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Gathering the Scattered Mind

Session 3

Thc problem—solving, doing mode of mind is an extraordinary evolution-
ary achievement. Consider how we perform the simplest of acts, such as
raking our favorite coffee cup down from a shelf that is full of cups: How
do we not only recognize it as ours but also successfully “navigate” around
other cups and pick up our own, without knocking everything over?
Research into the cognitive processes that underlie reaching for objects
finds that the brain carries out a delicate balancing act between excitation
of the object that is to be selected and inhibition (damping down) of the
objects that are not to be selected. This balancing act has been finely tuned
throughout our evolutionary history. Reaching for desired objects, and
avoiding undesired objects, is one of most fundamental building blocks of
animal life. Animals whose brains could not carry out the process would
soon die: They would fail to pick up food, or they would miss the branch
for which they were leaping or the prey on which they were pouncing,
Evolution gave the human species these skills long before higher cognitive
functions developed, and we see it each time we reach for something.

The computational power needed by the brain to carry out even the
SimplE action of picking up a cup is immense, yet, even for a small child,
it soon happens automatically, without awareness. The brain computes
the gap between the current position of the hand and the position of the
desired object, and the trajectory of the movement needed to close the
gap between them. Then it initiates the action of reaching, monitoring
the gap as it closes, until the object is grasped successfully, after which the

rcachmg can stop; the goal is achieved. Job done.
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What happened when humans evolved the ability to solye co
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problems “in the head,” as well as by trial and error? Evolution did why,
it usually does: It used the same process that had worked before. So evep,

for complex problem solving, the mind uses the same basic formg, as the
older problem of “reaching for an object.” It is called discrepancy-bgse,
processing. The current situation (A) is compared with the desire state
(B), and the various possibilities of getting from A to B are considere

But what happens when the problem seems to be with our moods>
In this case, the “gap” that needs to be closed is not a gap between our
hand and an object, but between the mood in which we find ourselyes o
the mood in which we want to be. It is natural for us to believe that such
discrepancy-based problem solving might also help to solve this emotion]
problem. It seems plausible enough. The goal is clear: to escape or avoid
unhappiness on one hand, and to achieve happiness on the other. In order
to see how successful we are at this, we need to monitor how we are get-
ting on.

Such constant monitoring of how we fare against the standards of hap-
piness we have set for ourselves turns out to be very unhelpful. For exam-
ple, to cope with waking in the morning feeling bad is difficult enough,
bur if we then match it against some standard, better mood, we worsen the
very mood we wanted to get rid of. Soon, we find that the results of this
“marching” process create a new train of thought: “I wish I didn’t feel this
bad in the mornings. Why am I feeling this way? Why do I always fecl
this way?” We are soon trapped in verbal problem-solving techniques. We
imagine that, as in other problem-solving situations, if we could find just
the right way to reach for the goal, we would get there in the end.

We can see here how our natural drive for happiness creates brood-
ing and rumination: patterns of thinking, feeling, and behavior that are
unhelpful because they simply circle round and round, without produc-
ing a resolution, and make us feel worse. Ruminating about a problem
feels as if it should bring a solution, but as Nolen-Hoeksema and Morrow
found (see Chapter 2), such ruminative brooding most often exacerbates
the situation,”’

The feeling that our clever problem-solving abilities
should be able to sort out all our problems is very
compelling and cannot be switched off easily.
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