

[image: Cover Image]




 

James M. Russell has a philosophy degree from the University of Cambridge, a post-graduate qualification in critical theory, and has taught at the Open University in the UK. He currently works as director of a media-related business. He is the author of Brief Guides to Philosophical Classics, Spiritual Classics, Business Classics and Self-Help Classics. He lives in north London with his wife, daughter and two cats.


Also by James M. Russell:

A Brief Guide to Spiritual Classics
A Brief Guide to Philosophical Classics
A Brief Guide to Business Classics
A Brief Guide to Self-Help Classics


Copyright

Published by Robinson

ISBN: 978-1-47214-367-9

Copyright © James M. Russell, 2020

The moral right of the author has been asserted.

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means, without the prior permission in writing of the publisher.

The publisher is not responsible for websites (or their content) that are not owned by the publisher.

Robinson

Little, Brown Book Group

Carmelite House

50 Victoria Embankment

London EC4Y 0DZ

www.littlebrown.co.uk

www.hachette.co.uk


Contents

About the Author

Also by James M. Russell

Copyright

Contents

Introduction

Rhetoric, Aristotle, fourth century BC

Enchiridion, Epictetus, second century AD

The Story of Philosophy: A Concise Introduction to the World’s Greatest Thinkers and Their Ideas, Bryan Magee, 2001

The Path: What Chinese Philosophers Can Teach Us About the Good Life, Michael Puett and Christine Gross-Loh, 2016

Discourse on Method, René Descartes, 1637

The ABC of Relativity, Bertrand Russell, 1925

How to Read a Book: The Classic Guide to Intelligent Reading, Mortimer J. Adler and Charles van Doren, 1940 (revised 1972)

Man’s Search for Meaning, Viktor E. Frankl, 1946

The Use of Lateral Thinking, Edward de Bono, 1967

Lessons of History, Will Durant and Ariel Durant, 1968

Gödel, Escher, Bach, Douglas R. Hofstadter, 1979

A Whack on the Side of the Head, Roger von Oech, 1983

Chaos: Making a New Science, James Gleick, 1987

A Brief History of Time, Stephen Hawking, 1988

Flow: The Psychology of Optimal Experience, Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi, 1990

Bird by Bird: Some Instructions on Writing and Life, Anne Lamott, 1994

Guns, Germs and Steel: The Fates of Human Societies, Jared Diamond, 1997

How the Mind Works, Steven Pinker, 1997

Irrational Exuberance, Robert J. Shiller, 2000

The Private Life of the Brain, Susan A. Greenfield, 2000

Fooled By Randomness, Nassim Nicholas Taleb, 2001

A Short History of Nearly Everything, Bill Bryson, 2003

Moneyball: The Art of Winning an Unfair Game, Michael Lewis, 2003

Train Your Brain: 60 Days to a Better Brain, Ryuta Kawashima, 2003

Being Logical, D. Q. McInerny, 2004

Mind Hacks: Tips and Tricks for Using Your Brain, Tom Stafford and Matt Webb, 2004

Blink: The Power of Thinking Without Thinking, Malcolm Gladwell, 2005

Freakonomics: A Rogue Economist Explores the Hidden Side of Everything, Steven D. Levitt and Stephen J. Dubner, 2005

Stumbling on Happiness, Daniel Gilbert, 2006

A Whole New Mind: Why Right-Brainers Will Rule the Future, Daniel Pink, 2005

Whatever You Think, Think the Opposite, Paul Arden, 2006

What I Talk About When I Talk About Running, Haruki Murakami, 2007

Predictably Irrational: The Hidden Forces That Shape Our Decisions, Dan Ariely, 2008

Your Brain at Work, David Rock, 2009

Making Ideas Happen: Overcoming the Obstacles Between Vision and Reality, Scott Belsky, 2010

The Shallows, Nicholas Carr, 2010

The Art of Thinking Clearly, Rolf Dobelli, 2011

Little Bets: How Breakthrough Ideas Emerge From Small Discoveries, Peter Sims, 2011

Moonwalking with Einstein: The Art and Science of Remembering Everything, Joshua Foer, 2011

The Psychopath Test, Jon Ronson, 2011

Thinking, Fast and Slow, Daniel Kahneman, 2011

The Willpower Instinct, Kelly McGonigal, 2011

Mindset, Dr Carol Dweck, 2012

The Signal and the Noise, Nate Silver, 2012

Train Your Brain for Success: Read Smarter, Remember More, and Break Your Own Records, Roger Seip, 2012

The Undefeated Mind: On the Science of Constructing an Indestructible Self, Dr Alex Lickerman, 2012

Big Data: A Revolution That Will Transform How We Live, Work, and Think, Viktor Mayer-Schönberger and Kenneth Cukier, 2013

Focus: The Hidden Driver of Excellence, Daniel Goleman, 2013

Intuition Pumps and Other Tools for Thinking, Daniel C. Dennett, 2013

Seeing What Others Don’t, Gary Klein, 2013

Zig Zag: The Surprising Path to Greater Creativity, Keith Sawyer, 2013

Curious: The Desire to Know and Why Your Future Depends on It, Ian Leslie, 2014

How We Learn: The Surprising Truth About When, Where and Why it Happens, Benedict Carey, 2014

The Little Book of Thinking Big, Richard Newton, 2014

The News: A User’s Manual, Alain de Botton, 2014

The Organized Mind: Thinking Straight in the Age of Information Overload, Daniel J. Levitin, 2014

Sapiens: A Brief History of Humankind, Yuval Noah Harari, 2014

SmartCuts, Shane Snow, 2014

We Should All Be Feminists, Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie, 2014

Black Box Thinking: Why Some People Never Learn from Their Mistakes ‒ But Some Do, Matthew Syed, 2015

Mindware: Tools for Smart Thinking, Richard E. Nisbett, 2015

Wired to Create, Scott Barry Kaufman and Carolyn Gregoire, 2015

The Descent of Man, Grayson Perry, 2016

Get Smart! How to Think and Act Like the Most Successful and Highest-Paid People in Every Field, Brian Tracy, 2016

Grit, Angela Duckworth, 2016

Messy: The Power of Disorder to Transform Our Lives, Tim Harford, 2016

Peak, Anders Ericsson and Robert Pool, 2016

Weapons of Math Destruction: How Big Data Increases Inequality and Threatens Democracy, Cathy O’Neil, 2016

How to Think: A Guide for the Perplexed, Alan Jacobs, 2017

Wait, What? And Life’s Other Essential Questions, James Ryan, 2017

How to be Right … in a World Gone Wrong, James O’Brien, 2018

The Book You Wish Your Parents Had Read (and Your Children Will Be Glad That You Did), Philippa Perry, 2019

Index


Introduction

The aim of this book is to give a brief, chatty, accessible overview of seventy classic smart-thinking books. While ‘smart thinking’, or using the power of the human brain more effectively, is now treated as a genre in itself, it has been around in one form or another for millennia. It was a feature of early works of self-improvement and philosophy and can be found in historically interesting accounts of how the mind works.

The titles we have included go back as far as Aristotle’s Rhetoric, Epictetus’s Enchiridion and Bertrand Russell’s charming ABC of Relativity, and proceed through Edward de Bono’s Lateral Thinking and into the digital era with titles such as The Shallows, Wired to Create, Sapiens and Big Data. The titles covered include thought-provoking classics on psychology, mindfulness, rationality, the brain, mathematical and economic thought, and practical philosophy.

The books are mostly presented in chronological order, showing not only how the genre has developed and grown over time, but also throwing up interesting juxtapositions and connections along the way. The two exceptions are Bryan Magee’s The Story of Philosophy and The Path, a fascinating overview of ancient Chinese philosophers, included near the start as a reminder that there were many centuries in which people were discussing and writing about the same issues as modern and contemporary writers.

The main focus of the book is on the twentieth and twenty-first centuries, and on practical titles rather than pure philosophy or speculation about how the brain works. In particular there are many titles that focus on how we overcome our natural limitations and cognitive biases and maximise our ability to use our brains effectively.

In this respect it is interesting to recount an exchange between the psychologist and writer Daniel Kahneman (see p.144) and the Harvard psychologist Steven Pinker (see p.61) from a 2014 Guardian article. Kahneman expressed his pessimistic view of our cognitive limitations: ‘The idea of human nature with inherent flaws was consistent with a tragic view of the human condition, and it’s a part of being human that we have to live with that tragedy.’

Pinker’s response was to take a glass-half-full approach: ‘We have the means to overcome some of our limitations, through education, through institutions, through enlightenment.’ And in many respects this sums up the basic intention of the smart-thinking genre. A writer such as Kahneman is a genius when it comes to identifying our flaws, but we also need writers who teach us ways of overcoming or getting around those flaws.

There are a couple of notable biases in the selection of books included here. One is that there is a high proportion of American (and in general, western) writers – this is somewhat difficult to avoid as so many of the bestselling titles in the genre are in that tradition. More interesting is the bias towards male writers. The fact is that this is a genre in which relatively few female writers tend to make contributions. My wife’s explanation for this is that women tend to use their common sense in getting on and doing things, whereas men sit down and make elaborate plans and feel the need to share their wisdom and advice with the world afterwards. You can make of that theory what you want …

What constitutes a classic? That’s a tough question. When it comes to recent books, in particular, it can be hard to guess which will stand the test of time. And not all of these books are even any good. It has sometimes also seemed appropriate to warn you off some pretty weak titles. The main thing that these books have in common is that they are genuine classics, bestsellers or have been highly praised. The intention of the summaries is to give you an idea of what the book is like, and whether or not it would be useful to you. The ‘Speed Read’ for each book delivers a brief and occasionally irreverent sense of the main thesis. You can sit down and read this book from start to finish or feel free to dip in, explore writers, and ignore entries. With luck you will find yourself with a shortlist of books you want to read in full.


Rhetoric

Aristotle, fourth century BC

Aristotle, often known as the father of western philosophy, has a tendency to write dense texts that carefully categorise an area of knowledge. In this pursuit he employs the careful precision of a librarian filing books away.

One of his most interesting works, Rhetoric, also known as Ars Rhetorica, is a treatise on the art of persuasion. He broadly defines rhetoric as the ability in any particular case to see the available means of persuasion.

The ancient Greeks had three ways of establishing possible or certain truth: logic, which they thought could lead to certain knowledge (as in a maths proof); dialectic, the art of argument in conversation (as practised notably by Plato and Socrates); and rhetoric, which is the art of using argument in speeches.

This is principally a book that examines ways of making a persuasive argument in a speech, presentation or sales pitch. For discussions of and demonstrations of dialectic, the Socratic dialogues are a good place to start.

There are three books within the work. Book one provides an overview and carefully defines and discusses various different types of rhetorical device. Book two, the heart of the work, looks at the fundamental persuasions available to an orator, while book three focuses more on elements of style, delivery, and structure.

The three types of persuasion are ethos, pathos and logos. Logos, which has the briefest treatment, is essentially the art of making a logical argument. Aristotle gives a fairly technical but precise overview of methods – such as inductive argument and abductive argument.

Ethos is defined as persuasion rooted in the character of the speaker – we are obviously more easily persuaded by people who we see as trustworthy. Aristotle breaks this down further by discussing the main qualities that make us trust someone: good sense, good moral character, and good will. If someone comes across as having good sense, it means they seem to be rational and reasonable, and are speaking in a calm, collected way. It is also most likely that we regard someone as having good sense if they can demonstrate that they are experienced and knowledgeable about the subject they are discussing. Good moral character is rooted in how we think someone behaves, both when they are aware of our presence and when they are not. And we believe someone is showing good will if they can demonstrate they are taking our interests into account and responding to them.

Of course, someone can display all of these qualities and still fail to be persuasive – which is where pathos comes in. This is the means of persuasion that relies on passion and emotional appeals: we are more susceptible to persuasion in some moods than others. A shop tries to create an atmosphere in which the right emotions are aroused that lead a shopper to make purchases. And if you want someone to support a new regulation or law, it might help if you make them feel sorry for people who are being adversely affected by the current situation, or angry at people who are unfairly profiting. Newspapers and the media rely especially on the latter strategy: the onslaught of ‘daily hate’ articles that are the mainstay of certain tabloid newspapers and TV channels are entirely rooted in the need to arouse anger in their readers and viewers.

As ever, Aristotle helpfully breaks down the emotions in a range of binary choices. Anger is in opposition to calm. If people are treated with contempt, spite or made to feel ashamed then they will tend to be angry, whereas calm is more easily inspired in the absence of these things.

Friendship is seen as being in opposition to hatred: when people seem to have our interests at heart. Fear is opposed to confidence: think of the way that insurers sell their products by inspiring fear of the worst outcome. If we are confident something won’t happen or we have ways of dealing with it, we can overcome fear.

The other emotional poles discussed by Aristotle feature shame vs shamelessness (for instance, we can be made to feel ashamed about morally weak or bad things we have done); kindness as opposed to unkindness (people often interpret this choice to be whether or not we would go out of our way to help them); pity vs indignation (we feel pity if someone is suffering needlessly, and indignation when we feel someone is getting a reward they don’t deserve); and envy vs emulation.

This last choice is an interesting one. The essential difference is how enabled we feel. If someone on a similar level to us gets a piece of good fortune, then we are likely to feel envious if we think we should have got that lucky break ourselves or if we feel there is no chance of us having the same good fortune. By contrast, if someone on the same level as us has a stroke of good fortune that we believe could happen to us in future, then a very different emotion is inspired. We are likely to try harder to emulate their good luck.

The material on pathos is probably of the most interest to contemporary readers. As humans we are clearly very emotional creatures. The decisions we make when we are angry or fearful will be very different to the ones we make when we are feeling calm, loved and supported. The art of persuasion in the hands of a well-meaning person is about making sure that we feel the appropriate response in any given situation. Of course, rhetoric is also very often used by people with malign intentions and, in these cases, it is instructive to note how the misdirection of anger and fear are often used to whip up a mob, trigger a Twitterstorm or to create clickbait.


THE SPEED READ


Rhetoric, the art of seeing how to use a speech or presentation to persuade an audience, is crucial because it is one of the ways of revealing the truth. You can’t always persuade someone using only facts, so persuasion is also key. You need a deep understanding not only of logic, but also of character and emotion if you want to persuade people and make effective changes to the world around you as a result.






Enchiridion

Epictetus, second century AD

Epictetus was a Greek philosopher who taught his students that clear thinking and self-reflection are key parts of a good life: philosophy is not just an academic discipline but a practical one.

As a Stoic, he put forward the idea that we should make a calm, unemotional response to events in our lives. But he falls between two extremes in the movement: the early Stoics suggested we should suppress and deny desire and emotion in order to achieve ‘eudaimonia’ (an even, good temper), while the later Stoics focused on acknowledging emotion and desire without letting them dominate our decisions.

Epictetus sat somewhere between the extremes, arguing that emotion and desire are often simply illogical. He even questions why we are sad if a loved one dies, arguing that it is either selfish (thinking of how it affects ourselves to miss the departed) or a failure to realise that they are in a better place.

His Discourses was a summary of his teaching compiled by Arrian, a second-century student of his in the schoolroom in Nicopolis where he seems to have been a kind of tutor for the sons of rich families. He taught three particular fields ‘in which people who are going to be good and excellent must first have been trained. The first has to do with desires and aversions – that they may never fail to get what they desire, nor fall into what they avoid – the second with cases of choice and of refusal and, in general, with duty – that they may act in an orderly fashion, upon good reasons, and not carelessly – the third with the avoidance of error and rashness in judgement.’

The Enchiridion is a shorter work, summing up some of the key points of his teaching in a book of maxims (the title translates as ‘rulebook’ or ‘manual’). Epictetus urges his pupils to concern themselves with those things in life which they can influence. ‘The things in our control are by nature free, unrestrained, unhindered; but those not in our control are weak, slavish, restrained, belonging to others. Remember, then, that if you suppose that things which are slavish by nature are also free, and that what belongs to others is your own, then you will be hindered.’

This is a particularly interesting observation for Epictetus to make, having started his own life as a slave. According to one account one of his legs was once broken deliberately by his master. When Epictetus argues that we can find dignity in all situations and suggests we shouldn’t let ourselves be made a slave by allowing someone else to provoke us to anger, he is speaking from a deep well of understanding.

Epictetus also teaches that we are responsible for our own actions, need to practise a high level of self-discipline, and to reflect upon ourselves and our choices. He emphasises the idea that we should always be aware of our own ignorance and gullibility and to accept them with equanimity.

The Enchiridion offers a range of advice on how to develop a stoic attitude and to attain apatheia (clear judgment). To live a Socratic life in pursuit of these goals, we need to pursue four cardinal virtues: sophrosyne (temperance and self-control), dicaeosyne (righteousness and truthfulness), sophia (wisdom and common sense), and andreia (courage and a bit of oomph). If we do not indulge desires or wallow in emotion, we can achieve harmony with the world around us and detach ourselves from pointless distractions.

In an age of increasing nationalism, it is interesting to note that Epictetus also had something to say on the subject of attaching your loyalty to such trivial things as your place of origin. ‘If what philosophers say of the kinship of God and men be true, what remains for men to do but as Socrates did – never, when asked one’s country, to answer, “I am an Athenian or a Corinthian”, but “I am a citizen of the world”.’

The Enchiridion is a useful reminder of the fact that, even two millennia ago, there were teachers like Epictetus who placed clear, intelligent, honest thinking at the heart of their guide to a good life.


THE SPEED READ


There are many things that affect us which we have no power to affect. If you allow yourself to be unduly affected by those things then you are behaving foolishly: instead develop a clear understanding of who you are, don’t allow emotion or desire to overwhelm your judgment, and practise self-control, honesty, truth and courage in the pursuit of a good life.
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