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Introduction

As a child, I was eager to believe in the supernatural. It seemed intuitive to me that with enough practice I could master the ability to move objects with the power of my mind. I consumed books written by Indian yogis on how to levitate and invented secret phrases, believing these could help me save penalties in football if I imbued them with enough willpower. These inclinations continued, dare I say, until I was part way through my undergraduate degree. In a zoology practical, I investigated the turning behaviour of insects, observing them walk along thin lengths of wood, about the width of an ice cream stick. At the end was a T-junction where they were forced to turn left or right. The aim was to demonstrate how bugs that chose to turn left the first time, would next time turn right — a corrective behaviour allowing them to move in a broadly straight line overall. As I carefully watched them, I wondered whether I could harness the power of the human mind to influence the direction they initially turned. I even speculated that other species groups such as ants could be more easily influenced because, as social insects, they are sensitive to subtle cues from their many workmates. Maybe the electromagnetic fields of our human brains could interact with those of the ants to influence their behaviour and, if my brainwaves alone were insufficient, what if the experiment were placed in a football stadium with thousands of people concentrating on influencing their turning. Might it just work?

Bizarre as the idea was, in my defence it was not ‘anti-scientific’ – I proposed to test it with a sound scientific experimental methodology. I had a clear hypothesis: that somehow the electrical brainwaves of humans could interact with those of ants and influence their turning decisions, and I was conceiving experiments to falsify or support my hypothesis. But while it was not anti-scientific, it was just probably not sensible given what we know about human brainwaves and ant behaviour in the twenty-first century. Many people would, from the start, discount the idea based on ‘common sense’ that mind-over-matter is nonsense, but I might have countered this by saying those people are not deeply questioning how the world works. I was refusing to unthinkingly accept the common wisdom and trying to challenge the status quo. Fortunately, I ended up picking a project that was less likely to be a complete waste of time.

Fast forward a few years, and I learned that my tendency to intuitively believe in mind over matter and, more generally, in the supernatural, was an inherent ‘cognitive bias’ – a systematic failure in rational judgement. Our human minds evolved this way; an ability to identify patterns of causality in a noise of input data is highly adaptive, even if it means we sometimes come to false conclusions. Even babies have this ability for self-deception, finding agency where none exists. Though false, these supernatural beliefs could still be beneficial if they helped early human groups to work together. Believing in a supernatural god who promised to reward cooperation and punish cheats helped people to work together successfully in closely knit groups.

From our tantruming toddler years to narcissistic adolescence, we eventually take stock one day to find we have reached the calmer shores of adulthood. Humans tend, mostly, to become more rational and less self-centred as they grow older. It is clear from recent neuroscience and psychology studies that our mind matures slowly and, as late as our third decade of life, the frontal lobes of the brain continue to develop higher reasoning capabilities. In a poetic way, the development of an individual human throughout their lifetime reflects in microcosm the long evolutionary journey of the human mind from early hominid to modern-day Homo sapiens. The primeval parts of our brain, the circuitry for the fear and aggression responses and the tendency to believe in supernatural agency, were dominant in early humans, and these are phases we pass through in our early life stages – from toddlers to adolescents. In later phases of our life, as fully developed adults, we have access to the higher cognitive reasoning that is the unique tool of modern Homo sapiens. Our species has evolved through biological adaptation and culture to develop a rationality which we have used to dispel myths, edging ever closer to seeing the objective truths of the universe. A significant milestone in the cultural evolution of human minds was the acceptance that the Earth is not the centre of the universe, the so-called Copernican revolution. However, we have one more big myth to dispel: that we exist as independent selves at the centre of a subjective universe. You may feel as if you are a discrete individual acting autonomously in the world; that you have an unchanging inner self that persists throughout your lifetime, acting as a central anchor-point with the world changing around you. This is the illusion I seek to tackle with this book, where I hope to convince you that we urgently need a Copernican-like revolution of human identity.

There are over seven billion humans on the planet as I write. Add to this all the humans who ever lived, or who will ever live, and ask does each one of those humans have their own universe that revolves around them – do they each exist as an independent centre-point? Or, are we all part of one connected, objective reality, influencing each other so strongly that the proposition we are independent entities is simply a defunct idea? To answer this question, we need to take a voyage into the centre of the human being. Do we even have a centre, and if not, what will we find? Like the characters of a Jules Verne novel who journey to the inner core of the Earth, we will also need a vessel to explore inside ourselves. That vessel is our imagination; fuelled with scientific facts, it will help us to explore our inner space. On our journey together we will travel through multiple dimensions: the physical body, our mental spheres and our social spheres. Then you must draw your own conclusion. Mine has been the realisation that supernatural powers do not exist, but also, surprisingly, that individual humans do not either: we are seamlessly connected to one another and the world around us. Our independence is simply an illusion that was once adaptive but now threatens our success as a species. A fundamental shift in self-perspective is the next step in our continued evolution as humans. There is a real urgency, because there are stark consequences of remaining stuck in our individualistic and atomistic mindsets, as we will discover.

It is time now to dismantle the illusion of individual human centredness, time to make the psychological transition we urgently need to solve the pressing environmental and social problems of the twenty-first century. It is time to conquer our ‘self delusion’.

To begin, imagine that everything you have ever believed is a lie. Like a character in a movie, you have been living in a world of illusion. But unlike a Hollywood film there is no nefarious mastermind intent on keeping you trapped in a dreamlike state while selling off your body parts, and Keanu Reeves will not break into this dream and help you escape. It is up to you to examine your core beliefs about the world and to detach yourself from this illusion, to see reality with a fresh perspective.

Consider this statement: ‘I am a man with brown hair and brown eyes who lives in the town of Wallingford.’ Which part of this seemingly innocuous statement is untrue? Perhaps any of my gender, appearance or home address, you might say. But I assure you, you will find me looking as described if you visit and knock on my door (please don’t, though). The falsehood in this statement lies at the start: an inoffensive, easily missed pronoun – ‘I’. Behind this tiny letter lies a world of fantasy, the seed of an illusion. Consider, for a moment, who or what you mean when you refer to yourself as ‘I’? Perhaps it feels as if this ‘I’ is the core of your character, the familiar seat from which you observe, interpret and initiate action in the world. Yet, it turns out we are programmed to think this. Like toy soldiers designed with limb mechanisms to move in a certain way, our brains are structured to create an illusion called ‘I’. We have little choice over this programmed fantasy, although certain philosophies and cultures promote a stronger illusion of individuality, while others help us to perceive a deeper reality. In the modern globalised world, overcoming this self delusion is becoming increasingly essential for a whole host of important things like personal happiness, justice and maintaining a habitable global environment. No small thing, then.

But let’s not get carried away with the idea of complete self-annihilation. The ‘I’ is also a survival tool. As essential as a penknife in the woods, it is part of our evolutionary toolbox that has allowed us to thrive as a species for over 200,000 years. Without some sense of individual identity, we would not be able to plan, motivate and direct our lives. However, just as certain behaviours, such as voraciously seeking out fatty foods, helped early humans to survive in the wild, our biological survival mechanisms do not always equip us in an optimal way for the modern world. We now realise that our fondness for fats leads to obesity in environments where calories are abundantly available, and we are gradually learning to use our rationality to overrule innate urges to binge on fatty food. In a similar way, the illusion of an independent ‘I’ has become maladaptive, leading to problems in an increasingly connected and globalised world. Despite overall improved quality of life, personal happiness is heading in the wrong direction. We are facing a mental health epidemic with a growing frequency of anxiety, depression and self-harm. Through selfish overconsumption we are destroying the natural world and using non-renewable resources at an accelerating rate. Pollution and the spread of antibiotic resistance are set to undermine the advances in human health of recent decades, while ethical dilemmas loom on the horizon as a result of climate change and mass human migration. I will explain how our sense of self-identity underpins these global issues, why they are becoming more severe and how we can get them back on track.

Reforming our individualistic self-perspective cultivates the mindset necessary to address these global problems. Their root cause is that we perceive the human condition as one of multiple independent entities vying for individual success, rather than all of us, being not only equal, but also deeply interlinked in connected systems. These personal views of the world become collectively enshrined in our institutions, and as long as these institutions that manage the environment, economy, justice and health continue to be based on our flawed logic, they will remain incapable of tackling the big problems that need solving for our species to survive. Fixing these problems starts with us. A first step in reforming our self-identity is to take a deep dive beneath the troublesome veil of illusion which gives us a sense of being an independent ‘I’.

We tend to think of ourselves as discrete entities, as somehow separate and distinguishable from our surroundings, yet in many aspects – from our physical bodies to our brains and minds – we are deeply linked to the world around us. So connected, in fact, that an outsider objectively examining us – let’s say an intelligent alien who is not susceptible to the same delusions of identity – might not be able to distinguish unique entities. Findings across a wide range of scientific disciplines increasingly support the idea that the central, discrete ‘I’ we obsessively nurture, protect and talk to throughout our lives is just an illusion.

Our body is a key part of our identity, yet most of the estimated 37 trillion cells that make up these bodies have but a short lifespan of days to weeks, so there is a near continual turnover of material. New molecules continually flow through us, derived from atoms from the furthest reaches of the universe, and which have also made up the bodies of countless other plants and animals before us. And since our bodies are essentially made anew every few weeks, the material in them alone is clearly insufficient to explain the persistent thread of an identity. Furthermore, most of the cells in our body are not even human: we contain more bacterial cells than human cells. Moreover some of these have the ability to influence our moods and manipulate our behaviours, further detracting from our supposed autonomy.

If not the materials in our body, what about the DNA instructions that code for its design, perhaps these comprise our unique identity? Just like the molecules that make up our bodies, our genetic code flows so fluently through – and between – the branches of the tree of life, that it is more like one great networked cloud computer program. Our bodies harbour a small subset of that code, cut and pasted into a transient entity.

If our DNA code does not comprise our unique identity, what about our minds: these are surely our own? Advances in psychology and neuroscience suggest that we have no unchanging, independent identity. Instead, we are a bundle of beliefs and self-reflections in constant flux. Our identity is contingent on the time of day, where we are and who we are with. Our perceptions are filtered by our consciousness, which is itself a product of those perceptions, and so our self-identity is a continually evolving product of the environment we are immersed in. This environment is hugely determined by other humans. Indeed, as humans we are grand architects of our environment. We have achieved this by being the most mutualistic species on earth. Try considering a simple man-made object that is close to you now. Its creation was contingent on the cooperative actions of hundreds, if not thousands, of humans across continents and over hundreds of years. Beyond the creation of these objects, our combined human endeavour contains the spoken and written cultures that so fluently cross the blood–brain barrier into our minds and unavoidably determine the way we think. To consider ourselves to be sovereign individuals is a deeply misplaced belief.

Unfortunately, we often struggle to comprehend our interconnectedness to others and the world around us. We struggle to see the bigger picture of our selfhood because we suffer from a form of blindness that we might loosely call an ‘individualistic perspective’, or more critically a ‘self delusion’ when we recognise its harmful aspects. The technical definition of a delusion is, according to the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual (DSM IV, the professional psychiatrist’s bible of personality disorders), a false belief that is firmly sustained despite what almost everyone else believes and despite incontrovertible evidence to the contrary. We might ask why their definition makes a delusion contingent on what everyone else believes. Under the DSM IV definition, social norms usurp absolute truth and can make a blatantly false belief non-delusional, as long as everyone shares the same view. One can only speculate this caveat was added so psychiatrists didn’t end up diagnosing the vast majority of the population with a mental disorder and getting themselves in a whole lot of hot water. However, it would seem more rational to label any belief as delusional if it is objectively untrue irrespective of social norms. As a thought experiment, imagine a future world where only a few people survive under the guidance of a cult leader who they all believe is Elvis Presley reincarnated. Would those people be deluded even though they all share this same belief together? If your answer is, like mine, that they would surely still be deluded, then you would probably also agree we should base our definition of delusion on the contravention of objective truths. We humans have suffered many such delusions over our cultural histories. We were once deluded about supernatural beings, we were deluded about a father-like God figure in the sky, and we are deluded that we exist as independent autonomous entities.

We are like a thread in a tapestry that is unaware of the majesty of the whole interconnected piece. This blindness is to an extent innate, but it has also been reinforced by our human culture. There exists a world beyond our senses, consisting of very small things, like the thriving diversity of bacteria and viruses with which we share our body, and of large-scale expansive processes, like the consequences of our actions that ripple across the entire globe. Just as a blind person can learn new ways to know the world they cannot see, so too can we learn to know the world through science. Technology and the scientific process are revealing a world beyond our limited human senses, but to fully ‘see’ this world we need to piece together the facts, like pieces in a jigsaw puzzle, to build a new perspective on the world and our place in it. Here, imagination is crucial. Just as novels help us to experience situations we have never encountered before by putting us into someone else’s shoes, so too can imagination help us comprehend a world beyond our senses. Only with a vivid imagination can we synthesise scientific facts into a more accurate worldview that reveals our deep interconnectedness. Only with imagination can we see beyond an individualistic perspective and dispel the delusion of a discrete ‘I’.

Coming back to the aliens observing the earth from space, would they really see a single you as a discrete physical body or, taking an objective science-based view (as intelligent space-faring aliens might), would they rather see all the organisms on earth as part of a single body of life – a ‘web of genes’ – between which molecules flow. And would they observe you as a single consciousness, or would they look across all humans to see one great interconnected ‘Mind’ composed of linked sub-units between which ideas continually flow – ‘a web of memes’? Encouragingly, this ‘systems science’ perspective adopted by the intelligent aliens is also increasingly common in our earth-based science. There is a slow tectonic shift towards holistic, systems-based thinking in physics, biology, social sciences, economics and many other disciplines. Using the systems approach, emergent properties can be observed that are hidden when simply analysing individual components.

Perhaps surprisingly, other areas of literature, including some religious and philosophical texts as well as poetry, have long recognised the deep interconnectedness of phenomena and have tried to describe experiences of unity, but the precision and evidence-based approach of science has been lacking. Although systems thinking is now becoming more mainstream in science, there has been little attempt so far to synthesise the implications of these approaches for humans and our place in the world. The outcome of any synthesis is greater than the sum of the parts. By reading this book I hope you will be able to draw together new and different perspectives to gain a bigger picture of the human condition and, as a collective, we will be in a better position to tackle some of the problems we face as a species, as well as becoming happier and more carefree.

Of course, comprehending a truth theoretically is different to integrating it into our deepest beliefs and attitudes, and so changing how we act in the world. To do that, we need to overcome deeply ingrained habits of thinking that we have been reinforcing most of our lives. Even when we mentally grasp the truth of our deep interconnectedness, we are often rapidly drawn back into our mental cockpit to see things with respect to a central and supposedly distinct ‘I’. Have you experienced times when you have been anxious about something and catch yourself in the sudden realisation that you have been ruminating self-centredly for several minutes? How does this feel in contrast to moments when we interact with others, experiencing a deep sense of compassion, or when we are immersed in the natural world? These are wonderful, albeit transitory, moments of connectedness. Then we turn away from the other person, or head back indoors, and the feeling rapidly evaporates as trivial, self-centred concerns once again dominate our thoughts. The tendency for our minds to snap back to the perspective of isolated individualism is similar to what happens with an optical illusion. The Muller-Lyer illusion comprises parallel lines with a set of arrows at their ends. You probably know the one, where one line ends with inward-pointing arrows, the other line with outward-pointing arrows. Intuitively, the two lines seem to be of different lengths; the line capped with outward-pointing arrows appears to be shorter. Though we can grasp theoretically, and with some mental effort perceive, albeit briefly, the reality that the lines are the same length, when we lose concentration our perspective snaps back to its default view and we suffer the illusion once more. In a similar way, our minds are programmed through 
biological evolution – and reinforced by cultural evolution – to snap back to the illusion that we exist as autonomous discrete individuals. To truly dispel this illusion, we need to do more than just acknowledge it theoretically; we need to proactively overturn our deeply held mental models of the world. If we are successful, then it may catalyse a seismic shift in society. And it would not be too soon: we are at a critical crossroads as a species, where we must rapidly reform our mindsets and behaviour to act in less selfish ways. Otherwise, we will face increasingly hostile conditions that threaten not only our personal health and those of our families, but even the very future of our species.

We heard earlier how the development of the human mind towards greater rationality throughout our lives is like a microcosm of the long evolutionary journey of the human brain. In a similar vein, the transformation of our personal mindsets towards a more expansive, networked sense of self-identity may ultimately be reflected, in macrocosm, in a broader seismic cultural shift in society. Simultaneous changes happening in multiple people can lead to a domino effect preceding a rapid evolution of culture. So, although the negative trends in health and global sustainability may seem gloomy, we shouldn’t forget that societal change can occur very quickly. A transformation to a more networked human identity may be just around the corner.

These ideas seem a long way from the supernatural beliefs of that young boy who tried to steer ants with his mind. Science tells us that particular feat cannot be achieved, not least because there is not even any independent mind to achieve it in the first place. As a famous economist once said in response to accusations over how he was changing his mind over an important matter: ‘When the facts change, sir, I change my mind! What do you do?!’1 In this book, I will provide facts that reveal we are not sovereign individuals, but part of a deep interconnected universal network. I ask you to take the quote above more literally than it was probably first intended: consider changing your mind in light of the facts – change your mental perspective, loosen your grip on the illusion of an independent ‘I’ and open your eyes to the hidden connections all around you. I believe you will find it opens the door to a more exciting, happier and fairer world.
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