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Introduction

Our nervous system—the brain, the spinal cord, and the network of
nerves—delivers an astonishing performance. The conscious mind1

is the top part of that wondrous system. The rest is the subconscious.
It supplies the input for the conscious mind.

In recent decades, several forces have spurred the subconscious of
virtually everyone to produce vast amounts of erroneous input to
the conscious. It truly is an epidemic of subconscious errors.

Let’s look at some examples.

Examples of Subconscious Errors

• Every day, John spends hours on Facebook and Twitter.2 When
he publishes a post, he feels compelled to check every few min-
utes whether others have commented favorably.

• Two hours after a meal, John feels hungry and needs to eat
again. In response, he fetches a snack.

• During an annual physical exam, the doctor tells John that his
cholesterol is way up, as is his blood pressure. The doctor pre-
scribes two pills. John agrees to take them to fix these problems.

The three situations have in common that a feeling or unbidden
thought triggers an erroneous decision. Let’s see:
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• The feeling “I wonder what others think about my post” impels
John to check for “likes” every few minutes. He is disappointed
when only a few have cared to respond.
Result: He becomes depressed.

• The feeling of hunger two hours after a meal causes him to
overeat.
Result: His weight goes up and up.

• The unbidden thought “Good that medication can fix this” trig-
gers John’s acceptance of the doctor’s recommendation.
Result: The drugs have nasty side effects. John has muscle pain
and feels dizzy and weak.

Where do the feelings and unbidden thoughts come from? They
certainly aren’t the result of deliberate thinking since they just pop
up. Well, they come from the subconscious. Their key characteristic
is that they show up without any perceivable justification. They
simply happen. They result in major harm in each of the cited cases.

Are there more situations of this kind? Yes, indeed, we are engulfed
in them. Here’s why.

Central Role of Subconscious Output

How does the conscious mind obtain any information about the
body or the world? There is only one way: The subconscious must
produce the information in the form of feelings and unbidden
thoughts.

How can this be? Don’t we directly see things, hear words, sense
heat, touch surfaces, taste food, and so on?

Yes, it does seem that we directly accomplish this, doesn’t it? Actu-
ally, in each case subconscious processes make the conscious sen-
sation possible.

For example, when photons enter the eyes, subconscious processes
convert the information into signals and send them to a portion of
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the brain where other subconscious processes analyze the informa-
tion and eventually assemble an image that pops up in conscious-
ness.

As far as the conscious mind is concerned, the image shows up
without any deliberate effort. But it actually results from very so-
phisticated subconscious processing. Technically, we consider the
image to be part of the unbidden thoughts that the subconscious
outputs to the conscious mind.

Whenever the subconsciously produced feelings and thoughts are
flawed, the conscious mind operates on the basis of incorrect infor-
mation and arrives at wrong or harmful decisions and actions.

How often does the subconscious create erroneous output? Right
now, in the 21st century, lots and lots of times.

We focus on two causes: evolution, or rather a lack of appropriate
evolution, and actions of our profit-driven economic system.

Evolution

The human race, with all its capabilities and frailties, is the end
result of millions of years of evolution. During that vast period,
the world changed substantially a number of times. The changes
happened at a pace slow enough that evolution could track them,
in the sense that organisms either adapted or were replaced. That
included the development of the human race, where Homo sapiens
was the final outcome.

For the last 10,000 years, humans have caused changes at a much
more rapid pace. It began when they cleared trees and brush to
plant crops, introduced irrigation, and domesticated animals.

The pace gradually increased, and today changes happen with
dizzying speed. Humans create something new literally every day:
new materials, new medicines, new machines, . . . The list seems
endless.
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On the time scale of evolution, the last 10,000 years are just a blip.
As a result, evolution could not keep up and modify the subcon-
scious so that the output of feelings and unbidden thoughts is al-
ways appropriate.

Indeed, the subconscious fails to properly function lots of times,
resulting in major disasters. For example, due to faulty evolution-
ary programming, humans conduct wars, gradually destroy land
and oceans, deplete natural resources, and eliminate many species
of animals. In some sense, humans have become a scourge of the
Earth.

Recent decades have added a new dimension to the failures of the
subconscious.

Profit Motive

Industry has created products that subtly alter the processes of the
subconscious. That manipulation has produced huge profits. But
it also has caused, and is still causing, extraordinary harm. For
example:

• Social media platforms suggest topics to the user with the goal
that the user stays connected as long as possible. This strategy
maximizes advertising revenue. It has the insidious side effect
that it alters the subconscious. Among the changes, physical vi-
olence becomes an acceptable strategy for pursuing one’s goals.

In Myanmar, wild conspiracy theories on Facebook fueled
the genocide of the minority Muslim Rohingya.3 At least 25,000

were killed, tens of thousands raped, and more than 700,000 fled
abroad.4

• Food and drink designed by the food industry and related ad-
vertising have changed subconscious evaluations of when, where,
what, and how much one should eat and drink.5

In particular, eating has become an addiction that demands food
and drink far beyond physical needs. That change is one of the
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major causes for the obesity crisis of the US, where 42% of adults
were obese in 2022.6

• Intensive promotion of opioids for pain treatment by pharma-
ceutical companies changed subconscious processes. Taking a
pill became much more attractive than physical efforts to con-
trol pain. The change triggered the opioid crisis in the US. So far
more than 100,000 people have died of drug overdoses.7

You might say that these disasters, while horrific, are isolated in-
stances that have no connection with your life.

Sorry, that argument is not correct. For example, the strategy of so-
cial media that propelled the genocide in Myanmar also has a ma-
jor negative impact on the subconscious of users in the US, leading
to pathological computer use, eating disorders, social anxiety, low-
ered self-esteem, and even suicide.8 As another example, the mar-
keting push by the pharmaceutical industry doesn’t just involve
opioids, but a vast array of other, often unneeded, medicines.

In fact, as we shall see, the cited instances are just the tip of an ice-
berg of problems that affect virtually everyone. They have in com-
mon that subconscious processes produce wrong feelings and un-
bidden thoughts that, in turn, prod the conscious mind into wrong
decisions and actions.

Remedy

“Oh my,” you likely think, “will this book lay out disaster after
disaster, and then boldly suggest a global cure that restructures
the subconscious of billions of people?”

Don’t worry, we won’t assemble such a global prescription. In fact,
we have no idea how it could be formulated and implemented.9

But we can pursue the following goal. Each of us can make changes
so that our subconscious no longer falls prey to these manipula-
tions. We thus can improve important parts of our life.
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How do we obtain the required insight? We use brain science for
that purpose. It helps us understand how the subconscious creates
feelings and unbidden thoughts. With that information, we can
analyze the errors of the subconscious, and—more importantly—
how we can restructure the subconscious to avoid them.

Surprised? How can we possibly change the subconscious, given
that, by definition, we don’t have conscious insight into its inner
workings? Well, it can be done, as we see in the chapters to come.

Don’t worry, this won’t be a boring discussion of theoretical claims
and proofs. Instead, we will crisscross a terrain of practical prob-
lems. Each step increases insight into the role of feelings and un-
bidden thoughts produced by the subconscious, and how we can
change the subconscious to eliminate erroneous output.

Prior Work

A number of books cover shortcomings of human decision making.
In particular, intuitive choices produced by the subconscious have
proved to be both right and wrong in numerous settings. Three
books investigate intuition-based decision making in great detail:

• Thinking, Fast and Slow10 by D. Kahneman

• The Invisible Gorilla11 by C. Chabris and D. Simons

• Intuition12 by D. Myers

Related is the concept of overthinking. Numerous texts cover that
topic.13 The book Stop Overthinking14 by N. Trenton deserves par-
ticular mention.

These books consider flawed output by the subconscious while
conscious thoughts deal with some decision problem. In this book
we look at different situations where erroneous feelings and un-
bidden thoughts simply pop up and cause havoc.

Several books discuss the horrible results when the subconscious
is manipulated for profit. Five key references:
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• The Hungry Gene: The Inside Story of the Obesity Crisis15 by E. R.
Shell

• Salt Sugar Fat: How the Food Giants Hooked Us16 by M. Moss

• Digital Minimalism: Choosing a Focused Life in a Noisy World17 by
C. Newport

• The Chaos Machine: The Inside Story of How Social Media Rewired
Our Minds and Our World18 by M. Fisher

• Dopamine Nation: Finding Balance in the Age of Indulgence19 by
A. Lembke

Use of the Book

Two thoughts:

First, we firmly believe that pleasurable results not earned by seri-
ous effort invariably turn out to be fleeting and ultimately vacuous.
On the other hand, when we work hard to attain something, the
reward will last for a while, in some cases even decades. The book
is written in that spirit: It calls for commitment and significant ac-
tions, and sometimes for hard work. In turn, the book promises
major improvements.

Second, the proposals of this book aren’t some ideas that just
sounded good to us. We have implemented them for ourselves and
obtained major improvements in our life.

But—isn’t there always a “But”?—there isn’t a universal standard
for appropriate living, and some suggestions may be at odds with
your philosophy of life. The best we can suggest is that you exam-
ine each conclusion of the book, think about its usefulness for your
life, and then adopt or ignore ideas as you see fit.

Before we analyze the role of the subconscious in our lives, we
need to cover some technical aspects of brain science. The next
chapter contains that material. By the way, the technical term for



8 introduction

brain science is neuroscience. We use it from now to be consistent
with the literature.


