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Preface

I t can be difficult to say when the writing
of a book begins. This one is easy to date. When I
sat in my first introductory psychology class 25
years ago, I decided to study the field in more
depth and to learn enough about it to write my
own book. I thought, smugly, that I could easily
write one. But it took, at this reckoning, 25 years.

Why all that time? Well, it took some
experiences in my own life, some research of my
own, and much reading in the field and meeting
with the contemporary psychologists who were
doing all that famous research. Then, 10 years
ago, I finally thought I could give it a try.

We are all the stars in our own lives, but we
each see the world from only one viewpoint, from
one culture, through one set of parents, one sex,
one time and place. We learn much from our own
experience, but the experiences of others and of
scientists can deepen our understanding of
ourselves and our lives. We want to know how
human life evolved and what makes us think, act,
feel, live, love, and learn the way we do. There
are pieces to this human puzzle, but they are
scattered throughout many studies and
disciplines: archeological studies of the dawn of
our ancestors, genetic analyses of the transmission
of physical characteristics, neuroscience and
psychophysiology, and studies of our intricate
sensory system. There are clues in the analyses of
how we think; how we make mistakes in
remembering and learning; how we assess others’
intelligence; how emotions are expressed by
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peoples of various cultures; and how we face
stress, depression, and old age.

There was no book, either in or out of the field
of psychology, that assembled these pieces into
one coherent story. Yet, there is a real story to
tell, I found, and it is the story of our lives. It
begins where human life first emerges and
continues, in each of us, until we die. In it there
are glimpses of the human condition and of
human possibilities.

This is a book written for the student who
wants to know more about why he or she does
“stupid” things, what going “crazy”’ is like, how



stress can be reduced, how the brain evolved in
different eras, and how the dazzling mechanisms
of maturation coalesce to produce the miracle of a
3-year-old who can speak sentences never heard
before. This book is written, too, to explore and
explain those miracles that seem beyond ordinary
understanding: how populations can physically
grow and change; how every cell of the body
contains the information necessary to make every
other cell; and how the senses routinely screen
out most of the information that reaches us and
yet transform the external world —silent,
colorless, odorless—into a rich world of sight,
sound, smells, and tastes. I hope to show clearly
how extraordinary the ordinary experience of life
really is.

This is a book for students, but there are many
aspects directed at teaching and teachers.
Information is presented from many viewpoints
throughout the book so that students can recall
what they have learned in different contexts. This
principle, called “multiple encoding,” is an
important concept, and I have tried to put it to
use here. Concepts are developed throughout the
book to increase familiarity, but also to offer
slightly different views so that students can
connect what they have learned with their own
experience.

This leads to a second principle I have used
here: everything is learned better if it is related to
oneself. The examples are drawn from personal
experiences that have happened to me and to
others. The brain is described as an organ with a
purpose that students can follow and relate to
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themselves. Memory is described as a functioning
system designed to aid us in operating in the
world, not as a wiring diagram of a nonexistent
machine. There are glimpses of other’s
experiences: creative moments, dreams, being
unemployed, and getting married. Questions
many students ask are addressed: Does everyone
dream? What happens to children when their
parents divorce? Can I improve my intelligence?
Are whites and blacks different in intelligence?
Who stays healthy under stress? Why am I shy?
Would I be able to resist harming another?

These are among the great questions with
which psychology must constantly deal. And yet
some of them remain mysterious, and all give up
their answers slowly. We learn more by our
continuing investigation as we put together more
pieces of the puzzle, But the process is by no
means complete, and this second edition, while
remaining true to the overall themes established in
the first edition, reflects that state of affairs— how
things have changed in the last two or three years.

Working with the suggestions of many students
and instructors who have used the book, I have
been able to improve it in many ways.

I have been able to put in much new material,
including discussions of Alzheimer’s disease, the
social genesis of homosexuality, Bronfenbrenner's
and Stern’s views of child development,
psychoimmunology, Type A behavior, and Oliver
Sacks’s description of brain diseases related to the
nature of self-centeredness. There is new work on
the modular view of mental activities; new views
of intelligence by Fodor, Gazzaniga, Ornstein,



and Sternberg; Gardner’s view of the “frames of
mind”’; and Marr’s approach to vision expert
systems. I have included expanded treatments of
defense mechanisms and of self-monitoring. An
analysis of terrorism is presented and why
evolved mental mechanisms influence our
response to the news. The viewpoint on evolution
is strengthened throughout, from the inception of
our response to terrorism to living in modern
society.

The major change in the book is the addition
of Chapter 18, Living in a High-Tech Society,
which includes a new view of stress, the latest
research on blood pressure and the heart in the
new field of health psychology, new ideas on
how we are adapting to computers, and some
thoughts on our changing society.

Of course, I could not have done it alone. I
have had the pleasure of collaborating on many
new works since the first edition, and my
collaborators, notably David Sobel and Paul
Ehrlich, have left a strong imprint. Others at the
Institute for the Study of Human Knowledge
have helped revise and extend the book, and 1
want to thank them all. Carolyn Aldwin, Linda
Garfield, Stephen LaBerge, Tom Malone, and
Charles Swencionis all contributed significant
extracts or working drafts for me. Shane
DeHaven, Warren Davis, and Lauren LaBerge
helped put the last edition into the computer
when it couldn’t be done mechanically and made
the task of revision much easier, allowing me to

incorporate much more new material and to
rewrite what remained. Lauren helped greatly on
the galley proofs as well. Mary Ann Cammarota
contributed much to the difficult problem of
tracking down and organizing hundreds of new
references. The work of Nancy Hechinger on the
first edition still infuses the spirit of the second.

I am fortunate to have had a wise and lucid
editor in Marc Boggs and an enthusiastic
manuscript editor in Kathy Walker. Maggie Porter
selected great photographs and managed to
improve the art immeasurably, while Cheryl
Solheid continued and refined the fine design.

Robert Ornstein
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ere is a tale called “The Elephant in the Dark” about a town in
which everyone was blind.

One day, an elephant appeared in the town square. No one in town had ever
heard of or knew of this strange animal. The King of the Blind sent his three
wisest men to find out what manner of creature this elephant was. Each sage
approached the elephant from a different side. The one whose hand had touched
the ear reported back that he had discovered the true nature of the elephant. “Itis
large and flat, rough — like a rug.” The second, who had felt only the trunk, said,
“That’s not it at all—I know the answer. It is like a trumpet, but capable of
dramatic movement.” The third touched only the legs, and he disagreed vehe-
mently with the other two, “No, no, no. You've got it all wrong. The elephant is
mighty and firm like a pillar.”” Needless to say, none of the single observations
could reveal the true nature of the elephant. (Adapted from Tales of the Dervishes
by Idries Shah, 1970)

Suppose you were curious about the discovery of a “strange creature,” but
instead of an elephant, it was a human being. How would you find out what it is
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like? You would need to understand where it came from, its past, its family
history, its physiology. You would ask, how does its brain work? How does it
behave and communicate? What is its sex? What pleases it? How does it act with
others? How do culture, groups, and family affect it? How is it like all other
individuals of its species?

You would have to ask all these questions—and many more. Each question
answered could lead to more questions. One that seems quite simple such as
“What is sleep?”” might remain unanswered, even after years of inquiry.

Psychologists are in this situation. They approach their study from numerous
directions, ask different questions, and use diverse methods. Each aspect of
psychology tries to shed some small light on some previously mysterious part of
being human: to illuminate the “person in the dark.” Psychology tries to answer
many of the questions we have about ourselves, other people, and the nature of
human life: Why do I feel lonely? What is ““going crazy” like? What makes
someone “creative”’? What happens when I take drugs? What is a mystical experi-
ence? What makes someone help another?

Psychology can be broadly defined as a complete science of human experience
and behavior. The science involves the study of the brain and nervous system,
mental life, behavior, stresses, and disorders. What all this means will take this
chapter to start to define and the rest of the book to begin to flesh out.

Selected Moments from the History of Psychology

Psychology is a recent addition to the sciences. In 1900 there were about 125
psychologists in the United States, while there are now more than 60,000. Psy-
chology borders and draws from many different disciplines — from biology and
genetics to philosophy and sociology —since psychologists may work probing a
gene or a group, a child’s thoughts, or a politician’s popularity.

Itis a fertile science and its sources are abundant. For centuries, inquiry regard-
ing the mind, behavior, and human nature was the dominion of philosophical
schools. But after the Renaissance, many thinkers speculated that direct observa-
tion of human conduct, as well as inspection of the structure of the human brain
and body, might illuminate the perennial questions of philosophy: Is thinking

How do you know what you are like? will become acquainted with more of
Often our personal deliberations about  them as this book goes on.

our own identity do not suffice. Psychology is both a science and a
Nasrudin, an essential folk character, method of understanding yourself and
tried many ways to know himself. We  others from a collection of viewpoints.

Nasrudin went into a bank with a
check to cash.

“Can you identify yourself?” asked
the clerk.

Nasrudin took out a mirror and
peered into it.

“Yes, that’s me all right,” he said.
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