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Overview 

Our brains are designed to further our self-interests 
while not appearing selfish to others, often by hiding 
selfish motives from our own consciousness. There are 
multiple hidden motives impacting everyone’s
behavior and even the structure of society’s most 
venerated institutions such as churches, charities, 
hospitals, and universities. Various branches of 
research have found an “elephant” in our brain. 

1. Microsociology studies small-scale interactions 
and demonstrates both the complexity of social 
behaviors and their unconscious motivations. 

2. Cognitive & social psychology studies how our 
brains fabricate plausible pro-social motives to 
cover-up our true, self-serving agendas. 

3. Primatology studies how primates will 
acknowledge other species’ selfish motives while 
portraying their own behaviors as pro-social. 

4. Economics studies how social institutions 
frequently fall short of their stated purpose.  

These findings suggest that we are often strangers to 
ourselves. This book explains how most of our behavior 
can be distilled down into selfish motivations. 

“We, humans beings, are a species that’s not only capable 
of acting on hidden motives – we’re designed to do it.” 

Chapter 1. Animal Behavior 

“It can be especially useful to study other species 
because we have fewer preconceptions about them.” 

Studying animal behavior helps us reflect on human 
behavior. For example, consider how these species use 
seemingly pro-social actions for selfish purposes:  

x Apes: The grooming routine of our closest relative 
is used more for social benefit rather than 
cleanliness. Apes build trust and establish alliances 
by spending time together in a physically 
vulnerable position. Those with authority receive 

more grooming than they give, thus strengthening 
the social dominance hierarchy. 

x Arabian Babblers: Male babblers compete to move 
up the social hierarchy by, interestingly enough, 
performing an abundance of favors for others. They 
stand on guard duty to protect the group and bring 
food, sometimes even going so far as to shove it 
down another bird’s throat. But this is just to gain 
credit, as those with the highest status are given 
ample mating opportunities and more security. 

Chapter 2. Competition  

Consider the California redwoods: these trees are 
locked in an endless “arms race” with each other to
grow and secure the most sunlight. This selfish, 
intragroup competition for scarce resources spurts the 
magnificent growth of this species. 

Our ancestors similarly faced many challenges for 
resources that significantly impacted our brain’s
evolution. Ecologically, we had to cooperate in order to 
successfully manage predators, hunting, fire, and 
unfamiliar environments. Yet socially, group harmony 
was constantly threatened by a competition for mates, 
politics, intragroup violence, cheating, and deception. 

Brain development largely stemmed from the social 
challenges involved in this intragroup competition. 
Although we prefer to discuss sports instead of 
unfaithful marriages or rivalries amongst friends, these 
forms of competition are necessary to truly understand 
the brain’s evolution. A massive brain size is necessary 
to handle all these “games” we play in competition 
with each other. (Click here to view our summary of 
Games People Play.) Some games include: 

1. Sex: Our complex courting system emphasizes 
social relationships over the true purpose of 
reproduction: the survival of the species. 

2. Social Status: One’s position on society’s “totem
pole” is determined by dominance (influencing 


