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SYNOPSIS/APPLICATION 
The authors are challenging us to come to grips with our ignorance. Humans tend to fool ourselves 
into thinking that we have a better understanding of how the world operates than we actually do. 
The reader is left with the opportunity to take a dose of humility and the realization that our minds’ 
preconceptions can play tricks on us. 
 

 
QUOTES ABOUT OUR MINDS 
“The human mind is both genius and pathetic, brilliant and idiotic. People are capable of the most 
remarkable feats, achievements . . . we went from discovering the atomic nucleus in 1911 to megaton 
nuclear weapons in just over forty years. We have mastered fire, created democratic institutions, 
stood on the moon, and developed genetically modified tomatoes. And yet we are equally capable of 
the most remarkable demonstrations of hubris and foolhardiness. Each of us is error-prone, 
sometimes irrational, and often ignorant.” 
 
“The mind is a flexible problem solver that evolved to extract only the most useful information to 
guide decisions in new situations. As a consequence, individuals store very little detailed information 
about the world in their heads. In that sense, people are like bees and society a beehive: Our 
intelligence resides not in individual brains but in the collective mind. To function, individuals rely 
not only on knowledge stored within our skulls but also on knowledge stored elsewhere: in our 
bodies, in the environment, and especially in other people. When you put it all together, human 
thought is incredibly impressive. But it is a product of a community, not of any individual alone.” 
 
“Our point is not that people are ignorant. It’s that people are more ignorant than they think they are. 
We all suffer, to a greater or lesser extent, from an illusion of understanding, an illusion that we 
understand how things work when in fact our understanding is meager.” 
 
“The secret to our success is that we live in a world in which knowledge is all around us. It is in the 
things we make, in our bodies and workspaces, and in other people. We live in a community of 
knowledge.” 
 
QUOTES ABOUT COMPLEXITY 
“Nobody could be a master of every facet of even a single thing. Even the simplest objects require 
complex webs of knowledge to manufacture and use.” 
 
“The mind is not built to acquire details about every individual object or situation. We learn from 
experience so that we can generalize to new objects and situations. The ability to act in a new context 



requires understanding only the deep regularities in the way the world works, not the superficial 
details.” 
 
“Complexity abounds. If everybody understood this, our society would likely be less polarized.” 
 
“The complexity of human invention pales in comparison to the complexity of the natural world. 
Rocks and minerals are more complicated than they seem once you take a close look. Scientists still 
don’t fully understand natural phenomena such as how black holes work or even why ice is slippery. 
But if you want to experience serious complexity, pick up a biology textbook.” 
 
“Many of the things that people must know about exhibit enormous complexity no matter how 
closely you look at them. In mathematics, phenomena that possess this property are called fractals.” 
 
“Chaos theory is another mathematical tool that shows that the complexity of the world is too much 
to handle. In a chaotic system, tiny differences at the beginning of a process can lead to massive 
differences down the road.” 
 
QUOTES ABOUT LEARNING THROUGH STORY 
“Our ability to project our thoughts into the distant future is also a kind of causal reasoning. It 
involves thinking about the mechanisms that influence the state of the world over the long term. Such 
long-term planning is necessary to motivate us to spend years of our lives learning. Learning is the 
mechanism by which we develop skills whose value may become apparent only many years later.”  
 
“Storytelling is our natural way of making causal sense of sequences of events. That’s why we find 
stories everywhere. In one of the classic demonstrations in social psychology from the 1940s, Fritz 
Heider and Marianne Simmel showed people a simple animated film starring a circle and two 
triangles moving around a screen. That’s it: no sound, no text. Sometimes two of the geometric 
figures would get close to each other; sometimes one would appear to chase another; sometimes they 
would appear to fight. People inevitably saw more than circles and triangles; they saw a romantic 
drama play out. People see stories everywhere.” 
 
“Psychologists have proposed that stories make up our identities, both our individual identities and 
the identities of the groups we are a part of. We tell stories about the past—we reminisce and 
romanticize. We tell stories about the future—we predict and fantasize. And we tell stories about the 
present—we construct who we are and daydream. All of this is about identifying causes and 
foreseeing effects.” 


