, and it 
was an important part of their subsistence. But my theory is that you cannot have alpha males if you are 
going to have a hunting team that shares the meat fairly evenhandedly, so that the entire team stays 
nourished. In order to get meat divided within a band of people who are by nature pretty hierarchical, 
you have to basically stomp on hierarchy and get it out of the way. I think that is the process. 

Christopher Boehm 
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My hypothesis is that when they started large game hunting, they had to start really punishing alpha 
males and holding them down. That set up a selection pressure in the sense that, if you couldn’t control 
your alpha tendencies, you were going to get killed or run out of the group, which was about the same as 
getting killed. Therefore, self-control became an important feature for individuals who were 
reproductively successful. And self-control translates into conscience. 

Over how long of a period did it take to evolve? 
Well, Edward O. Wilson says that it takes a thousand generations for a new evolutionary feature to 
evolve. In humans, that would come to 25,000 years. Something as complicated as a conscience probably 
took longer than that. It has some bells and whistles that are total mysteries, such as blushing with 
shame. No one has the slightest idea how that evolved. But I would say a few thousand generations, and 
perhaps between 25,000 and 75,000 years. 
 
In what ways is morality continuing to evolve? 
It is very hard to make a statement about that. I’ll make a few guesses. Prehistorically, psychopaths were 
probably easy to identify and were dealt with, as they had to be dealt with, by killing them.  
 
And, today, it would appear that in a large anonymous society many psychopaths really have free rein 
and are free to reproduce. We may need to take further moral steps at the level of culture to deal with an 
increase of psychopathy in our populations. But this would be over thousands of years. 

Morality certainly evolves at the cultural level. For example, the American media in the last year have 
suddenly become very, very interested in bullies—so have school officials. Our social control is now 
focused much more than it ever was on bullying. It has been a major topic with hunter-gatherers. So, in a 
sense, you could say our moral evolution at the cultural level has rather suddenly moved back to an 
ancient topic. 

Post-script on Evolutionary Psychology  
Evolutionary Psychology is a theoretical approach in the social and natural sciences that examines 
psychological structure from a modern evolutionary perspective. It seeks to identify which human 
psychological traits are evolved adaptations – that is, the functional products of natural 
selection or sexual selection in human evolution. Adaptationist thinking about physiological mechanisms, 
such as the heart, lungs, and immune system, is common in evolutionary biology. Some evolutionary 
psychologists apply the same thinking to psychology, arguing that the modularity of mind is similar to 
that of the body and with different modular adaptations serving different functions. Evolutionary 
psychologists argue that much of human behavior is the output of psychological adaptations that evolved 
to solve recurrent problems in human ancestral environments.  

Evolutionary psychologists suggest that it is not simply a subdiscipline of psychology but that 
evolutionary theory can provide a foundational, metatheoretical framework that integrates the entire 
field of psychology in the same way evolution has for biology.  

Evolutionary psychologists hold that behaviors or traits that occur universally in all cultures are good 
candidates for evolutionary adaptations including the abilities to infer others' emotions, discern kin from 
non-kin, identify and prefer healthier mates, and cooperate with others. They report successful tests of 
theoretical predictions related to such topics as infanticide, intelligence, marriage patterns, promiscuity, 
perception of beauty, bride price, and parental investment.[6] 

The theories and findings of evolutionary psychology have applications in many fields, including 
economics, environment, health, law, management, psychiatry, politics, and literature.  
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Reading #4: “Intergroup Schadenfreude: Motivating Participation in 
Collective Violence” 

 Social Psychological and Personality Science – 2nd Qtr., 2017 
By Mina Cikara – Dept. of Psychology, Harvard University 
 
The emotion of schadenfreude  
Schadenfreude is a type of joy, albeit one that is very specific and seemingly 
atypical. Whereas joy is typically experienced when someone is pleased 
about a desirable event, schadenfreude is evoked when someone is pleased 
about an event that is undesirable for somebody (the English language has 
no direct comparable word).  
People who identify strongly with their social groups frequently experience 

pleasure when they observe threatening out-group members’ misfortunes: 

a phenomenon termed intergroup Schadenfreude. Though people are 

generally averse to harming others, they may learn to overcome this aversion via the consistent pairing of 

subjective pleasure with out-group pain, thereby lowering the barrier to participating in collective 

violence. In neuroimaging studies, intergroup Schadenfreude is associated with engagement of ventral 

striatum (VS), a brain region involved in reinforcement-learning. In these experiments, VS activity 

predicts increased harm and decreased help toward competitive out-group members. Experiencing this 

pleasure-pain association in intergroup contexts is particularly pernicious because it can generalize to 

people who are merely affiliated with a threatening out-group but have done nothing to provoke harm. 

We reliably divide the world into “us and them.” On one hand, we reap numerous material and 

psychological benefits from being able to identify and cooperate with fellow in-group members. On the 

other hand, group-life produces pressure to conform within groups and intractable conflict between 

groups. Intergroup conflict has been described as ‘one of the greatest problems facing the world today’. 

By some counts, the last century has seen over 200 million people killed in acts of genocide, war, and 

other forms of group conflict. How do we reconcile this statistic with rapidly accumulating evidence 

indicating that people are fundamentally averse to harming one another? Social psychology has a long 

and rich tradition of studying how and why good people do bad things. More recent research has homed 

in on better understanding collective violence — violence people commit on behalf of their social groups. 

This area of inquiry lies at the intersection of two questions: 1) why does acting on behalf of a group 

sometimes make individuals behave in ways that violates their personal beliefs and moral standards, and 

2) how do people overcome their aversion to doing harm in order to participate in collective violence? 

People who identify strongly with their social groups often experience intergroup Schadenfreude — 

pleasure in response to threatening out-group members’ misfortunes. This is arguably a natural if not 

adaptive response in zero-sum environments: negative outcomes for ‘them’ indicate positive outcomes 
for ‘us,’ and so they elicit pleasure.  

Experiencing Schadenfreude in response to observing out-group members’ pain is, however, very 

different from being responsible for causing out-group members’ pain (i.e., participating in collective 

violence). I propose that intergroup Schadenfreude is a natural response that supports the learning of an 

otherwise repugnant behavior: doing harm to others. If observing outgroup members’ pain is consistently 

accompanied by feeling pleasure, people may learn over time to endorse and do harm to individual out-
group targets. It is especially important to understand this phenomenon as it unfolds in groups.  

about:blank
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Motivation to do harm in an intergroup (as compared to an interpersonal) context significantly increases 

opportunities for violence because 1) harm can be justified as being morally necessary in the absence of 

any personal grievance (e.g., in defense of the in-group and its values), and 2) the pleasure-pain 

association generalizes to entire groups; individuals who have done nothing to provoke violence become 
targets by virtue of their affiliation with a competitive, threatening out-group. 

Seeds of intergroup conflict: categorization and competition  
The ability to categorize people into social groups is not only advantageous for survival, but also useful 
for guiding one’s own, and predicting others’ behavior. Social categorization allows us to generalize our 
existing knowledge about social groups to novel targets. In contrast to other forms of categorization (e.g., 
fruits vs vegetables), social categorization is unique in that people also categorize themselves. The 
process of shifting from an individual (‘I’ or ‘me’) to collective (‘we’ or ‘us’) self-concept is called social 
identification. This process includes recognizing both that one belongs to the group and that the group is 
a central part of the self (e.g., ‘I don’t just live in America, I am American’). Identification leads people to 
prefer — and contribute greater resources to — fellow in-group members relative to everyone else. Note 
that in the absence of conflict, inequitable resource allocation and intergroup bias in general are better 
explained by in-group favoritism rather than out-group hostility.  
Despite its centrality to group formation and maintenance, ‘in-group love’ is not sufficient to ignite 

intergroup conflict. This is why only some groups elicit aggression while most others elicit indifference. 

Instead, intergroup violence is driven by competition over resources and incompatibility between 

groups’ goals (e.g., violence against Jews in prewar Europe, brawling among rival sports fans). Even when 

groups are not explicitly engaged in competition, social groups with success-oriented values or access to 

resources are stereotyped as competitive and thus, sometimes sabotaged (e.g., Asians, professional 

women). Competition increases perceptions of threat and shifts the mechanism driving intergroup bias 

from in-group favoritism to out-group antipathy. 

Why do groups change individuals’ behavior?  
Participation in collective violence requires that people behave in ways that likely conflict with their 
personal moral standards. Several circumstances enable people to engage in objectionable behavior: a) 
when it is possible to reframe and/or justify the action as serving a greater good; b) individuals’ sense of 
personal responsibility is mitigated by obedience to authority, anonymity, or diffusion/displacement of 
responsibility; and c) the salience of individuals’ own moral standards is low. However, none of these 
explanations is unique to intergroup contexts. These circumstances could lead individuals in crowds to 
engage in immoral behavior out of individual self-interest. t. Furthermore, by many of these accounts, 
people are not actively choosing to act immorally so much as they are reflexively responding to the 
pressures exerted by the situation. 
One crucial condition for acting on behalf of a group in general — and for collective violence in particular 

— is high identification and coordinated behavior with the ingroup. Under certain conditions, group 

identification can crowd out or become ‘fused’ with one’s individual identity, motivating people to act as 

representatives of the group rather than individual agents. When this occurs, group goals supersede 

individual goals. In cases where the in-group’s goals require harming the out-group, people do not 

comply mindlessly. Instead, people who are highly identified with the group deliberately choose to 

endorse or do harm because they believe it is the right thing to do. They do so even at great personal cost; 

increased identity fusion is correlated with greater willingness to fight and die for the in-group. 

Overcoming aversion to doing harm in intergroup contexts  
Over the last 60 years, psychologists have posited many explanations for how people overcome their 
aversion to harming others, including, but not limited to moral disengagement and shifting attitudes 
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about violence to reduce dissonance. These explanations are not unique to intergroup contexts. However, 
several features of group life facilitate the deployment of these processes. Specifically, dehumanization 
and the disruption of empathy enable moral disengagement and rationalization of out-group harm. 
One key insight, however, is that the absence of empathy is not antipathy: it is callousness. Failures of 

empathy may allow people to feel indifference toward out-group suffering, but should not promote active 

harm. For example, people may cross the street to avoid speaking to a homeless man, but they rarely go 

out of their way to harass him. On the other hand, pleasure in response to others’ misfortunes — 

Schadenfreude — or displeasure in response to others’ triumphs — Gluckschmerz — are feasible 

motivators of collective violence. 

Professor Cikara studies how the mind, brain, and behavior change when the social context shifts from “me 

and you” to “us and them.” She focuses primarily on how group membership, competition, and prejudice 

disrupt the processes that allow people to see others as human and to empathize with others.  

 

 
Reading #5: “Quarantine Envy Got You Down? You’re Not Alone” 
 

NY Times - Aug. 10, 2020 
By Nancy Wartik 

When the coronavirus hit France, Leila Slimani, a 
popular French-Moroccan novelist, and her family 
left Paris for their country home. Once there, Ms. 
Slimani began writing a quarantine diary for the 
newspaper Le Monde. The response, especially from 
people in teeny Parisian apartments, was so scathing, 
she apparently abandoned the series. When the 
billionaire David Geffen posted photos of his mega-
yacht on Instagram while he quarantined in the 
Grenadines, the backlash led him to turn his account 
private. 

Quarantine envy: If it’s not a widespread term yet, it should be. Envy, of course, is the joy-devouring 
emotion of craving what others have. Even before the pandemic, social media was linked to rising levels 
of the emotion. “Social media magnifies and creates instant, destructive envy,” said Andrew Oswald, 
professor of economics and behavioral science at the University of Warwick in England, and a co-author 
of a study on whether envy is societally harmful (short answer: yes). “There’s a globalization of envy and 
in the longer run, we have to regulate it.” 

I’ve seen the discontent over the years, in my day job, moderating reader comments. Growing wealth 
disparity, along with ubiquitous social media, appears to have made us all less satisfied (and snarkier). 
The pandemic has fueled the fire. Essential workers envy those working at home. People who were laid 
off envy those who weren’t. Those home-schooling young children envy those who aren’t. We all envy the 
rich. Those studying the topic find the reaction understandable. 
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“When people are miserable, their resilience to other bad things becomes reduced,” said Dr. Oswald. “It’s 
easier to shrug off others’ good fortune when your life is OK. It’s been a terrible time for many people and 
the last thing they want to see is a millionaire’s house with a giant lawn.” 

Envy, studies show, presents as a measurable brain response and is quantifiable via self-report scales. 
(Researchers suspect envy is underreported because people are ashamed to admit it.) 

“Envy is an ugly two-headed monster,” said Dr. Christine Harris, a psychology professor at the University 
of California, San Diego, who studies emotions. “One head wants what someone else has. The other head 
chews on the first, for having these negative feelings.” 

Jens Lange, a psychologist at the University of Hamburg in Germany, agreed that the pandemic has 
created conditions that are ripe for envy. 

“At the heart of envy is social comparison of your situation with someone else’s,” Dr. Lange said. “It’s a 
basic process across all cultures.” 

He added: “The pandemic is increasing the divide between the advantaged and disadvantaged, so there’s 
more opportunity to compare yourself to others in unflattering ways. You may also realize certain things 
are important that you never thought about. Say you’re alone in lockdown. Before, you were never 
socially isolated. Now your envy increases toward people locked down in others’ company.” 

That’s been true for Bethany Grace Howe, 52, C.E.O. of the TransHealth Data Collective in Eugene, Ore. Ms. 
Howe, who describes herself as a “raging extrovert,” is quarantined solo, except when her young 
daughter visits. “I’m envious of people who have more than cats to talk to,” Ms. Howe said. “I see my 
friend and her family on Facebook doing puzzles. And I think, It would be nice to be doing puzzles with a 
family. People have told me, ‘Turn it off,’ and I’m like, ‘Yeah, but that’s the only social connection I have.’ 

Others envy friends who had experiences they’ll miss. Maya London-Southern, 23, a senior at Middlebury 
College in Vermont, was devastated when her campus shut down last spring. 

“I know what I lost in the pandemic is not that bad,” Ms. London-Southern said. “But in school, every year 
you see the senior class have their moment. Friends would say, ‘Oh that sucks that you missed senior 
spring, you definitely have it worse than me.’ It was pouring salt on the wound and made it hard to 
interact.” 

Upsetting as it is, one of the best ways to work with envy, during the pandemic or any other time, is not to 
judge yourself. The emotion, found in studies of both dogs and monkeys, likely has ancient roots. 

“We’ve come from highly competitive ape packs where status in the hierarchy shaped your whole life or 
condemned you to early death,” said Dr. Oswald. “We are creatures of that past and it’s not sensible to 
think we can shake it off entirely. It’s what we do with envious feelings that matters.” 

Some research suggests that envy, managed productively, is a motivator, driving us to achieve. If you’re 
upset a friend has a job after you were laid off, it might push you to job hunt that much more. But it’s 
tough to clock new accomplishments in a global pandemic. If you’re stewing in misery and can’t alter 
your situation in big ways, go for smaller improvements. Organize a socially distanced gathering, watch a 
funny movie, find volunteer work or adopt a pet. 

You can also use social media proactively, to connect rather than virtually covet. Studies have shown that 
scrolling passively through platforms like Facebook — rather than directly connecting with friends there 
— can make you feel bad about yourself. For now, block friends who routinely create envy-inspiring 
posts. 
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Finally, it’s easy to assume someone you envy is happy and carefree, while discounting what’s good in 
your life. We frequently make an assessment, Dr. Harris of U.C. San Diego points out, without knowing 
another person’s struggles. 

“We equate money with happiness and it’s not true. Focus on what you have. A family? People who love 
you? A faith? Good weather? We so often take things for granted. There are positives for almost everyone 
but you have to find them,” Dr. Harris said. “People flying around in private jets — they’re in the tabloids 
all the time! I read their expressions, how many happy marriages do you see?” 

Some groups may also be better than others at resisting envy. A recent Brookings Institution 
study showed that African-American and Hispanic people, especially those with low incomes, remained 
more optimistic than their white counterparts, despite facing physical and economic challenges from the 
pandemic. 

“We think strong cultural and community ties and a tradition of overcoming adversity are one reason 
these communities are resilient,” said Carol Graham, a senior fellow at Brookings. “If you’re focusing on 
how much better other people are doing than you, it’s pretty hard to overcome adversity.” 

How we respond to others’ good fortune, then, is partially a choice. As a Manhattanite, I’ve struggled with 
envy surges during the pandemic (usually involving country real estate). But when I checked with friends 
to see if they felt similarly, some clearly thought — though they phrased it politely — I had a lot of nerve. 

“No envy here. We have so many sick, it’s scary. Just trying to stay healthy and push through this,” one 
friend, Nancy Wolfson-Coe from Grand River, Ohio, said. 

She is right. There’s much for which to be grateful. My husband and I can work from home, our daughter 
is 18 and independent, and we’re healthy. We’ve spent lots of close time together this summer before she 
leaves for college. When she was in pre-K, I learned a wise saying: “You get what you get, and you don’t 
get upset.” It doesn’t apply universally; certain inequities of the pandemic should upset us all. 

But for now, it helps to put the rest in perspective. 
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 Olli-AU 230 (Fall 2020)  

 Our Hidden Brain: ‘How Emotions and Behaviors Shape Our Rational Decisions’ 
HB Archives (2014-19): (https://www.npr.org/series/423302056/hidden-brain/archive) 

Facilitators: Carl Weichel & Kim Weichel 

 
 

CLASS 3 - OUTLINE (Oct 7) 
 

 
Part ONE: Emotions & Behaviors 

Video 1: “Experts in Emotion: “GENDER & EMOTION” (18:00) Marianne LaFrance & June Gruber 

Class discussion 

Reading 1: “Ch 3 - Tracking the Hidden Brain: How mental disorders reveal…” by Shankar Vedantam 
Reading 2: “She’s Never Felt Pain or Anxiety. Now Scientists Know Why” by Heather Murphy 

Class discussion 

 
Part TWO: ‘HIDDEN BRAIN’ Podcasts   
Topic A - LONELINESS  
 
HB Podcast 1: “Lonely American Male: How American Masculinity Creates Lonely Men” (Edited 17:47) (Mar 
19, 2018) Boys get the message quickly: a man is supposed to be strong and independent. That message, 
researchers say, has widespread consequences for men's social lives and physical health. Suicide rates among 
middle-aged men in America have shown a sudden, distressing increase in the last decade.  
(Original 53:54)  
 

HB Podcast 2: “New Research Finds Lonely People Have Superior Social Skills” (3:54) (Jun 26, 2015) Intuitively, 
many of us might think lonely people are lonely because they have poor social skills. New research turns this 
thinking on its head and offers a potential cure for loneliness.  

Class discussion 

 

Reading 3: a) ‘The Crisis of Masculinity’ & b) ‘Why Men Cry’ by Niobe Way 

Reading 4: ‘Mindwise’ by Nicholas Epley 

 

Class discussion 

 

 

https://www.npr.org/series/423302056/hidden-brain/archive
https://www.npr.org/2018/03/19/594719471/guys-we-have-a-problem-how-american-masculinity-creates-lonely-men
https://www.npr.org/2018/03/19/594719471/guys-we-have-a-problem-how-american-masculinity-creates-lonely-men
https://www.npr.org/2018/03/19/594719471/guys-we-have-a-problem-how-american-masculinity-creates-lonely-men
https://www.npr.org/2018/03/19/594719471/guys-we-have-a-problem-how-american-masculinity-creates-lonely-men
https://www.npr.org/2015/06/26/417840320/new-research-finds-lonely-people-have-superior-social-skills
https://www.npr.org/2015/06/26/417840320/new-research-finds-lonely-people-have-superior-social-skills
https://www.npr.org/2015/06/26/417840320/new-research-finds-lonely-people-have-superior-social-skills
https://www.npr.org/2015/06/26/417840320/new-research-finds-lonely-people-have-superior-social-skills
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Reading #1: “Tracking the Hidden Brain - How Mental Disorders Reveal 
Our Unconscious Lives (Ch. 3)  

The Hidden Brain: How Our Unconscious Minds Elect Presidents, 
Control Markets, Wage Wars, and Save Our Lives  
 

by Shankar Vedantam (Random House Publishing Group) 

 

CHAPTER 3: (Text edited for length.) 

The reason people have no awareness of the hidden brain is that it is 
usually not accessible through introspection. Turning the spotlight of 
our attention inward does not reveal a subterranean world. But there 

are times in the course of everyday life when we are suddenly made aware of the hidden brain—not by 
its presence but by its absence. Scientists, researchers, and clinicians regularly encounter patients with 
hidden-brain impairments. As Abraham Tesser and others have shown through experiments, and as 
Freud intuited through experience, the hidden brain regularly causes people to make the same errors 
over and over in their lives. Couples that sabotage each other in order not to admit being vulnerable. 

Simply put, the technique teaches patients to become mindful of unconscious thought patterns. The 
alcoholic may feel his addiction is completely beyond his control, but it turns out there are patterns to his 
behavior: He tends to drink after he gets a paycheck, or when he walks by a favorite bar, or after a fight 
with his wife. 

It’s the same with depression and other mood disorders. People feel their emotional problems are largely 
caused by external events. There is little doubt that losing a job or a spouse can be devastating, but a core 
insight of all talk therapy is that a large portion of how we feel about our lives rests within ourselves, in 
unconscious patterns of thought and habit. Treating psychiatric ailments with medications achieves the 
same thing. Neurochemical changes make patients feel better about themselves. 

While these insights are increasingly well established in clinical science, the role of the hidden brain is 
disregarded in most other realms. It takes an unusual disorder to reveal that the basic elements of 
everyday life—morality, kindness, and love—rely on the unconscious mind. 

Evelyn Sommers is a clinical psychologist, and Brian told her about Wendy’s lack of emotional connection 
to work, to life, and to him. They discussed the possibility that Wendy was suffering from depression, an 
outgrowth of her lengthy recovery from surgery, or the scale-back in lifestyle that had come with Brian’s 
retirement. 

Wendy told the stranger about patterns in his tattoos that he had not seen himself. Brian felt the strange 
events were like shadows. They were here one moment, gone the next. But the odd events kept 
occurring—with increasing frequency. Wendy went up to men she didn’t know, admired their hair, and 
asked if she could touch their beards. Sometimes she didn’t ask. Brian feared for her safety. The people 
she stopped were shocked but guarded. What would happen if she accosted a stranger who was 
dangerous?  

At home, Wendy walked around at night looking at shadows, searching for patterns. She owned a lot of 
antique glass, and these nocturnal trips often involved visits to her china and dishware collection. She 
wasn’t a Midas reveling in her possessions; she just had an insatiable urge to run her fingers over ridges 
of all kinds and was drawn to intricate patterns in glassware. 
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Finally, the neurologist Tiffany Chow produced a diagnosis: Wendy had a disorder known as 
frontotemporal dementia. Although Wendy’s symptoms for this disorder began around the time she had 
her partial hysterectomy, in all likelihood the two issues were not related. The McNamara’s had simply 
had two pieces of bad luck arrive at the same time.  

The frontal and temporal lobes are craggy outgrowths of the brain handed down to us by our 
evolutionary ancestors. The Taj Mahal and the Eiffel Tower, spaceships and classical art, laws and 
governments—civilization itself—are products of these brain areas. We do much of our important 
thinking here. We analyze and forecast things, make choices, and form judgments. As with the rest of the 
brain, much of what the frontal and temporal lobes do is unconscious. They shape our ability to judge 
social situations and make aesthetic judgments. And they provide us with the prick of conscience when 
we do something wrong.  

There are many neurological disorders that affect the brain, but none may be as curious as 
frontotemporal dementia. Unlike Alzheimer’s disease, which begins by robbing the memory while leaving 
other aspects of brain functioning intact, frontotemporal dementia affects a part of the brain that subtly 
and secretly regulates our social behavior. The frontal and temporal lobes tell us whether it is polite to 
reach across a crowded dinner table for a dish, and how to greet someone we know only slightly. They 
tell us whether the person who catches our eye across a crowded bar is just scanning the room or looking 
meaningfully at us. They allow us to experience the pleasures of comradeship and teamwork. People with 
frontotemporal dementia often have extremely acute powers of observation and analysis—meaning that 
the analytical parts of their brain are working fine—but they don’t have table manners. In Wendy’s case, 
the gradual disintegration of her ability to judge socially appropriate behavior from inappropriate 
behavior took nothing away from her ability to rapidly count the wheels of transport trucks and to 
identify subtle patterns on the bark of a tree.  

The vast majority of rules of human interaction are not written down or even articulated. There is no rule 
book that tells you when it is appropriate to knock on someone’s door and suggest a drink. When you do 
it, whom you do it with, and how often you do it all matter. 

It doesn’t take long when you transplant someone from India to the United States, or from the United 
States to India, to quickly grasp that the social rules have changed. People adjust to new rules swiftly and 
automatically, because the hidden brain is highly skilled at orienting itself in new cultural contexts. 
Healthy people grasp and follow social rules without conscious effort. We do not realize how important 
these rules are, because we don’t do the work of acquiring and following the rules—our hidden brain 
does it for us. 

She may consciously claim responsibility for her answers, but it is really her hidden brain that conducts 
those analyses, and we know this is true because patients with frontotemporal dementia who do socially 
inappropriate things have their powers of analysis intact. They can reason their way through life, but it 
turns out that reason is an inadequate guide in many social situations. It is only when the machinery of 
the hidden brain breaks down that we suddenly recognize its importance.  

Much of this book is about errors and biases caused by the hidden brain. The automatic conclusion is that 
bias is bad and we should do everything we can to rid the brain of unconscious thinking. If we could only 
think consciously all the time, we would avoid all the mistakes of the hidden brain. That is partially true, 
but it is also true that the hidden brain can be our friend. It tells us how to navigate the world, it creates 
the foundation for our lives as social creatures, it enmeshes us in the web of relationships that make life 
meaningful. Without the hidden brain, we would not be supercomputing machines that everyone envies. 
We would be sad creatures, locked out from the very things that make life precious. We would lose the 
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ability to work collegially with others, to form lasting friendships, and to fall in love. Our hidden brain is 
like the wetness of water that the fish never notices—but can’t live without. 

It turns out that the most important aspect of being a law-machinery of the hidden brain breaks down 
that we suddenly recognize its importance. Much of this book is about errors and biases caused by the 
hidden brain. The automatic conclusion is that bias is bad and we should do everything we can to rid the 
brain of unconscious thinking. If we could only think consciously all the time, we would avoid all the 
mistakes of the hidden brain. That is partially true, but it is also true that the hidden brain can be our 
friend. It tells us how to navigate the world, it creates the foundation for our lives as social creatures, it 
enmeshes us in the web of relationships that make life meaningful. Without the hidden brain, we would 
not be supercomputing machines that everyone envies. We would be sad creatures, locked out from the 
very things that make life precious. We would lose the ability to work collegially with others, to form 
lasting friendships, and to fall in love. Our hidden brain is like the wetness of water that the fish never 
notices—but can’t live without. 

They also lose their jobs, because it turns out that much of our professional lives is not about the 
excellence of our work but about the creation and maintenance of social bonds.  One study of sixteen 
patients with frontotemporal dementia found that among them, the group was guilty of “unsolicited 
sexual approach or touching,” hit-and-run accidents, physical assaults, shoplifting, public urination, 
breaking into other people’s homes, and even one case of pedophilia. The patients readily acknowledged 
their actions were wrong—but showed no remorse. They knew they were breaking the law, but it didn’t 
matter to them.  

Many of our social institutions—and laws in particular—implicitly assume that human actions are largely 
the product of conscious knowledge and intention. We believe that all we need for a law-abiding society 
is to let people know what is right and what is wrong, and everything will follow from there. Even when 
we acknowledge the power of unconscious influence, we believe it can be overcome by willpower or 
education. When confronted by people who say they understand the law but break it anyway, we lock 
them up and throw away the key, because in our schema, these have to be bad people. The law does not 
realize that most law-abiding behavior has little to do with conscious knowledge and motivation. 

The researchers found something curious. Patients with damage to parts of the brain that regulate social 
behavior did not reach different conclusions from the others. Rather, when it came to the highly charged 
problems, where people had to choose between two actions that both had terrible consequences, these 
patients did not experience the distress that normal people felt. They reacted rationally, without emotion. 
In the scenario involving enemy soldiers combing through a village, the crying child would die anyway if 
the party hiding in the cellar were discovered, so it is irrational not to smother the child and save the lives 
of all the other people. Most normal people, however, find the idea of smothering their own child—or any 
child—unbearable. Patients with damage to a brain area known as the ventromedial prefrontal cortex 
had no trouble stripping away the emotional component of the problem. From a purely mathematical 
perspective, it is always better to save many lives instead of one.  

Research studies into brain disorders that affect social behavior suggest that our basic notions of right 
and wrong do not spring from what we learn in textbooks and Sunday school, or from laws handed down 
by messiahs and legislators, but from parts of the brain we hardly understand. Joshua Greene, a Harvard 
neuroscientist and philosopher, told me that much of what we call ethics and morality, in fact, might not 
be handed down to us by holy books and human laws, but handed up to us by algorithms in the hidden 
brain, ancient rules developed in the course of evolution. People with normal brain functioning do not 
need to be taught to care about social relationships, and social relationships lie at the heart of all 
morality. Does this mean people have no responsibility for immoral actions? Of course not. We have 
responsibility for not only our conscious minds, but our unconscious minds as well. 
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If we want a moral society, we must actively recruit the help of the hidden brain. We must devise laws 
that take advantage of our awareness of social rules, and don’t just take advantage of our knowledge of 
the Frontotemporal dementia is not the only disorder that affects the hidden brain.  

From schizophrenia and autism to anxiety and depression, patients with a wide range of mental 
disorders experience damage or dysfunction to parts of the brain that are responsible for unconsciously 
regulating our behavior. Addictions to heroin, cocaine, or nicotine hijack pathways in the unconscious 
brain. Once rewired, the hidden brain powerfully manipulates the conscious mind to act against its own 
will and to justify behavior that is obviously self-destructive. In the case of autism and schizophrenia, a 
variety of unconscious brain mechanisms go awry. 

Changes in brain regions known as the amygdala and the prefrontal cortex appear to be the reason 
patients with schizophrenia often have trouble reading other people’s facial expressions. The ability to 
read expressions feels like a conscious skill but turns out to be a largely unconscious process—and an 
essential component of social judgment. Everyday life depends on our ability to make a series of 
unconscious assumptions, and one of them is to trust that the food served to us at a clean restaurant is 
good food. 

In a world where we have nothing to go on but our rational minds, the simplest things can paralyze us 
because it can take huge amounts of time for our conscious brain to think about every scenario 
deliberately. If we didn’t have our hidden brain to weed through thousands of scenarios and to guide our 
attention to the most pertinent questions, we would quickly become overwhelmed, because bad things 
can potentially happen to us in every conceivable situation. Everyday life requires us to suspend 
rationality, to be mindless about countless risk. 

 

 

Reading #2: “She’s Never Felt Pain or Anxiety. Now Scientists Know Why.” 

 

NEW YORK TIMES - March 30, 2019  

By Heather Murphy          

An article this week about Jo Cameron, who has lived for 71 years without 
experiencing pain or anxiety because she has a rare genetic mutation, 
prompted questions from New York Times readers. 

The notion that the same gene could be responsible for the way a person 
processes physical and psychological pain left many perplexed: Aren’t they 
totally different? Or does her story hint that sensitivity to one type of pain 
might be intertwined with sensitivity to another? Childbirth, Ms. Cameron 
said, felt like “a tickle.” She often relies on her husband to alert her when 
she is bleeding, bruised or burned because nothing hurts. When someone 
close to her has died, she said, she has felt sad but “I don’t go to pieces.” She 
cannot recall ever having been riled by anything — even a recent car crash. 
On an anxiety disorder questionnaire, she scored zero out of 21.  “I drive 
people mad by being cheerful,” she said. Here’s a bit about what’s known: 

Do those who live without pain also live without anxiety? 

No. Before encountering Ms. Cameron, the scientists who studied her case 
worked with other patients who did not experience pain. 

Jo Cameron, at 71 has a rare 
disorder in which she experiences 

no pain or anxiety,  

 

https://www.nytimes.com/by/heather-murphy
https://www.nytimes.com/2019/03/28/health/woman-pain-anxiety.html?module=inline
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“Reduced anxiety has not really been noted before in the other pain insensitivity disorders we work on,” said Dr. 
James Cox, a senior lecturer from the Molecular Nociception Group at University College London. 

He also said that given Ms. Cameron had gone more than six decades without realizing just how unusual she was, 
there could be others like her. A number of such individuals contacted The Times after the article was published. 

“I also had the children and no pain,” wrote Juanita Hoffman, 81, of Dayton, Ohio. “I thought family and friends who 
complained were just drama queens.” Asked about her mental state, she wrote: “No, I have never experienced 
anxiety. I have always been content and happy.” 

How could a genetic mutation wipe out anxiety? 

Dr. Cox said he believed that Ms. Cameron’s reduced anxiety was “related to increased signaling at CB1 receptors,” 
or cannabinoid receptors, which are known to help the body deal with stressful situations. (Notably, they are 
activated by the THC in cannabis.) 

Block the cannabinoid receptors and anxiety will increase; boost the cannabinoid receptors and anxiety will 
fall, studies have shown. The receptors also affect how people experience physical pain. 

Does that mean physical and mental pain are processed the same way? 

No, it’s more complicated than that and lots of research is still needed, said Dr. T.H. Eric Bui of the Center for 
Anxiety and Traumatic Stress Disorders and Complicated Grief Program at Massachusetts General Hospital. What 
we do know, he said, is that “brain regions that process emotional and physical pain overlap.” 

In another example of how mysteriously intertwined the two types of pain can be can be, he noted that 
acetaminophen (the active ingredient in Tylenol, among other pain relievers) had been shown to decrease the 
emotional pain that comes with rejection. 

So, is rejection similar to physical pain? 

Naomi Eisenberger, a professor in the University of California, Los Angeles, psychology department, believes so. Dr. 
Eisenberger studies the similarities in the way that the brain processes physical pain and the “social pain” that 
results from rejection. She said she had repeatedly found that “people who are more sensitive to physical pain are 
more upset by rejection.” 

Do low-anxiety people seem to feel less pain? 

In general, yes, according to some pain-management experts. Adam Woo, a consultant in pain and anesthesia at 
King’s College Hospital in London, has worked with thousands of patients dealing with pain. Patients with high 
levels of anxiety tend to be more sensitive to pain, he has found. “If you have anxiety, it makes your perception of 
pain worse,” he said. And if two patients are facing the exact same kind of injury, the one with more anxiety tends 
to have a “higher complaint score,” he said. 

Why do anxious people seem to have a lower pain threshold? 

Debra Kissen, executive director of Light on Anxiety, a treatment center in Chicago, believes that some people truly 
are just more sensitive — as in they seem to feel more intensely. That said, she has observed the way that anxiety 
and physical pain can amplify each other. Afflicted with chronic pain, a person may start to feel anxious that they 
have no control over their body. Then their anxiety may increase their focus on the pain, exacerbating it. Treat 
either one and it will sometimes help both, she said. 

What she finds most intriguing about the two kinds of pain is the consistency in her patients’ answers to a choice. 
“I’ll ask someone, ‘You can either stub your toe and it hurts an eight, or feel emotional despair,’” she said. Patients 
always pick the toe. 

 

 

 

https://www.ucl.ac.uk/wolfson-institute-biomedical-research/molecular-nociception-group/dr-james-cox
https://www.ucl.ac.uk/wolfson-institute-biomedical-research/molecular-nociception-group/dr-james-cox
http://news.vumc.org/2017/03/28/vanderbilt-study-finds-natural-chemical-helps-brain-adapt-to-stress/
https://mghcme.org/faculty/faculty-detail/t._h._eric_bui
https://www.massgeneral.org/psychiatry/research/researchlab.aspx?id=1756
https://www.massgeneral.org/psychiatry/research/researchlab.aspx?id=1756
https://www.psych.ucla.edu/faculty/page/neisenbe
http://www.kingsprivate.com/consultants/pain-management/dr-adam-woo/
https://lightonanxiety.com/staff/dr-debra-kissen
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Reading #3a: “Penn State and the Crisis of Masculinity” 

 

OPINION - Sunday Review - April 25, 2014 
 
By Niobe Way, Ed.D. – Professor of Applied Psychology -   
New York University 
By Elizabeth W. Dunn – Professor of Psychology - University of 

British Columbia 

If you’ve ever been on a subway or public bus, you know the rules. Don’t 
make eye contact, stay as far away from other people as the space allows, 
and for the love of God, don’t talk to anyone. But what if the rules are wrong? 

The behavioral scientists Nicholas Epley and Juliana Schroeder 
approached commuters in a Chicago area train station and asked them to 
break the rules. In return for a $5 Starbucks gift card, these commuters 
agreed to participate in a simple experiment during their train ride. One 
group was asked to talk to the stranger who sat down next to them on the 
train that morning. Other people were told to follow standard commuter 
norms, keeping to themselves. By the end of the train ride, commuters 
who talked to a stranger reported having a more positive experience than 
those who had sat in solitude. 

She found that introverts and extroverts alike felt happier on days when they had more social 
interactions. 

More surprisingly, interactions with weak ties correlated at least as highly with happiness as interactions 
with strong ties. Even the bit players in our lives may influence our well- being. In a recent study, we 
recruited people on their way into a busy Starbucks with a $5 gift card. We asked some customers to 
“have a genuine interaction with the cashier,” smiling and having a brief conversation. Others were told 
to be as efficient as possible: Get in, get out, go on with the day. Those who lingered left Starbucks feeling 
more cheerful. Efficiency, it seems, is overrated. 

Even fleeting glances can make a difference. Many of us have had the experience of what the Germans call 
“wie Luft behandeln” (“to be looked at as though air”). The social norm of avoiding eye contact seems 
harmless, but it might not be. In an experiment conducted at a large Midwestern university, a college-age 
woman walked by people on campus and either made eye contact, smiled at them while making eye 
contact, or directed her gaze “beyond the ear of the passer-by,” deliberately avoiding eye contact. She was 
trailed by another researcher, who surveyed people in her wake. Those who were looked at as though 
they weren’t there reported feeling more disconnected from others. 

Simply acknowledging strangers on the street may alleviate their existential angst; and being 
acknowledged by others might do the same for us. (One caveat: Another set of studies has shown that 
people are motivated to flee from strangers who stare at them intently.) 

The benefits of connecting with others also turn out to be contagious. Dr. Epley and Ms. Schroeder found 
that when one person took the initiative to speak to another in a waiting room, both people reported 
having a more positive experience. Far from annoying people by violating their personal bubbles, 
reaching out to strangers may improve their day, too. 

https://www.nytimes.com/section/opinion/sunday
https://www.huffingtonpost.com/author/niobe-way-phd
http://articles.chicagotribune.com/2011-06-03/opinion/ct-perspec-0605-metra-20110603_1_commuters-quiet-cars-metra-reports
http://articles.chicagotribune.com/2011-06-03/opinion/ct-perspec-0605-metra-20110603_1_commuters-quiet-cars-metra-reports
http://articles.chicagotribune.com/2011-06-03/opinion/ct-perspec-0605-metra-20110603_1_commuters-quiet-cars-metra-reports
http://spp.sagepub.com/content/early/2013/08/30/1948550613502990.abstract
http://pss.sagepub.com/content/23/2/166.short
http://psycnet.apa.org/journals/psp/21/3/302/
http://psycnet.apa.org/journals/psp/21/3/302/
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Rather than fall back on our erroneous belief in the pleasures of solitude, we could reach out to other 
people. At least, when we walk down the street, we can refuse to accept a world where people look at one 
another as though through air. When we talk to strangers, we stand to gain much more than the “me 
time” we might lose. 

Yet these teenage boys will also tell you something else. They will tell you not only that boys aren’t really 
like that, but that they shouldn’t be, because it’s bad for their health. Boys will say things like “It might be 
nice to be a girl, because then you wouldn’t have to be emotionless” or “My ideal best friend is a close, 
close friend who I could say anything to... ‘cause sometimes you need to spill your heart out to somebody 
and if there’s nobody there then you gonna keep it inside, and you will have anger.  So, you need 
somebody to talk to, always.” The hundreds of boys that have participated in my studies, from across the 
country and of all races, underscore their desire for emotional expres-sion, for intimate friendships and 
for the importance of such expression for their mental health.  Decades of research supports my findings. 
Sociologist Kirsten Springer studied 1,000 middle-aged men, and found that those who most rigidly 
adhered to ideals of masculinity (such as emotional stoicism and toughness) reported the worst physical 
health over a 40- year period. Psychologists Joseph Pleck and James Mahalik also found that adhering to 
norms of masculinity such as emotional stoicism for boys and men is significantly associated with poor 
mental and physical health and with high rates of risky behavior and violence. 

Primatologist Frans De Waal, developmental psychologist Michael Tomasello and evolutionary 
anthropologist Sarah Hardy, among many other scientists, conclude that we need a complete “overhaul” in 
our conceptions of human nature to account for the extensive research that underscore our deeply 
empathic, cooperative, and relational nature. Caring about what others think and feel is the reason why, 
according to Charles Darwin, we have survived as a species. Being emotionally sensitive and caring about 
others is not a sign of being “girly” or “gay” but a core element of being human, essential for surviving and 
thriving. 

Yet, we raise our boys to strive for emotional stoicism, independence and autonomy. We tell our teenage 
boys not only to think for themselves, but also not to care about what others think or feel. We foster ways 
of being that are not natural and do not bring about psychological or physical wellbeing for boys or men. 
What happened at Penn State is the result of raising boys in this way — boys who are taught to go against 
their nature grow up to be disconnected from their humanity. 

If we help boys — and men — to stay connected to their humanity, we will, according to the research, see 
fewer examples of such brutal behavior. Psychologist Mary Gordon created the “roots of empathy” 
program in Canada 15 years ago — a program that is being implemented in hundreds of schools — to 
foster empathy among boys and girls. This program has significantly decreased the rates of bullying and 
aggressive behavior among boys and girls in schools. 

It’s time we understand that being human and being a man should be one and the same; that the reason 
why we have survived for so long as a species is because we, men and women, care about others and 
respond when others are in danger and need our help. 

These are answers that would have prevented a lifelong trauma for the children who were victims at Penn State. 

 

Reading #3b: “Why Men Act Crazy” By Niobe Way, Ed.D.  

This morning, my 11-year-old son asked me what Anthony Weiner that had done put him on the front 
page of the news last week. I told him. He asked me whether that was similar to what Tiger Woods or 
Arnold Schwarzenegger had done. I said yes. Why, he asked, do men “act so crazy?” I told him that I 

http://citation.allacademic.com/meta/p_mla_apa_research_citation/2/4/2/2/8/pages242283/p242283-1.php
http://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1002/9780470479216.corpsy0527/full
http://www.matthewsyzdek.com/Teaching_Portfolio/Home_files/Mahalik%2C%20Burns%2C%20%26%20Syzdek%20(2007)_1.pdf
http://www.emory.edu/LIVING_LINKS/empathy/
http://www.peopleandplace.net/on_the_wire/2010/1/7/michael_tomasello_why_we_cooperate
http://www.nytimes.com/2009/03/03/science/03angi.html?pagewanted=all
http://cultureofempathy.com/References/Experts/Mary-Gordon.htm
https://www.huffingtonpost.com/author/niobe-way-phd
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would tell him a story about what happens to boys growing up in America, drawn from decades of 
research, that would help him understand. 

Once upon a time in the latter part of the 20th century, a little boy named “Allboys” was born.  Like all 
boys, Allboys had a tremendous capacity for empathy and kindness and a desire for a rich emotional 
life filled with loving relationships. For the first few years of his life, his capacities were fostered, and 
his desires were fulfilled. His mother arranged playdates for him, encouraged him to share his toys 
with his friends and be sensitive to their feelings. His father would give him a bear hug when he came 
home, and his mother would snuggle with him at bedtime. 

As Allboys grew older, his emotional and social capacities and desires remained but they were no 
longer fostered or fulfilled. When he expressed his concerns to his parents about these changes, they 
would say things like: “you are no longer a little boy,” “big boys don’t cry” and “be strong.” They no 
longer spoke about thinking of other people’s feelings or sharing. In fact, they no longer had intimate 
conversations with him at all. His father told him this was all a part of becoming a man. 

Allboys still, however, had a best friend with whom he shared all his deepest secrets; he knew he 
could count on this friend for anything. Yet as he reached the age of 16, the closeness in this 
relationship also diminished. He didn’t really know why but was aware that others thought the 
friendship was “weird,” “gay,” and “girly.” 

Allboys grew up to be a successful businessman with a loving wife. Yet, oddly enough, he found himself 
doing things that were crazy, risking his marriage and his career but doing it anyway. He didn’t 
understand why. He just knew that he was acting crazy. Eventually he lost everything that mattered. 
The end. 

When we raise our boys to be men in the most stereotypic of ways — when we raise them to believe 
that they must separate from those they most love (parents and friends) and not feel their own feelings 
or those of others — we are raising them to go against their nature. Thus, they grow up to be men who 
act “crazy.” Data from a wide range of experts, from neuro-scientists, developmental psychologists to 
primatologists and evolutionary anthropologists, indicate that empathy, close relationships, and love 
are not only human capacities and needs, they are at the root of why we have thrived as a species. Yet 
we continue to make valuing close relationships and being empathic into something girly or gay rather 
than simply human and critical for wellbeing. 

Furthermore, researchers, including my own over the past twenty years, find that gender differences in 
our social and emotional capacities and needs have been greatly exaggerated. Boys are, in fact, more 
emotional in the first year of life than girls (e.g., they cry more easily) and they are just as relationship-
oriented as girls. In addition, they are just as likely as girls to seek emotionally intimate same-sex 
friendships. It is only with age, as boys become men, that we see dramatic gender differences with boys 
becoming less empathic, less likely to have close same-sex friendships, and more likely to commit 
suicide. 

Our modern notions of maturity and manhood, with its emphasis on separation and stoicism to the 
exclusion of connection and vulnerability, are at the root of why men treat themselves and others so 
poorly. According to the research, if we were to value, instead, empathy and kindness and emphasize 
the importance of maintaining loving relationships with family and friends for both boys and girls, men 
and women, we would end up with lower divorce rates, better friendships, lower rates of bullying and 
drug and alcohol use, longer life spans, and fewer men who act crazy. That seems like a worthwhile 
investment for us and for our children. 
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Reading #4: “You think you know what your Friends or colleagues make of 

you? Wrong! How should we think about the minds of others?” 

 

By Steven Rose 

The Guardian - Feb. 7, 2014 

Book Review: “Mindwise” by Nicholas Epley  

 

What to expect of a book with such a title? In this neuroscience-
obsessed age, the best guess would be an enthusiastic account, 
illuminated with dramatic, if misleading, color images of the brain 
regions that light up when people placed inside an MRI scanner are 
asked to think about their social relations. Or, by contrast, philosophical 
reflections on free will, the intentional stance and theories of mind. 

Refreshingly, however, Mindwise is free of such neuro- or philosophical ruminations; it takes for granted 
that we and our fellow humans have minds and can exercise free will. 

Nicholas Epley, a professor of behavioral science at the Chicago Booth business school, by and large takes 
the internal workings of our brains for granted and focuses instead on the common – and sometimes 
uncommon – sense of how we understand our own thoughts and actions, and, above all, read the 
thoughts and intentions of others. 

Admittedly there is a cartoon of the human brain and the almost obligatory reference to the region 
supposedly engaged in social interactions and judgments, the medial prefrontal cortex (MPFC). But the 
book is largely built around rather classical observations and experiments in social psychology, 
enhanced, as is the way of things with popular science books, with personal anecdotes, of which perhaps 
the less said the better. After all, as Epley points out, humans, as social animals, have been making such 
judgments about others' intentions since their evolutionary dawn, without needing to bother about 
mirror neurons and the role of the MPFC. 

You think you know what your workmates make of you? Wrong, Epley shows. Your guesses are not much 
above chance. Even worse, you think you know what your lover or partner makes of you? Well you are 
more likely to be right than about your workmates – but only slightly. You think you can predict the 
emotions and intentions of others? Well yes, but not half so well as you expect. Men think differently from 
women? Yes, but only marginally, and the overlap is so great as to make generalized gender-based 
judgments useless. 

Such common and confident misbeliefs can have serious consequences. Following an earlier insight by 
Charles Darwin, the American psychologist Paul Ekman claimed, with much attendant publicity, that he 
could detect emotional feelings such as anger, fear or guilt, even among those trying to hide them, by 
observing transient facial "micro- expressions". He sold his method to the government, and the US 
Transport Security Administration used it to screen passengers standing in airport security lines. As 
Epley drily reports, of the 2 billion passengers who travelled through US airports between 2004 and 
2008, agents trained in the Eckman method detained some 152,000 people, resulting in 1,083 arrests – 
but no terrorists. The most common category was of "illegal aliens". An expensive way, Epley concludes, 
of racial profiling. 

https://www.theguardian.com/profile/stevenrose
https://www.theguardian.com/science/2003/jul/10/scienceinterviews.science
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To mind-read at all, you have to believe that those with whom you interact have minds. At worst, people 
are defined as non-humans. The Greeks did it with their category of barbarians, slave owners with their 
slaves. The Nazis did it by classifying Jews and Roma as untermenschen. In 1879 a court case in Nebraska 
overthrew the US government's contention that Native Americans were not humans but mere objects 
that could be moved about at will. And – though Epley's consistently masculinist account manages not to 
reflect on this (I suspect he sees his readers largely as male business-studies students) – something 
similar has been true for men's views of women through much of history. 

Then there is the tendency, above all of the rich towards the poor, of regarding others as mentally slow or 
stupid. Thus Michael Brown, the director of the US Federal Emergency Management Agency, castigating 
those who failed to evacuate New Orleans in advance of hurricane Katrina, asserted that the death toll 
was "going to be attributable to a lot of people who did not heed the advance warnings". As Epley angrily 
reflects, it did not occurto Brown that what those who stayed lacked was not mental capacity but rather 
money for a hotel or a car to leave in. Conservative MPs braying about the fecklessness of those who need 
food banks, or psychologists claiming that the British poor are short on mental capital but might be lifted 
out of poverty through a course in cognitive behaviour therapy, are the cisatlantic equivalents of Brown's 
argument. 

But Epley is equally dismissive of those who believe that you can resolve conflicts by trying to see the 
other person's point of view, from George W Bush claiming on meeting Vladimir Putin that he found him 
"straightforward and trustworthy … I was able to get a sense of his soul," to Barack Obama urging Israelis 
and Palestinians to put themselves in the others' shoes. Fundamental conflicts of interest are not just 
misunderstandings. Straight talking, he concludes, is better than fancy mental guesswork.  

The obverse of refusing to accept the mindfulness of others is to attribute minds to non- humans or 
inanimate objects. It's OK to speculate on whether chimpanzees have a theory of mind, or whether dogs 
can think, but it is only a step from this to a world inhabited by gods and demons who can be influenced 
by prayer – or to humanizing technology. "Don't anthropomorphize your computers. They don't like it," 
said a notice pinned to a door in my old university department. And who hasn't pleaded with their car 
when it fails to start on a frosty morning? The robots in Wars might not be able to pass the Turing test, 
but it is hard not to empathize with them, and even more with the huge-eyed ET begging to phone home – 
Epley is good on the importance of eyes. 

The book needs to be read with a modicum of skepticism though, especially when it comes to the 
unreferenced anecdotes. To call Gordon Brown "almost legally blind" is something of an overstatement; 
more seriously, the Swedish galleon the Vasa did not capsize on its maiden voyage in 1628 because, as he 
asserts, Swedish and Danish carpenters working on the left and right of the ship were using different 
measures, but because the grandiose poop deck made the ship top-heavy. 

Towards the beginning of the book, Epley sets his readers a test. Think of a task you have to perform and 
your best- and worst-case guesses for the date and time by which you might complete it. On the basis of 
his experience he bets you'll be wrong and won't even manage to finish it by the latest time you imagine. I 
played his game in writing this review and, for better or worse, met my self-imposed deadline. But then, 
as Mindwise warns us, the author's own generalizations are just that – averages mask huge individual 
variations. 

Steven Rose's latest book, Genes, Cells and Brains, written with Helen Rose. 

 

 

 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Turing_test
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Turing_test
http://www.guardianbookshop.co.uk/BerteShopWeb/viewProduct.do?ISBN=9781844678815
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Olli-AU 230 (Fall 2020)  

Our Hidden Brain: ‘How Emotions and Behaviors Shape Our Rational Decisions’ 
`HB Archives (2014-19): (https://www.npr.org/series/423302056/hidden-brain/archive) 

Facilitators: Carl Weichel & Kim Weichel 

 
CLASS #4 - OUTLINE (Oct 14) 

 
Part ONE: Emotions & Behaviors  

Video 1: “Compassion Why is It So Hard for Us?” (3:30) - T. Janpa 

Video 2: “Why Empathy Is Not Compassion” (8:12) - Paul Bloom 

Reading 1: “The Trouble with Empathy” by Molly Worthen 

Reading 2: “How Does Empathy Work?” by Mimi Swartz 

Class discussion 

 
Part TWO: ‘HIDDEN BRAIN’ Podcasts 
Topic A - TRUTH and DISHONESTY  
 
Video 1: “The Truth About Dishonesty” (6:08) - Dan Ariel on Dishonesty.  
 
HB Podcast 1: “Everybody Lies & That’s Not Always Bad” (Edited: 18:00) Exploring the psychology of lying vs. 
telling truth across different relationships and cultural circumstances over our lives.  Dan Ariely has found that 
what separates honest people from not-honest people is not necessarily character, it's opportunity. (Original 
29:12 - Apr 4, 2018)  
 

Reading 3: “Sampling the Cheating Life, in Bite-Size Pieces” by Janet Maslin  

Reading 4: “Why Trump Supporters Don’t Mind His Lies” by Daniel Effron  

Reading 5: “Truth Is, Everyone Lies All the Time” by Edward Reynolds  

Reading 6: “Six Reasons People Lie When They Don’t Need To” by David Ley  

Class discussion 

Topic B – MORALITY OF ‘COMMON GOOD’  

HB Podcast 2: “Justifying The Means: What It Means To Treat All Suffering Equally” (Jun 1, 2020) (Edited 8:06) 
Peter Singer, moral philosopher at Princeton says there are systems in the brain that automatically prompt us toward 

certain behaviors and much of the time, these intuitions are correct. But there are times when we need to override 

these to account for the complexity of modern life. Reviewing methods how our healthcare system and the doctors 

decide its priorities for hospital care to Covid-19 patients is the focus.   

Class discussion 

 

about:blank
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Reading #1: “The Trouble With Empathy” 
Can we really be taught to feel each other’s pain? 
 

New York Times -Sep 4, 2020 
By Molly Worthen 

In recent years, empathy — whether we can achieve it; whether it does the good we 
think — has become a vexed topic. 

While teachers attempt to teach empathy through screens, the national context has become complicated 
in the months since the police killing of George Floyd. “Because our white leaders lack compassion and 
empathy, Black people continue to die,” wrote a columnist in The Chicago Sun-Times. When Joe Biden 
posted a video declaring that “the pain is too intense for one community to bear alone,” journalists called 
the message an effort to “project empathy” — while activists said empathy was not enough. 

Few would quarrel with a kindergarten teacher’s noble efforts to teach listening skills to 5-year-olds. But 
as my daughter and her classmates get older, they will run into thornier dilemmas, our era’s version of 
old questions: Are some divides too great for common humanity to bridge? When we attempt to step into 
the shoes of those very different from us, do we do more harm than good? At the same time, trends in 
American education have worked at cross-purposes, nurturing social and emotional learning in some 
ways, hampering it in others. 

Our capacity to see one another as fellow humans, to connect across differences, is the foundation of a 
liberal pluralist society. Yet skeptics say that what seems like empathy often may be another form of 
presumption, condescension or domination.  

In his 2016 book “Against Empathy,” the psychologist Paul Bloom argued that empathy can cloud rational 
judgment and skews toward people “who are close to us, those who are similar to us and those we see as 
more attractive or vulnerable and less scary.” The scholar and activist bell hooks put the matter more 
starkly. White desire to feel Black experience is predatory, exploitative, “eating the Other,” she wrote. 

It’s impossible to perfectly inhabit another person’s experience. The important question is the value of 
the effort, and whether it leaves us separated by an asymptote or a chasm. Can a straight TV writer create 
an authentic gay sitcom character? If an author of European descent writes a novel from the perspective 
of Indigenous people, is it an empathic journey, or an imperialist incursion? “I don’t want to throw out 
what empathy is trying to do,” Alisha Gaines, a professor of African-American literature at Florida State 
University, told me. “I’m very critical of it though. Empathy has to be considered in the context of 
institutions and power.” 

Ms. Gaines has devoted much of her scholarship to interrogating well-meaning white attempts at 
empathy for the Black experience, from the white journalist John Howard Griffin’s 1961 book “Black Like 
Me,” an account of his project to pass as a Black man on a trip through the Deep South, to a modern re-
enactment of the Underground Railroad — whose organizers promised “empathy to the extreme,.” Ms. 
Gaines said: “If for 90 minutes I run around and look for the lantern in the window, what do I take from 
this into my everyday life? This is playing a slave, not an enslaved person. The humanity gets evacuated 
out of it.” 

Yet, as a literature professor, she wants students to see books as passageways to experiences unlike their 
own. “I love books because I’m learning something about people I didn’t understand. I’m connecting,” Ms. 
Gaines told me. “I wasn’t reflected in books I read as a kid. I understood myself through ‘Anne of Green 
Gables’ and ‘Little Women’ — little Black kids often have to understand themselves through white 
protagonists.  

https://www.nytimes.com/column/molly-worthen
https://chicago.suntimes.com/columnists/2020/6/1/21277076/colin-kaepernick-racism-bigotry-george-floyd-phil-kadner
https://www.washingtonpost.com/politics/biden-says-george-floyds-death-is-a-reminder-that-america-is-a-country-with-an-open-wound/2020/05/29/afcaba5e-a1b6-11ea-b5c9-570a91917d8d_story.html
https://www.google.com/books/edition/Against_Empathy/op67CwAAQBAJ?hl=en&gbpv=0
https://www.pride.com/firstperson/2017/6/27/it-cultural-appropriation-when-its-queer-culture
https://nationalpost.com/opinion/jonathan-kay-cultural-appropriation-should-be-debated-too-bad-canadas-writers-union-instead-chose-to-debase-itself
https://english.fsu.edu/faculty/alisha-gaines
https://uncpress.org/book/9781469632834/black-for-a-day/
https://www.nytimes.com/column/molly-worthen
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 The impulse to participate in the feelings of another may be 
biological, rooted in our neurology. In the 19th-century German 
philosophers wrote of Einfühlung, or “in-feeling” — first translated in 
1909 as the new English word “empathy.” They did not mean 
simulating someone else’s feelings, but projecting your own 
sentiments and memories in the course of an aesthetic or emotional 
experience, mingling your consciousness with the thing you are 
contemplating — whether it is a crying child, Picasso’s “Guernica” or a 
howling mountain landscape. 

In the hands of the social scientists who rule our own time, empathy 
has become one piece of “emotional intelligence,” a term coined in the 
1960s and developed by the psychologists Peter Salovey and John 
Mayer in 1990. The journalist Daniel Goleman popularized that 
phrase in his 1995 best seller “Emotional Intelligence: Why It Can 
Matter More than IQ,” which argued that focusing on emotional skills 

would reduce school violence and equip students for greater success in life. Research has shown that 
these capacities are at least as important for long-term happiness and economic security as “hard” skills 
like reading and math. 

In 2004, Illinois became the first state to adopt standards from preschool through high school for social 
and emotional learning, or SEL. Since then, anti-bullying workshops, classroom rules stressing 
compassion and wall charts of “feeling words” and “emoji meters” have become more common in schools 
nationally. “The overwhelming majority of educators and parents acknowledge that teaching children 
SEL skills is critical,” Marc Brackett, director of the Yale Center for Emotional Intelligence, told me. “At the 
other end, in corporate America, employers are looking for people who have these skills.” 

But the colorful classroom posters and the drive for data through “social-emotional competencies” 
student assessments — not necessarily bad things in themselves — risk reducing our idea of empathy to 
yet another job skill. The mania for standardized testing that followed the 2002 No Child Left Behind Act 
has further hampered teachers’ best and oldest tool for developing emotional understanding: the study of 
literature. 

“I really do believe literature is an empathy tool, and reading literature widely can actually make you an 
empathetic person,” Sarah Levine, a professor at the Stanford Graduate School of Education, told me. In 
many classrooms, the structure of standardized tests, especially multiple-choice questions and narrow 
essay rubrics, pushes teachers to drill students on finding arguments and literary devices rather than 
encouraging them to reflect on their own emotional response. “The standardized testing movement 
reduces literary reading to fact-finding,” Ms. Levine said. 

The college students I interviewed for this story stressed the role of empathy in firing up their curiosity, 
critical thinking and self-interrogation. “People often dismiss emotion as a weakness,” Andie Horowitz, a 
political science major at the University of Michigan, told me. “But a certain level of emotion makes you 
interested in something, wanting to find the truth.” 

This fall, the sight of students of all ages squirming in front of iPads — struggling to learn about 
themselves and each other through apps and spotty Wi-Fi — drives home the urgency of social and 
emotional learning. But empathetic education was under attack long before Covid-19 hit. The desiccation 
of great books in the hands of testing bureaucrats and the politicization of literature in university 
classrooms is not a neatly left-wing or right-wing assault. It is a collective failure of confidence in our 
teachers and students. “When we think our students can’t do something, we’re done. Pack it up,” Ms. 

https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC3524680/#:~:text=Recent%20studies%20have%20suggested%20that,brain%20%5B5%E2%80%937%5D.
https://books.google.com/books?id=hcAZAAAAMAAJ&amp;pg=PA21&amp;dq=Einf%C3%BChlung++in-feeling+empathy+titchener&amp;hl=en&amp;newbks=1&amp;newbks_redir=0&amp;sa=X&amp;ved=2ahUKEwj7taykn87rAhXOrFkKHRM9Ar4Q6AEwAHoECAAQAg
https://www.pablopicasso.org/guernica.jsp
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/10.2190/DUGG-P24E-52WK-6CDG
https://books.google.com/books?id=OgXxhmGiRB0C&printsec=frontcover&dq=goleman+Emotional+Intelligence&hl=en&newbks=1&newbks_redir=0&sa=X&ved=2ahUKEwi5qPyP3cbrAhUpSN8KHQPcCWkQ6AEwAHoECAQQAg#v=onepage&q=goleman%20Emotional%20Intelligence&f=false
https://www.fastcompany.com/3047455/why-emotionally-intelligent-people-are-more-successful
https://www.ycei.org/team
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0193397316301290
https://ed.stanford.edu/faculty/srlevine
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Gaines, the professor at Florida State, told me. “Given the opportunity, and the space to be vulnerable and 
space to say they don’t understand and don’t know, lots of growth can happen.” 

This is the gift of liberal education: the invitation to read a book and think about both the variety and the 
common threads of human experience across time, space and culture. “Empathy extends beyond trying to 
put yourself in other people’s shoes,” said Ms. Holloway, the student at Oberlin. “Success is not part of 
that definition, really. The act of listening is a form of that empathy. You’re willing to attempt to 
understand.” Only by constantly making that attempt — however imperfect — can we learn empathy’s 
hazards, and its power. 

Molly Worthen is the author, most recently, of “Charismatic Leaders Who Remade America,” an associate 
professor of history at the University of North Carolina, Chapel Hill, and a contributing opinion writer. 

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

Reading #2: “How Does Empathy Work?”  
A writer explores the science and its applications  
 

NY TIMES BOOK REVIEW  - April 24, 2018 
By Mimi Swartz 

Depending on your point of view, Cris Beam’s “I Feel You: The Surprising 
Power of Extreme Empathy” might seem either laughably behind the times or 
naïvely, maybe even willfully, ahead — so far beyond our collective horizon as 
to be pretty darned invisible. After all, ours is an age when the president is 
more concerned with building walls than feeding and educating poor kids, 
Congress is polarized to the point of paralysis and just about everyone else is 
seemingly focused on getting theirs first. We’ve become a nation of hard 
cases, armed to the teeth, with fury battling cynicism for primacy as the 
default emotion. In this world, a book with a cover featuring one bonsai tree 

leaning lovingly toward another does not appear likely to find much of a place. And yet here is Beam 
passionately asserting that “the pendulum is swinging back toward feeling, back toward love and the 
communal. Back toward empathy.” 

We can only hope. “I Feel You” is less a prescriptive self-help book than a thoughtful exploration of 
empathy in all its forms — physiological, historical, sociological and even personal, as Beam struggles to 
transcend her own less than empathic episodes and explores her aversion to opening herself to change. 
“Self-empathy was code for selfish,” she explains before signing up for a workshop on just that. “One 
more link in a long chain of American entitlement.” This is a radical book because it challenges the 
conventional wisdom that self-defense and punitive systems are the only way to keep ourselves 
physically and emotionally safe, and, maybe more important, because it asserts that it’s possible to work 
for the betterment of society without the accompanying side effect of feeling like a chump. 

 “I Feel You” is best thought of as a travelogue, with Beam an amiable and skeptical tour guide to places 
where a new understanding of empathy has led to new, successful applications. It’s probably fortunate 
that she is a believer, but not an easy sell. Beam has done a lot of homework on her subject, and early on 
provides a lively distinction between genuine attempts at social change and what she calls “empathic 
design,” corporate attempts to make us feel loved or needy or connected — with the goal that we buy 
more. As a Harvard Business Review story explains, “Enlightened companies are increasingly aware that 
delivering empathy for their customers, employees and the public is a powerful tool for improving 
products.” Those adorable Facebook emojis are a case in point. Early in the book Beam tackles that 

https://www.audible.com/pd/Charismatic-Leaders-Who-Remade-America-Audiobook/B0884GB2DT
about:blank


42 
 

default American compulsion to monetize even our deepest emotions, quoting, for instance, the headline 
of a Forbes article that offers that the best reason to teach empathy is “To Improve Education (and Test 
Scores).” 

But this isn’t where Beam puts her emphasis, even though this section is as entertaining as it is damning 
of American capitalism. She’s looking instead for deeper cuts — to understand first whether empathy is 
inborn or a skill to be learned, and then, either way, to investigate how it can be applied to some of our 
most intractable problems. She takes the obligatory trip through the history of how empathy has been 
studied in the past and journeys to the neuroscience lab to see what discoveries are being made about 
how humans feel. 

Some of the solutions she presents for deploying empathy in social situations may be familiar to those 
working in the fields of education and law. Restorative justice, for instance, “tries to weave a web of 
understanding and repair. It’s messier than the decontextualized, one-two punch of crime and 
consequence. It’s a humanized, empathic approach to what is, by design, the passionless metrics of the 
law.” In practice, this means the student and teacher, or the playground bully and his or her victim, have 
an opportunity to talk about how they feel, a practice that would probably make the likes of Sean Hannity 
apoplectic. Special courts for prostitutes and veterans, where their behavior would be placed in context 
and they would be provided with housing and medical care, would also anger many. To the Fox News 
crowd, this might be called coddling. But studies of such diversionary programs are showing them to be 
more effective at preventing and reducing crime than the usual expulsions and prison sentences. And 
anyway, why not try? Few can claim that our conventional institutions are doing a great job. As Beam 
suggests, “at a time when the police, the whip-tail of our justice system, are finally being called out for 
their entrenched and learned brutality, this is the moment for overhaul.” 

In fact, much of this book is a gentle manifesto, urging readers to change their view of themselves and 
others — not a bad idea in such a polarized, screen-dominated age. If you cringe at the idea of attending a 
conference on nonviolent communication, here’s your chance to explore why, and to try, vicariously, to 
put yourself in the shoes of a nemesis. It may not be such a good idea to start with XXXL villains like 
Donald Trump or Nancy Pelosi, but the mirroring exercise Beam recounts is truly — and a little sadly — 
revealing. Next time you have an argument with a spouse, co-worker or teenager, stop fighting for a 
minute and try repeating back to them exactly what they’ve said to you, without editorializing or 
overdramatizing. It’s a humbling experience. 

 Shifting from individual to societal empathy, Beam has a moving section on Eugene de Kock, the 
notorious South African death squad chief who captured, tortured and killed many in the anti-apartheid 
resistance. Beam wanted to understand how a seemingly ordinary man could become the embodiment of 
evil, but she goes further to examine how he built a life of remorse during and after his prison term. It is 
heartening to see him reclaim his humanity by apologizing, one by one, to families of his victims, who can 
then — sometimes, but not always — let go of their anger and hatred. It’s probably not an idea that will 
work with garden-variety sociopaths, or religious fundamentalists turned mad bombers, but it doesn’t 
hurt to be reminded that there is usually some kind of groupthink behind acts of mass terror. If a society 
has to be rebuilt, as in Rwanda or the former Yugoslavia, then the question becomes how to move 
forward together. “When they acknowledge wrongdoing and show remorse, what should our response 
be?” one of Beam’s sources asks. “Should we reject their apology and continue to punish them with our 
hatred? Or should we extend our compassion and invite them to journey with us on the road of moral 
humanity?” 

Mimi Swartz is an executive editor of Texas Monthly and the author of the forthcoming “Ticker: The Quest to 
Create an Artificial Heart.” 
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Reading #3: “Sampling the Cheating Life In Bite-Size Pieces” 
 

THE NEW YORK TIMES - June 28, 2012 

By Janet Maslin  
 

“The (Honest) Truth About Dishonesty,” Dan Ariely’s new book is a all-
encompassing thesis about the nature of cheating, He went to essay mills that 
supply dishonest students with research papers and commissioned 12-page 
papers about how cheating works. The essay mills sent him such junk that they 
allayed Mr. Ariely’s immediate concerns about whether or not academic 
cheating really pays. 

Such crazed gibberish accentuates the otherwise simple, cheery style in which 
“The (Honest) Truth About Dishonesty” is written. In a relatively brief time the 
very user-friendly Mr. Ariely has collaborated on so many experiments and 

research projects that he has become the James Patterson of social science. He has parlayed a few basic 
points into two earlier popular primers (“Predictably Irrational” and “The Upside of Irrationality”), many 
lectures and even smartphone apps that validate his most important premise: making people feel smart 
is a great marketing tool. They will buy things that tell them what they already know. 

With that in mind Mr. Ariely, a professor of psychology and behavioral economics at Duke University, sets 
out to ask why and when cheating occurs, whether it is useful and how it can be discouraged. He also 
defines the paradoxical nature of dishonesty. In a conversational style drawn straight from the classroom 
he promises that “we will discuss what makes dishonesty rear its ugly head and how we cheat for our 
own benefit while maintaining a positive view of ourselves — a facet of our behavior that enables much 
of our dishonesty.”) He will do this by staging many small, simple experiments that grapple with the 
obvious in science-made-easy fashion. For instance: If a refrigerator in a college dormitory contains cans 
of Coca-Cola and dollar bills, which will disappear faster? Hints: College students don’t often want to 
perceive themselves as thieves. And they are often thirsty. 

Mr. Ariely begins each part of this book with a clear point to make, sometimes using an anecdote about 
his own life. A number of these stories are old: one involves his youthful travels on a slightly forged Eurail 
pass, at a time when a suspicious train conductor could be placated with a tape of the Doors. (“They’re a 
great American rock band.”) After testing the idea behind the anecdote on a group of subjects, he will 
rhetorically question his readers. (“What do you think happened?”) And then he will summarize what 
happened and why. 

It cannot have escaped the notice of Mr. Ariely or anyone in publishing that readers love the fast, blinky 
reasoning behind such books. And Mr. Ariely is an acknowledged leader in the field; he is often cited as an 
authority by other authors who overmine the same subject matter. It helps 
that this new book has a disarming personal touch, as when Mr. Ariely refers 
(as he has previously) to his painful experiences as a burn victim to prove a 
point: that dishonesty can be a good thing. He gratefully remembers being 
told during his long hospital stay that he would someday be all right, even 
when the medical evidence was less reassuring. 

But most of this book is about the downside of cheating and lying. Mr. Ariely 
says that cheating is contagious, and that a group’s behavior will have a 
powerful effect on each individual. Bottom line: “There are rational forces 
that we think drive our dishonest behavior — but don’t. And there are 
irrational forces that we don’t think drive our dishonest behavior — but do.” 

about:blank
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In other words, lying, cheating and Mr. Ariely’s already famous predictable irrationality are all closely 
connected. 

In offering practical applications from his insights Mr. Ariely turns to everything from golf to banking to 
political-action committees. For one relatively elaborate experiment a student actor is enlisted to behave 
badly — and set a standard for cheating — at Carnegie Mellon University. This figure wore a sweatshirt 
from the rival University of Pittsburgh, just to get the Carnegie Mellon students in a hostile, dishonesty-
prone mood. 

Mr. Ariely duly measured how the rest of the group responded when the actor obviously cheated on a test 
and what happened when he only seemed confused about how the rules of the test worked. Confusion-
based dishonesty proved more contagious than the criminal kind. 

Ultimately this sunny author believes that most people mean to behave honestly unless they are allowed 
to feel that minor cheating is justified. What to do? Mr. Ariely isn’t strong on solutions. He suggests that 
honor codes and supervision help decrease dishonesty. But they aren’t much of a match for the 
rationalization, self-deception, fatigue and slippery ethics that Mr. Ariely links to the lying game. 

Dan Ariely is a professor of psychology and behavioral economics at Duke University. 

 

 

Reading #4: “Why Trump Supporters Don’t Mind His Lies” 

NY TIMES - GRAY MATTER - April 28, 2018 
by Daniel A. Effron 
 

In his first 400 days in office, President Trump made more 
than 2,400 false or misleading claims, according to The 

Washington Post. Yet a recent Gallup poll shows his 
approval ratings among Republicans at 82 percent. How do 
we square these two facts? 

Some supporters no doubt believe many of the falsehoods. 
Others may recognize the claims as falsehoods but 
tolerate them as a side effect of an off-the-cuff rhetorical 
style they admire. Or perhaps they have become 

desensitized to the dishonesty by the sheer volume of it. 

I suspect that there is an additional, underappreciated explanation for why Mr. Trump’s falsehoods have 
not generated more outrage among his supporters. Wittingly or not, Mr. Trump’s representatives have 
used a subtle psychological strategy to defend his falsehoods: They encourage people to reflect on how 
the falsehoods could have been true. 

New research of mine suggests that this strategy can convince supporters that it’s not all that unethical 
for a political leader to tell a falsehood — even though the supporters are fully aware the claim is false. 
Consider some examples. When President Trump retweeted a video falsely purporting to show a Muslim 
migrant committing assault, Sarah Huckabee Sanders, the White House press secretary, defended him by 
saying, “Whether it’s a real video, the threat is real.” 

about:blank
about:blank
about:blank
about:blank


45 
 

On another occasion, Ms. Sanders admitted that Mr. Trump had made up a story about how Japan drops 
bowling balls on American cars to test their safety, but she argued that the story still “illustrates the 
creative ways some countries are able to keep American goods out of their markets.” When asked about 
the false claim that Mr. Trump’s inauguration had drawn the biggest inaugural crowd in history, 
Kellyanne Conway, counselor to the president, suggested that inclement weather had kept people away. 

In each instance, rather than insisting the falsehood was true, Ms. Sanders and Ms. Conway implied 
it could have been true. Logically speaking, the claim that more people could have attended the 
president’s inauguration in nicer weather does not make the crowd any bigger. But psychologically, it 
may make the falsehood seem closer to the truth and thus less unethical to tell. 

To find out if this strategy actually helps get politicians off the hook for dishonesty, I recently conducted a 
series of experiments. I asked 2,783 Americans from across the political spectrum to read a series of 
claims that they were told (correctly) were false. Some claims, like the falsehood about the inauguration 
crowd, appealed to Mr. Trump’s supporters, and some appealed to his opponents: for instance, a false 
report (which circulated widely on the internet) that Mr. Trump had removed a bust of the Rev. Dr. 
Martin Luther King Jr. from the Oval Office. 

All the participants were asked to rate how unethical it was to tell the falsehoods. But half the 
participants were first invited to imagine how the falsehood could have been true if circumstances had 
been different. For example, they were asked to consider whether the inauguration would have been 
bigger if the weather had been nicer, or whether Mr. Trump would have removed the bust if he could 
have gotten away with it. 

The results of the experiments, published recently in Personality and Social Psychology Bulletin, show that 
reflecting on how a falsehood could have been true did cause people to rate it as less unethical to tell — 
but only when the falsehoods seemed to confirm their political views. Trump supporters and opponents 
both showed this effect. 

Again, the problem wasn’t that people confused fact and fiction; virtually everyone recognized the claims 
as false. But when a falsehood resonated with people’s politics, asking them to imagine counterfactual 
situations in which it could have been true softened their moral judgments. A little imagination can 
apparently make a lie feel “truthy” enough to give the liar a bit of a pass. 

These results reveal a subtle hypocrisy in how we maintain our political views. We use different 
standards of honesty to judge falsehoods we find politically appealing versus unappealing. When judging 
a falsehood that maligns a favored politician, we ask, “Was it true?” and then condemn it if the answer is 
no. 

In contrast, when judging a falsehood that makes a favored politician look good, we are willing to ask, 
“Could it have been true?” and then weaken our condemnation if we can imagine the answer is yes. By 
using a lower ethical standard for lies we like, we leave ourselves vulnerable to influence by pundits and 
spin doctors. 

In this time of “fake news” and “alternative facts,” commentators worry that people with different 
political orientations base their judgments of right and wrong on entirely different perceptions of reality. 
My research suggests an additional concern: Even when partisans agree on the facts, they can come to 
different moral conclusions about the dishonesty of deviating from those facts. The result is more 
disagreement in an already politically polarized world. Blame the human ability to imagine what might 
have been. 

Daniel A. Effron is assoc. prof. of organizational behavior at London Business School 
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Reading #5: “Truth Is, Everyone Lies All the Time” 
 

The Conversation - University of Queensland - May 13, 2012  
by Edward Reynolds - PhD Student in Communication and Social 
Interaction, The University of Queensland 
 

Recent research in residential aged care by Anthony Tuckett from the 
University of Queensland has illustrated that, in some instances, lying is 
not only necessary, it’s actually virtuous. It is a complex ethical tangle, but 
it illustrates the fact that lies are not ipso facto bad. 

For all the bad press it gets, lying is one of the most fundamental parts of 
our social life. Diary studies have illustrated that so called “white lies” form an important part of our social 
fabric. Similarly, the ethicist Sissela Bok argued that even well-placed serious lies can alleviate, or even 
prevent, suffering and harm. So why is it that something we regard as innately destructive is such an 
embedded part of our lives? 

Ritual untruth 
Harvey Sacks, sociologist and founder of the field of “conversation analysis”, argued that “everybody has to 
lie”. In his 1975 paper of the same name he highlighted how greetings have a formal-ritual character to 
them, and because of this we all lie – on an almost daily basis. 

Very simply, as a part of day to day introductory greetings Sacks found we have a “how are you” step. 
This phase of the greeting is an important indicator of our relationship with the other speaker. If the 
other party is a stranger or acquaintance, “fine” or something similar is the appropriate response. 

It is as this step, if you are not “fine” that you’re supposed to lie. For instance, it’s awkward if you tell the 
supermarket cashier about your recent vasectomy. It’s even more awkward if you don’t tell your wife. 

Sacks’ work illustrated that we have responsibilities to give certain categories of people the relevant 
information. We lie when we have to withhold information in order to manage the relationship. 

This research on the role of lies in managing our relationships has been replicated across various 
cultures, including the Chinese, French and northern Thai cultures and even 
in members of South American culture Tzeltal. Speakers across these 
languages manage relationships with the ritual-formal aspects of their 
languages. 

It has been argued that such white lies are universal. But, as claims to 

even basic universals such as emotions, or expressions are easily challenged it 
remains to be seen whether this feature of human sociality is a constant. 
Nevertheless, these are the little white lies that glue our day-to-day 
relationships together. These are the sorts of untruths that often are not 
even regarded as lies. 

It is of course the more serious lies that we care about. These are 
typically divided into two categories: lies of “commission” and lies of 
“omission”. Lies of commission are when something is said that does not 
mirror reality. Lies of omission are those where somebody should have 
said something but failed to do so. 
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Commission 
Lies of commission are all about manufacturing our own version of events. When we come across a 
discrepancy between someone else’s version of events and our own experience or understanding of those 
events we routinely rush to reconcile the two.  

The late UCLA sociologist Melvin Pollner called this difference between other’s reports and our 
experiences a part of the “politics of experience”. One of the ways to reconcile such a difference is to 
conclude (and possibly assert) that the other person is lying. If the other (lying) party doesn’t back down 
then some sort of dispute will likely ensue. 

Lies of commission are those in which you proactively manufacture a version of events that differs with 
what you know to be “true”. Mind you, any philosopher will tell you that “truth” is an altogether more 

complicated issue. In any case it is this sense of agency that marks the difference between commission and 
omission. 

This agency aspect of lies is reflected in peoples’ reactions when they find out they’ve been lied to. Lies 
themselves are typically responsive moves in interaction (if, albeit, pre-planned responses). People lie 
when they answer a question or are asked to make a statement. Research has yet to find instances where 
people simply volunteer that a statement is false (excepting pathological liars and those afflicted 
with Korsaoff’s syndrome). 

My own research, for instance replicated earlier work which found that lies tend to occur in such “second 
positions” in conversation (answers, denials and so forth). I found no cases in which lies were used 
proactively. 

But this was juxtaposed against the portrayals of liars when found out. Participants in my research 
painted liars as having actively lied, rather than having reactively done so. What’s the difference? 
Well, Harold Garfinkel, influential sociologist and the founder of “ethnomethodology”, demonstrated that we 
“trust” that people are doing what they appear to be doing. He showed that if people stop trusting 
another person’s actions to be what they appear to be, and instead incessantly question people’s motives, 
social interactions grind to a halt. 

As Maarten Derksen from the University of Gronigen argues, lies violate this taken-for- granted nature of 

interaction. So, what you are “doing” when you lie is subverting the normal assumptions of transparency 
between motives and action. 

Omission 
Lies by omission, as police will tell you, are exceedingly difficult to spot. 
This is because, in conversation, there are any number of possible things 
you could say. You don’t violate the principle of trust when you omit 
details. 

This is precisely how politicians operate. The maxim “how do you know 
when a politician is lying? It’s when they are speaking” refers almost 
exclusively to lies by omission. Instead politicians operate on evasion and 

omission. 

This lends defensibility to their position, because proving a lie by 
omission relies on making the person responsible for answering or 
responding with particular information and that you have failed to do so. 

For instance, police often struggle with to obtain information from witnesses in witness interviews but 
can force the witness to provide information under oath. In effect, the witness has lied by omission in the 
witness interview. 
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And if we bring it back to human societies, lies by omission can be seen as a breach of relationships. In 
our vasectomy example, it would be a lie by omission if you failed to tell your partner, but not a lie by 
omission if you failed to tell the friendly supermarket cashier. 

The notion of “lies = bad” and “truth = good” oversimplifies the very functional use of lies in our everyday 
life. 

 

 

Reading #6: “Six Reasons People Lie When They Don’t Need To:          
Understanding the Motivations of Pathological Liars” 

 

PSYCHOLOGY TODAY - Jan 23, 2017  
By David J. Ley, Ph. D  

Pathological lying isn’t a clinical diagnosis, though it can sometimes be a 
symptom of other issues, such as a personality disorder or a manic episode. But 
some people get so accustomed to lying that they do so even when there is no 
clear purpose, and when their lies are easily disproven, leaving everyone 
scratching their heads over the point of their deceptions: 

 

1) Over the years, I’ve worked with a number of these people — so-called pathological or compulsive 
liars — and gained some insight into the way they think. Believe it or not, their lying makes some 
sense, when you look at it through their eyes. 
 

2) The lie does matter ... to them. The number one reason people lie when it just doesn’t matter is 
because they actually do think it matters. While everyone around them thinks it’s an inconsequential 
issue, the liar believes it is critically important. They may be putting undeserved emphasis or 
pressure on themselves, or on the issue, but you won’t know unless you ask something like, “It seems 
like this issue is really important to you — why?” 

 
3) Telling the truth feels like giving up control. Often, people tell lies because they are trying to control a 

situation and exert influence toward getting the decisions or reactions they want. The truth can be 
“inconvenient” because it might not conform to their narrative. 

 
4) They don’t want to disappoint you. It may not feel like it to you, but people who tell lie after lie are 

often worried about losing the respect of those around them. They want you to like them, be 
impressed, and value them. And they’re worried that the truth might lead you to reject or shame them. 

 
5) Lies snowball. I remember a cartoon my kids watched years ago about how lies grow. We tell a little 

bitty lie, but then to cover that lie, we have to tell another one, then another, and another — each gets 
bigger and bigger. Finally, we’re arguing about the color of the sky, because to admit anything creates 
the potential of the entire house of cards tumbling. If a chronic liar admits to any single lie, they feel 
like they’re admitting to being a liar, and then you’ll have reason to distrust them. 
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6) It’s not a lie to them. When we are under pressure, our thinking about the big picture can be 
challenged. Our memory of things is actually quite unreliable: Multiple studies demonstrate that 
our memories are influenced by many things, that they change over time, and that they are essentially 
reconstructed each time we think about them. Often, repetitive liars feel so much pressure in the 
moment that their memory becomes simply unreliable. When they say something, it’s often because 
they genuinely believe, at that moment, that it is the truth. Their memory has been overwhelmed 
by stress, current events, and their desire to find a way to make this situation work. Sometimes, this 
can become so severe that the person almost seems to have created a complete alternate world in 
their head, one that conforms to their moment-by-moment beliefs and needs. 

 
7) They want it to be true. Finally, the liar might want their lie to be true so badly that their desire and 

needs again overwhelm their instinct to tell the truth. “Be the change you want to see in the world,” 
Gandhi never actually said. But sometimes, liars hope that they can make something come true by 
saying it over and over, and by believing it as hard as they can. In today’s environment of “alternative 
facts,” it’s hard not to see this as somewhat justified.  
 

People, by and large, are honest by default. Most people tell the truth most of the time. Our very capacity 
for language is built on an assumption of honesty — we agree that the words we use mean the same thing 
consistently, and we don’t use words deceptively because this would render language and the very 
communication of ideas impossible. Some people lie more than others, but even frequent liars are 
actually honest most of the time. But it stands out dramatically when their deceptions are so blatant, 
easily disproven, and seemingly unimportant. 

As frustrating as it is when people tell whoppers, we can begin to understand the motivations behind 
them. Asking the person, “Why is this situation so important to you?” or, “Why do you need me to see this 
the same way you do?” can be a useful, non-threatening way to get at the foundations of stress and 
desperation that often underlie deceptions. Don’t ask, “Why are you lying?” We need to remember that 
the person is often motivated by not being seen as a liar, and this question paints them into a corner. 

Of course, understanding a big fibber’s motivations and having empathy in such situations is valuable. 
But to function effectively in the real world, we also need people to learn to be more honest. 
Communicating empathy for a person’s desperation can be a valuable tool to give them permission to tell 
the truth. And then, recognizing and reinforcing when a person does tell the truth is a powerful way to 
get more truth-telling. It shows people that the truth is not scary, and that the world won’t end when the 
truth comes out.  

David J. Ley, Ph.D., is a clinical psychologist and author  
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Olli-AU 230 (Fall 2020) 

Our Hidden Brain: ‘How Emotions and Behaviors Shape Our Rational Decisions’ 
HB Archives (2014-19): (https://www.npr.org/series/423302056/hidden-brain/archive) 

Facilitators: Carl Weichel & Kim Weichel 
 
 

CLASS #5 – OUTLIINE (Oct 21) 
 

Part ONE: Emotions & Behaviors 

Video 1: “Power of Classical Music: Spectrum of Emotions” (8:32) – Umi Garrett  

Video 2: “Experts in Emotions: PRIDE & EMBARRASSMENT” (19:14) – June Gruber 

Class discussion 

 
Part TWO: ‘HIDDEN BRAIN’ Podcasts 
Topic – MONEY, GIVING and PSYCHOLOGY of SCARCITY  
 
HB Podcast 1: “How Scarcity Trap Affects Our Thinking, Behavior” (5:41) (Jan 2, 2014) A Harvard   
economist finds there are psychological connections between the bad financial planning of many poor people 
and the poor time management of busy professionals. In both cases, he finds the experience of scarcity causes 
biases in the mind that exacerbate problems.  
 
HB Podcast 2: “As We Become Richer, Do We Become Stingier?” (5:43) (Sep. 3, 2013) A UCLA researcher says 
science shows that as people earn more money, they become more individualistic and less community 
oriented. As a result, they seem to donate less of their time and money, proportionally, than poorer people.  
 
HB Podcast 3:: “Research Suggests Generosity Is Hardwired Into Our Brains” (4:36) (Dec. 24, 2014) If 
generosity makes us happy, and lots of research suggests that it does, why do many of us find it difficult to 
be generous?  
 
Class discussion 

Reading 1: “Scarcity: Why Having Too Little Means So Much” by Ms. Mullainathan & Ms. Shafir 

Reading 2: “The Psychology of Scarcity” by Amy Novotney 

Reading 3: “Why Having Too Little Means So Much” by Oliver Berkman 
Reading 4: “Is There a Biological Basis for Generosity?” by Alison Escalante MD 
 

Class discussion 
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Reading #1: “Scarcity: Why Having Too Little Means So Much” 

Examining of how scarcity—and our flawed responses to 

it—Shapes our lives, our society, and our culture 

 
By Sendhil Mullainathan and Eldar Shafir 
 

Scarcity Time Books, Henry Holt & Co.  New York (2013) 

 
Why do successful people get things done at the last minute? Why does 
poverty persist? Why do organizations get stuck firefighting? Why do the 
lonely find it hard to make friends? These questions seem unconnected, 
yet Sendhil Mullainathan and Eldar Shafir show that they are all are 
examples of a mind-set produced by scarcity. 

Drawing on cutting-edge research from behavioral science and 
economics, Mullainathan and Shafir show that scarcity creates a similar psychology for everyone 
struggling to manage with less than they need. Busy people fail to manage their time efficiently for the 
same reasons the poor and those maxed out on credit cards fail to manage their money. The dynamics 
of scarcity reveal why dieters find it hard to resist temptation, why students and busy executives 
mismanage their time, and why sugarcane farmers are smarter after harvest than before. Once we 
start thinking in terms of scarcity and the strategies it imposes, the problems of modern life come into 
sharper focus. 

Mullainathan and Shafir discuss how scarcity affect our daily lives, recounting anecdotes of their own 
foibles and making surprising connections that bring this research alive. Their book provides a new 
way of understanding why the poor stay poor and the busy stay busy, and it reveals not only how 
scarcity leads us astray but also how individuals and organizations can better manage scarcity for 
greater satisfaction and success. 

 
 

 
Reading #2: “The Psychology of Scarcity” 

Exploring how deprivation wreaks havoc on cognition and 

decision-making 

AMERICAN PSYCHOLOGICAL ASSOCIATION - Feb. 2014, Vol 45, No 2 

 By Amy Novotney 

 Being poor requires so much mental energy that those with limited means — 
be they sugarcane farmers in India or New Jersey mall-goers — are more likely 
to make mistakes and bad decisions than those with bigger financial cushions. 

This is the psychology of scarcity, says Princeton University psychology and 
public affairs professor Eldar Shafir, PhD, who with Harvard University 

economist Sendhil Mullainathan, PhD, explores how people's minds are less efficient when they feel 
they lack something — whether it is money, time, calories or even companionship? This scarcity 
mindset consumes what Shafir calls "mental bandwidth" — brainpower that would otherwise go to 
less pressing concerns, planning ahead and problem-solving. This deprivation can lead to a life 
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absorbed by preoccupations that impose ongoing cognitive deficits and reinforce self-defeating 
actions. Shafir and Mullainathan offer insights into how to ease the burden in the 2013 book "Scarcity: 
Why Having Too Little Means So Much" (Times Books). Shafir spoke to the Monitor about his research 
and the implications it could have for policy development. 

How did your interest in scarcity begin? 
About eight years ago, Sendhil and I decided to collaborate on the topic of decision-making in the 
context of poverty because it was a topic no one was exploring. 

Historically, there have been two ways to think about poverty: Half of the academic discussion claims 
that poor people are perfectly rational and make perfectly reasonable cost-benefit decisions based on 
their circumstances. The other half focuses on this culture of poverty that is based on poor values and 
lack of planning. We felt that there was a third alternative. We don't think anybody is perfectly rational, 
and there's no reason to think the poor are terribly pathological or unusual in any special way. What if 
we just think about them as confused and biased, as we all are, and that when you make those mistakes 
in the context of poverty, the consequences are much more severe than when you have more comfort. 
Over time, we started getting more data and observing cases where the poor seemed to be making 
more extreme errors than those with greater means. That gradually led us to the idea that there's a 
very particular psychology that emerges when we don't have enough, and that this psychology leads to 
very bad outcomes. 

How does scarcity lead to these bad outcomes? 
Every psychologist understands that we have very limited cognitive space and bandwidth. When you 
focus heavily on one thing, there is just less mind to devote to other things. We call it tunneling — as you 
devote more and more to dealing with scarcity you have less and less for other things in your life, some 
of which are very important for dealing with scarcity. There's a lot of literature showing that poor 
people don't do as well in many areas of their lives. They are often less attentive parents than those who 
have more money, they're worse at adhering to their medication than the rich, and even poor farmers 
weed their fields less well than those who are less poor. 
 
Tell me about the research that led you to these conclusions. 
We started with a series of observations with fruit and flower vendors in a giant market outside 
Chennai, India. No one can call these women lazy or myopic — they work extremely hard and plan 
their days very carefully, spending from early morning until evening buying flowers or mangoes for 
1,000 rupees, selling them for 1,100 rupees and then giving back to the supplier 1,050 rupees. Then 
they get up the next morning and take on this incredibly high interest loan again, every day for an 
average of about 10 years, and if they saved just a little more or borrowed a little less they would soon 
be debt-free and could double their income. It seemed to have a logic of its own — this need to focus 
on the day to day and not having the capacity to adjust over the long run. 

We then completed a battery of studies where we saw that manipulating scarcity has an enormous 
impact on people's cognitive capacity. First, together with Jiaying Zhao, who was then a graduate 
student, we went to a mall in New Jersey where we asked people to complete tests measuring cognitive 
control and fluid intelligence, a component of IQ. We had them do these things while they were 
contemplating a financial scenario — something that's manageable, requiring $150 to fix a car that 
broke down, or more demanding, requiring $1,500 in car-related expenses. We divided the participants 
by household income and found that the rich people in the mall did equally well on the cognitive tests, 
whether they were thinking of the challenging or the less challenging scenario related to the car. The 
poorer people in the mall were equally capable cognitively and did just as well on fluid intelligence as 
the rich when they were thinking about the manageable scenario. But once they contemplated the more 
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challenging scenario, their scores went way down. Simply being preoccupied with this demanding 
financial challenge makes them perform worse. 

Obviously, in that experiment, we controlled for everything we could, but at the end of the day, these 
are rich vs. poor and you could say that they differ in things like health and education. So then we went 
to India and studied sugar cane farmers, who earn the bulk of their income once a year after they 
harvest, and then have to make sure their funds keep them going until the following harvest. These are 
people who are basically rich after the harvest but poor before, so we conducted these cognitive tests 
on the same farmers, two months before and two months after harvest. It's the same person, same 
education and values, but they, too, scored the equivalent of 10 IQ points less before harvest compared 
to after harvest. 

What effect do these cognitive shifts have on behavior & decision-making?  
One of the classic errors that poor Americans are criticized for is taking "payday loans," those very 
high-interest loans that at the moment seem like a good solution but two weeks later cause them to 
owe high interest. So, we decided to run a study with Princeton undergraduates, who nobody would 
say are unsophisticated. Working with Anuj Shah, we had them play a "Family Feud"-like computer 
game and randomly assigned them to be rich or poor in the amount of time they had to answer 
questions, giving the rich 50 seconds per round and the poor 15 seconds. Half of the participants were 
also given the option to borrow time, but every second they borrowed cost two seconds from the entire 
bucket of time they had available for the game. We found that when people were rich with time they 
were very judicious, needed it less, and only very occasionally took a loan. But when they were time-
poor, these sophisticated Princeton students grabbed these available loans to try and do well in the 
game and ended up making less money than the time-poor students who weren't given the option to 
borrow. These students made the same mistakes that we observed among poor people. 
 
What surprises you most about scarcity? 
What's most striking is that these findings make a very strong case for the idea that people who look 
very bad in conditions of scarcity are just as capable as the rest of us when scarcity does not impose 
itself on their minds. What's interesting about a lot of behavioral research is that we don't have full 
intuitive access to it. For example, research on the use of cellphones in cars has been striking because 
we all have the illusion that we can manage calls just fine. But the findings are clear that when you are 
on a cellphone in the car, even when it's not handheld, your reaction time is comparable to being legally 
drunk. That's not intuitively available to us because most of us just don't feel it. The same thing happens 
here. People know they're busy and distracted, but the impact and the consequences of that distraction 
are much more impressive than we realize. 
 
What effect is scarcity having on America? 
There's a very large proportion of Americans who are concerned and struggling financially and 
therefore possibly lacking in bandwidth. Each time new issues raise their ugly heads, we lose cognitive 
abilities elsewhere. These findings may even suggest that after the 2008 financial crisis, America may 
have lost a lot of fluid intelligence. People are walking around so concerned with one element of their 
lives that they don't have room for things on the periphery. 
 
Are there any solutions? 
To the extent that you can afford to, give yourself some slack. When you pack your life too tightly and 
don't leave slack, the slightest unexpected event leaves you stuck. You don't know what will happen but 
inevitably something will — a water pipe will break, the car will break down, you'll get a parking ticket 
— or if you're busy and packed your time too tightly, you may get an unexpected phone call or hit a 
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traffic jam on the way to a meeting. How do you create slack? When you're dealing with a scarcity of 
time, plan a few moments of slack throughout the day — a half-hour here or there intentionally left 
open so that if anything comes up you can avail yourself of that unaccounted-for time and take care of 
the thing you hadn't anticipated. I call it having a meeting with yourself. When you're poor, of course, 
that's not easy. But building savings for a rainy day can help you deal with an unexpected bounced 
check or parking ticket, giving you somewhere to draw from so that life can continue. We also have lots 
of ideas about how to "scarcity-proof" the world when it comes to arranging policies for the poor. We 
wouldn't charge people $200 or $300 to join a benefits program such as food stamps, because the whole 
point is they have no money. But when you give them a very complicated form or demand that they be 
somewhere exactly on time three days in a row, you're imposing a massive bandwidth tax. Instead of 
taxing them money, you're taxing them bandwidth, which is also something they don't have enough of. 
So, you are creating a situation where they're bound to fail. We propose that policymakers do all that 
they can to make the world a place where when I fail for a moment because of mismanaging my scarcity, 
there is a way to climb out, rather than sink further. 
 
What would you most like other psychologists to take away from your work?  
With the White House realizing the importance of behavioral research, now is the time for psychologists 
to really get involved in informing and influencing policy. When I was appointed to be on the President's 
Advisory Council on Financial Capability in 2012, it was very much a consequence of this work. That 
was a rare case where you can really bring some of psychology's fundamental insights about limited 
cognition, limited attention and behavior that's driven by biases and mistakes to a forum where people 
typically don't think that way. Behavioral researchers are having an impact — it's happening slowly, but 
more than ever before, and the interest continues to grow. 
 

 

 
Reading #3: “Why Having Too Little Means So Much” 

Does being poor lead to bad choices? 

 
THE GUARDIAN – Aug. 23, 2013 

By Oliver Berkeman 

Behind every coalition promise to "get tough on single mothers", behind every 
Daily Mail story about Britain's "handout culture", or Mitt Romney's notorious 
comments about "the 47%", there lies an assumption: that being poor is a 
failure of character. Awkwardly, for those who find this obnoxious, the research 
sometimes makes it seem true. People who are less well-off really do appear to 
give in more readily to temptation, making the very purchases they can't afford; 
to make unwise financial decisions; to use less effective parenting techniques; 
or to fail to take life-saving drugs, even when they're free. Is this a deep-seated 

weakness of will, made worse by a "culture of dependency"? The Harvard economist Sendhil 
Mullainathan and the Princeton psychologist Eldar Shafir reject that idea, and some of the most familiar 
leftwing responses, too. Poverty, they argue, is indeed a matter of willpower and bad decisions, but the 
Mail has it back-to-front. It's not that foolish choices make you poor; it's that poverty's effects on the 
mind lead to bad choices. Living with too little imposes huge psychic costs, reducing our mental 
bandwidth and distorting our decision-making in ways that dig us deeper into a bad situation. 

Of course, it's hardly news that poverty creates a vicious cycle. Not having money is expensive, thanks 
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to credit card late fees, high interest rates on payday loans, the extra cost of buying in instalments, and 
so on. But the alarming conclusion of this book is how completely scarcity colonizes the mind. Merely 
asking poorer people to contemplate a hypothetical £1,000 car repair, one study by the authors shows, 
impairs their performance on intelligence tests as much as missing a night's sleep – about 13 or 14 IQ 
points. In another study, Indian sugar cane farmers performed worse pre-harvest, when money was 
tight, compared to post-harvest. "Scarcity captures the mind," explain Mullainathan and Shafir. It 
promotes tunnel vision, helping us focus on the crisis at hand but making us "less insightful, less 
forward-thinking, less controlled". Wise long-term decisions and willpower require cognitive resources. 
Poverty leaves far less of those resources at our disposal. 

Their most arresting claim is that the same effects kick in – albeit not always with such grave 
implications – in any conditions of scarcity, not just lack of money. Chronically busy people, suffering 
from a scarcity of time, also demonstrate impaired abilities and make self- defeating choices, such as 
unproductive multi-tasking or neglecting family for work. Lonely people, suffering from a scarcity of 
social contact, become hyper-focused on their loneliness, prompting behaviors that render it worse. In 
one sense, Mullainathan and Shafir concede, scarcity is so ubiquitous as to be almost meaningless. But 
the feeling of scarcity – of not having as much of something as you believe you need – is something more 
specific and agonizing. To use the authors' favorite metaphor, life under such conditions is like packing 
a tiny suitcase for a trip. It entails a ceaseless focus on difficult trade-offs: the umbrella or the extra 
sweater?  

The greatest freedom that money can buy is the freedom from thinking about money – or, to quote 
Henry David Thoreau, "a man is rich in proportion to the number of things he can afford to let alone". 

There's a risk here of lapsing into the obvious: rich and relaxed is better than poor and time-starved. 
Mallainathan and Shafir do sometimes succumb; financial abundance, we are gravely informed, "allows 
us to buy more things". Yet the strongest chapters demonstrate that the psychological effects of 
scarcity aren't obvious at all. In certain limited ways, for example, poverty actually confers cognitive 
benefits. Some of the classic findings about how irrational we are when it comes to money – such as our 
willingness to travel across town to save £5 on a cheap toaster, but not on a flatscreen TV – apply much 
less to the poor. 

Dieters, experiencing a scarcity of food, are significantly better than others at identifying words 
briefly flashed on a screen, provided that they're about food. Lonely people read facial expressions 
more accurately. And time-scarcity brings motivational benefits, as any journalist on a deadline could 
tell you. 

But these positive effects of tunnel vision are outweighed by what the authors call "the bandwidth tax", 
the ways scarcity limits or distorts our skills. This tax, they argue persuasively, explains a number of 
otherwise confounding kinds of self-defeating behaviour among those suffering scarcity – from the 
failure of poorer farmers in Africa to weed their fields, even though they have the time to do so and 
would make more money that way, to the failure of low-income Americans to take diabetes drugs and 
other medications, or to eat more healthily even when it's financially viable. "The failures of the poor 
are part and parcel of the misfortune of being poor in the first place," they write. It's not that poor 
people have less bandwidth. It's that "all people, if they were poor, would have less effective 
bandwidth". 

The bandwidth argument threatens to undermine much received political wisdom on poverty. Get-
tough policies, like cutting off access to benefits after a fixed number of years, won't motivate people to 
find jobs: a deadline of several years is too distant to feature in the calculations of people only 
concerned with paying the next bill. On the other hand, well-intended interventions like providing 
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financial education or job-readiness training could backfire, too. Another class to attend, another item 
to tick off the to-do list – all use up more bandwidth, potentially impairing people's capacities more 
than improving them. 

How can we stop falling into these traps? Mullainathan and Shafir offer a few "nudge"-style suggestions. 
Where possible, systems should be designed so that inattentiveness leads to better outcomes, for 
example by making savings schemes opt-out, not opt-in. Beneficial behaviors could be "brought inside the 
tunnel": the authors describe their own experiments with an "impulse savings" scheme, involving cards 
sold at supermarket tills, resembling gift vouchers, but which credit the purchaser's savings account 
instead. And behaviors that require constant, energy-depleting vigilance (like trying to resist non- 
essential spending) should be replaced by one-off actions (like automatically transferring a percentage of 
your wages to a savings account). But they wisely don't pretend to offer a comprehensive solution. The 
tendrils of scarcity reach too deep into the mind. Poor people need more money, not self-help tricks. 

The overall result is a rather odd but ultimately humane and very welcome book. Presenting itself as 
yet another "big idea" tome that will reveal the unexpected force that explains the world, Scarcity 
ends up reaffirming one of the oldest truths: that what really 

explains the world is its division into haves and have-nots. The clear message to those with resources – 
money, time, or anything else – is to resist the urge to judge those without them. If you faced the same 
scarcity, Mullainathan and Shafir demonstrate, you'd make the same mistakes. Indeed, in some area of 
your life – if not your spending, then your work/life balance or your diet – you're almost certainly 
already doing so.  

 

 

Reading #4: “Is There A Biological Basis For Generosity?”  
Generosity may be as essential to health as diet, exercise and 
sleep. 
 

PSYCHOLOGY TODAY  

By Alison Escalante, MD 

 Lately I’ve been asking myself, “How can I teach my kids to be generous?” I 
started to consider practical steps, and then realized I had forgotten a more 
important question. The first question I need to ask as a parent is about me, 
“How can you be generous to others?” 

Questioning my own behavior is crucial because it helps avoid two common mistakes parents make. First, 
acting like this is a skill they need to learn but doesn’t apply to me. It doesn’t help at all if I act selfishly 
toward others and then preach at them about giving freely. Second, acting like generosity is related to one 
concrete thing, like charity, and ignoring that generosity is a lifestyle. 

What is generosity anyway? Why does it matter to kids? 

Notre Dame’s Science of Generosity Project defines generosity as “giving good things to others freely and 
abundantly.” Someone like that sounds like a nice person, and I would love for my kids to grow up to be 
nice people. But how does generosity affect happiness? Generosity is associated with better mental 
health, and it is linked to happiness. “And even small acts of kindness, like picking up something someone 
else has dropped, make people feel happy," (Allen, 2018.) 
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Being generous makes us happy 
When we think of generosity, most often we think of spending money on others, but that’s only part of it. 
Becoming a generous person involves being helpers, sharing our time, paying attention to people and 
encouraging them, even being emotionally available. Do you see what’s happening with this list? 
Remember that the most powerful way children learn from parents is by modeling. That means they do 
what we do, not what we say. 

And of course, parenting also plays a role in cultivating generosity. Some studies have found that various 
parenting practices—particularly role-modeling and discussing generosity—may help children grow up 
to be more generous adults. 

How can you be generous to others? 
How do I teach my child to be generous? First, I must ask myself, “How can you be generous to others? 
How can you be generous in your interactions with your family? How can you be generous in the way you 
interact with nonfamily members in front of your family?” 

It’s a great idea to discuss generosity at a family meeting and make your values as a family explicit. Ask 
your child “How does giving make you feel?” Don’t be afraid to acknowledge all the feelings your child 
may name. Perhaps they might say, “I like sharing, but I don’t like it all the time. Sometimes I want my 
stuff and sharing it makes me feel bad.” This is a great time to ask them, “Why is giving good for us?” 
Explain what it does for happiness for themselves and everyone around them. Explain why your family 
values it. Then strategize steps they can take to be generous. 

A conversation about generosity is a fantastic opportunity to talk about boundaries. “Share” is the first 
command word kids learn in their lives that has to do with generosity. They hear it constantly in daycare 
or preschool. All too often it is presented as a requirement. When I talk with kids about this, they usually 
express sharing as a black and white rule. They get the message that if someone wants what they have, 
they need to give it to them. The message is “what’s yours is mine.” Yikes! 

Without understanding ownership and personal rights, there is no true sharing or generosity. If a child is 
taught to share automatically without any consideration of their own feelings, they are being taught to be 
taken advantage of. 

True generosity means that I give of what is mine, by my own choice. And that is where the joy and the 
character building come from. So, first, I must understand what mine is and what is yours. 

Try this idea: when our were young, we made a rule in our house that when our kids get something new, 
they are not required to share it the first day. Then, we encourage sharing, but it must go both ways. 
When they were little there was often fighting over toys. If they could not sort out a sharing agreement, 
we would set a timer and take turns with the item in question. Now that they are elementary school aged, 

they tend to negotiate well with each other (most of the time). 

Why is generosity good for you? 
So often, what we teach our kids has to do with our view of the world and our 
view of what it means to be human. Many of us were taught that humans are 
selfish by nature. We were taught this as a fundamental principle of capitalism. 
We were taught this as a principle of evolution when we were told selfishness was 
the say to ensure survival of the fittest. The strongest took the good stuff and 
survived, and the suckers died. 

However, the science of evolutionary sociology has called much of this into 
question. In fact, pro-social behavior has been shown to have survival value, 
because groups survive together. It even gives people an advantage with mating, 
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making them more attractive to potential partners. Today, generosity is linked to benefits in the 
workplace and more contentment in romantic relationships. People who practice generosity live longer 
and enjoy better physical and mental health. 

Generosity goes both ways, from adults to children and children to adults. It turns out that in societies 
that are not technologically advanced, the generosity of the children was essential to the survival of the 
community. When children carry water, help prepare food, or care for and teach the other children, the 
whole community survives more. 

“This is not to suggest that generosity is more “natural” than selfish-ness; rather, evidence suggests that 
humans have both selfish and generous propensities. In other words, generosity is not simply a cultural 
construct. While our selfish instincts may get more attention, numerous studies have shown that our 
instincts for generosity also have deep evolutionary roots.”  

Is there a biological basis for generosity? 
Many animals have been found to be cooperative or even downright generous at times, including 
monkeys, chimpanzees, army ants, bees, fish, certain birds and vampire bats. Yes! Vampire bats will share 
blood with other bats who are not related to them, thus preventing starvation. 

Biologically, the brain shows stimulation in the reward circuits (the mesolimbic area) when we act 
generously. It feels good to be generous, even when we are forced to do it, which is important for parents 
to know. I can indeed force my kids to participate in generous behaviors as part of their training, and this 
will feel good to them. Then, when they do it themselves, it will feel even better. (Remember to respect 
their boundaries.) 

The orbitofrontal cortex of the brain is also triggered when we behave generously. This area of the brain 
activates for rewards, but also may have a part in how we assess the decision we just made. One study 

even suggested that this area may reward us when we do things 
that are fair, even when it goes against our own interests. We 
seem to be set up to understand what is fair for the group and see 
that as good for us personally. 

Children are wired for generosity 
Research has demonstrated that generosity and helping behavior 
is spontaneous in children as young as 14 months, and can be 
demonstrated throughout their development. Small 
encouragement from parents helps them develop this even more. 
If vampire bats can be generous, I can raise my kids to be 
generous. Our kids are born with wiring that predisposes them to 
generosity, but our parenting has an impact. In this case, not only 
in our behavioral modeling, but also in the safety and comfort our 
kids find in their relationship with us. Researchers at the 

University of Kansas believe that the more secure you are in your attachment to others, the more 
generous you will be. 

We try to so hard to bring happiness to our children, and we love to do it with treats. We delight in giving 
our children gifts, fun activities and yummy treats. But maybe an even better way to make our children 
happy is to teach them to give. 

I thought generosity was a good idea because it was part of being a good person. Yet, generosity has been 
tied to better physical health, longer life, improved mental health and greater happiness. Maybe this 
pediatrician should add generosity to the fundamentals we discuss at checkups:  sleep, good diet, 
exercise, and generosity.  
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Olli-AU 230 (Fall 2020) 

Our Hidden Brain: ‘How Emotions and Behaviors Shape Our Rational Decisions’ 
HB Archives (2014-19): (https://www.npr.org/series/423302056/hidden-brain/archive) 

SGLs: Carl Weichel & Kim Weichel 
 
 

CLASS #6 - OUTLINE (Oct 28) 
 
Part ONE: Emotions & Behaviors 

Video 1: “Experts in Emotions: “SHAME & GUILT” (Edited: 18:04) - June Gruber 

Class discussion 

 
Part TWO: HIDDEN BRAIN Podcasts 
Topic – REGRET and NOSTALGIA 

HB Podcast 1a: REGRET: “Look Back: Reflecting on the Past to Understand the Present” (Edited: 15:00.)  
Everyone has regrets. You probably have a few of them. By some estimates, regret is the most common 
negative emotion that we talk about, and the second-most common emotion mentioned in our daily lives. We 
wish we could go back and change our actions to have been kinder on our friends and families’ 
Class discussion 

Video 2: ”Views on Nostalgia” (4:31)  

HB Podcast 1b: NOSTALGIA: “The key element of nostalgia isn't about us retreating to the past. It's about us 
pulling the past forward to the present, and using it to mobilize us, to energize us, to take on new challenges 
and opportunities.” (Edited: 15:00.) Psychology professor Clay Routledge studies nostalgia, that gentle tug of 
longing you feel when you hear a favorite song from your high school days, or even recall moments of 
hardship and loss. (Original; 50:08 - Jun 14, 2018)  

Class discussion 

 

Reading 1: ‘Six Steps to Turn Regret Into Self-Improvement” By Jennifer Taitz  
 
Reading 2: “What Is Nostalgia Good For?” By John Tierney 
 
Class discussion 
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Reading #1: “Six Steps to Turn Regret Into Self-Improvement” 
Stop beating yourself up and turn your emotions into action. 

 

NY TIMES – Smarter Living - Feb 7, 2019 

By Jennifer Taitz 

Have you ever felt like life would be better if you 
had taken a different path? If only you had 
pursued that job, ended that relationship sooner 
or moved to a new city, everything would be just 
perfect. 

Nonsense, of course. But it’s human nature to 
linger on those feelings of regret. We tend to look back and think that missed opportunities — real or 
imagined — could have set us on a different, possibly more rewarding path. Left unchecked, these 
emotions can become overwhelming sources of stress and anxiety. 

But even painful emotions like regret can be powerful sources of inspiration. Whether you carry minor 
regrets that speak to your perfectionism, or you continuously cringe over more serious, “If only I …” 
thoughts, it’s possible to use regret as a lever to help you move ahead, rather than letting it weigh you 
down. 

And there are good reasons for doing so. Researchers have found that obsessing over regrets has a 
negative impact on mood and sleep, can increase impulsivity, and can be a risk factor for binge eating and 
misusing alcohol. 

As a clinical psychologist, one of my most important tasks in helping people lead healthy, happy and 
meaningful lives is to teach them evidence-based strategies to manage their emotions. That includes how 
to use regrets to motivate them. I’ve found that even when people feel stuck in endless what ifs, it’s 
possible to recalibrate. Here’s how. 

Step 1: Evaluate how you cope with regret 
Many of us try to push pain away. Others ruminate about perceived mistakes. But whether you ignore or 
fixate on what’s troubling you, research has shown that it’s impossible to run from emotions without 
consequences. And in a vicious twist, dodging upsetting feelings actually makes them even more present: 
Suppressing our emotions can diminish our capacity for joy and potentially manifest as physical pain. 

So instead of trying to ignore your regrets, it’s a better idea to practice acknowledging the experience. Try 
this: Start by slowing down and noticing your thoughts and sensations. Relax your face and hands and 
think about accepting how you feel now without worrying you’ll feel this way forever. Reaching this 
middle ground between avoiding and dwelling will prove less depressing. 

This is easier said than done, but consider the alternative: A 2014 study published in The Journal of 
General Psychology found that drowning in regret can compromise our ability to make wise decisions, 
and focusing on those negative emotions “undermined performance” on simple tasks. 

However, researchers also found that when people find a silver lining in their regret, they are able to 
think more clearly. “Regret can be a problem, but one benefit of regret is that it signals improvement is 
possible,” said Neal Roese, a professor of marketing at the Kellogg School of Management at 
Northwestern University who focuses on the psychology of judgment and decision-making. “The trick is 
to avoid obsessing and pull out a lesson that can be applied in future situations.” 
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Further, when we find ourselves consumed by self-criticism, it can feel tempting to focus on quick fixes, 
like distracting ourselves, rather than taking steps to improve. And regrets that arise from inaction — i.e., 
missing opportunities — are particularly frustrating. 

Take time to notice how you handled a recent regret. Did you pretend it meant less than it did? Or did you 
fall into a shame spiral? Once you figure out how you navigate these situations, you can start using your 
emotions to your advantage. 

Step 2: Interrupt your obsessing 
Once you’ve identified how you cope, it’s important to learn how to stop a regret spiral from happening, 
since thinking endlessly about it all but guarantees you’ll feel worse. 

Take a moment to list the consequences of a recent regret spiral — like circling for hours over a mistake 
you made — and keep those notes for review. Did you feel better? Worse? Were there concrete lessons 
you learned? Or did you just feel bad? The point of this list is to realize that these spirals probably won’t 
lead you anywhere productive and, most likely, will leave you feeling stuck. 

Next, think about the times you’re most tempted to ruminate on your regrets, like right before you go to 
sleep. Having this list handy will help you keep in mind that it’s wasted energy to focus on your regrets. 

Finally, develop a set of concrete, alternative options that will engage you when you can feel yourself 
standing on the edge of a regret spiral about to fall in. The goal here is stop this type of thinking in its 

tracks before it consumes your energy. (Ideally, these choices 
don’t involve venting or scrolling through Instagram, both of 
which can keep regret churning.) 

One activity I have my patients try is to list their favorite authors 
in alphabetical order. When your mind is focused on a project, it’s 
less likely to get derailed. Another idea: If you feel the grip of 
strong emotions, dip your face in ice water. (Really.) 

“People become believers in this strategy once they get past the 
idea of plunging forward into a bowl of ice-water,” said Dr. 
Kathryn Korslund, an expert in Dialectical Behavior Therapy, a 
treatment that teaches people how to manage emotions. She said 

that dipping your face in ice water works because it increases activity in the parasympathetic nervous 
system, lowering your body temperature and heart rate, preventing emotions from intensifying. 

If that seems too jarring, pop an ice cube in your mouth and focus on the sensations. You’ll find that it’s 
difficult to simultaneously replay your life’s mistakes while fully participating in doing something else. 
Keep in mind: These activities aren’t meant to be a permanent solution. The goal is to regulate your 
emotions for a few minutes to then approach your situation with a little more clarity. 

Step 3: Revisit your regret, then repeat these phrases 
Remember that silver lining effect? This is how it works. 

In the same study that found regret hinders our ability to solve problems, participants were asked to read 
the following two statements and recall at least one benefit from a regrettable event: 

• Everything can be viewed from a different perspective. 
• There is positive value in every experience. 

Afterward, participants showed “improved subsequent performance” on the same set of tasks they 
completed before finding the silver lining. 
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In other words, focusing on what you gained can help you pivot from the negative impacts of regret. And 
keep in mind that so much of your regret story is just that: a story. Researchers even label regretful “if 
only” stories as counterfactual thinking, since it’s impossible to know how things would have turned out 
had you made a different choice. 

Step 4: Treat yourself like your ideal mentor would 
Researchers at University of California, Berkeley, asked 400 students to write about their biggest 
regrets and found that self-compassion, not beating ourselves up, “spurs positive adjustment in the face 
of regrets.” 

This “self-compassion led to greater personal improvement, in part, through heightened acceptance,” the 
researchers wrote, adding that “forgiveness stems from situating one’s shortcomings or failures — such 
as a regret experience — as a part of the common human experience.” 

Imagine your mentor talking you down from a spell of regret. Would she focus on everything you did 
wrong? Or would she encourage you not to be so mean to yourself, and rather try to find the tangible, 
practical lessons you can learn from the experience? When all else fails: Just talk to yourself like you’d 
talk to a friend. 

Step 5: Clarify what matters to you 
When you feel profound regret — the type that makes you wonder about your place in life, as opposed to 
regretting the dumb thing you said to your boss in the elevator — use the emotion as a springboard to 
examine what truly is important to you. Consider the values you most want to stand for, and the values 
that are core to your identity. 

One of my clients came to see me after feeling guilty about how angrily she speaks to people. Together, 
we worked on utilizing her remorse to pinpoint the virtues she most cherishes — “I care about being nice 
rather than being right” was one — since focusing on the damage already done wouldn’t do her or her 
relationships any good. 

Take the time to ask yourself why you feel such profound regret and work backward to identify the values 
that are tied up in your feelings. Unraveling that knot can help you use that as motivation for personal 
growth. 

Step 6: Take action 
There’s a Japanese art called kintsugi. Literally translated, this means “golden repair.” But it’s much more 
than that. Kintsugi is a philosophy of repairing broken things, like cracks in pottery, for example. Rather 
than hide an item’s imperfections, the reparation process highlights them. Those imperfections are 

considered part of an item’s history and repairing it this way can add 
beauty to the original items — like using precious metal to fix cracks in 
pottery. 

Make a list of regrets large and small, then brainstorm exactly how to 
take steps to remedy whatever is haunting you. The ultimate cure for 
anticipating regret isn’t feeling lousy or overthinking. It’s thoughtfully 
pursuing solutions, and using the wisdom gained through self-
reflection to act. 

Jennifer Taitz is a clinical instructor in psychiatry at University of California, 
Los Angeles, and the author of “How to be Single and Happy: Science-Based 
Strategies for Keeping Your Sanity While Looking for a Soul Mate” and “End 
Emotional Eating.” 
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Reading #2: “What Is Nostalgia Good For?”  
Quite a Bit, Research Shows 
 
NY TIMES – Science Times (Jul 8, 2013) 
By John Tierney 
 
Not long after moving to the University of Southampton, Constantine 
Sedikides had lunch with a colleague in the psychology department 
and described some unusual symptoms he’d been feeling. A few 
times a week, he was suddenly hit with nostalgia for his previous 
home at the University of North Carolina: memories of old friends, 
Tar Heel basketball games, fried okra, the sweet smells of autumn in 
Chapel Hill. 

His colleague, a clinical psychologist, made an immediate diagnosis. 
He must be depressed. Why else live in the past? Nostalgia had been 

considered a disorder ever since the term was coined by a 17th-century Swiss physician who attributed 
soldiers’ mental and physical maladies to their longing to return home — nostos in Greek, and the 
accompanying pain, algos. 

But Dr. Sedikides didn’t want to return to any home — not to Chapel Hill, not to his native Greece — and 
he insisted to his lunch companion that he wasn’t in pain. 

“I told him I did live my life forward, but sometimes I couldn’t help thinking about the past, and it was 
rewarding,” he says. “Nostalgia made me feel that my life had roots and continuity. It made me feel good 
about myself and my relationships. It provided a texture to my life and gave me strength to move 
forward.” 

The colleague remained skeptical, but ultimately Dr. Sedikides prevailed. That lunch in 1999 inspired him 
to pioneer a field that today includes dozens of researchers around the world using tools developed at his 
social-psychology laboratory, including a questionnaire called the Southampton Nostalgia Scale. After a 
decade of study, nostalgia isn’t what it used to be — it’s looking a lot better. 

Nostalgia has been shown to counteract loneliness, boredom and anxiety. It makes people more generous 
to strangers and more tolerant of outsiders. Couples feel closer and look happier when they’re sharing 
nostalgic memories. On cold days, or in cold rooms, people use nostalgia to literally feel warmer. 

Nostalgia does have its painful side — it’s a bittersweet emotion — but the net effect is to make life seem 
more meaningful and death less frightening. When people speak wistfully of the past, they typically 
become more optimistic and inspired about the future. “Nostalgia makes us a bit more human,” Dr. 
Sedikides says. He considers the first great nostalgist to be Odysseus, an itinerant who used memories of 
his family and home to get through hard times, but Dr. Sedikides emphasizes that nostalgia is not the 
same as homesickness. It’s not just for those away from home, and it’s not a sickness, despite its historical 
reputation. 

Nostalgia was originally described as a “neurological disease of essentially demonic cause” by Johannes 
Hoffer, the Swiss doctor who coined the term in 1688. Military physicians speculated that its prevalence 
among Swiss mercenaries abroad was due to earlier damage to the soldiers’ ear drums and brain cells by 
the unremitting clanging of cowbells in the Alps.   

A Universal Feeling  

In the 19th and 20th centuries nostalgia was variously classified as an “immigrant psychosis,” a form of 
“melancholia” and a “mentally repressive compulsive disorder” among other   pathologies. But when Dr. 
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Sedikides, Tim Wildschut and other psychologists at Southampton 
began studying nostalgia, they found it to be common around the 
world, including in children as young as 7 (who look back fondly on 
birthdays and vacations). 

“The defining features of nostalgia in England are also the defining 
features in Africa and South America,” Dr. Wildschut says. The topics 
are universal — reminiscences about friends and family members, 
holidays, weddings, songs, sunsets, lakes. The stories tend to feature 
the self as the protagonist surrounded by close friends. 

Most people report experiencing nostalgia at least once a week, and 
nearly half experience it three or four times a week. These reported 
bouts are often touched off by negative events and feelings of 
loneliness, but people say the “nostalgizing” — researchers 
distinguish it from reminiscing — helps them feel better. 

To test these effects in the laboratory, researchers at Southampton induced negative moods by having 
people read about a deadly disaster and take a personality test that supposedly revealed them to be 
exceptionally lonely. Sure enough, the people depressed about the disaster victims or worried about 
being lonely became more likely to wax nostalgic. And the strategy worked: They subsequently felt less 
depressed and less lonely. 

Nostalgic stories aren’t simple exercises in cheeriness, though. The memories aren’t all happy, and even 
the joys are mixed with a wistful sense of loss. But on the whole, the positive elements greatly outnumber 
the negative elements, as the Southampton researchers found by methodically analyzing stories collected 
in the laboratory as well as in a magazine named Nostalgia. 

“Nostalgic stories often start badly, with some kind of problem, but then they tend to end well, thanks to 
help from someone close to you,” Dr. Sedikides says. “So you end up with a stronger feeling of belonging 
and affiliation, and you become more generous toward others.” 

A quick way to induce nostalgia is through music, which has become a favorite tool of researchers. In an 
experiment in the Netherlands, Ad J. J. M. Vingerhoets of Tilburg University and colleagues found that 
listening to songs made people feel not only nostalgic but also warmer physically. 

That warm glow was investigated in southern China by Xinyue Zhou of Sun Yat-Sen University. By 
tracking students over the course of a month, she and colleagues found that feelings of nostalgia were 
more common on cold days. The researchers also found that people in a cool room (68 degrees 
Fahrenheit) were more likely to nostalgize than people in warmer rooms. 

Not everyone in the cool room turned nostalgic during the experiment, but the ones who did reported 
feeling warmer. That mind-body link, Dr. Wildschut says, means that nostalgia might have had 
evolutionary value to our ancestors long before Odysseus. 

“If you can recruit a memory to maintain physiological comfort, at least subjectively, that could be an 
amazing and complex adaptation,” he says. “It could contribute to survival by making you look for food 
and shelter that much longer.” 

Finding a Sweet Spot 
Of course, memories can also be depressing. Some researchers in the 1970s and ’80s suggested that 
nostalgia could worsen a problem that psychologists call self-discontinuity, which is nicely defined in 
“Suite: Judy Blue Eyes,” by Stephen Stills: “Don’t let the past remind us of what we are not now.” This 
sense of loss and dislocation has repeatedly been linked to both physical and mental ills. 

But the feeling of discontinuity doesn’t seem to be a typical result of nostalgia, according to recent 
studies. In fact, people tend to have a healthier sense of self-continuity if they nostalgize more frequently, 
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as measured on the scale developed at Southampton. To understand why these memories seem 
reassuring, Clay Routledge of North Dakota State University and other psychologists conducted a series of 
experiments with English, Dutch and American adults. 

First, the experimenters induced nostalgia by playing hit songs from the past for some people and letting 
them read lyrics to their favorite songs. Afterward, these people were more likely than a control group to 
say that they felt “loved” and that “life is worth living.” 

When the researchers tested the effect in the other direction by trying to induce existential angst. They 
subjected some people to an essay by a supposed Oxford philosopher who wrote that life is meaningless 
because any single person’s contribution to the world is “paltry, pathetic and pointless.” Readers of the 
essay became more likely to nostalgize, presumably to ward off Sartrean despair. 

Moreover, when some people were induced to nostalgia before reading the bleak essay, they were less 
likely to be convinced by it. The brief stroll down memory lane apparently made life seem worthwhile, at 
least to the English students in that experiment. (Whether it would work with gloomy French 
intellectuals remains to be determined.) 

“Nostalgia serves a crucial existential function,” Dr. Routledge says. “It brings to mind cherished 
experiences that assure us we are valued people who have meaningful lives. Some of our research shows 
that people who regularly engage in nostalgia are better at coping with concerns about death.” 

Feeding the Memory Bank 
The usefulness of nostalgia seems to vary with age, according to Erica Hepper, a psychologist at the 
University of Surrey in England. She and her colleagues have found that nostalgia levels tend to be high 
among young adults, then dip in middle age and rise again during old age. 

“Nostalgia helps us deal with transitions,” Dr. Hepper says. “The young adults are just moving away from 
home and or starting their first jobs, so they fall back on memories of family Christmases, pets and 
friends in school.” Dr. Sedikides, now 54, still enjoys nostalgizing about Chapel Hill, although his range 
has expanded greatly over the past decade. He says that the years of research have inspired strategies for 
increasing nostalgia in his own life. One is to create more moments that will be memorable. 

“I don’t miss an opportunity to build nostalgic-to-be memories,” he says. “We call this anticipatory 
nostalgia and have even started a line of relevant research.” Another strategy is to draw on his “nostalgic 
repository” when he needs a psychological lift or some extra motivation. At such moments, he tries to 
focus on the memories and savor them without comparing them with anything else. 

“Many other people,” he explains, “have defined nostalgia as comparing the past with the present and 
saying, implicitly, that the past was better — ‘Those were the days.’ But that may not be the best way for 
most people to nostalgize. The comparison will not benefit, say, the elderly in a nursing home who don’t 
see their future as bright. But if they focus on the past in an existential way — ‘What has my life meant?’ 
— then they can potentially benefit.” 

This comparison-free nostalgizing is being taught to first-year college students as part of a study testing 
its value for people in difficult situations. Other experiments are using the same technique in people in 
nursing homes, women recovering from cancer surgery, and prison inmates. 

Is there anyone who shouldn’t be indulging in nostalgia? People who are leery of intimate relationships 
— “avoidant,” in psychological jargon — seem to reap relatively small benefits from nostalgia compared 
with people who crave closeness. And there are undoubtedly neurotics who overdo it. But for most 
others, Dr. Sedikides recommends regular exercises. 

“If you’re not neurotic or avoidant, I think you’ll benefit by nostalgizing two or maybe three times a 
week,” he says. “Experience it as a prized possession. When Humphrey Bogart says, ‘We’ll always have 
Paris,’ that’s nostalgia for you. We have it, and nobody can take it away from us. It’s our diamond.” 
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Olli-AU 230 (Fall 2020) 

Our Hidden Brain: ‘How Emotions and Behaviors Shape Our Rational Decisions’ 
HB Archives (2014-19): (https://www.npr.org/series/423302056/hidden-brain/archive) 

Facilitators: Carl Weichel & Kim Weichel 

 
 

CLASS #7 - OUTLINE (Nov 4) 
 
Part ONE: Emotions & Behaviors 

Video 1: “Experts in Emotions: “HAPPINESS” (Edited: 6:00) - June Gruber w/ Daniel Gilbert 

Video 2: “Dark Side of Happiness” (13:10) - June Gruber at TEDx Cambridge 

Class discussion 

 
Part TWO: ‘HIDDEN BRAIN’ Podcasts 
Topic A – LAUGHTER & HUMOR  

HB Podcast 1: “Decoding The Hidden Meanings Of Laughter”(Edited; 15:00).  "Laughter is often considered to 
be the product of humor. However, laughter is a social emotion, occurring most often in interactions, where it 
is associated with bonding, agreement, affection, and emotional regulation. Laughter is underpinned by 
complex neural systems, allowing it to be used flexibly. In humans and chimpanzees, social (voluntary) 
laughter is distinctly different from evoked (involuntary) laughter, a distinction which is also seen in brain 
imaging studies of laughter" says neuroscientist Sophie Scott. (Jul 11, 2019 – Original; 50:11)  

Class discussion 

Topic B – BIASES 

HB Podcast 2: ”When It Comes To Politics and 'Fake News,' Facts Aren't Enough” (Edited 15:00) (Dec 25, 2017)  
Facts aren’t enough to get rid of our implicit biases: There are some topics about which it seems no amount of 
data will change people's minds: things like climate change, or restrictions on gun ownership. (Original; 24:31)  
Reading 1: "The Influential Mind” by Tali Sharot, cognitive neuroscientist at University College London. 

Reading 2: “Understanding Unconscious Bias: Stereotypes, Prejudices, Discrimination” by F. Menzies 

Class discussion 

Video 3: “How to Bridge Political Divides” (6:36) by Robb Willer, TEDx Marin 

Class discussion 

HB Podcast 3: ”How Stereotypes Can Drive Women to Quit Science” (Edited 6:00)  (Jul 12, 2012) It was antidotal 
presumptions that had showed that when women were talking to men, and women and men talking about science, that 
activated the ‘stereotype threat.’ Now, most scientists say they don't believe the stereotype about women and science, 
and argue that it won't affect them. 

 

https://www.npr.org/series/423302056/hidden-brain/archive
https://www.npr.org/2017/12/25/572162132/enter-title
https://www.ucl.ac.uk/pals/people/sophie-scott
https://www.npr.org/2017/12/25/572162132/enter-title
https://www.npr.org/2017/12/25/572162132/enter-title
https://www.npr.org/2017/12/25/572162132/enter-title
https://www.npr.org/2017/12/25/572162132/enter-title
https://www.npr.org/2012/07/12/156664337/stereotype-threat-why-women-quit-science-jobs
https://www.npr.org/2012/07/12/156664337/stereotype-threat-why-women-quit-science-jobs
https://www.npr.org/2012/07/12/156664337/stereotype-threat-why-women-quit-science-jobs
https://www.npr.org/2012/07/12/156664337/stereotype-threat-why-women-quit-science-jobs
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 Reading #1: “Laughter Punctuates Speech: Linguistic, Social and Gender 
Contexts of Laughter” 

 By Robert R. Provine – Univ. of Maryland – Baltimore Campus 

The relation between laughter and speech was investigated by describing the 
position of naturally occurring laughter in the speech stream of anonymous young 
adults observed in public places. Laughter of both speaker and audience occurred 
during pauses at the end of phrases or sentences in over 99 % of the sample of 
1200 episodes of laughter, indicating that speech has priority access to the single 
vocalization channel and that a lawful process governs the placement of laughter 

in speech. Laughter is not randomly scattered throughout the speech stream. Laughter followed both 
statements and questions and material that did not seem humorous outside of the conversational 
context. Speakers, especially females, laughed more than their audiences, but the relative amount of 
speaker and audience laughter depended on the gender composition of a group. Audiences of both males 
and females laughed more to male than female speakers. These baseline data provide insights into gender 
differences, normal and abnormal emotional behavior and define variables for future studies of neuro-
and psychopathology. 

“Humor and Laughter: An Anthropological Approach” 
Westerners tend to take humor as a natural feature of life and to use it wherever and whenever possible 
In fact, Westerners have valued humor since the era of Plato and Aristotle as a natural expression of 
amusement, fun, and delight in social interactions…Humor is ubiquitous in American society and nothing 
escapes from becoming its target. Humor in its numerous techniques and forms is directed at the 
population through all conceivable channels – newsprint, magazines, books, visual and plastic arts, 
comedy performances, and amateur joke-telling contests, as well as many types of artifacts such as T-
shirts, watches, bumper stickers, greeting cards, sculptures, toys, and so forth. Freud (1928) posited that 
humor is an effective defense mechanism against negative emotions 
 
“Contagious Laughter: Laughter Is A Sufficient Stimulus For Laughs & Smiles”  
Evaluated the laugh- and/or smile-evoking potency of laughter by observing responses of 128 
undergraduates. Results confirm that laughter itself evokes laughter, perhaps by activating a laughter-
specific auditory-feature detector. This result is relevant to the neurological basis of social 
communication, human ethology, and theories of speech production and perception.  
 
“Sex Differences In Humor Production Ability: A Meta-Analysis” 
Various research supports this theory, and the view that HPA is valued differently and divulges disparate 
information for men and women. Compared to men, choosier women value humor as a more important 
trait when selecting a mate, while men make more effort to impress women and advertise their humor 
ability. Women also prefer a man with higher HPA, while men are more attracted to a woman that laughs 
at their humor, rather than a woman with high HPA, as smiles and laughter signal the woman may have a 
romantic interest in them. Still, humor is largely a social phenomenon and most humor is created in a 
social context while interacting with other people.  
 
“Laughing, Smiling, and Talking: Relation to Sleeping and Social Context in Humans” 
The probabilities of laughing, smiling, or talking during a given hour and in various social environments 
were investigated by having undergraduate college students record their performance of these activities 

https://www.researchgate.net/publication/336735385_Sex_differences_in_humor_production_ability_A_meta-analysis
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in a logbook during a one-week period. All three activities were least likely to occur during the hours 
immediately before bedtime and after waking and were most frequent in social situations. Smiles and 
laughs, like talking, were performed primarily during social encounters and were often part of verbal and 
nonverbal conversations. Because laughing and smiling are phasic social acts, they are of limited value as 
indices of ongoing (tonic) emotional state. The role of laughing, smiling, and talking in communication, 
the production of mood, and social bonding is considered. 
 
“Vocal Laughter vs. Signing Laughter”  
Vocal laughter by the speaker (the person signing) punctuated signing, a finding consistent with the 
placement of laughter in the speech of hearing speakers. The punctuation effect extends to manual 
signing, where, in contrast to the situation with laughter and speech, there is no competition for the 
organ of vocal expression. 

... The fact that the pattern of laughter did not differ between nonnative signers with hearing parents and 
native signers with deaf parents indicates that the punctuation effect is robust and unaffected by 
variations in signing skill. Because speakers' laughter was not simply superimposed over their signing, it 
appears that the more recently evolved mechanism of linguistic expression with its greater voluntary 
control can regulate the more ancient, involuntary mechanism of emotional expression. The dominance 
of language over laughter is consistent with a role of punctuated laughter in signaling the emotional tone 
of the preceding or following statements, or turn-taking in conversation. ... 

... Unlike deaf speakers' punctuation of their signing with vocal laughter, the laughter of deaf audiences 
often occurred simultaneously with the signing that they were viewing. This contrasts with the 
punctuation of vocal speech with laughter by both hearing speakers and their hearing audiences. Deaf 
audiences may be more likely to laugh during signing because vocal laughter does not interfere with the 
visual perception of signing, unlike the probable degradation of the perception of speech by the laughter 
of a hearing audience. ... 

…Observations of conversational laughter reveal common features of speaking and signing beyond 
punctuation. .... Observations of conversational laughter reveal common features of speaking and signing 
beyond punctuation. For hearing and deaf people, the essential requirement for laughter is playful social 
relationships, not jokes or other attempts to stimulate laughter. 

... Observations of conversational laughter reveal common features of speaking and signing beyond 
punctuation. For hearing and deaf people, the essential requirement for laughter is playful social 
relationships, not jokes or other attempts to stimulate laughter. 

 

Reading #2: “How We Make Up Our Minds” 

NYTimes - Science Times  
 
THE INFLUENTIAL MIND  
What the Brain Reveals About Our Power to Change Others  
By Tali Sharot - Henry Holt. 242 pp $28  
 

Review by Christopher Chabris:                  
Social contagion fascinates us because its power seems out of proportion to 
its subtlety: We are so often unaware when it is happening to us. But it is just 
one of the ways people influence the behavior of others. Sharot, a London 
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neuroscientist, covers the topic more fully and more authoritatively in a book whose title gives 
appropriately equal billing to thought, behavior and neurons. 

Sharot writes, for example, about the remarkable fact that only 39 percent of hospital workers wash their 
hands properly. A study found that putting them under webcam surveillance didn’t improve things but 
adding a continuous digital display of the number of people following the rules brought compliance up to 
90 percent. This dramatic improvement combines new technology with old psychology: Positive 
reinforcement (the reward of being told you are doing your job well) can often change behavior more 
than punishment. Sharot suggests that it also gives people a greater sense of control, which is more 
motivating than a sense of restriction. 

Her book is a witty survey of techniques to influence and guide human behavior. But there is still a lot 
more to be learned about how to best apply cognitive science to our everyday problems. We can’t all be 
monitored by webcam-compliance-centers and be motivated only by digital leaderboards. 

Christopher Chabris is a professor at Geisinger Health System in Pennsylvania and a co-author, with Daniel Simons, of 
“The Invisible Gorilla: How Our Intuitions Deceive Us.” 

Review by: Claire Nana: 
 “It seems to me that the people with the most important message, those who have the most useful advice, 
are not necessarily the ones who have the largest impact,” writes Tali Sharot. 

In her new book, The Influential Mind: What the Brain Reveals About Our Power to Change Others, Tali 
Sharot, who is also the author of The Optimism Bias, explores the phenomenon of influence – what we so 
often get wrong about it, how we can learn to influence others, and how to understand when we are 
being influenced. 

Every single day, four million new blogs are written, eighty million new Instagram photos are uploaded, 
and 616 million new tweets are released into cyberspace. People simply love propagating information 
and sharing opinions. 

In fact, sharing of information is so rewarding that in one study conducted at Harvard, people were 
willing to forego money in order to have their opinions broadcast to others. The problem, however, is 
that we often approach the desire to make what Steve Jobs called a “dent in the universe” from inside our 
own heads. 

“When attempting to create impact, we first and foremost consider ourselves. We reflect on what is 
persuasive to us, our state of mind, our desires, and our goals. But, of course, if we want to affect the 
behaviors and beliefs of the person in front of us, we need to understand what goes on inside their heads 
and go along with how their brain works,” writes Sharot. 

Changing people minds, however, also has to align with core elements of how we all think, such as prior 
experiences, emotions, incentives, agency, curiosity, state of mind, and other people. 

Consider data as an example. According to Sharot, while we seem to love data, and believe that our brains 
should use it to weigh decisions carefully, our emotions – motives, fears, hopes, and desires – actually 
have greater power over our decisions. More frequently, we look for data that confirms our already 
existing beliefs. 

“When you provide someone with new data, they quickly accept evidence that confirms their 
preconceived notions (what are known as prior beliefs) and assess counter evidence with a critical eye,” 
writes Sharot. 

A better approach, argues Sharot, is to find and build on common ground and shared beliefs. This is also 
why powerful speeches often result in a synchronization in the brains of the audience, an effect that helps 

https://psychcentral.com/lib/author/claire-nana/
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us create associations, generate and process emotions, and place ourselves in the shoes of others – a 
requirement for empathy. 

While our intuition tells us that our emotions are private, Sharot says they are, in fact, absorbed instantly 
and unconsciously by those around us. 

“When conducting experiments in the lab, I am often amazed by how similar people are in responding to 
questions and performing tasks, especially when those tasks involve emotional or social factors,” writes 
Sharot. 

One fascinating example of the utility of social norms was found in a study in which the use of electronic 
boards monitored and gave positive feedback every time a staff member washed their hands. The result 
was an immediate 90 percent increase in hand washing. 

Anticipating a reward is hardwired into our brains, helping us observe the law of approach and 
avoidance. But it also elicits action. 

“We execute actions to bring us closer to a piece of cherry pie, a loved one, or a promotion, and we 
distance ourselves from an allergen, a bad relationship, or a failing project,” writes Sharot. 

The feeling of control — while at times alluring us into otherwise irrational decisions — plays a major 
role in our health and happiness. In one study, a group of elderly patients who were told to take full 
responsibility for themselves and given a plant to care for, were happier and participated in more 
activities than another group given the same level of care but told that they wouldn’t need to lift a finger. 

“Our instinct when trying to influence others’ actions is to give orders. This approach often fails, because 
when people feel their independence has been limited, they get anxious and demotivated and are likely to 
retaliate. In contrast, expanding people’s sense of agency makes them happier, healthier, more 
productive, and more compliant,” writes Sharot. 

Understanding people’s need for independence is part of a larger ability, known as the “theory of mind” 
that allows us to think about what other people are thinking. 

“You are influenced by others, but do not be fooled — others are also influenced by you. This is why your 
actions and choices matter not only for your own life but for the behavior of those around you,” writes 
Sharot. 

Revealing not just the systematic mistakes we make when trying to persuade others, but brilliantly 
exposing the science of influence, Sharot’s book is essential reading for anyone who wants to have their 
voice heard, which seems to be everyone. 

 

 

Reading #3: “Understanding Unconscious Bias: Stereotypes, Prejudice and 

Discrimination” 

By Felicity Menzies, FCA, CEO, Diversity & Inclusion Consultant at Include-Empower 

Stereotypes refer to beliefs that certain attributes, characteristics, and behaviors are typical of members 
of a particular group of people. The way we categorize social groups is often based on visible features 
that provide the largest between-group differentiation and least within-group variation (for example, 
skin color, gender, age). We construct stereotypes from direct personal experience or, more commonly, 
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from other people, or via the media. The media has a large influence on stereotype formation when we 
have limited opportunities for meaningful exchange with people from outside our own social group. 

The benefits of stereotypes 
The human brain has a natural tendency to categorize everything. At any one time, our brain is 
bombarded with an infinite number of stimuli. Without an efficient method of making sense of this 
information, our brains would become overloaded. By sorting stimuli (for example, experiences, objects, 
people) into categories, we can process our environments more efficiently. This frees up mental 
resources for other tasks. 

Categorizing people helps us to navigate our social world more efficiently. Social categorization provides 
a sense of order and predictability that we can rely on to guide our interactions with others. Our 
stereotype for the elderly alerts us to speak loudly in their company. When we are ill, our stereotype for 
doctors leads us to seek out and trust their advice. 

Differences in the tendency to stereotype 

Researchers have demonstrated that individuals with a greater need for control are more likely to use 
stereotypes. In addition, when we have limited mental resources available for making sense of our social 
environment, we rely more on stereotypes to make judgements and guide our behaviors. Reliance on 
stereotypes is more pronounced when we are distracted by another mentally taxing task, or when we are 
under emotional or physiological stress. 

The problems with stereotypes 

a) Socially-constructed 
Some stereotypes are informed generalizations about a group of people. It is generally true, for example, 
that younger people have better hearing than older people. Yet many of our stereotypes are invalid— 
particularly when they are based on race, religion, or gender. Because of this, stereotypes can be 
problematic and counter-productive when working with diverse others. 

b) Arbitrary 
Stereotypes are arbitrary ways of categorizing individuals. No social group is homogenous. Stereotypes 
might not accurately represent the characteristics of a particular member of that group. 

Biased 

Research shows we that believe individuals from the same social group to be more similar than they 
really are. We also tend to exaggerate the differences between social groups. An American is likely to 
believe that all German people are very similar across a broad range of characteristics, and that Germans 
are very different from Italians. Researchers also report bias in our categorizations of out-groups and in-
groups. Out-groups are social groups to which we do not perceive ourselves as belonging. In-groups are 
the social groups with which we most identify. We perceive members of out-group members as sharing 
similar characteristics, but we think of in-group members as having unique characteristics and attributes. 

Prejudice & discrimination 

As well as shaping our beliefs about people, stereotypes drive social judgements. Prejudice refers to our 
feelings or attitudes about a group and its members. Prejudice is commonly associated with stereotypes; 
our evaluations of others reflect what we believe to be true about them. Discrimination refers to 
differential (usually unfair or negative) treatment of individuals perceived to be belonging to a particular 
social group; for example, being overlooked in promotion or hiring, or being treated with hostility. 
Discrimination is linked to stereotypes and prejudice. Strong egalitarian social norms, however, might 
deter a prejudiced person from acting in a discriminatory manner. 
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Bias in the workplace 

Stereotypes, prejudice, and discrimination create physical and emotional distance between members of 
different social groups. Mild forms of bias can lead to awkward and uncomfortable interactions, 
intentional or unconscious avoidance, and interactions lacking warmth or civility. More extreme forms of 
bias can lead to tension and conflict, hostility, harassment, or aggression. Stereotypes and other forms of 
bias can overshadow the strategic benefits of diversity by preventing all employees from contributing to 
work processes.  Companies that do not address internal bias might also face 
costly discrimination claims. 

Unconscious bias 
Researchers have shown that stereotyping and associated responses are automatic and unconscious. A 
particularly disturbing example involves a series of experiments in which participants played a video 
game. During the game, an individual who was sometimes White and sometimes Black appeared 
spontaneously, carrying either a gun or a different, non-threatening object. The participants were told to 
‘shoot’ when the intruder was carrying a gun, but to press another key if the intruder was carrying a 
benign object. The results showed that the number of times the participants accidentally perceived the 
object to be a gun was much higher for the Black intruder than for the White intruder. The results were 
similar for White and Black participants, indicating that negative stereotypes can exist intragroup as well 
as intergroup. 
 
Stereotype resistance 
Stereotypes are maintained and reinforced by powerful mental biases that filter out information that 
contradicts or challenges preexisting beliefs or attitudes. 

Attribution bias 
Stereotypes are maintained by biases in the attributions we make about a person’s behaviour. When a 
person behaves in accordance with a stereotype, we attribute that behaviour to the stereotypical 
characteristic they share with other members of their group. This reinforces the stereotype. However, if 
an individual behaves in contrast to a group stereotype, we are more likely to attribute that behaviour to 
external causes, preserving the integrity of the stereotype. 
 
Attention bias 
Similarly, research shows we pay more attention to action that is consistent with a stereotype than to 
action that contradicts a stereotype. 
 
Subtyping 
When a member of a stereotyped group displays counter-stereotypical qualities, this might also 
evoke subtyping. Subtyping involves explaining an exception by assigning that individual to 
a subcategory of the stereotyped group rather than modifying the original stereotype. 
 
Self-fulfilling prophecy 
Stereotyped individuals might act in a manner consistent with the stereotype as they react to out-group 
members. For example, if an outsider believes that a social group is aggressive, this might cause him or 
her to act antagonistically or with animosity towards members of that group. 
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Olli-AU 230 (Fall2020) 

Our Hidden Brain: ‘How Emotions and Behaviors Shape Our Rational Decisions’ 
HB Archives (2014-19): (https://www.npr.org/series/423302056/hidden-brain/archive) 

Facilitators: Carl Weichel & Kim Weichel 
 
 

CLASS #8 - OUTLINE (Nov 11) 
 
Part ONE: Emotions & Behaviors 
 
Video 1: “Consciousness & the Brain” (15:48) - John Searle at TEDx Cern 
Video 2 “The Language Instinct” (8:23) – Steven Pinker and Richard Dawkins 
 
Reading 1: "How the Mind Creates Language” by Steven Pinker 
Reading 2: “If You Can Say It. You Can Feel It” by Melissa Dahl 

Class discussion 

 
Part TWO: ‘HIDDEN BRAIN’ Podcasts 
Topic – INFORMATION AVOIDANCE  

HB Podcast 1: “How We Use Strategic Ignorance” (3:32) (Dec 22, 17) Social science research explores how our 
minds push away information that gets in the way of our feelings and desires.  
 
HB Podcast 2: ”Why We Think Ignorance Is Bliss, Even When It Hurts Our Health” (4:53) (Jul. 28, 2014) People 
sometimes avoid information because they're afraid of bad news. But this "information aversion" can lead 
people to avoid medical tests that could save their lives. (w/text)  
 

HB Podcast 3: “The Ostrich Effect” (Edited 13:45) (Aug 6, 2018)  Spoiler alerts are sacred. We stick our fingers in 
our ears when a friend divulges details about a TV series we have yet to finish. We avoid articles that discuss important 
plot points of a movie we haven't gotten around to watching. Sometimes, this 'no spoilers' mentality leaks into other 
parts of our lives. We avoid getting an important medical test done, fearing bad results. We turn off the news when the 

headlines make. (Original 27:01) 
 

Reading 3: “Why People Use Information Avoidance to Choose Their Own Reality” by Paul Ratner 

Class discussion 
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Reading #1: “How The Mind Creates Language” 

THE LANGUAGE INSTINCT: 
How the Mind Creates Language 
By Steven Pinker - 388 pp. 
Morrow/HarperCollins 

  

By Paul Ratner 

There has been a revolution in the field of 
linguistics over the past 50 years, initiated by 
the work of Noam Chomsky.  Prior to him, 
social scientists thought, consistent with the 
dominant Behaviorist perspective of the day 
(and also with common sense), that children 

picked up language from those around them through simple exposure, imitation, and reinforcement. 
Chomsky was the first to question this, and raised as counter-evidence the rather obvious observation 
that as children start using language, they often utter things that they almost certainly did not hear, such 
as “I eated the spaghetti yesterday” and “Why are you joking me so much?”  It thus appeared that they 
were attempting to apply rules rather than imitating what they heard.  This insight has led to a re-
conceptualization of the field of linguistics and there has been an explosion of research on how 
grammatical rules are learned and what aspects of language might be universal across different 
cultures.  There are many hypotheses, unsettled questions, and controversies in the field, but there have 
also been many insights, and I think we in the general public have not had enough exposure to these 
insights. 

The most noted popularizer of the findings of modern linguistics is the best-selling author Steven Pinker, 
of Harvard University.  Pinker has written two fantastic books that I want to discuss in this post: I will 
offer my summary of the points that I found most compelling.  Below I list ideas that modern linguistics 
tells us about language: 

1.    We acquire language effortlessly and may even have a specific instinct for it.  There are clearly 
some developmental periods where learning a native language is easy, and nearly all humans, regardless 
of IQ, socio-economic status, or parental rearing philosophy pick up their native language fluently.  At the 
age of around three, children start speaking in fluid complex sentences.  If a foreign language is learned 
before the age of about 12-13, the person can learn to speak it without an accent, whereas if a foreign 
language is learned after that, there will nearly always be an accent (an instance is Arnold 
Schwarzenegger, who has been in the U.S. and speaking English for 45 years).    There is also 
experimental research that shows that 6-month old infants can audibly distinguish different sounds 
across the worlds languages, but after 6-months lose the ability to distinguish those sounds that are not 
in their native language (See the fascinating TED Talk on the linguistic genius of babies). 

Pinker makes the case that humans have a specific ‘instinct’ for acquiring and using language and 
supports it with three areas of evidence.  First is the poverty of the input argument which states that 
children do not experience sufficient input from their environment to develop the complex rules and 
structures of language—they are exposed to various words and sentences, but then must generalize to 
the complex rules of grammar, and they generate new creative sentences that generally follow these 
rules, well before they go to school and learn to diagram sentences.  The second area of evidence 

about:blank
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is creolization, which is what happens when a pidgin language (a rough, simple patchwork of 
communicative phrases used by different linguistic peoples who are thrown together by some historical 
circumstance) is learned by children—they are turned into a full-blown language with complex rule-
based grammars, and the pidgin develops into a creole.  This shows evidence of a native linguistic 
capability, and as Pinker puts it: 

 “…complex language is universal because children actually reinvent it, generation after generation—not 
because they are taught, not because they are generally smart, not because it is useful to them, but because 
they just can’t help it.” (Pinker, 1994, p.20).  

The third area of evidence for the language instinct are language impairments that are due to injury 
(aphasia) or developmental disabilities (specific learning impairments) where individuals may be unable 
to use or comprehend certain types of grammar but seem otherwise to have normal intelligence. 

I think that Pinker presents a compelling case for a language instinct, particularly when you reflect that 
nearly everyone, in a wide variety of environments, develops a mastery of their native language 
effortlessly, and can discern fine points of grammar and syntax even without fully realizing it (and 
without knowledge of syntactic trees, etc.)  I was always struck by the advice, when learning a foreign 
language, to “check with a native speaker” to see if something is correct—not a language instructor, or 
even someone used to explain how language works, but any random person walking the street who 
happens to speak that language!  This points to what an accomplishment-shared language are, and I 
would not be surprised if was confirmed that there is a specific, dedicated biological basis for it.  I should 
mention, however, that the idea of a biological language instinct is controversial in the field of linguistics, 
and some linguists advocate the view that we acquire language through a general-purpose learning 
mechanism powered by a flexible intelligence.  In either case, however, our ability to learn language is 
clearly remarkable, and ironically it is the very ease with which we wield it which leads us to take it for 
granted. 

2.  Despite alarmists who think language use is degenerating among the general public (and 
especially youth), everyday language usage is usually sophisticated, and rule governed. Let’s start 
with the big picture here:  the purpose of language is to communicate across minds, so if this is happening 
when people use language, and people able to communicate complex thoughts to one another, their use 
of language is doing its job.  Now it may be the case, such as with slang, that some sub-groups adopt 
conventions that other groups are not familiar with, and thus parts of their language may seem 
unintelligible (I would bet that the same happens when every generation hears the style of music popular 
with the next generation).  But upon rational analysis, the conventions of slang have definite meanings 
and rules of usage.  Believe it or not, this even applies to texting (here is a TED Talk on how a linguist is 
looking at texting, by John McWhorter–he’s excellent as I’ve also watched his overview of linguistics 
lecture series, produced by The Teaching Company). 

There is a distinction between descriptive grammar and prescriptive grammar, and linguists focus on the 
former, which is how language is actually used by people (which is wonderfully complex and effective), 
and consider the latter to be of minor importance, largely consisting of overly strict rules (regarding the 
splitting infinitives, ending in a prepositions, etc.) that are imagined to lead to greater clarity (for people 
who were not confused in the first place).  It is a fact that language evolves over time through usage, 
adapting to new contexts and shedding unused forms, and nearly the whole time there are people who 
fret over any of these changes and would prefer to embalm a language in its present pristine form 
forever.  But this is a myopic view; there are many ways that English has changed that were undoubtedly 
bemoaned by people of the time.  For example, the Early Modern English second-person singular/plural 
pronoun distinction of ‘thou’ and ‘you’ has been collapsed into just ‘you’, and with it we lost the ability to 
make the distinction of referring to one or more than one person in the second-person (which is 
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distinguished in many languages, as well as in the “y’all” of the American South).  But in dropping ‘thou’ 
we also were able to jettison the related words ‘thee’, ‘thy’, and ‘thine’, and thus benefit from greater 
simplicity.  It is also hypothesized that our past tense marker ‘ed’ might have been a collapse of a word 
combination adding ‘-did’, and thus ‘hammer-did’ turned into ‘hammered’.  The point is that a language 
never stays still and is ultimately responsive to the needs of the people who use it.  There does appear to 
be a continual movement towards making things easier for speakers (historically it evolved towards the 
commoners usage patterns), but the sophistication of a language is safeguarded by the fact that it’s users 
will demand from it the ability articulate their most complex thoughts, and thus a language will always 
contain intricate, nuanced, and subtle features. 

Another observation from the viewpoint of linguistics is that dialects are full-fledged languages with 
regular rules of grammar and phonology that can be cataloged.  I think we sometimes feel that if a 
language variant is derived from another, it is somehow corrupted, or at least inferior in some way to the 
source language, even though all of our modern languages are derivatives from some precursor 
language.  When linguists study dialects, they see the full panoply of structures and rules, and invariably, 
there are always some patterns in the dialects that are more linguistically complex than those in the 
source language.  This is the case, for example, in the dialect known as Black English Vernacular (also 
known as African American Vernacular English), where you can have two statements:  “He be workin’.” 
and “He workin’.”  The first denotes a current action, but the second denotes a habitual, i.e. a steady job, 
which he may or may not be doing at this instant.  In Standard English, the same phrase is used for both 
“He is working” and does not distinguish between the two meanings.  Thus, linguistics provides an 
impartial viewpoint that can help dispel our biased view of dialects.  I am reminded here of the coining of 
the term ‘barbarian’ in Ancient Greek, which referred to, ahem–all non-Greek speaking peoples! 

3.  Language is not the same as thought and we are not completely ‘confined’ by our native 
language.  I remember in college learning about the Sapir-Whorf hypothesis that a people’s language 
drastically affects how they think, with the examples of the number of words Eskimos have for snow and 
the Hopi’s lack of words for time (both have been ‘debunked’ as fanciful exaggerations).  The conclusion 
that language determines thought is quite congenial to the standard social science paradigm because in 
that case people are entirely the products of their culture, and culture can be criticized/reformed without 
laying the blame on individuals.  But of course, hoping something is true does not make it so.  Pinker 
marshals several strands of evidence that indicate that thought is not the same as language: 

• Infants who have not yet developed language skills have been shown, through experiments, to 
have thoughts regarding cause and effect, simple counting, and the conservation of matter (e.g. in 
pouring water from a tall to a wide glass) 

• People also think in images, as when we compare the shapes of objects by mentally rotating them 
in our minds. 

• New words are created (neologisms), when existing words in a language aren’t up to the job 
• We are able to create high fidelity translations from one language to another (excepting poetry, or 

evocative prose, perhaps) 
• We sometimes struggle to express our thoughts and to “find the right words” that match our 

thoughts 
• When ‘euphemisms’ are pointed out to us, we are not such prisoners of the words that we don’t 

see through them (e.g. ‘headcount rationalization’, ‘revenue enhancements’, ‘opportunity for 
development’, ‘collateral damage’, ‘I like you as a friend’, etc.). 

I think this is compelling evidence to show that thought is not confined by one’s language(though 
can of course be influenced by it), and I think there are two upsides to this:  first, it means that there may 
be some commonalities in the way we think as humans, which is an important area worth studying (Part 
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2 of this post will consider some findings from Pinker’s The Stuff of Thought), and second, we don’t have 
to view language as a prison that confines us, but can continually strive to find better ways to express our 
thoughts, which also usually sharpens our thinking on the topic.  

One type of observation on comparing languages has always puzzles me: when people point out that 
“there’s no word in language X that is equivalent to it in language Y—it’s untranslatable”.  Now I, along 
with everyone else, finds these cases to be interesting and insightful, but why do we set the bar so high 
that we expect a one-word for one-word translation of every concept?  Maybe the more reasonable 
question to ask is: Can we translate the concept accurately using a short sequence of words?   I would 
assume that 80% of these cases would instantly become much less interesting.  Even in cases where there 
are various meanings, you could likely pick a translation that is appropriate for that context, much as 
translators do.  Don’t get me wrong, I don’t want to deny human differences, I value them and want to 
learn from them, etc.; I just happen to think that we have much more in common with each other than we 
have differences, but that we sometimes are overly fixated on the differences, become enamored with the 
‘exotic’, and create more separation between ourselves and other groups of people than is warranted.  

 

 

Reading 2: “If You Can Say It. You Can Feel It” Some scientists believe we have 

infinite emotions, so long as we can name them. 

NEW YORK MAGAZINE  – Feb 3, 2020  
By Melissa Dahl  
 

It feels like I know what a feeling is. Across the centuries, 
both ancient philosophers and modern psychologists 
have arrived at the same basic understanding that there 
are a limited number of discrete human emotions, preset 
by the human psyche. The Confucian text Liji lists seven 
feelings thought to be innate: joy, anger, sadness, fear, 
love, hate, and desire. Fifteen-hundred years later, René 
Descartes echoed this idea when he named wonder, 
love, hatred, desire, joy, and sadness as the six “primitive 

passions.” In the 1970s, the renowned psychologist Paul Ekman identified six “basic emotions” — you 
may recognize some of them from the cast of Disney/Pixar’s Inside Out: happiness, sadness, anger, 
disgust, fear, and surprise. (Sometimes contempt gets thrown in there too.) More recently, Ekman and 
other researchers have bumped the number up to 27, adding emotions like aesthetic appreciation, 
empathetic pain, nostalgia, and awkwardness. 

The point is, according to a few millennia of inquiry, there are finite ways to feel. Sometimes it may seem 
as if we’re experiencing a “new” emotion, but look more closely and you’ll find it’s the known emotions 
layered on top of one another. A newfangled emotion like the social anxiety of “fear of missing out” 
(FOMO), is probably something like envy layered on top of fear, maybe with a little sadness. Emotions are 
what they are, and they exist the same way in each one of us, whether we recognize them for what they 
are or not. 

That’s one way of looking at feelings, anyway. The wildest thing about the study of human emotions is 
that researchers haven’t even agreed on a definition of what they’re studying. (This is not unique among 

https://www.thecut.com/author/melissa-dahl/
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the social sciences; researchers who study personality or intelligence fight similar semantic battles.) The 
Neuroscience of Emotion, a 2018 summary of the field’s current state, listed six leading theories of what 
emotions are. Five of those differ in detail, but they agree broadly that an emotion is an objective state 
that manifests in a variety of reliable, measurable ways, including behavior, facial expression, heart rate, 
blood pressure, and stress-hormone levels. And then there’s the sixth theory: constructed emotion. 

This theory, introduced in 2006 by Lisa Feldman Barrett, a neuroscientist 
and psychologist at Northeastern University, argues that emotions are not 
just biological entities. It’s true, Barrett says, that a handful of 
physiological feelings are distinct and measurable. She separates these 
into two categories: calm versus jittery (what scientists call “arousal”) and 
pleasant versus unpleasant (what scientists call “valence”). But these 
biological signals aren’t emotions. An emotion, she says, is how our brains 
interpret those sensations using our culture, our expectations, and our 
words. 

This is an irritating, borderline unscientific view to many of Barrett’s 
colleagues. Scientists like precision and taxonomies. “It will surely be the 
case that our current emotion categories will be revised, and likely will 
need to be subdivided,” the authors of The Neuroscience of Emotion write 

in a critique of constructed-emotion theory. “But we argue strongly that this is an empirical task of 
scientific discovery, not a process of social construction where we can just make up any emotion 
categories we like.” Barrett disagrees. It’s not that emotions aren’t real. They’re very real. It’s just that 
they’re also made up by your brain. 

Brains love concepts. When you encounter something you haven’t experienced before, your brain 
doesn’t ask itself, “What is this?” It asks, “What in my experience is this similar to?” Cognitive scientists 
call this “conceptual combination,” and it is thought to be “one of the human brain’s most powerful 
abilities,” Barrett says. We start understanding our surroundings this way from infancy as our brains 
make sense of everything, including, Barrett and other constructed-emotion proponents argue, our own 
feelings. 

To a layperson, it’s fascinating to think that emotions are more subjective than we might have imagined. 
To neuroscientists, it’s more than a philosophical debate. The way they decide to define emotion shifts 
the way they search for treatments for emotional problems, including mood disorders like depression or 
anxiety. Barrett argues that if emotions were simply biological, then you’d expect an emotion to look 
similar in every person’s brain. And yet, across multiple studies, researchers have scanned the brains of 
people who all claim to be experiencing the same emotion, such as fear, and the fMRI readouts from those 
studies don’t have much in common. 

If all human emotions are constructed, then that means they can also be deconstructed, or even 
reconstructed. David J. Anderson, co-author of The Neuroscience of Emotion and a neurobiologist at the 
California Institute of Technology, points out that, in mice, he has been able to evoke defensive behaviors, 
like freezing or flight — which animals (and people) typically show when in a state of fear — by 
stimulating “very specific populations of neurons in very specific brain regions,” like the amygdala or 
hypothalamus. His research and others’ have suggested the existence of multiple “fear circuits” in the 
brain that are involved in producing an emotion like fear or anxiety. “The fact that there isn’t a unitary 
and singular locus that participates in an emotion doesn’t mean that there’s no geography to the emotion 
at all in the brain,” he says. 

Lisa Feldman Barrett 

https://press.princeton.edu/books/hardcover/9780691174082/the-neuroscience-of-emotion
https://press.princeton.edu/books/hardcover/9780691174082/the-neuroscience-of-emotion
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It’s fear, as well as disgust, that gives me pause when considering constructed-emotion theory. If 
emotions are constructed, then why do so many of us construct the same one when we see a snake? 
There’s a famous patient known as SM who suffered damage to her amygdala due to a rare genetic 
condition; as a result, she feels no fear. Snakes don’t bother her, as researchers found out the hard way. 
“She had to be restrained from playing with the ones that would actually be quite dangerous to her,” 
writes Antonio Damasio, a neuroscientist at the University of Southern California who has studied SM. 

“I think if you rank-ordered them, fear and disgust and aggression would probably be the three that are 
the clearest. The evidence that other animals have those emotions, the evidence for particular brain 
regions for them, is just overwhelming,” says Ralph Adolphs, a neuroscientist at Caltech and the other co-
author of The Neuroscience of Emotion. “On the other hand,” he continues, “that’s about it.” 

When it comes to the social emotions, for instance, like embarrassment or guilt, evidence of 
neurobiological markers gets much murkier. “You certainly don’t find them in rats,” Adolphs says. “Maybe 
you find them in dogs, but it’s hard to tell if we anthropomorphize.” 

It does make a certain intuitive sense to think that uniquely human social emotions are socially 
constructed. There may not be a biological pattern that predicts Schadenfreude, but that doesn’t mean I 
didn’t luxuriate in it while watching the HBO documentary on Elizabeth Holmes. Or think about those 
viral lists of “untranslatable emotions from other languages”; it starts to seem reasonable, even obvious, 
that our environment must shape our emotions. But take that a step further: If, as Barrett argues, all 
human emotions are constructed, then that means they can also be deconstructed, or even reconstructed. 

In December 2017, Barrett gave a TED Talk in which she argued that you have more control over your 
emotions than you think you do. The sheepish self-help-book reader in me is exhilarated by the 
word control. The notion that you can transform your emotions through words — I want to flag down 
random passersby and ask them if they’ve heard the good news. I want to tell them about the research in 
psychology that found that changing what you call a feeling can change the way you feel it. In numerous 
studies, students were told to interpret their pre-exam butterflies in one of two ways: either as anxiety or 
excitement. And wouldn’t you know, the excited butterflies performed better on the tests. 

Critics of Barrett’s theory worry that to accept this idea would mean rejecting most medical treatments. 
“To some extent, yes, we are constructing our own depression and anxiety,” Adolphs says. “But that can’t 
be the entire story, because otherwise drugs would never work!” But, well, antidepressants don’t always 
work. A study published in The Lancet in 2018 found that all 21 of the antidepressants investigated were 
more effective than a placebo, and for the people they help, they can be lifesaving. But other research has 
found that about 60 percent of users’ symptoms will improve within about two months. Barrett has 
speculated that depression could be the result of chronic imbalances in the body. In other words, it’s not 
necessarily just a brain problem. 

Psychology studies have found that people who are better at putting their emotions into words are less 
likely to engage in destructive behaviors like binge drinking or self-harm. “Rather than proceeding, 
without thinking, straight to the compulsive behavior,” writes psychiatrist Mark Epstein in his 2018 
book, Advice Not Given, “naming the feeling allows for a pause.” During that pause, you tell yourself a 
story about the emotion, of how it came about and how it might go away, based on the times you’ve felt it 
before. The thing that’s been hard for me to accept is that, if emotions are not biologically programmed, 
there is no objective truth to our emotional states. A racing heart and scattered mind could be proof that 
you are falling in L-O-V-E or that you’re panicked. Both are true; neither is true. 

Emotions are 100 percent real. Could they also be 100 percent made up? 

 

https://www.ted.com/talks/lisa_feldman_barrett_you_aren_t_at_the_mercy_of_your_emotions_your_brain_creates_them?language=en
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Reading 3:  

“Why People Use Information Avoidance to Choose Their Own Reality” 

 A new study explains why and how people choose 
to avoid information and when that strategy 
could be beneficial. 

THE BIG THINK – Mar. 19, 2017 

Researchers from Carnegie Mellon University pinpointed the 
strategies that modern people rely on more and more to 
support their own versions of reality. On the surface, it may 
seem that rational people would always want to have more 
information, but that is often not the case. In fact, people 
actively avoid information that they feel might threaten their 
sense of wellbeing or happiness.  

In a new paper that was published the Journal of Economic 
Literature, the team drew on cross-disciplinary research 

from economics, psychology and sociology to show how people use a variety of information avoidance 
strategies.  

One way - by simply not obtaining available information. Just don’t ask for it. Another - people tend to 
only pay attention to the information that confirms what they already believe or is somehow making 
them feel good about themselves. The information that they’d rather see as untrue, people simply forget.  

"The standard account of information in economics is that people should seek out information that will 
aid in decision-making, should never actively avoid information, and should dispassionately update their 
views when they encounter new valid information," said the economics and psychology Professor George 
Loewenstein, the paper’s co-author who also co-founded the field of behavioral economics. 

"But people often avoid information that could help them to make better decisions if they think the 
information might be painful to receive. Bad teachers, for example, could benefit from feedback from 
students, but are much less likely to pore over teaching ratings than skilled teachers," Loewenstein 
explained. 

When confronted with information they cannot just ignore, people still choose how to interpret it. They 
allow their biases to elevate questionable evidence if it agrees with their views and discount vigorously 
proven scientific evidence if it goes against their beliefs.  

There are also other real-world consequences to living in your own bubble and avoiding information. 
These are people who miss chances to catch and treat serious illnesses early or do not prepare financially 
for retirement. In what has been called “the ostrich effect” in behavioral finance, investors were found to 
check their online portfolios less frequently when the stock market was down. 

"The standard account of information in economics is that people should seek out information that will 
aid in decision-making, should never actively avoid information, and should dispassionately update their 
views when they encounter new valid information," said Loewenstein, the Herbert A. Simon University 
Professor of Economics and Psychology who co-founded the field of behavioral economics. "But people 
often avoid information that could help them to make better decisions if they think the information might 
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be painful to receive. Bad teachers, for example, could benefit from feedback from students, but are much 
less likely to pore over teaching ratings than skilled teachers," Loewenstein said. 

Even when people cannot outright ignore information, they often have substantial latitude in how to 
interpret it. Questionable evidence is often treated as credible when it confirms what someone wants to 
believe — as is the case of discredited research linking vaccines to autism. And evidence that meets the 
rigorous demands of science is often discounted if it goes against what people want to believe, as 
illustrated by widespread dismissal of scientific evidence of climate change. 

Information avoidance can be harmful, for example, when people miss opportunities to treat serious 
diseases early on or fail to learn about better financial investments that could prepare them for 
retirement. It also has large societal implications. 

"An implication of information avoidance is that we do not engage effectively with those who disagree 
with us," said Hagmann, a Ph.D. student in the Department of Social and Decision Sciences. "Bombarding 
people with information that challenges their cherished beliefs — the usual strategy that people employ 
in attempts at persuasion - is more likely to engender defensive avoidance than receptive processing. If 
we want to reduce political polarization, we need to find ways to expose people to conflicting information 
and increase people's receptivity to information that challenges what they believe and want to believe." 
Despite the consequences, information avoidance isn't always a mistake or a reflection of a lazy mind. 

"People do it for a reason," said Golman, assistant professor of social and decision sciences. "Those who 
do not take a genetic test can enjoy their life until their illness can't be ignored, an inflated sense of our 
own abilities can help us to pursue big and worthwhile goals, and not looking at our financial investments 
when markets are down may keep us from selling in a panic." The researchers believe understanding 
when, why and how people avoid information can help governments, firms and organizations reach their 
audiences effectively without drowning them in unwanted messages. 

 

----THE END---- 
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