
 









Preface — Your Brain Is Already Doing It 

Most people believe they understand far more than they actually do. That statement is not 
meant as an insult. It is part of being human. We move through life believing that we are 
observing the world, considering the facts, and consciously deciding what they mean. We 
assume that when two intelligent people are given the same information, they should be 
capable of reaching roughly the same understanding. But that is not how the human brain 
works. 

Long before you consciously decide what something means, your brain has already begun 
interpreting it. It compares what is happening now with what has happened before. It 
recognizes patterns, anticipates outcomes, reacts to danger, and decides what deserves 
attention and what can be ignored. Much of this happens without asking permission from 
the conscious mind. We experience the final result and often assume that the conscious 
thought we can hear inside our heads was responsible for producing it.  

Think about learning to play the violin. Someone can explain exactly how to hold the 
instrument. You can study where every note is located. You can learn how the bow should 
move. You can understand rhythm, scales, music theory, posture, pressure, and 
technique. You can read every important book ever written about playing the violin. Then 
someone can hand you a violin, and you still cannot play it. The information may be inside 
your head, but the ability is not. Something has not yet been built.  

Practice for an hour and you still cannot play particularly well. Practice for a week and 
something begins to change. Practice for a year and movements that once demanded 
enormous concentration begin happening without conscious thought. Practice for ten 
years and something even more interesting happens. You begin hearing things that the 
beginner cannot hear. You feel mistakes before someone else would recognize them as 
mistakes. Your fingers move toward positions without consciously calculating where they 
need to go. Your bow responds automatically, and you recognize patterns in the music 
almost instantly. The instrument did not change. The music did not change. Your brain 
changed. 

Throughout this book, I will call these changes brain grooves. The term is deliberately 
simple. Repeated experiences create pathways. Repeated thoughts reinforce pathways. 
Repeated actions reinforce pathways. Success reinforces some. Failure reinforces others. 
Fear can create them. Trauma can create them. Education can create them. Culture can 



create them. Thousands of repetitions of a skill can make some extraordinarily deep. 
Eventually, some of these processes require very little conscious thought. We may call the 
result instinct, experience, expertise, intuition, or common sense. Sometimes we don't call 
it anything at all because we don't even realize it is happening. 

This is where the subject becomes much deeper than learning to play a violin, because 
brain grooves do not merely affect what we can do. They affect what we can see. Two 
people can stand in exactly the same place, witness exactly the same event, and walk 
away with completely different understandings of what happened. Neither necessarily 
believes they are interpreting anything. Both may believe they simply saw reality. But 
neither brain arrived empty. Each brought decades of experiences, assumptions, 
successes, failures, fears, education, relationships, culture, repetition, and learned 
patterns to that moment. 

Their brains processed the new information through grooves that already existed. This 
creates one of the most important forms of human ignorance: we don't know what we 
don't know, and frequently we don't know what we are incapable of seeing.  A beginner 
violinist cannot simply decide to hear music like a concert violinist. A person who has 
never experienced a particular reality cannot necessarily understand it because someone 
explained it carefully. Reading can help. Education can help. Research can help 
enormously. But information and experience are not interchangeable. 

You can read about something for ten hours and acquire an extraordinary amount of 
information. You cannot necessarily acquire the brain of someone who has experienced it 
for ten years. That distinction becomes uncomfortable because intelligence does not 
eliminate it. An intelligent person can be spectacularly wrong. An educated person can be 
spectacularly wrong. An expert in one field can walk into another field and be spectacularly 
wrong. Perhaps most importantly, a person can be spectacularly wrong while feeling 
completely certain that they understand. That is not an unusual defect found only in 
foolish people. It is a limitation built into every human brain, including mine and including 
yours. 

There is another side to this. The same mechanism responsible for extraordinary human 
ability can also imprison us. We can build useful grooves, and we can build destructive 
grooves. We can practice excellence until extraordinary behavior becomes almost 
automatic, but we can also practice fear, anger, and avoidance. We can repeatedly make 
the same mistake until the mistake itself feels natural. We can inherit grooves from 
families, institutions, cultures, teachers, governments, religions, professions, socia l 



groups, and generations of people who came before us. Eventually, a groove can become 
so deep that we stop recognizing it as a groove. It simply feels like the truth.  

That is where the subconscious mind becomes extraordinarily powerful. Your conscious 
mind may believe it is running the show, but very often it is arriving late. The subconscious 
has already recognized the pattern, produced the feeling, sounded the alarm, prepared the 
movement, and narrowed the possibilities. Sometimes the conscious mind's primary 
contribution comes afterward, when it constructs an explanation for why the decision 
made perfect sense. 

This book is about that hidden machinery. It is about expertise and ignorance, repetition 
and instinct, and why experience can allow one person to recognize something another 
person cannot see. It is also about why experience itself can sometimes blind us.  We will 
look at ordinary skills and extraordinary ones, and at the difference between possessing 
information and actually understanding something. 

Most importantly, this book is not asking you to distrust everything you know. It is asking 
you to occasionally examine how you came to know it. The majority of you who read this 
preface will put this book away and never finish it. That's fine. But notice what is happening 
in your mind right now. You have already begun deciding whether this book is good or bad, 
correct or incorrect, interesting or boring, worth reading or not worth your time. 

You haven't read the book yet, but your brain is already comparing these few pages with a 
lifetime of experiences, beliefs, assumptions, and ideas that existed before you opened it. 
Those are your brain grooves at work. Whether you turn the page or close the book, just 
notice them.  

 












































































































































































































































