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NATIONAL BESTSELLER • Bringing to life scientific research in psychology, cognitive
neuroscience, philosophy, and behavioral economics, this witty, accessible book reveals what
scientists have discovered about the uniquely human ability to imagine the future, and about our
capacity to predict how much we will like it when we get there. • Why are lovers quicker to forgive
their partners for infidelity than for leaving dirty dishes in the sink?• Why will sighted people pay
more to avoid going blind than blind people will pay to regain their sight?• Why do dining
companions insist on ordering different meals instead of getting what they really want?• Why do
pigeons seem to have such excellent aim; why can’t we remember one song while listening to
another; and why does the line at the grocery store always slow down the moment we join it?In
this brilliant book, renowned Harvard psychologist Daniel Gilbert describes the foibles of
imagination and illusions of foresight that cause each of us to misconceive our tomorrows and
misestimate our satisfactions. With penetrating insight and sparkling prose, Gilbert explains why
we seem to know so little about the hearts and minds of the people we are about to become.

“Think you know what makes you happy? This absolutely fantastic book that will shatter your
most deeply held convictions about how your own mind works.” —Steven D. Levitt, author of
Freakonomics “A psychological detective story about one of the great mysteries of our lives....
You ought to read it. Trust me.” —Malcolm Gladwell, author of Blink “A fascinating new book that
explores our sometimes misguided attempts to find happiness.” —Time“A witty, insightful and
superbly entertaining trek through the foibles of human imagination.” —New Scientist “Gilbert’s
book has no subtitle, allowing you to invent your own. I’d call it ‘The Only Truly Useful Book on
Psychology I’ve Ever Read.’” —James Pressley, Bloomberg NewsDo you know what makes you
happy? Daniel Gilbert would bet that you think you do, but you are most likely wrong. In his witty
and engaging new book, Harvard professor Gilbert reveals his take on how our minds work, and
how the limitations of our imaginations may be getting in the way of our ability to know what
happiness is. Sound quirky and interesting? It is! But just to be sure, we asked bestselling author
(and master of the quirky and interesting) Malcolm Gladwell to read Stumbling on Happiness,
and give us his take. Check out his review below. --Daphne DurhamGuest Reviewer: Malcolm
GladwellMalcolm Gladwell is the author of bestselling books and , and is a staff writer
for .Several years ago, on a flight from New York to California, I had the good fortune to sit next to
a psychologist named Dan Gilbert. He had a shiny bald head, an irrepressible good humor, and
we talked (or, more accurately, he talked) from at least the Hudson to the Rockies--and I was
completely charmed. He had the wonderful quality many academics have--which is that he was
interested in the kinds of questions that all of us care about but never have the time or
opportunity to explore. He had also had a quality that is rare among academics. He had the



ability to translate his work for people who were outside his world.Now Gilbert has written a book
about his psychological research. It is called Stumbling on Happiness, and reading it reminded
me of that plane ride long ago. It is a delight to read. Gilbert is charming and funny and has a
rare gift for making very complicated ideas come alive.Stumbling on Happiness is a book about
a very simple but powerful idea. What distinguishes us as human beings from other animals is
our ability to predict the future--or rather, our interest in predicting the future. We spend a great
deal of our waking life imagining what it would be like to be this way or that way, or to do this or
that, or taste or buy or experience some state or feeling or thing. We do that for good reasons: it
is what allows us to shape our life. And it is by trying to exert some control over our futures that
we attempt to be happy. But by any objective measure, we are really bad at that predictive
function. We're terrible at knowing how we will feel a day or a month or year from now, and even
worse at knowing what will and will not bring us that cherished happiness. Gilbert sets out to
figure what that's so: why we are so terrible at something that would seem to be so
extraordinarily important?In making his case, Gilbert walks us through a series of fascinating--
and in some ways troubling--facts about the way our minds work. In particular, Gilbert is
interested in delineating the shortcomings of imagination. We're far too accepting of the
conclusions of our imaginations. Our imaginations aren't particularly imaginative. Our
imaginations are really bad at telling us how we will think when the future finally comes. And our
personal experiences aren't nearly as good at correcting these errors as we might think.I
suppose that I really should go on at this point, and talk in more detail about what Gilbert means
by that--and how his argument unfolds. But I feel like that might ruin the experience of reading
Stumbling on Happiness. This is a psychological detective story about one of the great
mysteries of our lives. If you have even the slightest curiosity about the human condition, you
ought to read it. Trust me. ----This text refers to an alternate kindle_edition edition.From
AudioFileHumans often fail at predicting what will make them happy in the future. Weaving
together information from a variety of scientific and economic sources, psychology professor
Gilbert explores why we know so little about the preferences of the people we're about to
become. A terrific narrator of his own work, Gilbert revels in sharing his quirky research--he may
be an academic, but his writing is witty and accessible, and he sounds like an entertaining
acquaintance who's explaining his ideas rather than reading them. This is not a self-help book
(how to be happy), but a well-researched explanation of why we think like we do (how we
stumble along in our search for happiness). Listeners will come away from this top-notch
production both entertained and enlightened. J.C.G. ¥¥¥ © AudioFile 2006, Portland, Maine--
Copyright © AudioFile, Portland, Maine --This text refers to an alternate kindle_edition
edition.Excerpt. © Reprinted by permission. All rights reserved.Journey to ElsewhenO, that a
man might know The end of this day’s business ere it come! Shakespeare, Julius Caesar Priests
vow to remain celibate, physicians vow to do no harm, and letter carriers vow to swiftly complete
their appointed rounds despite snow, sleet, and split infinitives. Few people realize that
psychologists also take a vow, promising that at some point in their professional lives they will



publish a book, a chapter, or at least an article that contains this sentence: “The human being is
the only animal that . . .” We are allowed to finish the sentence any way we like, of course, but it
has to start with those eight words. Most of us wait until relatively late in our careers to fulfill this
solemn obligation because we know that successive generations of psychologists will ignore all
the other words that we managed to pack into a lifetime of well-intentioned scholarship and
remem- ber us mainly for how we finished The Sentence. We also know that the worse we do,
the better we will be remembered. For instance, those psychologists who finished The Sentence
with “can use language” were particularly well remembered when chimpanzees were taught to
communicate with hand signs. And when researchers discovered that chimps in the wild use
sticks to extract tasty ter- mites from their mounds (and to bash one another over the head now
and then), the world suddenly remembered the full name and mailing address of every
psychologist who had ever finished The Sentence with “uses tools.” So it is for good reason that
most psychologists put off completing The Sentence for as long as they can, hoping that if they
wait long enough, they just might die in time to avoid being publicly humiliated by a monkey.I
have never before written The Sentence, but I’d like to do so now, with you as my witness. The
human being is the only animal that thinks about the future. Now, let me say up front that I’ve had
cats, I’ve had dogs, I’ve had gerbils, mice, goldfish, and crabs (no, not that kind), and I do
recognize that nonhuman animals often act as though they have the capacity to think about the
future. But as bald men with cheap hairpieces always seem to forget, act- ing as though you
have something and actually having it are not the same thing, and anyone who looks closely can
tell the difference. For example, I live in an urban neighborhood, and every autumn the squirrels
in my yard (which is approximately the size of two squirrels) act as though they know that they
will be unable to eat later unless they bury some food now. My city has a relatively well-educated
citizenry, but as far as anyone can tell its squirrels are not particularly distinguished. Rather, they
have regular squirrel brains that run food-burying programs when the amount of sun- light that
enters their regular squirrel eyes decreases by a critical amount. Shortened days trigger burying
behavior with no intervening contemplation of tomorrow, and the squirrel that stashes a nut in my
yard “knows” about the future in approximately the same way that a falling rock “knows” about
the law of gravity—which is to say, not really. Until a chimp weeps at the thought of growing old
alone, or smiles as it contemplates its summer vacation, or turns down a taffy apple because it
already looks too fat in shorts, I will stand by my version of The Sentence. We think about the
future in a way that no other animal can, does, or ever has, and this simple, ubiquitous, ordinary
act is a defining feature of our humanity.The Joy of NextIf you were asked to name the human
brain’s greatest achievement, you might think first of the impressive artifacts it has produced—
the Great Pyramid of Giza, the International Space Station, or perhaps the Golden Gate Bridge.
These are great achievements indeed, and our brains deserve their very own ticker-tape parade
for producing them. But they are not the greatest. A sophisticated machine could design and
build any one of these things because designing and building require knowledge, logic, and
patience, of which sophisticated machines have plenty. In fact, there’s really only one



achievement so remarkable that even the most sophisticated machine cannot pretend to have
accomplished it, and that achievement is conscious experience. Seeing the Great Pyramid or
remembering the Golden Gate or imagining the Space Station are far more remarkable acts
than is building any one of them. What’s more, one of these remarkable acts is even more
remarkable than the others. To see is to experience the world as it is, to remember is to
experience the world as it was, but to imagine—ah, to imagine is to experience the world as it
isn’t and has never been, but as it might be. The greatest achievement of the human brain is its
ability to imagine objects and episodes that do not exist in the realm of the real, and it is this
ability that allows us to think about the future. As one philosopher noted, the human brain is an
“anticipation machine,” and “making future” is the most important thing it does.But what exactly
does “making future” mean? There are at least two ways in which brains might be said to make
future, one of which we share with many other animals, the other of which we share with none.
All brains—human brains, chimpanzee brains, even regular food-burying squirrel brains—make
predictions about the immediate, local, personal, future. They do this by using information about
current events (“I smell something”) and past events (“Last time I smelled this smell, a big thing
tried to eat me”) to anticipate the event that is most likely to happen to them next (“A big thing is
about to ———”). ut notice two features of this so-called prediction. First, despite the comic
quips inside the parentheses, predictions such as these do not require the brain making them to
have anything even remotely resembling a conscious thought. Just as an abacus can put two
and two together to produce four without having thoughts about arithmetic, so brains can add
past to present to make future without ever thinking about any of them. In fact, it doesn’t even
require a brain to make predictions such as these. With just a little bit of training, the giant sea
slug known as Aplysia parvula can learn to predict and avoid an electric shock to its gill, and as
anyone with a scalpel can easily demonstrate, sea slugs are inarguably brainless. Computers
are also brainless, but they use precisely the same trick the sea slug does when they turn down
your credit card because you were trying to buy dinner in Paris after buying lunch in Hoboken. In
short, machines and invertebrates prove that it doesn’t take a smart, self-aware, conscious,
brain to make simple predictions about the future.The second thing to notice is that predictions
such as these are not particularly far-reaching. They are not predictions in the same sense that
we might predict the annual rate of inflation, the intellectual impact of postmodernism, the heat
death of the universe, or Madonna’s next hair color. Rather, these are predictions about what will
happen in precisely this spot, precisely next, to precisely me, and we call them predictions only
because there is no better word for them in the English language. But the use of that term—with
its inescapable connotations of calculated, thoughtful reflection about events that may occur
anywhere, to anyone, at any time—risks ob- scuring the fact that brains are continuously making
predictions about the immediate, local, personal, future of their owners without their owners’
awareness. Rather than saying that such brains are predicting, let’s say that they are
nexting.Yours is nexting right now. For example, at this moment you may be consciously thinking
about the sentence you just read, or about the key ring in your pocket that is jammed



uncomfortably against your thigh, or about whether the War of 1812 really deserves its own
overture. Whatever you are thinking, your thoughts are surely about something other than the
word with which this sentence will end. But even as you hear these very words echoing in your
very head, and think whatever thoughts they inspire, your brain is using the word it is reading
right now and the words it read just before to make a reasonable guess about the identity of the
word it will read next, which is what allows you to read so fluently. Any brain that has been raised
on a steady diet of film noir and cheap detective novels fully expects the word night to follow the
phrase It was a dark and stormy, and thus when it does encounter the word night, it is especially
well prepared to digest it. As long as your brain’s guess about the next word turns out to be right,
you cruise along happily, left to right, left to right, turning black squiggles into ideas, scenes,
characters, and concepts, blissfully unaware that your nexting brain is predicting the future of the
sentence at a fantastic rate. It is only when your brain predicts badly that you suddenly feel
avocado.That is, surprised. See?Now, consider the meaning of that brief moment of surprise.
Surprise is an emotion we feel when we encounter the unexpected—for example, thirty-four
acquaintances in paper hats standing in our living room yelling “Happy birthday!” as we walk
through the front door with a bag of groceries and a full bladder—and thus the occurrence of
surprise reveals the nature of our expectations. The surprise you felt at the end of the last
paragraph reveals that as you were reading the phrase it is only when your brain predicts badly
that you suddenly feel . . . , your brain was simultaneously making a reasonable prediction about
what would happen next. It p... --This text refers to an alternate kindle_edition edition.About the
AuthorDaniel Gilbert is Harvard College Professor of Psychology at Harvard University. He has
won numerous awards for his teaching and research, including the American Psychological
Association’s Distinguished Scientific Award for an Early Career Contribution to Psychology. His
research has been covered by The New York Times Magazine, Forbes, Money, CNN, U.S. News
& World Report, The New Yorker, The Wall Street Journal, Scientific American, Self, Men’s
Health, Redbook, Glamour, Psychology Today, and many others. His short stories have
appeared in Amazing Stories and Asimov’s Science Fiction Magazine, as well as other
magazines and anthologies. He lives in Cambridge, Massachusetts.--This text refers to an
alternate kindle_edition edition.Review'"Stumbling on Happiness" is an absolutely fantastic book
that will shatter your most deeply held convictions about how your own mind works. Ceaselessly
entertaining, Gilbert is the perfect guide to some of the most interesting psychological research
ever performed. Think you know what makes you happy? You won't know for sure until you have
read this book.' Steven D. Levitt, author of 'Freakonomics' 'He does for psychology what Bill
Bryson did for evolution.' Scotsman 'In "Stumbling on Happiness", Daniel Gilbert shares his
brilliant insights into our quirks of mind, and steers us toward happiness in the most delightful,
engaging ways. If you stumble on this book, you're guaranteed many doses of joy.' Daniel
Goleman, author of 'Emotional Intelligence' 'This is a brilliant book, a useful book, and a book
that could quite possibly change the way you look at just about everything. And as a bonus,
Gilbert writes like a cross between Malcolm Gladwell and David Sedaris.' Seth Godin, author 'All



Marketers Are Liars' 'Everyone will enjoy reading this book, and some of us will wish we could
have written it. You will rarely have a chance to learn so much about so important a topic while
having so much fun.' Professor Daniel Kahneman, Princeton University, Winner of the 2002
Nobel Prize in Economics 'If Daniel Gilbert is right, then you are wrong ! everything you have
ever thought about life choices, and about happiness, has been at the least somewhat naive
and, at worst, greatly mistaken.' New York Times 'In a book that is as deep as it is delightful,
Daniel Gilbert reveals the powerful and often surprising connections between our experience of
happiness and how we think about the future. Drawing on cutting edge psychological research
and his own sharp insights into everyday events, Gilbert manages to have considerable fun
while expertly illuminating some of the most profound mysteries of the human mind. I confidently
predict that your future will be happier if you read this pathbreaking volume.' Daniel L. Schacter,
Harvard University, author of 'Searching for Memory' and 'The Seven Sins of Memory' --This text
refers to an alternate kindle_edition edition.From BooklistAnticipating the future, psychologist
Gilbert suggests, is the brain's most important function, and the notion of later, a powerful idea.
But why not live in the here and now, as many self-help gurus urge? Because, Gilbert says,
thinking about the future can be pleasurable; for instance, daydreaming tends to be about
success and achievement "rather than fumbling or failing." Citing the research of scientists and
philosophers through the ages and incorporating facts and theories from psychology, cognitive
neuroscience, philosophy, and behavioral economics, Gilbert discusses the science of
happiness, the shortcomings of imagination as well as the illusions of foresight. And far from
being a dry tome, the book is a sly, irresistible romp down, or through, memory lane--past,
present, and future. It is not only wildly entertaining but also hilarious (if David Sedaris were a
psychologist, he very well might write like this) and yet full of startling insight, imaginative
conclusions, and even bits of wisdom. June SawyersCopyright © American Library Association.
All rights reserved --This text refers to an alternate kindle_edition edition.From Publishers
WeeklyNot offering a self-help book, but instead mounting a scientific explanation of the
limitations of the human imagination and how it steers us wrong in our search for happiness,
Gilbert, a professor of psychology at Harvard, draws on psychology, cognitive neuroscience,
philosophy and behavioral economics to argue that, just as we err in remembering the past, so
we err in imagining the future. "Our desire to control is so powerful, and the feeling of being in
control so rewarding, that people often act as though they can control the uncontrollable," Gilbert
writes, as he reveals how ill-equipped we are to properly preview the future, let alone control it.
Unfortunately, he claims, neither personal experience nor cultural wisdom compensates for
imagination's shortcomings. In concluding chapters, he discusses the transmission of inaccurate
beliefs from one person's mind to another, providing salient examples of universal assumptions
about human happiness such as the joys of money and of having children. He concludes with
the provocative recommendation that, rather than imagination, we should rely on others as
surrogates for our future experience. Gilbert's playful tone and use of commonplace examples
render a potentially academic topic accessible and educational, even if his approach is at times



overly prescriptive. 150,000 announced first printing.(May)Copyright © Reed Business
Information, a division of Reed Elsevier Inc. All rights reserved. --This text refers to an alternate
kindle_edition edition.Read more
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Stumblingon HappinessDANIEL GILBERTAlfred A. Knopf New York
2006CONTENTSCoverTitle PageDedicationEpigraphAcknowledgmentsForewordPART I
PROSPECTION1. Journey to ElsewhenPART II SUBJECTIVITY2. The View from in Here3.
Outside Looking InPART III REALISM4. In the Blind Spot of the Mind’s Eye5. The Hound of
SilencePART IV PRESENTISM6. The Future Is Now7. Time BombsPART V
RATIONALIZATION8. Paradise Glossed9. Immune to RealityPART VI CORRIGIBILITY10. Once
Bitten11. Reporting Live from TomorrowAfterwordNotesA Note about the AuthorPermissions
AcknowledgmentsIllustration CreditsCopyrightFor Oli, under the apple treeOne cannot divine
nor forecast the conditions that will make happiness; one only stumbles upon them by chance, in
a lucky hour, at the world’s end somewhere, and holds fast to the days, as to fortune or
fame.Willa Cather, “Le Lavandou,” 1902ACKNOWLEDGMENTSTHIS IS THE PART OF THE
BOOK in which the author typically claims that nobody writes a book by himself and then names
all the people who presumably wrote the book for him. It must be nice to have friends like that.
Alas, all the people who wrote this book are me, so let me instead thank those who by their gifts
enabled me to write a book without them.First and foremost, I thank the students and colleagues
who did so much of the research described in these pages and let me share in the credit. They
include Danny Axsom, Mike Berkovits, Stephen Blumberg, Ryan Brown, David Centerbar, Erin
Driver-Linn, Liz Dunn, Jane Ebert, Mike Gill, Sarit Golub, Karim Kassam, Debbie Kermer, Boaz
Keysar, Jaime Kurtz, Matt Lieberman, Jay Meyers, Carey Morewedge, Kristian Myrseth, Becca
Norwick, Kevin Ochsner, Liz Pinel, Jane Risen, Todd Rogers, Ben Shenoy, and Thalia Wheatley.
How did I get lucky enough to work with all of you?I owe a very special debt of gratitude to my
friend and longtime collaborator Tim Wilson of the University of Virginia, whose creativity and
intelligence have been constant sources of inspiration, envy, and research grants. The previous
sentence is the only one in this book that I could possibly have written without him.Several
colleagues read chapters, made suggestions, provided information or in some other way spared
the wild geese a good chasing. They include Sissela Bok, Allan Brandt, Patrick Cavanagh, Nick
Epley, Nancy Etcoff, Tom Gilovich, Richard Hackman, John Helliwell, Danny Kahneman, Boaz
Keysar, Jay Koehler, Steve Kosslyn, David Laibson, Andrew Oswald, Steve Pinker, Rebecca
Saxe, Jonathan Schooler, Nancy Segal, Dan Simons, Robert Trivers, Dan Wegner, and Tim
Wilson. Thank you all.My agent, Katinka Matson, dared me to stop yapping about this book and
to start writing it, and although she isn’t the only person who ever told me to stop yapping, she’s
the only one I still like. My editor at Knopf, Marty Asher, has a beautiful ear and a big blue pencil,
and if you don’t think this book is a pleasure to read, then you should have seen it before he got
ahold of it.I wrote much of this book while on sabbatical leaves that were subsidized by the
President and Fellows of Harvard College, the John Simon Guggenheim Memorial Foundation,
the James McKeen Cattell Foundation, the American Philosophical Society, the National
Institute of Mental Health, and the University of Chicago Graduate School of Business. I thank



these institutions for investing in my disappearance.And finally, the mush. I am grateful for the
coincidence of having a wife and a best friend who are both named Marilynn Oliphant. No one
should have to pretend to be interested in every half-baked thought that pops into my head. No
one should, but someone does. The members of the Gilbert and Oliphant clans—Larry, Gloria,
Sherry, Scott, Diana, Mister Mikey, Jo, Danny, Shona, Arlo, Amanda, Big Z, Sarah B., Wren, and
Daylyn—share joint custody of my heart, and I thank them all for giving that heart a home.
Finally, allow me to remember with gratitude and affection two souls whom even heaven does
not deserve: my mentor, Ned Jones, and my mother, Doris Gilbert.Now let’s go stumbling.July
18, 2005Cambridge, MassachusettsFOREWORDHow sharper than a serpent’s tooth it isTo
have a thankless child.Shakespeare, King LearWHAT WOULD YOU DO right now if you learned
that you were going to die in ten minutes? Would you race upstairs and light that Marlboro
you’ve been hiding in your sock drawer since the Ford administration? Would you waltz into your
boss’s office and present him with a detailed description of his personal defects? Would you
drive out to that steakhouse near the new mall and order a T-bone, medium rare, with an extra
side of the really bad cholesterol? Hard to say, of course, but of all the things you might do in
your final ten minutes, it’s a pretty safe bet that few of them are things you actually did
today.Now, some people will bemoan this fact, wag their fingers in your direction, and tell you
sternly that you should live every minute of your life as though it were your last, which only goes
to show that some people would spend their final ten minutes giving other people dumb advice.
The things we do when we expect our lives to continue are naturally and properly different than
the things we might do if we expected them to end abruptly. We go easy on the lard and tobacco,
smile dutifully at yet another of our supervisor’s witless jokes, read books like this one when we
could be wearing paper hats and eating pistachio macaroons in the bathtub, and we do each of
these things in the charitable service of the people we will soon become. We treat our future
selves as though they were our children, spending most of the hours of most of our days
constructing tomorrows that we hope will make them happy. Rather than indulging in whatever
strikes our momentary fancy, we take responsibility for the welfare of our future selves,
squirreling away portions of our paychecks each month so they can enjoy their retirements on a
putting green, jogging and flossing with some regularity so they can avoid coronaries and gum
grafts, enduring dirty diapers and mind-numbing repetitions of The Cat in the Hat so that
someday they will have fat-cheeked grandchildren to bounce on their laps. Even plunking down
a dollar at the convenience store is an act of charity intended to ensure that the person we are
about to become will enjoy the Twinkie we are paying for now. In fact, just about any time we
want something—a promotion, a marriage, an automobile, a cheeseburger—we are expecting
that if we get it, then the person who has our fingerprints a second, minute, day, or decade from
now will enjoy the world they inherit from us, honoring our sacrifices as they reap the harvest of
our shrewd investment decisions and dietary forbearance.Yeah, yeah. Don’t hold your breath.
Like the fruits of our loins, our temporal progeny are often thankless. We toil and sweat to give
them just what we think they will like, and they quit their jobs, grow their hair, move to or from



San Francisco, and wonder how we could ever have been stupid enough to think they’d like that.
We fail to achieve the accolades and rewards that we consider crucial to their well-being, and
they end up thanking God that things didn’t work out according to our shortsighted, misguided
plan. Even that person who takes a bite of the Twinkie we purchased a few minutes earlier may
make a sour face and accuse us of having bought the wrong snack. No one likes to be criticized,
of course, but if the things we successfully strive for do not make our future selves happy, or if
the things we unsuccessfully avoid do, then it seems reasonable (if somewhat ungracious) for
them to cast a disparaging glance backward and wonder what the hell we were thinking. They
may recognize our good intentions and begrudgingly acknowledge that we did the best we
could, but they will inevitably whine to their therapists about how our best just wasn’t good
enough for them.How can this happen? Shouldn’t we know the tastes, preferences, needs, and
desires of the people we will be next year—or at least later this afternoon? Shouldn’t we
understand our future selves well enough to shape their lives—to find careers and lovers whom
they will cherish, to buy slipcovers for the sofa that they will treasure for years to come? So why
do they end up with attics and lives that are full of stuff that we considered indispensable and
that they consider painful, embarrassing, or useless? Why do they criticize our choice of
romantic partners, second-guess our strategies for professional advancement, and pay good
money to remove the tattoos that we paid good money to get? Why do they experience regret
and relief when they think about us, rather than pride and appreciation? We might understand all
this if we had neglected them, ignored them, mistreated them in some fundamental way—but
damn it, we gave them the best years of our lives! How can they be disappointed when we
accomplish our coveted goals, and why are they so damned giddy when they end up in precisely
the spot that we worked so hard to steer them clear of? Is there something wrong with them?Or
is there something wrong with us?WHEN I WAS TEN YEARS OLD, the most magical object in
my house was a book on optical illusions. Its pages introduced me to the Müller-Lyer lines
whose arrow-tipped ends made them appear as though they were different lengths even though
a ruler showed them to be identical, the Necker cube that appeared to have an open side one
moment and then an open top the next, the drawing of a chalice that suddenly became a pair of
silhouetted faces before flickering back into a chalice again (see figure 1). I would sit on the floor
in my father’s study and stare at that book for hours, mesmerized by the fact that these simple
drawings could force my brain to believe things that it knew with utter certainty to be wrong. This
is when I learned that mistakes are interesting and began planning a life that contained several
of them. But an optical illusion is not interesting simply because it causes everyone to make a
mistake; rather, it is interesting because it causes everyone to make the same mistake. If I saw a
chalice, you saw Elvis, and a friend of ours saw a paper carton of moo goo gai pan, then the
object we were looking at would be a very fine inkblot but a lousy optical illusion. What is so
compelling about optical illusions is that everyone sees the chalice first, the faces next, and then
—flicker flicker—there’s that chalice again. The errors that optical illusions induce in our
perceptions are lawful, regular, and systematic. They are not dumb mistakes but smart mistakes



—mistakes that allow those who understand them to glimpse the elegant design and inner
workings of the visual system.Fig. 1.The mistakes we make when we try to imagine our personal
futures are also lawful, regular, and systematic. They too have a pattern that tells us about the
powers and limits of foresight in much the same way that optical illusions tell us about the
powers and limits of eyesight. That’s what this book is all about. Despite the third word of the
title, this is not an instruction manual that will tell you anything useful about how to be happy.
Those books are located in the self-help section two aisles over, and once you’ve bought one,
done everything it says to do, and found yourself miserable anyway, you can always come back
here to understand why. Instead, this is a book that describes what science has to tell us about
how and how well the human brain can imagine its own future, and about how and how well it
can predict which of those futures it will most enjoy. This book is about a puzzle that many
thinkers have pondered over the last two millennia, and it uses their ideas (and a few of my own)
to explain why we seem to know so little about the hearts and minds of the people we are about
to become. The story is a bit like a river that crosses borders without benefit of passport because
no single science has ever produced a compelling solution to the puzzle. Weaving together facts
and theories from psychology, cognitive neuroscience, philosophy, and behavioral economics,
this book allows an account to emerge that I personally find convincing but whose merits you will
have to judge for yourself.Writing a book is its own reward, but reading a book is a commitment
of time and money that ought to pay clear dividends. If you are not educated and entertained,
you deserve to be returned to your original age and net worth. That won’t happen, of course, so
I’ve written a book that I hope will interest and amuse you, provided you don’t take yourself too
seriously and have at least ten minutes to live. No one can say how you will feel when you get to
the end of this book, and that includes the you who is about to start it. But if your future self is not
satisfied when it arrives at the last page, it will at least understand why you mistakenly thought it
would be.1PART IProspectionprospection (pro•spe•kshen)The act of looking forward in time
orconsidering the future.CHAPTER 1Journey to ElsewhenO, that a man might knowThe end of
this day’s business ere it come!Shakespeare, Julius CaesarPRIESTS VOW TO REMAIN
CELIBATE, physicians vow to do no harm, and letter carriers vow to swiftly complete their
appointed rounds despite snow, sleet, and split infinitives. Few people realize that psychologists
also take a vow, promising that at some point in their professional lives they will publish a book, a
chapter, or at least an article that contains this sentence: “The human being is the only animal
that . . .” We are allowed to finish the sentence any way we like, but it has to start with those eight
words. Most of us wait until relatively late in our careers to fulfill this solemn obligation because
we know that successive generations of psychologists will ignore all the other words that we
managed to pack into a lifetime of well-intentioned scholarship and remember us mainly for how
we finished The Sentence. We also know that the worse we do, the better we will be
remembered. For instance, those psychologists who finished The Sentence with “can use
language” were particularly well remembered when chimpanzees were taught to communicate
with hand signs. And when researchers discovered that chimps in the wild use sticks to extract



tasty termites from their mounds (and to bash one another over the head now and then), the
world suddenly remembered the full name and mailing address of every psychologist who had
ever finished The Sentence with “uses tools.” So it is for good reason that most psychologists put
off completing The Sentence for as long as they can, hoping that if they wait long enough, they
just might die in time to avoid being publicly humiliated by a monkey.I have never before written
The Sentence, but I’d like to do so now, with you as my witness. The human being is the only
animal that thinks about the future. Now, let me say up front that I’ve had cats, I’ve had dogs, I’ve
had gerbils, mice, goldfish, and crabs (no, not that kind), and I do recognize that nonhuman
animals often act as though they have the capacity to think about the future. But as bald men
with cheap hairpieces always seem to forget, acting as though you have something and actually
having it are not the same thing, and anyone who looks closely can tell the difference. For
example, I live in an urban neighborhood, and every autumn the squirrels in my yard (which is
approximately the size of two squirrels) act as though they know that they will be unable to eat
later unless they bury some food now. My city has a relatively well-educated citizenry, but as far
as anyone can tell its squirrels are not particularly distinguished. Rather, they have regular
squirrel brains that run food-burying programs when the amount of sunlight that enters their
regular squirrel eyes decreases by a critical amount. Shortened days trigger burying behavior
with no intervening contemplation of tomorrow, and the squirrel that stashes a nut in my yard
“knows” about the future in approximately the same way that a falling rock “knows” about the law
of gravity—which is to say, not really. Until a chimp weeps at the thought of growing old alone, or
smiles as it contemplates its summer vacation, or turns down a Fudgsicle because it already
looks too fat in shorts, I will stand by my version of The Sentence. We think about the future in a
way that no other animal can, does, or ever has, and this simple, ubiquitous, ordinary act is a
defining feature of our humanity.1The Joy of NextIf you were asked to name the human brain’s
greatest achievement, you might think first of the impressive artifacts it has produced—the Great
Pyramid of Giza, the International Space Station, or perhaps the Golden Gate Bridge. These are
great achievements indeed, and our brains deserve their very own ticker-tape parade for
producing them. But they are not the greatest. A sophisticated machine could design and build
any one of these things because designing and building require knowledge, logic, and patience,
of which sophisticated machines have plenty. In fact, there’s really only one achievement so
remarkable that even the most sophisticated machine cannot pretend to have accomplished it,
and that achievement is conscious experience. Seeing the Great Pyramid or remembering the
Golden Gate or imagining the Space Station are far more remarkable acts than is building any
one of them. What’s more, one of these remarkable acts is even more remarkable than the
others. To see is to experience the world as it is, to remember is to experience the world as it
was, but to imagine—ah, to imagine is to experience the world as it isn’t and has never been, but
as it might be. The greatest achievement of the human brain is its ability to imagine objects and
episodes that do not exist in the realm of the real, and it is this ability that allows us to think about
the future. As one philosopher noted, the human brain is an “anticipation machine,” and “making



future” is the most important thing it does.2But what exactly does “making future” mean? There
are at least two ways in which brains might be said to make future, one of which we share with
many other animals, the other of which we share with none. All brains—human brains,
chimpanzee brains, even regular food-burying squirrel brains—make predictions about the
immediate, local, personal, future. They do this by using information about current events (“I
smell something”) and past events (“Last time I smelled this smell, a big thing tried to eat me”) to
anticipate the event that is most likely to happen to them next (“A big thing is about to ———”).3
But notice two features of this so-called prediction. First, despite the comic quips inside the
parentheses, predictions such as these do not require the brain making them to have anything
even remotely resembling a conscious thought. Just as an abacus can put two and two together
to produce four without having thoughts about arithmetic, so brains can add past to present to
make future without ever thinking about any of them. In fact, it doesn’t even require a brain to
make predictions such as these. With just a little bit of training, the giant sea slug known as
Aplysia parvula can learn to predict and avoid an electric shock to its gill, and as anyone with a
scalpel can easily demonstrate, sea slugs are inarguably brainless. Computers are also
brainless, but they use precisely the same trick the sea slug does when they turn down your
credit card because you were trying to buy dinner in Paris after buying lunch in Hoboken. In
short, machines and invertebrates prove that it doesn’t take a smart, self-aware, conscious brain
to make simple predictions about the future.The second thing to notice is that predictions such
as these are not particularly far-reaching. They are not predictions in the same sense that we
might predict the annual rate of inflation, the intellectual impact of postmodernism, the heat
death of the universe, or Madonna’s next hair color. Rather, these are predictions about what will
happen in precisely this spot, precisely next, to precisely me, and we call them predictions only
because there is no better word for them in the English language. But the use of that term—with
its inescapable connotations of calculated, thoughtful reflection about events that may occur
anywhere, to anyone, at any time—risks obscuring the fact that brains are continuously making
predictions about the immediate, local, personal future of their owners without their owners’
awareness. Rather than saying that such brains are predicting, let’s say that they are
nexting.Yours is nexting right now. For example, at this moment you may be consciously thinking
about the sentence you just read, or about the key ring in your pocket that is jammed
uncomfortably against your thigh, or about whether the War of 1812 really deserves its own
overture. Whatever you are thinking, your thoughts are surely about something other than the
word with which this sentence will end. But even as you hear these very words echoing in your
very head, and think whatever thoughts they inspire, your brain is using the word it is reading
right now and the words it read just before to make a reasonable guess about the identity of the
word it will read next, which is what allows you to read so fluently.4 Any brain that has been
raised on a steady diet of film noir and cheap detective novels fully expects the word night to
follow the phrase It was a dark and stormy, and thus when it does encounter the word night, it is
especially well prepared to digest it. As long as your brain’s guess about the next word turns out



to be right, you cruise along happily, left to right, left to right, turning black squiggles into ideas,
scenes, characters, and concepts, blissfully unaware that your nexting brain is predicting the
future of the sentence at a fantastic rate. It is only when your brain predicts badly that you
suddenly feel avocado.That is, surprised. See?Now, consider the meaning of that brief moment
of surprise. Surprise is an emotion we feel when we encounter the unexpected—for example,
thirty-four acquaintances in paper hats standing in our living room yelling “Happy birthday!” as
we walk through the front door with a bag of groceries and a full bladder—and thus the
occurrence of surprise reveals the nature of our expectations. The surprise you felt at the end of
the last paragraph reveals that as you were reading the phrase it is only when your brain predicts
badly that you suddenly feel . . . , your brain was simultaneously making a reasonable prediction
about what would happen next. It predicted that sometime in the next few milliseconds your eyes
would come across a set of black squiggles that encoded an English word that described a
feeling, such as sad or nauseous or even surprised. Instead, it encountered a fruit, which woke
you from your dogmatic slumbers and revealed the nature of your expectations to anyone who
was watching. Surprise tells us that we were expecting something other than what we got, even
when we didn’t know we were expecting anything at all.Because feelings of surprise are
generally accompanied by reactions that can be observed and measured—such as eyebrow
arching, eye widening, jaw dropping, and noises followed by a series of exclamation marks—
psychologists can use surprise to tell them when a brain is nexting. For example, when monkeys
see a researcher drop a ball down one of several chutes, they quickly look to the bottom of that
chute and wait for the ball to reemerge. When some experimental trickery causes the ball to
emerge from a different chute than the one in which it was deposited, the monkeys display
surprise, presumably because their brains were nexting.5 Human babies have similar responses
to weird physics. For example, when babies are shown a video of a big red block smashing into
a little yellow block, they react with indifference when the little yellow block instantly goes
careening off the screen. But when the little yellow block hesitates for just a moment or two
before careening away, babies stare like bystanders at a train wreck—as though the delayed
careening had violated some prediction made by their nexting brains.6 Studies such as these
tell us that monkey brains “know” about gravity (objects fall down, not sideways) and that baby
human brains “know” about kinetics (moving objects transfer energy to stationary objects at
precisely the moment they contact them and not a few seconds later). But more important, they
tell us that monkey brains and baby human brains add what they already know (the past) to what
they currently see (the present) to predict what will happen next (the future). When the actual
next thing is different from the predicted next thing, monkeys and babies experience
surprise.Our brains were made for nexting, and that’s just what they’ll do. When we take a stroll
on the beach, our brains predict how stable the sand will be when our foot hits it, and then adjust
the tension in our knee accordingly. When we leap to catch a Frisbee, our brains predict where
the disc will be when we cross its flight path, and then bring our hands to precisely that point.
When we see a sand crab scurry behind a bit of driftwood on its way to the water, our brains



predict when and where the critter will reappear, and then direct our eyes to the precise point of
its reemergence. These predictions are remarkable in both the speed and accuracy with which
they are made, and it is difficult to imagine what our lives would be like if our brains quit making
them, leaving us completely “in the moment” and unable to take our next step. But while these
automatic, continuous, nonconscious predictions of the immediate, local, personal future are
both amazing and ubiquitous, they are not the sorts of predictions that got our species out of the
trees and into dress slacks. In fact, these are the kinds of predictions that frogs make without
ever leaving their lily pads, and hence not the sort that The Sentence was meant to describe. No,
the variety of future that we human beings manufacture—and that only we manufacture—is of
another sort entirely.The Ape That Looked ForwardAdults love to ask children idiotic questions
so that we can chuckle when they give us idiotic answers. One particularly idiotic question we
like to ask children is this: “What do you want to be when you grow up?” Small children look
appropriately puzzled, worried perhaps that our question implies they are at some risk of
growing down. If they answer at all, they generally come up with things like “the candy guy” or “a
tree climber.” We chuckle because the odds that the child will ever become the candy guy or a
tree climber are vanishingly small, and they are vanishingly small because these are not the
sorts of things that most children will want to be once they are old enough to ask idiotic
questions themselves. But notice that while these are the wrong answers to our question, they
are the right answers to another question, namely, “What do you want to be now?” Small children
cannot say what they want to be later because they don’t really understand what later means.7
So, like shrewd politicians, they ignore the question they are asked and answer the question they
can. Adults do much better, of course. When a thirtyish Manhattanite is asked where she thinks
she might retire, she mentions Miami, Phoenix, or some other hotbed of social rest. She may
love her gritty urban existence right now, but she can imagine that in a few decades she will
value bingo and prompt medical attention more than art museums and squeegee men. Unlike
the child who can only think about how things are, the adult is able to think about how things will
be. At some point between our high chairs and our rocking chairs, we learn about later.8Later!
What an astonishing idea. What a powerful concept. What a fabulous discovery. How did human
beings ever learn to preview in their imaginations chains of events that had not yet come to
pass? What prehistoric genius first realized that he could escape today by closing his eyes and
silently transporting himself into tomorrow? Unfortunately, even big ideas leave no fossils for
carbon dating, and thus the natural history of later is lost to us forever. But paleontologists and
neuroanatomists assure us that this pivotal moment in the drama of human evolution happened
sometime within the last 3 million years, and that it happened quite suddenly. The first brains
appeared on earth about 500 million years ago, spent a leisurely 430 million years or so evolving
into the brains of the earliest primates, and another 70 million years or so evolving into the brains
of the first protohumans. Then something happened—no one knows quite what, but speculation
runs from the weather turning chilly to the invention of cooking—and the soon-to-be-human
brain experienced an unprecedented growth spurt that more than doubled its mass in a little



over two million years, transforming it from the one-and-a-quarter-pound brain of Homo habilis to
the nearly three-pound brain of Homo sapiens.9Now, if you were put on a hot-fudge diet and
managed to double your mass in a very short time, we would not expect all of your various body
parts to share equally in the gain. Your belly and buttocks would probably be the major recipients
of newly acquired flab, while your tongue and toes would remain relatively svelte and unaffected.
Similarly, the dramatic increase in the size of the human brain did not democratically double the
mass of every part so that modern people ended up with new brains that were structurally
identical to the old ones, only bigger. Rather, a disproportionate share of the growth centered on
a particular part of the brain known as the frontal lobe, which, as its name implies, sits at the
front of the head, squarely above the eyes (see figure 2). The low, sloping brows of our earliest
ancestors were pushed forward to become the sharp, vertical brows that keep our hats on, and
the change in the structure of our heads occurred primarily to accommodate this sudden change
in the size of our brains. What did this new bit of cerebral apparatus do to justify an architectural
overhaul of the human skull? What is it about this particular part that made nature so anxious for
each of us to have a big one? Just what good is a frontal lobe?Fig. 2. The frontal lobe is the
recent addition to the human brain that allows us to imagine the future.Until fairly recently,
scientists thought it was not much good at all, because people whose frontal lobes were
damaged seemed to do pretty well without them. Phineas Gage was a foreman for the Rutland
Railroad who, on a lovely autumn day in 1848, ignited a small explosion in the vicinity of his feet,
launching a three-and-a-half-foot-long iron rod into the air, which Phineas cleverly caught with
his face. The rod entered just beneath his left cheek and exited through the top of his skull,
boring a tunnel through his cranium and taking a good chunk of frontal lobe with it (see figure 3).
Phineas was knocked to the ground, where he lay for a few minutes. Then, to everyone’s
astonishment, he stood up and asked if a coworker might escort him to the doctor, insisting all
the while that he didn’t need a ride and could walk by himself, thank you. The doctor cleaned
some dirt from his wound, a coworker cleaned some brain from the rod, and in a relatively short
while, Phineas and his rod were back about their business.10 His personality took a decided
turn for the worse—and that fact is the source of his fame to this day—but the more striking thing
about Phineas was just how normal he otherwise was. Had the rod made hamburger of another
brain part—the visual cortex, Broca’s area, the brain stem—then Phineas might have died, gone
blind, lost the ability to speak, or spent the rest of his life doing a convincing impression of a
cabbage. Instead, for the next twelve years, he lived, saw, spoke, worked, and traveled so
uncabbagely that neurologists could only conclude that the frontal lobe did little for a fellow that
he couldn’t get along nicely without.11 As one neurologist wrote in 1884, “Ever since the
occurrence of the famous American crowbar case it has been known that destruction of these
lobes does not necessarily give rise to any symptoms.”12Fig. 3. An early medical sketch
showing where the tamping iron entered and exited Phineas Gage’s skull.But the neurologist
was wrong. In the nineteenth century, knowledge of brain function was based largely on the
observation of people who, like Phineas Gage, were the unfortunate subjects of one of nature’s



occasional and inexact neurological experiments. In the twentieth century, surgeons picked up
where nature left off and began to do more precise experiments whose results painted a very
different picture of frontal lobe function. In the 1930s, a Portuguese physician named António
Egas Moniz was looking for a way to quiet his highly agitated psychotic patients when he heard
about a new surgical procedure called frontal lobotomy, which involved the chemical or
mechanical destruction of parts of the frontal lobe. This procedure had been performed on
monkeys, who were normally quite angry when their food was withheld, but who reacted to such
indignities with unruffled patience after experiencing the operation. Egas Moniz tried the
procedure on his human patients and found that it had a similar calming effect. (It also had the
calming effect of winning Egas Moniz the Nobel Prize for Medicine in 1949.) Over the next few
decades, surgical techniques were improved (the procedure could be performed under local
anesthesia with an ice pick) and unwanted side effects (such as lowered intelligence and bed-
wetting) were diminished. The destruction of some part of the frontal lobe became a standard
treatment for cases of anxiety and depression that resisted other forms of therapy.13 Contrary to
the conventional medical wisdom of the previous century, the frontal lobe did make a difference.
The difference was that some folks seemed better off without it.But while some surgeons were
touting the benefits of frontal lobe damage, others were noticing the costs. Although patients
with frontal lobe damage often performed well on standard intelligence tests, memory tests, and
the like, they showed severe impairments on any test—even the very simplest test—that
involved planning. For instance, when given a maze or a puzzle whose solution required that
they consider an entire series of moves before making their first move, these otherwise
intelligent people were stumped.14 Their planning deficits were not limited to the laboratory.
These patients might function reasonably well in ordinary situations, drinking tea without spilling
and making small talk about the drapes, but they found it practically impossible to say what they
would do later that afternoon. In summarizing scientific knowledge on this topic, a prominent
scientist concluded: “No prefrontal symptom has been reported more consistently than the
inability to plan. . . . The symptom appears unique to dysfunction of the prefrontal cortex . . . [and]
is not associated with clinical damage to any other neural structure.”15Now, this pair of
observations—that damage to certain parts of the frontal lobe can make people feel calm but
that it can also leave them unable to plan—seem to converge on a single conclusion. What is the
conceptual tie that binds anxiety and planning? Both, of course, are intimately connected to
thinking about the future. We feel anxiety when we anticipate that something bad will happen,
and we plan by imagining how our actions will unfold over time. Planning requires that we peer
into our futures, and anxiety is one of the reactions we may have when we do.16 The fact that
damage to the frontal lobe impairs planning and anxiety so uniquely and precisely suggests that
the frontal lobe is the critical piece of cerebral machinery that allows normal, modern human
adults to project themselves into the future. Without it we are trapped in the moment, unable to
imagine tomorrow and hence unworried about what it may bring. As scientists now recognize,
the frontal lobe “empowers healthy human adults with the capacity to consider the self’s



extended existence throughout time.”17 As such, people whose frontal lobe is damaged are
described by those who study them as being “bound to present stimuli,”18 or “locked into
immediate space and time,”19 or as displaying a “tendency toward temporal concreteness.”20 In
other words, like candy guys and tree climbers, they live in a world without later.The sad case of
the patient known as N.N. provides a window into this world. N.N. suffered a closed head injury
in an automobile accident in 1981, when he was thirty years old. Tests revealed that he had
sustained extensive damage to his frontal lobe. A psychologist interviewed N.N. a few years after
the accident and recorded this conversation:PSYCHOLOGIST: What will you be doing
tomorrow?N.N.: I don’t know.PSYCHOLOGIST: Do you remember the question?N.N.: About
what I’ll be doing tomorrow?PSYCHOLOGIST: Yes, would you describe your state of mind when
you try to think about it?N.N.: Blank, I guess . . . It’s like being asleep . . . like being in a room with
nothing there and having a guy tell you to go find a chair, and there’s nothing there . . . like
swimming in the middle of a lake. There’s nothing to hold you up or do anything with.21N.N.’s
inability to think about his own future is characteristic of patients with frontal lobe damage. For
N.N., tomorrow will always be an empty room, and when he attempts to envision later, he will
always feel as the rest of us do when we try to imagine nonexistence or infinity. Yet, if you struck
up a conversation with N.N. on the subway, or chatted with him while standing in line at the post
office, you might not know that he was missing something so fundamentally human. After all, he
understands time and the future as abstractions. He knows what hours and minutes are, how
many of the latter there are in the former, and what before and after mean. As the psychologist
who interviewed N.N. reported: “He knows many things about the world, he is aware of this
knowledge, and he can express it flexibly. In this sense he is not greatly different from a normal
adult. But he seems to have no capacity of experiencing extended subjective time. . . . He seems
to be living in a ‘permanent present.’ ”22A permanent present—what a haunting phrase. How
bizarre and surreal it must be to serve a life sentence in the prison of the moment, trapped
forever in the perpetual now, a world without end, a time without later. Such an existence is so
difficult for most of us to imagine, so alien to our normal experience, that we are tempted to
dismiss it as a fluke—an unfortunate, rare, and freakish aberration brought on by traumatic head
injury. But in fact, this strange existence is the rule and we are the exception. For the first few
hundred million years after their initial appearance on our planet, all brains were stuck in the
permanent present, and most brains still are today. But not yours and not mine, because two or
three million years ago our ancestors began a great escape from the here and now, and their
getaway vehicle was a highly specialized mass of gray tissue, fragile, wrinkled, and appended.
This frontal lobe—the last part of the human brain to evolve, the slowest to mature, and the first
to deteriorate in old age—is a time machine that allows each of us to vacate the present and
experience the future before it happens. No other animal has a frontal lobe quite like ours, which
is why we are the only animal that thinks about the future as we do. But if the story of the frontal
lobe tells us how people conjure their imaginary tomorrows, it doesn’t tell us why.Twisting FateIn
the late 1960s, a Harvard psychology professor took LSD, resigned his appointment (with some



encouragement from the administration), went to India, met a guru, and returned to write a
popular book called Be Here Now, whose central message was succinctly captured by the
injunction of its title.23 The key to happiness, fulfillment, and enlightenment, the ex-professor
argued, was to stop thinking so much about the future.Now, why would anyone go all the way to
India and spend his time, money, and brain cells just to learn how not to think about the future?
Because, as anyone who has ever tried to learn meditation knows, not thinking about the future
is much more challenging than being a psychology professor. Not to think about the future
requires that we convince our frontal lobe not to do what it was designed to do, and like a heart
that is told not to beat, it naturally resists this suggestion. Unlike N.N., most of us do not struggle
to think about the future because mental simulations of the future arrive in our consciousness
regularly and unbidden, occupying every corner of our mental lives. When people are asked to
report how much they think about the past, present, and future, they claim to think about the
future the most.24 When researchers actually count the items that float along in the average
person’s stream of consciousness, they find that about 12 percent of our daily thoughts are
about the future.25 In other words, every eight hours of thinking includes an hour of thinking
about things that have yet to happen. If you spent one out of every eight hours living in my state
you would be required to pay taxes, which is to say that in some very real sense, each of us is a
part-time resident of tomorrow.Why can’t we just be here now? How come we can’t do
something our goldfish find so simple? Why do our brains stubbornly insist on projecting us into
the future when there is so much stuff to think about right here today?Prospection and
EmotionThe most obvious answer to that question is that thinking about the future can be
pleasurable. We daydream about slamming the game-winning homer at the company picnic,
posing with the lottery commissioner and the door-sized check, or making snappy patter with
the attractive teller at the bank—not because we expect or even want these things to happen,
but because merely imagining these possibilities is itself a source of joy. Studies confirm what
you probably suspect: When people daydream about the future, they tend to imagine
themselves achieving and succeeding rather than fumbling or failing.26Indeed, thinking about
the future can be so pleasurable that sometimes we’d rather think about it than get there. In one
study, volunteers were told that they had won a free dinner at a fabulous French restaurant and
were then asked when they would like to eat it. Now? Tonight? Tomorrow? Although the delights
of the meal were obvious and tempting, most of the volunteers chose to put their restaurant visit
off a bit, generally until the following week.27 Why the self-imposed delay? Because by waiting a
week, these people not only got to spend several hours slurping oysters and sipping Château
Cheval Blanc ’47, but they also got to look forward to all that slurping and sipping for a full seven
days beforehand. Forestalling pleasure is an inventive technique for getting double the juice from
half the fruit. Indeed, some events are more pleasurable to imagine than to experience (most of
us can recall an instance in which we made love with a desirable partner or ate a wickedly rich
dessert, only to find that the act was better contemplated than consummated), and in these
cases people may decide to delay the event forever. For instance, volunteers in one study were



asked to imagine themselves requesting a date with a person on whom they had a major crush,
and those who had had the most elaborate and delicious fantasies about approaching their
heartthrob were least likely to do so over the next few months.28We like to frolic in the best of all
imaginary tomorrows—and why shouldn’t we? After all, we fill our photo albums with pictures of
birthday parties and tropical vacations rather than car wrecks and emergency-room visits
because we want to be happy when we stroll down Memory Lane, so why shouldn’t we take the
same attitude toward our strolls up Imagination Avenue? Although imagining happy futures may
make us feel happy, it can also have some troubling consequences. Researchers have
discovered that when people find it easy to imagine an event, they overestimate the likelihood
that it will actually occur.29 Because most of us get so much more practice imagining good than
bad events, we tend to overestimate the likelihood that good events will actually happen to us,
which leads us to be unrealistically optimistic about our futures.For instance, American college
students expect to live longer, stay married longer, and travel to Europe more often than
average.30 They believe they are more likely to have a gifted child, to own their own home, and
to appear in the newspaper, and less likely to have a heart attack, venereal disease, a drinking
problem, an auto accident, a broken bone, or gum disease. Americans of all ages expect their
futures to be an improvement on their presents,31 and although citizens of other nations are not
quite as optimistic as Americans, they also tend to imagine that their futures will be brighter than
those of their peers.32 These overly optimistic expectations about our personal futures are not
easily undone: Experiencing an earthquake causes people to become temporarily realistic about
their risk of dying in a future disaster, but within a couple of weeks even earthquake survivors
return to their normal level of unfounded optimism.33 Indeed, events that challenge our
optimistic beliefs can sometimes make us more rather than less optimistic. One study found that
cancer patients were more optimistic about their futures than were their healthy
counterparts.34Of course, the futures that our brains insist on simulating are not all wine, kisses,
and tasty bivalves. They are often mundane, irksome, stupid, unpleasant, or downright
frightening, and people who seek treatment for their inability to stop thinking about the future are
usually worrying about it rather than reveling in it. Just as a loose tooth seems to beg for
wiggling, we all seem perversely compelled to imagine disasters and tragedies from time to
time. On the way to the airport we imagine a future scenario in which the plane takes off without
us and we miss the important meeting with the client. On the way to the dinner party we imagine
a future scenario in which everyone hands the hostess a bottle of wine while we greet her empty-
handed and embarrassed. On the way to the medical center we imagine a future scenario in
which our doctor inspects our chest X-ray, frowns, and says something ominous such as “Let’s
talk about your options.” These dire images make us feel dreadful—quite literally—so why do we
go to such great lengths to construct them?Two reasons. First, anticipating unpleasant events
can minimize their impact. For instance, volunteers in one study received a series of twenty
electric shocks and were warned three seconds before the onset of each one.35 Some
volunteers (the high-shock group) received twenty high-intensity shocks to their right ankles.



Other volunteers (the low-shock group) received three high-intensity shocks and seventeen low-
intensity shocks. Although the low-shock group received fewer volts than the high-shock group
did, their hearts beat faster, they sweated more profusely, and they rated themselves as more
afraid. Why? Because volunteers in the low-shock group received shocks of different intensities
at different times, which made it impossible for them to anticipate their futures. Apparently, three
big jolts that one cannot foresee are more painful than twenty big jolts that one can.36The
second reason why we take such pains to imagine unpleasant events is that fear, worry, and
anxiety have useful roles to play in our lives. We motivate employees, children, spouses, and
pets to do the right thing by dramatizing the unpleasant consequences of their misbehaviors,
and so too do we motivate ourselves by imagining the unpleasant tomorrows that await us
should we decide to go light on the sunscreen and heavy on the éclairs. Forecasts can be
“fearcasts”37 whose purpose is not to predict the future so much as to preclude it, and studies
have shown that this strategy is often an effective way to motivate people to engage in prudent,
prophylactic behavior.38 In short, we sometimes imagine dark futures just to scare our own
pants off.Prospection and ControlProspection can provide pleasure and prevent pain, and this is
one of the reasons why our brains stubbornly insist on churning out thoughts of the future. But it
is not the most important reason. Americans gladly pay millions—perhaps even billions—of
dollars every year to psychics, investment advisors, spiritual leaders, weather forecasters, and
other assorted hucksters who claim they can predict the future. Those of us who subsidize these
fortune-telling industries do not want to know what is likely to happen just for the joy of
anticipating it. We want to know what is likely to happen so that we can do something about it. If
interest rates are going to skyrocket next month, then we want to shift our money out of bonds
right now. If it is going to rain this afternoon, then we want to grab an umbrella this morning.
Knowledge is power, and the most important reason why our brains insist on simulating the
future even when we’d rather be here now, enjoying a goldfish moment, is that our brains want to
control the experiences we are about to have.But why should we want to have control over our
future experiences? On the face of it, this seems about as nonsensical as asking why we should
want to have control over our television sets and our automobiles. But indulge me. We have a
large frontal lobe so that we can look into the future, we look into the future so that we can make
predictions about it, we make predictions about it so that we can control it—but why do we want
to control it at all? Why not just let the future unfold as it will and experience it as it does? Why
not be here now and there then? There are two answers to this question, one of which is
surprisingly right and the other of which is surprisingly wrong.The surprisingly right answer is
that people find it gratifying to exercise control—not just for the futures it buys them, but for the
exercise itself. Being effective—changing things, influencing things, making things happen—is
one of the fundamental needs with which human brains seem to be naturally endowed, and
much of our behavior from infancy onward is simply an expression of this penchant for control.39
Before our butts hit the very first diaper, we already have a throbbing desire to suck, sleep, poop,
and make things happen. It takes us a while to get around to fulfilling the last of these desires



only because it takes us a while to figure out that we have fingers, but when we do, look out
world. Toddlers squeal with delight when they knock over a stack of blocks, push a ball, or
squash a cupcake on their foreheads. Why? Because they did it, that’s why. Look, Mom, my
hand made that happen. The room is different because I was in it. I thought about falling blocks,
and poof, they fell. Oh boy! Sheer doing!The fact is that human beings come into the world with a
passion for control, they go out of the world the same way, and research suggests that if they
lose their ability to control things at any point between their entrance and their exit, they become
unhappy, helpless, hopeless, and depressed.40 And occasionally dead. In one study,
researchers gave elderly residents of a local nursing home a houseplant. They told half the
residents that they were in control of the plant’s care and feeding (high-control group), and they
told the remaining residents that a staff person would take responsibility for the plant’s well-
being (low-control group).41 Six months later, 30 percent of the residents in the low-control
group had died, compared with only 15 percent of the residents in the high-control group. A
follow-up study confirmed the importance of perceived control for the welfare of nursing-home
residents but had an unexpected and unfortunate end.42 Researchers arranged for student
volunteers to pay regular visits to nursing-home residents. Residents in the high-control group
were allowed to control the timing and duration of the student’s visit (“Please come visit me next
Thursday for an hour”), and residents in low-control group were not (“I’ll come visit you next
Thursday for an hour”). After two months, residents in the high-control group were happier,
healthier, more active, and taking fewer medications than those in the low-control group. At this
point the researchers concluded their study and discontinued the student visits. Several months
later they were chagrined to learn that a disproportionate number of residents who had been in
the high-control group had died. Only in retrospect did the cause of this tragedy seem clear. The
residents who had been given control, and who had benefited measurably from that control
while they had it, were inadvertently robbed of control when the study ended. Apparently,
gaining control can have a positive impact on one’s health and well-being, but losing control can
be worse than never having had any at all.Our desire to control is so powerful, and the feeling of
being in control so rewarding, that people often act as though they can control the
uncontrollable. For instance, people bet more money on games of chance when their opponents
seem incompetent than competent—as though they believed they could control the random
drawing of cards from a deck and thus take advantage of a weak opponent.43 People feel more
certain that they will win a lottery if they can control the number on their ticket,44 and they feel
more confident that they will win a dice toss if they can throw the dice themselves.45 People will
wager more money on dice that have not yet been tossed than on dice that have already been
tossed but whose outcome is not yet known,46 and they will bet more if they, rather than
someone else, are allowed to decide which number will count as a win.47 In each of these
instances, people behave in a way that would be utterly absurd if they believed that they had no
control over an uncontrollable event. But if somewhere deep down inside they believed that they
could exert control—even one smidgen of an iota of control—then their behavior would be



perfectly reasonable. And deep down inside, that’s precisely what most of us seem to believe.
Why isn’t it fun to watch a videotape of last night’s football game even when we don’t know who
won? Because the fact that the game has already been played precludes the possibility that our
cheering will somehow penetrate the television, travel through the cable system, find its way to
the stadium, and influence the trajectory of the ball as it hurtles toward the goalposts! Perhaps
the strangest thing about this illusion of control is not that it happens but that it seems to confer
many of the psychological benefits of genuine control. In fact, the one group of people who seem
generally immune to this illusion are the clinically depressed,48 who tend to estimate accurately
the degree to which they can control events in most situations.49 These and other findings have
led some researchers to conclude that the feeling of control—whether real or illusory—is one of
the wellsprings of mental health.50 So if the question is “Why should we want to control our
futures?” then the surprisingly right answer is that it feels good to do so—period. Impact is
rewarding. Mattering makes us happy. The act of steering one’s boat down the river of time is a
source of pleasure, regardless of one’s port of call.Now, at this point you probably believe two
things. First, you probably believe that if you never heard the phrase “the river of time” again, it
would be too soon. Amen. Second, you probably believe that even if the act of steering a
metaphorical boat down a clichéd river is a source of pleasure and well-being, where the boat
goes matters much, much more. Playing captain is a joy all its own, but the real reason why we
want to steer our ships is so that we can get them to Hanalei instead of Jersey City. The nature
of a place determines how we feel upon arrival, and our uniquely human ability to think about the
extended future allows us to choose the best destinations and avoid the worst. We are the apes
that learned to look forward because doing so enables us to shop among the many fates that
might befall us and select the best one. Other animals must experience an event in order to learn
about its pleasures and pains, but our powers of foresight allow us to imagine that which has not
yet happened and hence spare ourselves the hard lessons of experience. We needn’t reach out
and touch an ember to know that it will hurt to do so, and we needn’t experience abandonment,
scorn, eviction, demotion, disease, or divorce to know that all of these are undesirable ends that
we should do our best to avoid. We want—and we should want—to control the direction of our
boat because some futures are better than others, and even from this distance we should be
able to tell which are which.This idea is so obvious that it barely seems worth mentioning, but I’m
going to mention it anyway. Indeed, I am going to spend the rest of this book mentioning it
because it will probably take more than a few mentions to convince you that what looks like an
obvious idea is, in fact, the surprisingly wrong answer to our question. We insist on steering our
boats because we think we have a pretty good idea of where we should go, but the truth is that
much of our steering is in vain—not because the boat won’t respond, and not because we can’t
find our destination, but because the future is fundamentally different than it appears through the
prospectiscope. Just as we experience illusions of eyesight (“Isn’t it strange how one line looks
longer than the other even though it isn’t?”) and illusions of hindsight (“Isn’t it strange how I can’t
remember taking out the garbage even though I did?”), so too do we experience illusions of



foresight—and all three types of illusion are explained by the same basic principles of human
psychology.OnwardTo be perfectly honest, I won’t just be mentioning the surprisingly wrong
answer; I’ll be pounding and pummeling it until it gives up and goes home. The surprisingly
wrong answer is apparently so sensible and so widely believed that only a protracted thrashing
has any hope of expunging it from our conventional wisdom. So before the grudge match begins,
let me share with you my plan of attack.• In Part II, “Subjectivity,” I will tell you about the
science of happiness. We all steer ourselves toward the futures that we think will make us happy,
but what does that word really mean? And how can we ever hope to achieve solid, scientific
answers to questions about something as gossamer as a feeling?• We use our eyes to look
into space and our imaginations to look into time. Just as our eyes sometimes lead us to see
things as they are not, our imaginations sometimes lead us to foresee things as they will not be.
Imagination suffers from three shortcomings that give rise to the illusions of foresight with which
this book is chiefly concerned. In Part III, “Realism,” I will tell you about the first shortcoming:
Imagination works so quickly, quietly, and effectively that we are insufficiently skeptical of its
products.• In Part IV, “Presentism,” I will tell you about the second shortcoming:
Imagination’s products are . . . well, not particularly imaginative, which is why the imagined future
often looks so much like the actual present.• In Part V, “Rationalization,” I will tell you about
the third shortcoming: Imagination has a hard time telling us how we will think about the future
when we get there. If we have trouble foreseeing future events, then we have even more trouble
foreseeing how we will see them when they happen.• Finally, in Part VI, “Corrigibility,” I will
tell you why illusions of foresight are not easily remedied by personal experience or by the
wisdom we inherit from our grandmothers. I will conclude by telling you about a simple remedy
for these illusions that you will almost certainly not accept.By the time you finish these chapters,
I hope you will understand why most of us spend so much of our lives turning rudders and
hoisting sails, only to find that Shangri-la isn’t what and where we thought it would be.PART
IISubjectivitysubjectivity (sub•dzėk•ti•vĭtee)The fact that experience is unobservable toeveryone
but the person having it.CHAPTER 2The View from in HereBut, O, how bitter a thing it is to look
into happinessthrough another man’s eyes!Shakespeare, As You Like ItLORI AND REBA
SCHAPPEL may be twins, but they are very different people. Reba is a somewhat shy teetotaler
who has recorded an award-winning album of country music. Lori, who is outgoing,
wisecracking, and rather fond of strawberry daiquiris, works in a hospital and wants someday to
marry and have children. They occasionally argue, as sisters do, but most of the time they get on
well, complimenting each other, teasing each other, and finishing each other’s sentences. In fact,
there are just two unusual things about Lori and Reba. The first is that they share a blood supply,
part of a skull, and some brain tissue, having been joined at the forehead since birth. One side of
Lori’s forehead is attached to one side of Reba’s, and they have spent every moment of their
lives locked together, face-to-face. The second unusual thing about Lori and Reba is that they
are happy—not merely resigned or contented, but joyful, playful, and optimistic.1 Their unusual
life presents many challenges, of course, but as they often note, whose doesn’t? When asked



about the possibility of undergoing surgical separation, Reba speaks for both of them: “Our point
of view is no, straight out no. Why would you want to do that? For all the money in China, why?
You’d be ruining two lives in the process.”2So here’s the question: If this were your life rather than
theirs, how would you feel? If you said, “Joyful, playful, and optimistic,” then you are not playing
the game and I am going to give you another chance. Try to be honest instead of correct. The
honest answer is “Despondent, desperate, and depressed.” Indeed, it seems clear that no right-
minded person could really be happy under such circumstances, which is why the conventional
medical wisdom has it that conjoined twins should be separated at birth, even at the risk of
killing one or both. As a prominent medical historian wrote: “Many singletons, especially
surgeons, find it inconceivable that life is worth living as a conjoined twin, inconceivable that one
would not be willing to risk all—mobility, reproductive ability, the life of one or both twins—to try
for separation.”3 In other words, not only does everyone know that conjoined twins will be
dramatically less happy than normal people, but everyone also knows that conjoined lives are so
utterly worthless that dangerous separation surgeries are an ethical imperative. And yet,
standing against the backdrop of our certainty about these matters are the twins themselves.
When we ask Lori and Reba how they feel about their situation, they tell us that they wouldn’t
have it any other way. In an exhaustive search of the medical literature, the same medical
historian found the “desire to remain together to be so widespread among communicating
conjoined twins as to be practically universal.”4 Something is terribly wrong here. But what?
There seem to be just two possibilities. Someone—either Lori and Reba, or everyone else in the
world—is making a dreadful mistake when they talk about happiness. Because we are the
everyone else in question, it is only natural that we should be attracted to the former conclusion,
dismissing the twins’ claim to happiness with offhand rejoinders such as “Oh, they’re just saying
that” or “They may think they’re happy, but they’re not” or the ever popular “They don’t know what
happiness really is” (usually spoken as if we do). Fair enough. But like the claims they dismiss,
these rejoinders are also claims—scientific claims and philosophical claims—that presume
answers to questions that have vexed scientists and philosophers for millennia. What are we all
talking about when we make such claims about happiness?Dancing About ArchitectureThere
are thousands of books on happiness, and most of them start by asking what happiness really
is. As readers quickly learn, this is approximately equivalent to beginning a pilgrimage by
marching directly into the first available tar pit, because happiness really is nothing more or less
than a word that we word makers can use to indicate anything we please. The problem is that
people seem pleased to use this one word to indicate a host of different things, which has
created a tremendous terminological mess on which several fine scholarly careers have been
based. If one slops around in this mess long enough, one comes to see that most
disagreements about what happiness really is are semantic disagreements about whether the
word ought to be used to indicate this or that, rather than scientific or philosophical
disagreements about the nature of this and that. What are the this and the that that happiness
most often refers to? The word happiness is used to indicate at least three related things, which



we might roughly call emotional happiness, moral happiness, and judgmental happiness.
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Reid McCormick, “fun, light-hearted.... The brain is a silly thing. You like to think of it as a
supercomputer that runs your life, but it is far from that. The brain does not store memories like a
hard drive. Its recall process seems completely ineffective. Compared to other animals, our
brains are huge and they take up an unfathomable amount of energy. Yet our brains are more
effective that any computer on earth.Stumbling on Happiness is a fun stroll through brain studies
throughout history. Over and over again, Gilbert introduces another study that shows you the
silliness of your brain. By the end of the book, you will wonder how we have accomplished so
much as humans.This is fun read. It is not a deep book but a great light-hearted look at the silly
side of our humanness.”

Dianna Booher, Author of Faster, Fewer, Better Emails and Communicate Like a Leader,
“Thought-Provoking and Amusing. This is my kind of book--although it was not what I expected
by the title. I thought it would be light reading, much like many other self-help books written by
psychologists telling readers how to improve their lives in some singular aspect. Instead, of long
case studies interspersed with a few principles or truths, I was pleasantly surprised to find this
book well researched and based on solid information, interpreted in a clear way for the lay
person.Another big plus was the author's writing style. Clever phrasing, intriguing analogies,
memorable one-liners. In short, worthwhile information and amusement!”

Jay, “Stumbling on wisdom.... No one book will ever solve all your problems and show you The
Way. As Seneca said, "As long as you live, keep learning to live." But even that learning bit is not
easy with all the noise of experience. That's where Daniel Gilbert's little nugget helps. It helps
you eliminate a lot of noise with some powerful insights drawn from psychological studies. The
three most useful for me are these: (1) It's not the future as such, but it's the planning for the
future that makes you anxious. (2) All your planning for, say, five years later is based on the
implicit assumption that you will be the same as you are now and think the same as you do now,
five years later. (3) Quite likely, your particular circumstances are not entirely new to humanity
and someone has been on the path (or parts of the path) you will end up taking so you can learn
from them. So be ready to stumble and you may stumble on happiness. (This review is for the
print version of the book. I also ordered a Kindle version to keep on my smartphone but I haven't
flicked through it yet, so I wouldn't know if there is anything not quite right about the Kindle
presentation.)”

Alan Brinton, “Engaging but incomplete. This book ends abruptly. It is almost all diagnosis and
only couple of pages of cure. The cure is to learn from the present felt emotions of those who are
experiencing what you may envision and anticipate experiencing in the future. The present felt
experience of others are more reliable assessments than my own present imaginative
anticipations of how I myself will feel about comparable circumstances in the future. But we are



given absolutely no guidance on how to follow this advice. In fact, the author anticipates that we
won't do it.Where the author leaves off, we might continue on by trying to learn what we can
about what kinds of lives are in fact, statistically speaking, satisfying, what ways of living one's
life commonly lead to greater happiness than others. Surely there is empirical research on this
question. Or maybe there's some entirely different direction that could be taken, but no serious
attempt is made to advise the reader as to what to do other than keep stumbling along.”

Gareth Nicholas, “I'll never look at conjoined twins the same way again. For reasons that will
become apparent if you read this book, you would have done better to ask me about it while I
was reading it. That being said, I'm reasonably sure I enjoyed it a lot. If you randomly selected
this review, chances are how much I enjoyed it is a better indicator of how much you'll enjoy it
than how much you predict you will. If you're interested in knowing what the hell any of what I'm
saying means, then you should read this book.If you find value in psychology, linguistics and
philosophy (better yet all three) there's a very good chance you'll love this book as much as I do.”

D.J. Howard, “UK edition. This is an interesting and engaging book, but this UK edition is
strangely peppered with unnecessary Britishisms. Someone has decided that the British public
would be far too confused by words such as "vacation" or "diapers" and randomly adjusted
these things here and there so that Daniel Gilbert ends up reading as if he doesn't know where
he is. The machine-like insistence with which this is done even results in a misquotation of
Adam Smith, a Scotsman, who here refers to a "motorway", which were of course extremely rare
in 1759.  Ridiculous.”

David Wylie, “Very interesting and disconcerting. A dive into some of the ways we deceive
ourselves.Some of the studies cited seem a little too abstracted from the real world to be
confident about their conclusions but a little introspection can usually varify the claims in our
own experience.Overall a thought provoking read which has challenged me to assess how I
spend my time and what I'm aiming for so I avoid working hard to get somewhere I'm not
interested in being.”

The book by Daniel Todd Gilbert has a rating of 5 out of 4.3. 1,762 people have provided
feedback.

Title Page Contents Dedication Epigraph Acknowledgments Foreword PART I PART II PART III
PART IV PART V PART VI Afterword Notes A Note about the Author Permissions
Acknowledgments Copyright



Language: English
File size: 1113 KB
Text-to-Speech: Enabled
Screen Reader: Supported
Enhanced typesetting: Enabled
X-Ray: Enabled
Word Wise: Enabled
Print length: 336 pages
Lending: Not Enabled
Simultaneous device usage: Unlimited

http://ebook-download.neutronbyte.com/pdf-file/Wa18oYTP/d

