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Preface

“It was the best of times,
it was the worst of times,
it was the age of wisdom,
it was the age of foolishness,
it was the epoch of belief,
it was the epoch of incredulity,
it was the season of Light,
it was the season of Darkness,
it was the spring of hope,
it was the winter of despair.
We had everything before us, we had nothing before us, we were all go-
ing direct to Heaven, we were all going direct the other way— in short, 
the period was so far like the present period ...”

— Charles Dickens, A Tale of Two Cities

You’ve got an Uncle Frank. Everyone does. He watches Fox News and 
reads Breitbart. He thinks that Barack Obama is a globalist puppet and Hillary 
Clinton is an insufferable traitor.

You’ve also got an Aunt Sally. Everyone does. She watches CNN and reads 
The New York Times. Depending on the day, she thinks that Donald Trump is 
a drooling idiot or a Russian master spy.

Both Uncle Frank and Aunt Sally are basically good people. They’re 
honest and considerate. They’re sincere. They’re intelligent and educated. But 
God help you if they’re seated next to each other at your wedding. You’ll have 
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to recite your vows loudly enough to be heard over the acrimonious argument 
that’s emanating from the pews.

Uncle Frank and Aunt Sally are sane, but they believe crazy things. They believe 
those things with a fervor and fanaticism that make them seem even crazier.

Multiply that situation by a few hundred million cases, and you’ve got 
America in 2018. You’ve also got Great Britain, France, Germany, and other 
countries that are tearing themselves apart.

Both Uncle Frank and Aunt Sally think that the world is going to hell.
But what they don’t know is that they are the ones driving it there.
They’re not doing it on purpose, but they’re doing it. Why? And how can 

they stop doing it? How can they — and we — return to some version of sanity?
That’s why you have this book. It’s not magic. It can’t solve the problem 

by itself. But it provides some of the answers. Solving the problem depends 
on you.

People like Uncle Frank and Aunt Sally often have real, substantive dis-
agreements that they could resolve. The problem isn’t simply that they dis-
agree. They disagree about a lot of things without getting angry.

But some issues make them feel that disagreement marks a line between 
“us” and “them.” Someone who belongs to them is an enemy, enemies are evil 
people, and evil people must be defeated or destroyed — before they destroy us.

Of course, Uncle Frank and Aunt Sally aren’t actually crazy, so they don’t 
consciously believe those things about each other. Even so, in the heat of an 
argument, it’s how they feel. Those feelings can spill over into their normal lives. 
They won’t shoot at each other, but they might not speak to each other for 10 
years. And when the feelings occur in people who really are crazy or  in the grip 
of mob hysteria, they cause hatred and violence. Lives are destroyed: sometimes 
figuratively, often literally. Peaceful societies disintegrate into warring tribes.

What can we do about it?
We can’t fix the problem completely because it comes from human nature. 

We can only reduce the damage and minimize the risks. That depends on 
seeing the big picture.

There’s a story about three blind men examining an elephant. The first 
man grabs one of its legs and says that an elephant is like a tree. The second 
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grabs its tail and says that an elephant is like a rope. The third grabs one of 
its ears and says that an elephant is like a leaf. Meanwhile, the elephant is not 
amused by all that inappropriate touching, so it stomps the men into mush.

If the men had been able to see the entire elephant, they would have pro-
ceeded with greater caution. Sadly, each of them could perceive only a small 
part of the situation. Result: mush.

Most books about social discord focus on a single topic in a single way. Many 
of the books are excellent. However, they’re like the three blind men examining 
an elephant. Their narrow focus prevents them from seeing how different prob-
lems connect to each other. This book shows the connections, including:

• How beliefs divide “us” from “them.”

• How biology biases our judgment about us, them, and beliefs.

• How beliefs can unite societies instead of dividing them.

• Why beliefs that seem to conflict often don’t really conflict.

• What history shows about the problems and their solutions. 

• What we can do about the problems — and what we can’t do.

Nobody can “fix” the world completely or permanently. But you can make 
it better. Don’t worry about what you can’t do. Just do what you can: “even the 
angels can do no more.”
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Chapter 1: 

How to Explain Anything

“Explaining metaphysics to the nation; I wish he would explain his 
explanation.”

— Lord Byron (18th-century English poet)

This book begins with a mystery: “Why do sane people believe crazy 
things?”

“Fair enough,” you might think. “But what does that have to do with 
explaining things?”

The connection is this: the mystery arises from an incorrect way of 
explaining belief. This book tries to persuade you that a new way of explaining 
belief can solve the mystery. And you need some reasonable way to decide if 
my new explanation works better than the old one.

Explanations Solve Mysteries
Many people believe things that seem crazy to us. Their beliefs seem crazy for 
one or more of three reasons:

• There’s not much evidence for the beliefs.

• There’s plenty of evidence against the beliefs.

• The beliefs themselves seem unclear.

If such beliefs were held only by the ignorant, the stupid, or the insane, it 
wouldn’t worry us too much. Holding crazy beliefs is part of their job descrip-
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tion. But many “crazy” beliefs are held by people who are educated, intelli-
gent, and who seem as sane as any of us. How can that be? It’s a mystery.

Of course, which beliefs are “crazy” depends on who you ask. Some people 
think it’s crazy to believe that God exists:

“God? Seriously? A kindly old man in a white robe who lives in the sky, 
protects you from harm, and gives you stuff when you pray for it? Can 
you say ‘fantasy father figure’? Does the ghost of Elvis talk to you, too? Sci-
ence can explain everything. We don’t need God.”

To other people, the evidence of God’s existence seems so strong that 
atheism is an incomprehensible choice:

“If you see a watch, you know there’s a watchmaker. The universe is far 
more complex and beautiful than a watch. It couldn’t have happened 
by chance. It was designed and built by an intelligent Creator who also 
ordained the laws of physics. That’s why science works: God.”

Other beliefs seem less crazy but make it just as difficult to reach agreement. 
Raise taxes? On whom? Why? How much? Will taking extra vitamins improve 
your health? Is country X a threat that requires military action? Is President X a 
maniac or a hero? Did “Star Wars” deserve to win Best Picture of 1977?

Global warming is a prime example. Some people believe in it and call 
anyone who doubts it a “global warming denier.” Others believe that global 
warming talk is a socialist conspiracy. They argue incessantly but neither side 
can convince the other. Ironically, it’s usually because neither side knows what 
it’s talking about.

Think about that for a second. Do most people know anything about cli-
mate science? Do you? We all have beliefs about global warming, but we can’t 
back up our beliefs with any reasons worthy of the name. The vast majority of 
people rely on magazines or web sites that they trust. Most of the people who 
write for those magazines don’t know anything, either. They’re just regurgitating 
what they read, or what they heard from someone with a Ph.D. and a lab coat.

I went to the trouble of reading a book about climate science. It didn’t 
convince me one way or the other about global warming — though the author 
clearly believed in it — so I fell back on expert opinion. A friend of mine was a 
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climate scientist at NASA. He doubted global warming in the 1990s, but since 
then he got religion about it. Now he thinks we’d better fix the problem fast or 
we’ll be in terrible trouble. So my opinion is based on what he said. The differ-
ence between me and most people is that I relied on a person instead of a web 
site. If our expert sources are wrong about global warming, then so are we.

By the way, if a person holds belief X and calls non-believers “X deniers,” 
it’s a sure sign that the person regards X as a sacred belief, not to be doubted or 
questioned. You can think of your own examples: there are lots of them in the 
news. A sacred belief might be true or it might be false. What makes it sacred 
is the attitude of the believers, not the belief itself.

But the mystery remains: You, I, and our acquaintances are not crazy 
people, but we all hold beliefs that — when not outright crazy — are at least 
vague and short on evidence. Sometimes, we hold the beliefs with religious 
fervor, and the less evidence there is, the more intensely and insistently we 
believe; the more inclined we are to scream at our particular “deniers.” 

Why?
The answer lies in how we explain belief. If we don’t explain it or we 

explain it wrong, then the mystery stays mysterious. If we explain it right, the 
mystery disappears.

Explanations Provide Understanding
Ever since the first stirrings of intelligence in our distant ancestors, we have won-
dered and asked questions: Who are we? What are we? Why are we here? What 
kind of world is this? Why do we suffer and die? How can we live and be happy?

To answer those questions, we’ve told stories that begin with mysteries 
and end with beliefs that solve the mysteries. Telling stories is how we under-
stand the world. Explanations are stories.

On its face, that seems like an odd suggestion.  Should we look to The Cat 
in the Hat for scientific explanations? What does telling stories have to do with 
understanding the world?

The answer becomes clear when you think about what it means to understand 
things. You already have an intuitive grasp of what it means, but you’ve probably 
never thought about it or tried to put it into words. Let’s try something simple:
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“Why are you reading this book?”

It might be because your spouse liked the book and wants to discuss it. 
You might be waiting on your flight at the airport and the book seemed more 
interesting than watching people argue with the gate attendants. But you 
understand why you’re doing it. That means something simple:

If you understand something, then you can give an explanation of why 
it’s true.1

Notice an important point:

How you explain it depends on your purpose.

Our minds did not evolve to explain things in the abstract. They evolved 
to achieve specific purposes such as surviving, prospering, and passing on 
our genes to the next generation. As a result, our purposes always affect the 
explanations we give. If you’re waiting on your flight at the airport but you’re 
reading the book because your spouse liked it, then you wouldn’t mention the 
airport in your explanation, and vice versa.

Let’s consider the relation between understanding and explanation. Here 
are examples of things we can understand:

• The speed of light is 186,282 miles per second.

• You can get to the store by going north on Ditch Road.

• The internal angles of a triangle add up to 180 degrees.

• It’s usually wrong to break promises.

You know many things like those. Understanding them is more than just 
knowing them. It means you can also explain why you think they’re true. Your 
explanation might be more or less detailed and include more or less evidence, 
but you can give one. You might say:

1 Note that when you understand or explain something, you connect it to something else. The 
more you connect it, the better you understand it. This will be relevant in later chapters 
about the nature of meaning and truth.
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• My physics textbook said that the speed of light is 186,282 miles per 
second. If my physics textbook says something about physics, it’s true. 
Therefore, the speed of light is 186,282 miles per second.

• My uncle said that he got to the store by going north on Ditch Road. I 
went north on Ditch Road and I arrived at the store. Therefore, you can 
get to the store by going north on Ditch Road.

• My geometry textbook gave a proof that the internal angles of a triangle 
add up to 180 degrees. I didn’t understand a word of it, but my teacher 
will mark that answer right if I give it on the test. Therefore, the internal 
angles of a triangle add up to 180 degrees.

• The Bible says “Thou shalt not lie” (some people think it’s the Fifth 
Amendment), and it’s lying to make a promise but then break it. When 
people break promises to me, it makes me feel bad. Therefore, it’s usually 
wrong to break promises.

Explanations are Stories with Purposes 
Notice that these are all stories about people: what they did, saw, felt, or pro-
duced. The stories begin with a question, stated or implied, such as “What’s the 
speed of light?” or “How can I get to the store?” They describe how someone 
answered the question, then they give the answer.

The most abstract story is the first one, about the physics textbook. 
However, if you ask how the answer got into your textbook, you get sto-
ries about people — all the way back to the story of the Danish astronomer 
Olaus Roemer, who in 1676 first measured the speed of light by observing the 
moons of the planet Jupiter.

But stories contain more than beliefs: feelings, memories, images, cus-
toms, and behavior also form part of the stories’ meaning. They provide con-
text for our fundamental beliefs, our sense of self, and our ways of dealing 
with life. Usually, they also provide us with a guide for action. 

Ancient people believed that earth, water, and sky were separate because 
God divided them, or because the Mesopotamian god Marduk defeated the 
sea goddess Tiamat and split her body; or, later, because gravity made matter 
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form into planets. Even the last explanation, impersonal as it seems, had sto-
ries about people doing things: Copernicus, Kepler, Newton, and so forth. 
And though gods aren’t people in the human sense, they have thoughts, goals, 
and motivations like human people.

What about purpose? We tell different kinds of stories for different pur-
poses. The stories both include and imply beliefs. Some have practical impact 
and others don’t. For example:

• National-origin stories make us believe that our nations are good and their 
government is legitimate. That motivates us to cooperate for the common 
good, obey the law, and fight to defend our nations in war. Stories of King 
David support Israel’s legitimacy, just as stories of the Founders and Ameri-
can Revolution do the same for the United States.

• Practical stories tell us how to do things. If Uncle Joe says he found a 
grocery store by driving two miles north on Ditch Road, we believe that 
if we follow the same steps as in the story, we will get to the grocery store.

• Moral stories tell us about certain kinds of situations, then try to make us 
feel positively about one way of acting (the “moral” choice) and negatively 
about others. By the way, it doesn’t depend on the moral beliefs being 
true; that’s just how moral stories work.

• Philosophical stories tell us about different ways of looking at the world, 
and ask if they make sense to us. They try to get us to adopt particular “big 
picture” views of the world and to reject contrary views. Sometimes the 
stories have practical implications, but often they don’t. One philosophi-
cal story denies the reality of space and time. However, as G.E. Moore 
pointed out, even people who tell that story plan to drive home after 
work. They say that they don’t believe in space and time, but they sure act 
like they believe in them. Their story has no practical implications.

As already noted, we verify the stories and their beliefs in different ways, 
depending on the type of story and the purpose for which it’s told.

To verify national-origin stories, we look at historical evidence: critically 
for other countries, credulously for our own country because we want that 
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story to be true. For practical stories, we either follow the steps in the story or 
ask someone who’s done it. For moral stories, we imagine the moral situation 
and how we’d feel if it happened to us. For philosophical stories, we consult 
our common sense view of the world. We ask if the story makes sense to us 
and explains a lot.

Particular stories can serve more than one purpose. For example, national-
origin stories can provide historical information even though it’s not their 
main purpose. The American Revolution was indeed launched officially by 
the Declaration of Independence, whose signers did indeed risk their “lives, 
fortunes, and sacred honor” by signing it. American Founder John Hancock 
signed first. The British had already issued a death warrant for him, so he 
made his signature extra large to show his defiance of the edict. Notice how 
the national-origin story of the United States combines indisputable historical 
fact (the Declaration of Independence) with an inspiring but somewhat less 
certain story about John Hancock’s signature and motivations.

Likewise, even a simple practical story about how to get to the store can 
serve other purposes. It might help someone evaluate a particular neighborhood 
as a place to live, since it tells how far residents must travel to get their groceries. 

Telling a Story About Belief
This book tells a story about belief: what it is, why it is that way, and what 
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it does for us and society. The story explains how beliefs can be harmful by 
sparking hatred and conflict. It also explains how beliefs can be helpful by 
promoting goodwill and cooperation.

It’s a philosophical story because it includes a new way to define belief. It 
argues that if you adopt the definition, human social and political behavior 
makes more sense: that’s the purpose of the story. However, you can’t test it 
like you can test a story about how to get to the store. There’s no physical pro-
cedure you can perform that shows the definition is true or false. Nor are there 
historical records to back it up. You’re unlikely to have strong moral feelings 
about the correctness of a definition. And if you have a different purpose, such 
as studying the relation between beliefs and brain events, then you might tell 
a different story that’s more helpful for your particular purpose.

So how can you know if the definition is true?
The first step is to be careful about that word “true.” In the abstract, defi-

nitions are neither true nor false. You can define things any way you want. For 
specific purposes, your definitions might be more or less useful.

Being useful is definitions’ practical role in our lives, but some work better 
than others. In addition to being useful, they can fit well or poorly with the 
rest of our definitions, beliefs, and practices. That kind of “fit” is how defini-
tions can be true or false.

For example, I could define the word “cow” as “four cars standing side by 
side.” A single car would then be one-fourth of a cow.

The problem with the definition is that it’s not useful for the ordinary 
purposes of life: nobody would understand what I was saying. It’s also clumsy, 
since “cow” refers to four things and “car” to one-fourth of a thing.

Defining a cow as four cars affects our description of the world. Accepting 
that description, you can’t get milk from a cow. The connection runs both 
ways: the definition implies a description, and the description implies the 
definition.

Our normal description of the world defines cows as female bovine ani-
mals. It includes beliefs that you can get milk from a cow. Therefore, defining 
“cow” as four cars is fine in the abstract, but is wrong relative to our normal 
description of the world. It’s also not useful to us.
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How to Know if a Story Is True
When we hear stories about the world, we start with four questions:

• What do they mean?

• Are they true?

• What’s the justification for believing them?

• What actions and attitudes should we take?

As already noted, a definition of belief isn’t right or wrong in the abstract. 
We can define it any way we like. This book offers a definition that it claims is 
“correct” in the sense of being more useful2 than alternative definitions. How 
can we decide if it’s a good, useful definition?

The first criterion is consistency with what we mean by belief. Does the 
definition identify the same things as we do by “belief ” — i.e., does it have 
the same meaning? It should satisfy:

• Requirement 1: Pick out all the cases we’d ordinarily call “belief.” If we 
would say that “Joe believes X,” then the definition should apply to that 
case.

• Requirement 2: Pick out only the cases we’d ordinarily call “belief.” If we 
would not say that “Joe believes X,” then the definition should not apply 
to that case.

Now this first criterion comes with a disclaimer. We might unreflectively 
think of belief in a certain way, but after careful consideration, we might 
amend our unreflective idea. So our ordinary sense of belief is a starting point, 
not the final word on the subject.

It’s also important to realize that the first criterion is not just about words.3 
The reason we want our definition to correspond to the ordinary meaning of 
“belief ” is that we want it to be about what we think it’s about. If the defini-

2 For the purpose of understanding human social, moral, and political behavior.

3 Confusion about this point was almost the entire motivation for 20th-century “ordinary-
language philosophy.” 
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tion picks out all and only the same things as our ordinary idea of belief, then 
we have reasonable assurance that we’re talking about the right thing.

The second criterion is explanatory power. If our definition of belief only 
makes sense under certain conditions, and doesn’t help us to understand any-
thing else, then it doesn’t satisfy our second criterion. But if it applies to 
widely different situations and if puzzling cases suddenly “make sense” in the 
light of our definition, then it has explanatory power.

A third criterion is usefulness. Does our definition of belief help us to 
improve our lives, our social relationships, and our world? That’s a high stan-
dard to meet. Most philosophical stories don’t achieve it, nor does anyone 
expect them to achieve it.

How could the story be useful? Here’s one way. Too often, beliefs divide 
us from our fellow human beings. They provide an excuse for hatred, persecu-
tion, and bloodshed. But it doesn’t have to be that way. We can do better.

“Doing better” requires us to understand how and why beliefs can unite 
us or divide us. If a new way of looking at belief can help us do that, it’s useful.

If it’s also consistent with the way we identify beliefs, and explains a lot of 
things, then it’s a good philosophical story. We should accept it.

Our quest for a good philosophical story will take us on a journey through 
religion, philosophy, linguistics, neuroscience, psychology, sociology, history, 
and biology.

If everything “fits together” at the end, then we’ve got a winner.


