
—  S T U D Y  G U I D E  —



Escaping the Matrix
with Critical Thinking Skills

How to not get manipulated, conned, played, or gaslit  
in an age of social media and social engineering.

COMPANION STUDY GUIDE
For individual study or small group discussion
by David A. Holland and Bob Hamp

© 2026 David A. Holland | All rights reserved.



Escaping the Matrix with Critical Thinking Skills	 3

DavidHolland.org

How to Use This Guide

This guide follows the video course segment by segment. It is not a tran-
script and it is not a substitute for watching — it is a place to slow down, 
which is the single most repeated instruction in the entire course.

Each segment section contains:

	▪ What This Segment Covers — a short orien-
tation, so you know where you are.

	▪ Key Terms — the vocabulary, defined the way the presenters define it.

	▪ Key Ideas — the load-bearing points, in a form 
you can review later without rewatching.

	▪ Examples & Illustrations Used — the films, studies, stories, 
and news items referenced. Several are worth looking up.

	▪ Questions for Reflection & Discussion — these work 
alone with a pen, or out loud with a group.

	▪ Practice This Week — small, concrete, and doable. Aware-
ness is the vaccine, but habits are what carry it.

If you are studying alone

Watch a segment, then work through its section before moving on. Resist 
the urge to binge all seven. The material is designed to change how you 
process information, and that takes some settling time.
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If you are leading a group

One segment per session works well. The reflection questions are 
ordered from lighter to more personal; you will rarely get through all of 
them, and you should not try. Pick three. The last question in each set is 
usually the one worth protecting time for.

One caution worth naming out loud in the first session: this material 
makes it very tempting to diagnose everyone else in the room. The bias 
blind spot is the first item in Segment 5 precisely because it is the first 
trap. A group where people only spot fallacies in absent third parties is 
a group that has learned nothing.

The quick reference section

At the back you will find condensed reference cards — the twelve fal-
lacies, the biases, the three razors, the statistics checklist, and the four 
keys — collected in one place for review long after you finish the course.
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The Big Picture

The course is built as a medical appointment: diagnosis first, then pre-
scription. Both halves are necessary, and in that order. A prescription 
written from a wrong diagnosis makes things worse.

Part One — Diagnosis

	▪ Segment 1: Why the Matrix is the right meta-
phor, and why being smart is not protection.

	▪ Segment 2: What built the false reality — post-
modernism, the attention economy, dopamine 
engineering, advertising, tribalism, gaslighting.

	▪ Segment 2B (bonus): Artificial intelligence, and what hap-
pens to evidence when anyone can manufacture it.

	▪ Segment 3: The brain — filtering, heuristics, paradigms, and the 
four levels that determine whether you are thinking or reacting.

Part Two — Prescription

	▪ Segment 4: Logic, flawed premises, and the 
twelve most common logical fallacies.

	▪ Segment 4B (bonus): Statistical shenanigans — 
six tricks and how to defend against each.

	▪ Segment 5: Cognitive biases, and four keys to living free of your own.

	▪ Segment 6: Conspiracies real and imagined, 
and three razors for telling them apart.
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	▪ Segment 6B (bonus): The razors applied to two real cases.

	▪ Segment 7: Conclusion — Plato’s cave, and 
what freedom is actually for.

Four Threads That Run Through Everything

If you retain nothing else, retain these. They surface in every 
single segment.

1.	 Process over content. What matters is not only what 
you are told but how you receive it, evaluate it, and 
decide. Content changes daily. Process is portable.

2.	 Regulate before you act. Strong emotion is the signa-
ture of the lower brain, and the lower brain is easy to 
steer. Notice the feeling, bring it down, and only then 
decide — including before clicking and before sharing.

3.	 Everybody is selling something. A product, a viewpoint, 
a fear, a candidate, or simply your attention. The question the 
twins asked at their first television commercial is the right 
one to carry everywhere: what do they want us to buy?

4.	 The easiest lie to swallow is the one you want to be 
true. Be skeptical of what you hope is false. Be dou-
bly on guard about what you hope is true.
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Segment 1 — Escaping the Matrix

Why a movie from 1999 is the right metaphor for 
the world you woke up in this morning.

What This Segment Covers

David Holland and Bob Hamp open the course by explaining the met-
aphor that gives it its name. Hollywood returns again and again to the 
story of people living inside a false reality without knowing it — The Tru-
man Show, Vanilla Sky, Total Recall, Dogville, Inception — but The Matrix is 
the definitive version, because there it isn’t one person being fooled. It’s 
nearly everyone.

The claim of this course is that the metaphor is not merely entertain-
ing. Most of us are living, to varying degrees, inside a constructed reality 
shaped by a 24/7 information flow, the profit incentives of the internet 
economy, the design of social media, content with an agenda, and — 
most importantly — our own brain wiring. Some of that matrix is built 
for us. Some of it we build ourselves.

The segment then closes off the most common escape hatch: the 
assumption that this happens to other people. It doesn’t. And the good 
news arrives at the end — awareness itself is the red pill.

“If what you mean by real is what you experience day to day, then 
real is just electrical signals interpreted by your brain.” — Mor-
pheus, paraphrased in the segment. Bob’s follow-up question: what 
if there is programming in our brain we ought to question, and 
firewalls we ought to build?

Key Terms

	▪ The Matrix (as used here) — the false or distorted 
reality most people inhabit — partly manufactured 
by outside forces, partly self-constructed.



Escaping the Matrix with Critical Thinking Skills	 8

DavidHolland.org

	▪ Bias blind spot — the near-universal belief that other people 
are biased and gullible while I am rational and un-playable.

	▪ Process vs. content — the distinction that runs through the 
entire course. Content is what you are told. Process is how you 
take it in, evaluate it, and decide. This course is about process.

	▪ Alētheia — the Greek word usually translated “truth” 
in the New Testament. It means what is real — that 
which is really real. It appears 65 times.

	▪ Metanoia — the Greek word translated “repent.” Literally: to think 
differently — not a different thought, but a different way of thinking.

Key Ideas

	▪ If you are not thinking about thinking, someone else has 
already been thinking about your thinking for you — and 
that gives them more power over you than you have.

	▪ The internet economy runs on clicks and page views. What reliably 
drives clicks is outrage and anxiety. Fear and anger are the fuel.

	▪ Social media rewards likes and shares, which pushes every 
user toward the extreme end of whatever path they are 
already on — healthy eating to vegan to raw vegan; low carb 
to keto to carnivore. The direction is always further out.

	▪ Intelligence is not protection. A paper in the Journal of Person-
ality and Social Psychology titled “Cognitive sophistication does 
not attenuate the bias blind spot” found that if anything, a larger 
bias blind spot was associated with higher cognitive ability.

	▪ One reason for this: intelligence is usually measured by how 
well we store and reproduce information. That creates heavy 
investment in already having the right answer — the oppo-
site of the question-asking posture that actually finds truth.
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	▪ There is more than one kind of intelligence. Intu-
ition, street smarts, and emotional intelligence all 
describe other ways of taking in the world.

	▪ The red pill is awareness. A Scientific American piece, 
“There’s a Psychological Vaccine Against Misinformation,” 
reported that showing people how manipulative techniques 
work builds resilience against being fooled by them.

	▪ Christianity is not anti-reality. If truth means what is really 
real, then a Christian ought to be among the most reali-
ty-based people alive. Jesus did not say knowing the right 
content sets you free — he said knowing reality does.

	▪ There are two ways to be deceived: believing things that 
are not true, and refusing to believe things that are.

	▪ Neither presenter is here to hand you conclu-
sions. If someone hands you the answer, you never 
develop the capacity to find it yourself.

Examples & Illustrations Used

Worth looking up on your own if any of these were new to you:

	▪ Films about false realities: The Truman Show, Vanilla 
Sky, Dogville, Inception, Total Recall, The Matrix

	▪ The “rabbit hole” escalation pattern:  
healthy eating → vegetarian → vegan → raw vegan → starvation

	▪ “Cognitive sophistication does not attenuate the bias blind 
spot” (Journal of Personality and Social Psychology)

	▪ “There’s a Psychological Vaccine Against Misinfor-
mation” (Scientific American, March 2023)



Escaping the Matrix with Critical Thinking Skills	 10

DavidHolland.org

Questions for Reflection & Discussion

1.	 Before this segment, how confident were you 
that manipulation mostly happens to other peo-
ple? Be honest — that answer is your baseline.

2.	 Name one topic where the algorithm has clearly nudged you 
further out than where you started. What was the first step?

3.	 When you last got angry at something online, what did 
that anger cost you — and who profited from it?

4.	 Bob distinguishes between having new thoughts and having a new 
way of thinking. Which one have you actually been pursuing?

5.	 If someone handed you the “right answers” 
today, what would you lose?

Practice This Week

	▪ Scroll your feed for five minutes with one question run-
ning: what emotion is this trying to produce in me?

	▪ Pick one belief you hold strongly and write down, in one sentence, 
how you came to hold it. Not why it is right — how you got it.

	▪ Notice one moment this week when you assumed some-
one who disagreed with you was stupid, crazy, or evil. 
Write down what you assumed instead of asking.



Notes
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Segment 2 — Our Matrix of False Realities

The diagnosis: how postmodernism, the attention economy, adver-
tising, gaslighting, and narrative slavery built the walls.

What This Segment Covers

This is the diagnostic core of Part One. Before a prescription can be 
written, the ailment has to be named accurately — and it has several 
distinct components.

The segment traces the collapse of objective truth under postmodern-
ism and the rise of “my truth,” then follows the four-step hijacking of 
the human thought process: first we went and got information; then 
technology brought it to us; then it decided which information to bring; 
and finally it decided which information to withhold. That fourth step is 
where, as Bob puts it, the human mind was stolen — because you cannot 
go looking for what you do not know exists.

From there: the dopamine economy and engineered addiction, adver-
tising’s exploitation of fear and insecurity, the tribal fear of rejection 
that makes us defend narratives past the point of evidence, gaslighting 
as a social strategy, and David’s own diagnosis of “hobby horsing, ax 
grinding, point scoring, wagon hitching.” It closes on the cultural and 
individual cost.

“When clicks are the commodity, truth is sacrificed.” — Bob Hamp
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Key Terms

	▪ Postmodernism — the philosophical turn that 
replaced objective, transcendent truth with subjec-
tive truth — “you have your truth, I have mine.”

	▪ Narrative — the story we tell ourselves about who we are 
and how the universe works. Powerful because human beings 
are wired for story before we are wired for language.

	▪ Narrative slavery — the bondage that follows once 
a preferred narrative is adopted and all incoming 
information gets filtered to protect it.

	▪ Curated information bubble — the environment you build for 
yourself by choosing follows, sources, and channels that con-
firm what you already believe — then amplified by algorithms.

	▪ Dopamine — the brain’s painkilling, pleasure-produc-
ing chemical, released by the lower brain. Self-escalating: 
what satisfies today requires more tomorrow.

	▪ Attention — the scarcest commodity on the planet. Plat-
form access is now infinite; eyeballs are not.

	▪ Gaslighting — from the 1944 film with Charles Boyer and Ingrid 
Bergman. Not merely deception — a strategy that gets you to ques-
tion your own sanity and your own capacity to know reality.

	▪ Hobby horsing / ax grinding / point scoring / wagon hitch-
ing — exploiting a tragedy that every rational person recognizes 
as terrible in order to score points for a pet cause or narrative.
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Key Ideas

	▪ Judge by outcomes, not just by how it sounds. Some-
thing can sound true, feel true, and even appear to be 
supported — but if what it produces is chaos, confusion, 
fear, and division, that is evidence worth weighing.

	▪ The four-step hijack: (1) you go get information; (2) infor-
mation comes to you; (3) they decide what comes to you; (4) 
they decide what does not. Step four is the dangerous one, 
because you cannot ask for what you never knew existed.

	▪ Social media platforms hired psychologists to find how to max-
imize dopamine release. That is not a conspiracy claim — it is 
a description of engineering addiction as a business model.

	▪ Dopamine is a roller coaster; oxytocin is a slow burn. Dopa-
mine drives you toward temporary relief and demands escalation. 
Oxytocin, produced by connection, is self-sustaining.

	▪ Emotions drive decisions; information does not. The 
headwaters of a decision is an emotion. Reasoning comes 
downstream to ratify what emotion already chose.

	▪ Learn to regulate before you act. Step one is awareness — I am 
feeling something. Step two is bringing the emotion down. Low-
ering emotional intensity moves you up into the reasoning part 
of the brain. This applies before clicking and before sharing.

	▪ Fear of rejection by the tribe can make a person immune to infor-
mation that would invalidate the group’s narrative. The question 
underneath is not just “who will I be with?” but “who will I be?”

	▪ Everybody is trying to sell you something. A product, a view-
point, a fear, a candidate, or simply your attention. The twins’ 
question is the right one: what do they want us to buy?
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	▪ Every documentary has an agenda. The people who go to the 
trouble of making one want you to believe something you did 
not believe before. That power can serve truth or deception.

	▪ Governments conquer by the military but rule by story. 
Coercion provokes resistance; story invites agreement.

	▪ Gaslighting does more damage than ordinary lying 
because the gaslighter can leave the room and the victim 
remains at war with themselves. Fully gaslit, a person has 
been trained to lie to themselves in order to feel stable.

	▪ We are self-segregating. Decades ago, most peo-
ple had neighbors who voted differently. That likelihood 
has collapsed, which makes otherizing effortless.

	▪ The individual cost is loss of self. The pressure is not 
just to believe the narrative but to become what the narra-
tive says you should be. Freedom is the ability to be who you 
were made to be before the world got its hands on you.

Examples & Illustrations Used

Worth looking up on your own if any of these were new to you:

	▪ Time magazine’s 1966 “Is God Dead?” cover

	▪ The Starbucks “that first sip feeling” cam-
paign as a description of a dopamine hit

	▪ The grandchildren asking “what do they want us to 
buy?” during their first television commercials

	▪ The 1972 Upper West Side voter who did not know a sin-
gle person who voted for Nixon — who carried 49 states
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	▪ Wonder Woman: “Who will I be with-
out you?” / “Who will I be if I stay?”

	▪ RFK Jr.’s Huffington Post piece framing Hurricane 
Katrina as karmic retribution on Mississippi

	▪ The Minneapolis–St. Paul bridge col-
lapse and the agendas attached to it

Questions for Reflection & Discussion

1.	 Where did you last hear — or say — the phrase “my truth”? 
What work was that phrase doing in the conversation?

2.	 Name three sources you follow. What would you have 
to see before you stopped trusting one of them?

3.	 Bob says look at the outcomes of a belief, not just its 
plausibility. Take one belief you hold about a group of 
people. What has believing it produced in you?

4.	 Think of the last thing you shared online. Were you in the top 
half of your brain or the bottom half when you hit the button?

5.	 Have you ever been gaslit — told you were remem-
bering wrong, overreacting, imagining it? What did it 
do to your confidence in your own perception?

6.	 Where have you seen hobby horsing after a public trag-
edy? Did you agree with the cause being advanced? Did 
that change how you felt about the tactic?
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Practice This Week

	▪ Deliberately follow one thoughtful person you disagree with. Not 
a caricature — the strongest version of the other view you can find.

	▪ Institute a 24-hour rule on sharing anything that 
makes you angry. Most of what survives the wait is 
worth sharing; most of what does not, was not.

	▪ Before your next purchase over $100, name the 
emotion the advertising was aimed at.



Notes



Escaping the Matrix with Critical Thinking Skills	 19

DavidHolland.org

Segment 2B (Bonus) — Artificial Intelligence 
and the Critical Thinker

From Photoshop to deepfakes: the elephant in the room, 
and what it does to the rules of evidence.

What This Segment Covers

This bonus segment addresses the technology that makes everything 
else in the course harder. It begins with what David calls the Photoshop 
Prelude — the moment in the early 1990s when ordinary people could 
first convincingly alter photographs, and the saying “the camera doesn’t 
lie” quietly died.

Photoshop still required skill, time, and expertise, and experts could 
usually spot the seams. That constraint is gone. What once took a skilled 
artist hours now takes seconds and no technical ability at all. Add 
AI video generation and voice cloning from a few seconds of audio, 
and you have the capacity to produce a convincing video of anyone 
saying anything.

The segment names four dangers, adds a fifth that David considers the 
largest, and then gives a practical defense kit.

“Seeing is no longer believing, and hearing isn’t either.  
The old rules of evidence are being rewritten in real time.”

Key Terms

	▪ Deepfake — synthetic image, audio, or video that con-
vincingly depicts something that never happened.

	▪ Liar’s dividend — a term coined by law profes-
sors: once everyone knows fakes exist, genuinely guilty 
people can dismiss real evidence as “an AI fake.”
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	▪ Epistemic humility — holding conclusions loosely; being will-
ing to say “I’m not sure this is real” and leave it on the shelf.

	▪ Reverse image search — checking whether an image appears 
elsewhere online, via Google Images or a service like TinEye.

Key Ideas

1.	 Danger 1 — Misinformation on steroids. Every cognitive bias, logi-
cal fallacy, and manipulation tactic in this course gets supercharged 
when a bad actor can manufacture evidence on demand. Confirma-
tion bias is far harder to overcome when someone can generate video 
that seems to prove exactly what you already wanted to believe.

2.	 Danger 2 — The liar’s dividend. Fakes do not only let people spread 
lies; they let guilty people deny the truth. A convenient escape hatch.

3.	 Danger 3 — Erosion of shared reality. We were already in fractured 
tribal bubbles. When anyone can manufacture evidence for any nar-
rative, common ground for determining what happened disappears.

4.	 Danger 4 — Personal attacks and scams. Voice 
cloning is already being used for fraud — the grand-
parent scam on technological steroids.

5.	 The larger danger: not only that people will believe a lie when 
shown false evidence, but that as we grow jaded and cynical we will 
refuse to believe an important truth sitting right in front of us.

6.	 The fundamentals do not change. The technology will keep 
evolving and the fakes will keep improving. Asking ques-
tions, verifying sources, considering motives, looking for 
agendas, checking your biases, and slowing down still work.
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Examples & Illustrations Used

Worth looking up on your own if any of these were new to you:

	▪ The “Tourist Guy” 9/11 hoax photo, and its afterlife pho-
toshopped into the Titanic and the Hindenburg

	▪ The giant cat photo; sharks swimming down flooded high-
ways after hurricanes (still recycled every season)

	▪ Soviet-era erasure of officials from official photographs

	▪ The AI-generated image of the Pope in a white puffer jacket

	▪ The AI-generated images of Donald Trump being tackled by police

Your AI Defense Kit

1.	 Slow down. Before you share it — before you even 
form an opinion — pause. Inflammatory content is engi-
neered for an immediate emotional response.

2.	 Mind your own biases. The easiest lie to swallow is the 
one you want to be true. Be skeptical of what you hope is 
false; be doubly on guard about what you hope is true.

3.	 Check the source. Where did this originate? Is it cited? Can 
it be confirmed by a different pathway, or are you being asked 
to take it on faith? Does the source have an agenda?

4.	 Look for corroboration. If something significant really hap-
pened, multiple independent outlets will report it. One 
source only, or only hyper-partisan sources, is a red flag.

5.	 Apply the razors. Occam’s, Hanlon’s, and Holland’s (Segment 6). 
In an age of AI they should be three of your best friends.
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6.	 Watch for tells. Distorted hands, garbled text, shadows fall-
ing wrong, odd backgrounds, audio slightly out of sync with lips. 
These giveaways are shrinking, but they are still often there.

7.	 Use reverse image search. Drag the image into Google Images or 
TinEye. This will not catch everything, but it exposes recycled fakes.

8.	 Establish family code words. Given voice cloning, agree on 
a word to verify identity in an emergency call. If Grandma 
calls in distress and cannot give it, something is wrong.

9.	 Maintain epistemic humility. Possibly the most 
important item on the list. It is fine to say “I don’t 
know if this is real” and put it on a shelf.

Questions for Reflection & Discussion

1.	 Can you remember the first time you were fooled 
by a fake image? What made you believe it?

2.	 What piece of evidence would you person-
ally find hardest to doubt — and what would it 
mean if that category became unreliable?

3.	 The liar’s dividend cuts both ways. Have you ever seen 
someone dismiss real evidence by calling it fake?

4.	 Which is the bigger risk for you personally: believing a con-
vincing lie, or refusing to believe an inconvenient truth?

5.	 Who in your family is most vulnerable to a voice-clon-
ing scam, and what will you do about it this month?



Escaping the Matrix with Critical Thinking Skills	 23

DavidHolland.org

Practice This Week

	▪ Set up a family code word this week.  
Actually do it — text the family thread today.

	▪ Reverse image search the next suspicious image that 
crosses your feed, just to build the habit.

	▪ Practice saying out loud: “I don’t know if that’s real.” 
Notice how much resistance you feel to it.



Notes
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Segment 3 — The Brain: Our Best 
Friend and Our Worst Enemy

Bob Hamp’s roadmap. We all got a brain; none of us got a user’s manual.

What This Segment Covers

This segment supplies the operating manual. Your brain has a job assign-
ment it began performing before you ever asked it to, and it has never 
stopped: make your world make sense.

Every second, nine to eleven million bits of data assault your senses. By 
adulthood, you are consciously processing roughly 126 of them. Every-
thing else is filtered out by three processes learned in infancy — deletion, 
distortion, and generalization — which together build internal represen-
tations of reality. Those representations feel like the world. They are, in 
fact, your lenses.

Bob then maps the brain twice: left and right (labeling, analyzing, and 
organizing versus lived experience), and bottom to top (brainstem, 
midbrain, limbic system, cerebral cortex). The bottom half of the brain is 
designed to keep you not dead. The top half is designed to give you full-
ness of life. Almost everything in this course about manipulation comes 
back to one fact: the bottom half is easy to steer.

“We believe we see the world as it is,  
but we really see the world as we are.”

Key Terms

	▪ Deletion — the brain putting black tape over what it 
does not want to see — because it is too much, unpleas-
ant, or does not fit the lenses already built.

	▪ Distortion — bending incoming information until 
it fits what we are prepared to receive.



Escaping the Matrix with Critical Thinking Skills	 26

DavidHolland.org

	▪ Generalization — if this is true of that, it is probably true 
of everything like it. Bananas taste good, so all yellow 
things must — until someone hands you a lemon.

	▪ Internal structures / internal representations — the model of 
reality assembled from years of deletion, distortion, and general-
ization. Also described as a grid, or the hooks you hang things on.

	▪ Heuristics — the mental shortcuts and automatic rules 
that make thousands of daily decisions for you below the 
level of conscious thought. Do I pet strange dogs?

	▪ Paradigm — the operating system of the mind — the roadmap of 
reality. It is very difficult to perceive anything that does not fit it.

	▪ Brainstem — the most primitive level. Secretes cortisol and 
adrenaline; produces fight, flight, or freeze. Reacts rather 
than reasons. Highly programmable and easily steered.

	▪ Midbrain — the appetite and drive center. Pro-
duces dopamine and the craving for relief. Does not 
distinguish between physical and emotional threat.

	▪ Limbic system — the connection and attachment level. Pro-
duces oxytocin — a slow burn rather than a roller coaster.

	▪ Cerebral cortex / neocortex — problem-solving, pattern recognition, 
evaluation, analysis. The part of you capable of leaving the matrix.

Key Ideas

	▪ Your brain’s filtering is not a defect. Without it you would 
drown. The problem is that the filters were built when you 
were at your most primitive, and they are still running.
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	▪ This is why unlearning matters as much as learning.  
By age two or three you had already decided what you would 
see, what you would not, and how you would see it.

	▪ Confidence does not come from getting every-
thing right. It comes from becoming comfortable with 
getting it wrong. If you must be right to feel secure, you 
can be blackmailed by your own potential failure.

	▪ The doorway to truth is “I might not know this yet.” 
Chasing the right answer instead of a healthy pro-
cess is a trap — including a religious trap.

	▪ The left brain labels, analyzes, and organizes. The right 
brain experiences but cannot always find words. Trou-
ble comes when we over-migrate to the left and end up with 
people who can say the information but have lost the experi-
ence — who can say “I love you” and mean “see you later.”

	▪ This is why manipulators use story and emo-
tion. They take you back to the right brain, where 
both deep experience and deep change occur.

	▪ The body talks to the brain more than the brain talks to 
the body. And what the body reports is not always true — 
a splinter that has been removed can still feel present.

	▪ Fight, flight, or freeze is built for 20 to 30 minutes. It was 
designed for the panther on the trail. Living there permanently 
damages both thinking and health — and a culture holding 
a 24-hour outrage drip in its hands is doing exactly that.

	▪ Some of what you feel shame about is anatomy, not char-
acter. Many people have lived their whole lives in the 
bottom half of the brain and concluded they are inad-
equate, never knowing there was a top half.
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	▪ The midbrain is programmable, and it pushes toward 
the familiar. This is why patterns repeat across genera-
tions — the midbrain reports that the familiar is survival.

	▪ Neither the midbrain nor the brainstem distin-
guishes physical from emotional threat. Being rejected 
by your tribe registers the same way as the panther.

	▪ The way out of the dopamine cycle is connec-
tion, in this order: connect to yourself, connect to your 
Creator, connect to safe people. If you are disconnected 
from yourself, no other connection is possible.

	▪ Major prescription: learn to navigate the levels of your own 
brain. In the bottom half you are prey — either to who-
ever put you there, or to whoever notices you are there.

Examples & Illustrations Used

Worth looking up on your own if any of these were new to you:

	▪ The Selective Perception Test — counting basket-
ball passes and missing the man in the gorilla suit

	▪ Bob and Polly walking the same store aisle and see-
ing entirely different merchandise

	▪ The colored-glasses illustration: asked the color 
of the wall, you answer from your lenses

	▪ The “why are you lying to me?” moment in marriage counseling, 
when both people are honestly reporting different perceptions

	▪ Interrogation of prisoners: force someone into the brainstem and 
they stop asking what is right and start asking what will make it stop
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Questions for Reflection & Discussion

1.	 What is a heuristic you run constantly and have never 
examined? Start with something small — how you 
decide whether to answer an unknown number.

2.	 Name a filter you know you have. Where did it come from?

3.	 When did you last have an experience you could not find words for? 
What does that tell you about which side of your brain was engaged?

4.	 How much of your day do you spend in the bottom half 
of your brain? Be specific about what puts you there.

5.	 Bob says people are stuck because their definition 
of the problem is wrong, so none of their solutions 
work. Where might that be true of you?

6.	 What is one thing you would have to unlearn 
before you could learn what comes next?

Practice This Week

	▪ Watch the gorilla/selective attention video if 
you have never seen it. Watch it twice.

	▪ Practice regulating: three times this week, when you 
notice a strong reaction, name the feeling, take two slow 
breaths, and wait sixty seconds before doing anything.

	▪ Ask someone who knows you well to describe something about 
you that you delete. Then do not argue with the answer.



Notes
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Segment 4 — Logic and the Power of the Flawed Premise

Part Two begins: the prescription. Twelve fallacies you 
need to recognize — in others and in yourself.

What This Segment Covers

Most people are logical. That is precisely the problem. Logical conclu-
sions are built on a stack of premises, and if a premise is false, valid logic 
will carry you efficiently to a false conclusion. If A equals B and B equals 
C, then A equals C — provided the first two are actually true.

This reframes disagreement. When someone reaches a conclusion 
you find absurd, attacking the conclusion is hacking at the outermost 
branches of a tree and wondering why it does not fall. The roots are 
the premises. David’s practice: stop challenging conclusions and start 
examining assumptions.

It also demolishes what David calls the stupid, crazy, evil phenome-
non — the assumption that anyone who lands elsewhere must be slow, 
irrational, or wicked. The vast majority of functional adults arrived at 
their positions honestly, earned by lived experience. The segment closes 
with the twelve most common logical fallacies plus a bonus.

“It’s not that my ideological opponents are ignorant. It’s just that 
so much of what they know simply isn’t so.” — Ronald Reagan, 
quoted in the segment as a description of flawed premises.

Key Terms

	▪ Premise / presupposition — an assumption a conclu-
sion rests on. The load-bearing part of any argument.

	▪ Argument — not two people yelling. A case crafted to persuade, 
influence, or manipulate — the way a lawyer makes a case to a jury.
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	▪ Logical fallacy — a deceptive or false argument that appears stronger 
than it is, usually containing faulty logic or resting on a false premise.

	▪ Stupid, crazy, evil — the reflex assumption that anyone hold-
ing a different conclusion must be one of the three. A reliable 
sign that someone is operating from the lower brain.

Key Ideas

	▪ A false premise produces a logical false conclusion. If you 
believe the earth is flat, “don’t sail too far” is sound reasoning.

	▪ Impute good faith. Assume the person arrived honestly. 
This is not only more accurate — it is the only position 
from which you have any chance of influencing them.

	▪ If you approach someone from your brainstem, you dramat-
ically raise the odds they respond from theirs. “How did you 
get there?” opens a door that “you’re crazy” welds shut.

	▪ People rarely come to counseling because of problems. 
They come because of bad solutions — solutions that fol-
low logically from a wrong definition of the problem.

	▪ Political disagreement usually traces upstream to a prem-
ise about human nature. Follow the logic of “big government” 
or “small government” back far enough and you arrive at 
an assumption about whether human beings are born bro-
ken or born blank. Everything downstream depends on it.

	▪ Extremes are the far ends of the bell curve.  
The loudest and most extreme voices are rarely the 
most representative — only the most persuasive.
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The Twelve Most Common Logical Fallacies

Recognizing these arms you in both directions: against being played, and 
against playing yourself.

Fallacy What it is, and how it sounds

1.	 Ad Hominem Attacking the person rather than the argument. “I’m right 
and you’re wrong because you’re an idiot.” If you claim the 
floor is stone, “you’re ugly” has refuted nothing. Related: the 
bad faith argument (attacking motives, which are irrelevant 
to whether the claim is true) and guilt by association (Bob 
went to an Eric Clapton concert, therefore ignore Bob).

2.	 Bandwagon 
argumentum 
ad populum)

Everyone thinks this, so it must be correct; you are 
in the minority, so you must be wrong. Often dressed 
up with a statistic about what a majority believes.

3.	 Appeal to 
Emotion

Substituting an emotional response for an evaluation of 
the claim. “Hard cases make bad law” — the most heart-
rending imaginable case is produced to sell a policy, 
telling you nothing about whether the policy is sound.

4.	 Etymological Redefining a term to smuggle in a conclusion. “You 
are a terrible person. I define terrible person as one 
who likes cilantro. You like cilantro. Therefore.” Note: 
words do evolve naturally — “cool” once meant only 
a temperature. The fallacy is the deliberate detachment 
of a word from its meaning to win an argument.

5.	 Tu Quoque 
(“you’re one 
too”)

“You threw trash on the ground.” / “Well, you did that yes-
terday.” A diversion, not a refutation. Close cousins: the red 
herring (dangling an unrelated thing) and whataboutism.

6.	 Straw Man Building a weak cartoon version of the opposing posi-
tion and demolishing that instead. “Walking on 
a freeway at night in dark clothing is unwise” becomes 
“so you think cars should own the road and pedestri-
ans have no rights, you fascist car supremacist.”

7.	 Anecdotal Your anecdote isn’t data. A general claim is met with  
“I know a person who …” One hundred thou-
sand anecdotes, judiciously curated and honestly 
analyzed, might be data. Yours is not.
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Fallacy What it is, and how it sounds

8.	 Appeal to 
Authority  
/ Halo Effect

My experts, my preferred talking heads, my celebrities, 
my documentary that validated what I already thought. 
The halo effect is why advertisers hire the most attractive 
available person: the attractiveness of the hand hold-
ing the bottle tells you only which part of your brain is 
responding. Bob adds a variant — appeal to intensity, 
where volume and frequency masquerade as consensus.

9.	 False 
Dilemma

Presenting two options as though there were no others, when 
a thousand gradations exist between. Martin Bashir’s question 
on MSNBC — either God is all-powerful and does not care 
about the Japanese, or he cares and is not all-powerful, which 
is it? — is a textbook case. Both horns can be false. Related: 
the loaded question (“when did you stop beating your wife?”).

10.	False Cause 
& False 
Attribution

Misattributing a cause, or reversing cause and effect.  
“I had an MRI and two days later was struck by lightning.” 
Or: every time my uncle drinks he is visited by Bigfoot, so 
clearly drinking attracts Sasquatches — with the reversal 
being that hallucinating Sasquatches causes the drinking.

11.	 Correlation–
Causation

Two things moving together are not necessarily linked by 
cause. During the Black Plague, cities noticed a surge in cats 
just before outbreaks, concluded the cats were responsi-
ble, and slaughtered them — killing the one control on the 
rat population carrying the infected fleas. Perfectly logical. 
Built on a false premise. The solution became the problem.

12.	 Middle 
Ground

Assuming the truth must lie between two extremes. 
Some people lose weight eating no fat or meat; oth-
ers lose weight eating no carbs. Therefore eat lots 
of both? One extreme may be right, or both may be 
wrong. Splitting the difference is not a method.

Bonus: Argumentation by Meme Mockery

Not a formally recognized fallacy — David’s own addition, and native to 
the internet. An assertion is met with an eye-roll GIF or a Picard face-
palm. It is not a refutation. It produces a small squirt of dopamine for the 
poster and for everyone who already agreed, and it settles nothing.
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Questions for Reflection & Discussion

1.	 Take a position you hold strongly. Follow it upstream. 
What is the premise at the very top?

2.	 Which of these twelve do you catch yourself using most?  
Answer before you answer which one annoys you most in others.

3.	 Think of someone whose conclusions genu-
inely baffle you. What would they have to have 
experienced for their position to make sense?

4.	 David says people come to counseling because of 
bad solutions, not problems. What problem in your 
life might you have defined incorrectly?

5.	 Where have you accepted a claim mainly because 
of who said it rather than what was said?

6.	 When was the last time you changed your mind about 
something that mattered? What did it take?

Practice This Week

	▪ Read one comment thread on a contested topic and 
tally the fallacies. Do not participate — just count.

	▪ The next time you disagree with someone in per-
son, ask “how did you come to that?” before saying 
anything else. Then listen to the whole answer.

	▪ Catch yourself once this week mid-straw-man. Restate the 
other person’s position until they say you have it right.



Notes
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Segment 4B (Bonus) — Statistical Shenanigans

Lies, damnable lies, and statistics. Six tricks and 
how to defend yourself against each.

What This Segment Covers

Statistics carry the scent of authority. They sound official, they sound 
scientific, they suggest that somebody smart did the math and even made 
a chart. That authority is exactly what makes them such effective instru-
ments of deception.

This bonus segment walks through six of the most common manipula-
tions, each with a specific defense — and closes with a defense of honest 
data, which remains one of the most powerful tools we have for finding 
out what is actually true.

“You really don’t need to be a statistician. You just need to be the 
slightly annoying person in the room who keeps asking: hold on 
a second, where did those numbers come from, and what are they 
actually saying?”

Key Terms

	▪ Relative vs. absolute change — a 25% reduction in deaths 
sounds identical whether it moves 4 in 10,000 to 3 in 10,000, 
or 4 in 10 to 3 in 10. Those are not remotely the same event.

	▪ Per capita — incidents per unit of population. Without 
it, big states will always look worse than small ones.

	▪ Self-selection bias — when the people who chose to respond 
are systematically different from the people who did not.
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	▪ Confounding variable — a third factor driving two 
trends that appear to be causing each other. Hot weather 
drives both ice cream sales and drownings.

Key Ideas

	▪ Statistics can genuinely describe reality. In the hands of a manip-
ulator they distort it instead. The tool is not the problem.

	▪ Your anecdote isn’t data. It might be a data point, if true. 
In 2021 Nicki Minaj tweeted that her cousin’s friend in Trin-
idad became impotent after vaccination and the wedding 
was called off. It is always a cousin’s friend — a construction 
that makes the claim impossible to verify or falsify.

	▪ Ten thousand anecdotes, judiciously curated and hon-
estly queried, become data. That is the difference.

	▪ Seek out intellectually honest experts — the ones 
who want to know the truth even when it invalidates 
their preferred narrative. They are rare. They exist.

The Six Tricks

The trick How it works —  
and how to defend yourself

1.	 Percentages 
and rates of 
increase or 
decrease

A large percentage from a tiny base. If lightning deaths among 
root beer float drinkers go from one to two worldwide, 
that is a 100% increase. One outlet reported a childhood 
disease up 14,608% — technically true, and the underly-
ing move was 13 cases to 1,912 in a nation of 350 million. 
Rates are trickier still: a driver going 70 in a school zone 
who moves to 71 has increased his speeding by only 1.4%, 
and one who drops to 65 is “7% safer.” He is still doing 65 in 
a school zone. During the 2024 cycle, a fall in the inflation 
rate from 7% to 3% was sometimes presented as prices no 
longer rising. Prices were still rising — just more slowly.

Defense: A rate tells you nothing until you 
know the underlying numbers.
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The trick How it works —  
and how to defend yourself

2.	 Hiding the 
percentage

The reverse trick. A raw total is presented with no 
denominator: California, Texas, or Florida have more 
incidences of Thing X than any other state. True, and 
unremarkable, since more people live there. Per cap-
ita, little Vermont may have the bigger problem.

Defense: When someone throws out 
a total, ask “out of how many?”

3.	 Cherry-picked  
time frames

Choosing start and end dates that make the trend say what 
you need. Stock performance measured from the bottom of 
a crash. A crime chart beginning at an unusual low. Weight-
loss ads whose “before” photo is a historically fit woman 
days after giving birth and whose “after” is six months later.

Defense: Ask what happens if you move the start date. 
Zoom out on every line graph. Does the catastrophic 
freefall become a dip in a long upward trend?

4.	 Goofing with  
the axes

The y-axis (vertical) started at something other than 
zero, so a move from 90 to 92 fills the whole frame. Or 
uneven spacing on the x-axis (horizontal, usually time), 
where tick marks quietly shift from years to decades.

Defense: Check whether the y-axis starts at zero. Check that 
x-axis intervals are even and no periods are missing. If either 
axis is unlabeled, stop reading — you cannot trust any of it.

5.	 Bad samples 
and small 
samples

Polling community interest in bike lanes at the bicycle repair 
shop. Pre-election polls conducted by landline, capturing only 
people who had a landline, answered it, and were willing to talk 
to a pollster. “7% of people grew a third arm” means something 
very different at 70,000 out of a million than at 7 out of 100.

Defense: Ask who exactly was surveyed and how big the 
sample was. Watch for self-selection. The smaller the 
sample, the more cautious the conclusion should be.

6.	 Mistaking 
correlation for 
causation

Ice cream sales and drownings rise and fall together; 
hot weather drives both. Or the direction is sim-
ply backwards: neighborhoods with more police 
have more crime, therefore police cause crime — 
when more crime is what sends police there.

Defense: When two trends move together, ask what 
third thing might drive both. When causation is claimed, 
ask which direction actually makes more sense.
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The Six-Question Checklist

When numbers are being used to persuade you, these questions will keep 
your brain from being taken hostage.

1.	 Who was counted? Sample selection — and who is missing.

2.	 Out of how many? Denominators, sample size, 
and the deceptive use of percentages.

3.	 What exactly is being measured? Definitions mat-
ter enormously and are rarely stated.

4.	 Compared to what? Baselines and controls.

5.	 Over what time period? Cherry-picked start and end dates.

6.	 Could something else explain this? Confound-
ers, and the direction of causation.

7.	 And how big is the effect, really? Absolute versus relative difference.

Questions for Reflection & Discussion

1.	 Find a statistic you have repeated to some-
one. Can you say what the denominator was?

2.	 Which of the six tricks would work best on 
you, given what you already believe?

3.	 Think of a chart that convinced you of some-
thing. Did you look at the axes?
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4.	 Have you ever used an anecdote as though it set-
tled a question? What was it standing in for?

5.	 Who is one commentator you follow who visibly 
changes their mind when the evidence moves?

Practice This Week

	▪ Take the next percentage you encounter in a head-
line and find the raw numbers behind it.

	▪ Practice asking “out of how many?” out loud. 
It is a small habit with a large yield.

	▪ Find one chart this week where the y-axis does not 
start at zero. They are not hard to find.



Notes
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Segment 5 — Cognitive Biases

Tricks our brains play on us in an effort to be helpful. Bless their hearts.

What This Segment Covers

Logical fallacies generally come at us from the outside. Cognitive biases 
happen on the inside — automatic subroutines running silently unless 
you open the hood and look.

The formal definition is a systematic pattern of deviation from ratio-
nality in judgment, by which individuals construct their own subjective 
reality from their perception of the input. David’s version: some tricks 
our brains play on us in an effort to be helpful.

There are somewhere north of a hundred; some lists count 153. These are 
the ones most likely to be shaping your day. Awareness is not the whole 
cure, but it is the first and most important step.

“To see what is in front of one’s nose needs a constant struggle.” 
— George Orwell

Key Ideas

	▪ Two superpowers are yours to reclaim: atten-
tion and will. Both can be driven by unconscious 
bias, or taken back and directed deliberately.

	▪ These are emotional as much as cognitive. Know-
ing how a bias works is one thing; being willing to feel bad 
about yourself long enough to correct it is another.

	▪ The willingness to unlearn may be the sin-
gle most valuable skill in this entire course.
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Examples & Illustrations Used

Worth looking up on your own if any of these were new to you:

	▪ The Renault Velociraptor Mark III — think about buy-
ing one and suddenly they are everywhere

	▪ Two identical packages of ground beef: 80% lean and 20% fat

	▪ The reframing question in counseling:  
“how do you know which one came first?”

	▪ Bob’s “black tape” image of deletion —  
and what happens when it comes off

	▪ The restaurant in downtown Fort Worth 
and its unforgettable evening

The Biases

Bias What it does

1.	 Bias Blind Spot You are almost certainly hostage to a number 
of these — but I can assure you, I am not. This 
is the bias that says you are exempt from the 
rest of the list. It goes first for a reason.

2.	 Confirmation 
Bias (a.k.a. 
myside bias)

Noting and storing information that confirms what 
you already believe, while going blind to or forget-
ting what does not. The moment a belief is accepted, 
the subconscious starts sniffing around like a loyal 
dog for validation. Add algorithms feeding you more 
of what you already believe and the loop closes.

3.	 Choice-Sup-
portive Bias

Once a decision is made, the subconscious hunts for 
evidence it was the right one. The bigger the decision, the 
more urgently the lower brain works to supply comfort. 
Car purchases, house purchases, major health decisions.
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Bias What it does

4.	 False Consensus 
Effect

Seeing your own choices, values, and views as relatively 
common — assuming your qualities and beliefs are wide-
spread in the general population. My tribe is the normal 
tribe. See also: the 1972 voter who knew no one who voted 
for the man who carried 49 states. Bob adds a variant: 
taking someone’s failure to disagree as agreement.

5.	 Self-Serving 
Bias

Interpreting information in whatever way makes you 
look or feel better. In action: personal credit for suc-
cess, external factors for failure. If you want to see it 
work, try offering someone constructive criticism.

6.	 Framing Effect Viewing the same thing differently depending on presen-
tation. Identical packages of ground beef labeled 80% lean 
and 20% fat. Weasel words in advertising: as low as, start-
ing at, up to — your brain hears only the number. Political 
ads use visual framing constantly, the preferred candidate 
in warm color and the opponent in sinister grayscale. 
Framing is powerful enough that well-trained investiga-
tors are taught to avoid it when interviewing witnesses.

7.	 Frequency 
Illusion (Baad-
er-Meinhof 
Effect)

Once you notice something unusual, you start noticing it 
everywhere and conclude it has become more frequent. 
Named for a psychologist who encountered the name of 
a 1970s German terrorist group and then saw it constantly. 
The digital clock reading 11:11 is the same phenomenon. 
Harmless with clocks; less harmless when the thing you 
have started noting is unkindness directed at you.

8.	 Dunning-Kruger 
Effect (a.k.a. 
the Uncle Rico 
effect)

Overestimating your proficiency at something when 
you are bad at it, and underestimating it when you are 
good — partly because the genuinely skilled are sur-
rounded by other skilled people. Napoleon Dynamite’s 
Uncle Rico, still throwing the football at 53, certain that 
if coach had put him in they would have taken State.

9.	 Hindsight Bias 
(the “I knew 
it all along” 
phenomenon)

The genius of us Monday-morning quarterbacks. 
The hunches that proved right get remembered; the 
hundred and fifty that did not go down the mem-
ory hole. And so we all feel slightly psychic.
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Bias What it does

10.	Anchoring Bias Your mother and Dale Carnegie were right — first 
impressions really are lasting. We stay married to an 
initial judgment no matter what contrary evidence arrives, 
even when that first judgment was itself distorted by 
something like the framing effect. Powerful because 
undoing it requires humility, and pride hates that.

11.	 Recency Bias The bookend to anchoring. Last impressions are 
lasting impressions, and the most recent expe-
rience overwhelms all the objective information 
you have. Four or five wonderful meals at a restau-
rant, then one evening of catastrophic plumbing, 
and you never walk back through the door.

Four Keys to Living Free of Your Own Biases

1.	 Awareness. Know these exist and — this is the hard 
part — know you are not immune. The first item 
on the list is the bias that tells you you are.

2.	 Humility. Hold what you think you know with an open hand. 
Be genuinely open to being wrong in part or in whole.

3.	 Courage. Have the courage to know the truth, even if your tribe will 
not like it. David’s illustration: months of walking past the bathroom 
scale and declining to step on it, while his pants testified daily.

4.	 Slow down. Move into slow thinking (Daniel Kahneman, 
Thinking Fast and Slow). The lower brain reacts fast; cog-
nition takes time, and requires stepping out of the 
situation to look at it from more than one side.
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Questions for Reflection & Discussion

1.	 Which of these did you recognize immediately in someone 
else, and how long did it take you to look for it in yourself?

2.	 What is a big decision you have made where choice-sup-
portive bias may still be working overtime?

3.	 Where has an anchor from a first impression outlived the evidence?

4.	 Bob asks what if you were wrong today, because 
tomorrow is coming again. What belief would be 
most expensive for you to be wrong about?

5.	 What truth have you been avoiding because you do not want 
to know it? What is your version of the bathroom scale?

6.	 Who in your life will tell you the truth even when your 
tribe will not? When did you last ask them anything?

Practice This Week

	▪ Write down one thing you believe that your tribe would be uncom-
fortable hearing you say. You do not have to say it. Just write it.

	▪ Deliberately go looking for the strongest evidence against 
something you believe. Not the weakest — the strongest.

	▪ Practice the sentence “I might be wrong about 
this” until it stops costing you something.



Notes
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Segment 6 — Conspiracies: Real and Imagined

This one may hurt a little. It will help by hurting.

What This Segment Covers

Real conspiracies happen. Lincoln was assassinated by a network, not 
a lone actor. German officers conspired to kill Hitler and failed. Water-
gate was a conspiracy and then a conspiracy to cover it up. The 9/11 
attacks were a conspiracy years in the making. Operation Himmler gave 
the world the phrase “false flag.” Criminal conspiracies occur constantly. 
To claim conspiracies do not exist is absurd on its face.

And yet the field is so thoroughly populated by nonsense — flat earth, 
faked moon landings, a holographic moon, chemtrails, reptilian world 
leaders — that the label “conspiracy theory” has itself become a weapon 
for dismissing inconvenient reporting without examining it. That tac-
tic works precisely because so many conspiracy theories are, in David’s 
phrase, loony as all get out.

So the critical thinker needs tools: to evaluate what to embrace, what 
to reject, and — a genuinely underused third option — what to put on 
a shelf and wait on.

“The easiest lie to fall for is the one you really want to be true. Con 
men have been exploiting this since the dawn of time — going all the 
way back to a con man serpent who told somebody precisely what 
they wanted to hear.”

Key Terms

	▪ Conspiracy — per the Oxford American Dictionary: a secret plan 
by a group to do something unlawful or harmful. Note that peo-
ple simply cooperating toward a goal — Mothers Against Drunk 
Driving, donors to anti-trafficking work — do not qualify.
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	▪ Razor — in philosophy, a mental tool that lets you 
cut through the fog toward the likely truth.

	▪ Occam’s Razor — the simplest explanation for a phenomenon 
is usually the correct one. Named for William of Occam. Not 
always right — but more often than not it will serve you well.

	▪ Hanlon’s Razor — never attribute to malice what 
can be adequately explained by incompetence.

	▪ Holland’s Razor — David’s own: any theory requiring humans 
to be what humans clearly are not, and the world to be what 
the world clearly is not, is almost certainly false. Stated 
as a question: if this is true, what else has to be true?

	▪ The “they” — the all-powerful unified agent at the center of most 
conspiracy narratives. There is no single they. There are many 
theys, and a great number of them are enemies of one another.

Key Ideas

	▪ Every good conspiracy theory starts with something prov-
ably true. Stanley Kubrick and Arthur C. Clarke really did 
consult NASA staff during pre-production on 2001. There 
is a photograph. The photograph is now circulated as proof 
Kubrick was recruited to fake the moon landings.

	▪ The brain’s job is making the world make sense. In chaotic times 
it works overtime to find something that feels like it fits. A con-
spiracy theory offers exactly that: here is where all the pieces 
come together. The comfort is real whether or not the theory is.

	▪ Two psychological drives underneath: the wish to be an 
insider rather than an outsider, and the wish for some-
one who knows and someone who will come and make it 
all right. David blames Santa Claus — only half in jest.
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	▪ Real conspiracies get exposed because human beings exe-
cute them. People get fired and want revenge. They get drunk 
and talk. They retire and confess. They make mistakes. Booth 
caught his foot on a banner and broke his leg. The Valkyrie brief-
case was slid onto the wrong side of a table pedestal and Hitler 
lived. The Watergate burglars were caught being doofuses.

	▪ Our institutions genuinely have forfeited trust. News 
media, parts of government, the medical profession, aca-
demia. That loss is not paranoia — it is earned, and it is 
one honest reason conspiracy thinking flourishes now.

	▪ The internet ended gatekeeping, for better and 
worse. We are a culture that is more quickly informed 
and less accurately informed at the same time.

	▪ A conspiracy label is not a refutation. Early specu-
lation about a lab origin for COVID was dismissed as 
a conspiracy theory. It is no longer dismissed.

	▪ Some conspiracy theories are not funny at all. Holo-
caust denial and its variants exist to dehumanize and 
otherize. The category deserves no amused tolerance.

	▪ Ask about the agenda. Does the person presenting this have one? 
That is not disqualifying by itself — but it belongs in the evaluation.

	▪ Check your emotional state before you judge. If some-
thing made you hate a person you have never met, or think 
ill of a group you have never interacted with, stop. Breathe. 
Then meet someone from that group before you decide.
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Examples & Illustrations Used

Worth looking up on your own if any of these were new to you:

	▪ Cold War duck-and-cover drills — comfort rather 
than protection, which is exactly the point

	▪ The frame-by-frame documentary arguing that The 
Shining contains Kubrick’s coded confession

	▪ “Birds Aren’t Real” — invented openly as a joke, spread anyway

	▪ The Pentaveret from So I Married an Axe Mur-
derer: the Queen, the Vatican, the Gettys, the 
Rothschilds, and Colonel Sanders before he died

	▪ The Hook ’em Horns sign as proof of Illuminati membership

	▪ JFK: every proposed culprit except the one nobody 
wants — that one disturbed individual changed history

	▪ The Cairo hairdresser who preferred an elaborate Israe-
li-Egyptian plot to the simple explanation that the 
Muslim Brotherhood killed Egyptian soldiers

Questions for Reflection & Discussion

1.	 Name a conspiracy theory you believe.  
Now run it through all three razors, honestly.

2.	 What does that theory do for you emotionally?  
What would you lose if it turned out to be false?

3.	 Which institutions have you stopped trusting, and were they right to 
lose your trust? Separate the earned distrust from the reflexive kind.
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4.	 Where have you seen “that’s a conspiracy theory” used 
to shut down a question that deserved asking?

5.	 Do you have a category for “I don’t know yet”?  
What is currently in it?

6.	 Whose agenda have you never examined because 
you agree with their conclusions?

Practice This Week

	▪ Take the most recent juicy story you saw and ask: if this is true, what 
else has to be true? Write the list out. Look at how long it gets.

	▪ Find someone from a group you have negative feelings about and 
have an actual conversation. Not a debate — a conversation.

	▪ Put one thing on the shelf this week. Practice saying  
“I’ll wait for evidence” without it feeling like defeat.



Notes
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Segment 6B (Bonus) — The Razors in Action

Two worked examples: COVID’s origin and the chemtrails theory.

What This Segment Covers

Tools are easier to trust once you have watched them work. This bonus 
segment runs two real-world cases through Occam’s, Hanlon’s, and 
Holland’s razors.

The first case is the early COVID period, when theories flew fast and the 
wilder they were the more traction they gained. The second is chem-
trails — a theory that has been circulating for as long as the internet 
has existed and now supports a Facebook community with roughly 
114,000 members.

Key Ideas

	▪ Total rejection and full embrace are not the only 
options. “I’m going to put a pin in that” is a legiti-
mate, adult, intellectually honest response.

	▪ You will need these tools. The internet exists and it is a day ending 
in Y, which means you will probably be offered a juicy theory today.

	▪ And because the algorithms are good at their jobs, that the-
ory is likely to be one you want to embrace — painting people 
you already dislike as more sinister, more powerful, more 
competent, and better organized than they actually are.

Case One: The Origin of COVID-19

It was universally acknowledged, including by China, that the outbreak 
began in Wuhan. Specialists in epidemiology, genetics, and molecular 
biology noted that a major virus research facility — the Wuhan Institute 
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of Virology — sits in that city and was conducting research on that very 
kind of virus. Their conclusion: the most likely origin was an accidental 
lab leak.

That conclusion was immediately labeled a conspiracy theory, and an 
alternative was pushed involving the Wuhan wet markets. As it turned 
out, some of those doing the labeling had an interest in deflecting atten-
tion from the institute, having been involved in funneling funding toward 
gain-of-function research there.

Occam’s Razor, applied at the time, would have taken you straight 
to the answer that is now almost universally accepted. The virus first 
appeared in Wuhan; research on that kind of virus was happening at 
a Wuhan lab; the simplest explanation is that it came out of the lab.

The follow-up question was whether the release was deliberate. Given 
trillions in economic damage and an estimated 20 million excess deaths, 
many leapt to intentional — which is genuinely Bond-villain territory.

Hanlon’s Razor points elsewhere: never attribute to malice what is ade-
quately explained by incompetence. Everything that has since come to 
light points toward carelessness rather than a supervillain.

Holland’s Razor closes it. If China deliberately released a virus to 
weaken the rest of the world, what else has to be true? It would have to 
be true that a government of committed control freaks chose to release it 
in the heart of its own territory. Not plausible.

Case Two: Chemtrails

First, the science. Internal combustion produces water vapor — it is why 
a cold tailpipe drips after starting. Aircraft at high altitude leave trails of 
frozen water vapor, and they form on days when conditions also favor 
cirrus clouds, because the same physics governs both. Photographs of 
Allied bombers and their fighter escorts in the Second World War show 
exactly the same trails. The moment technology first put engines at high 
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altitude is the moment vapor trails first appeared. They are seen every-
where aircraft fly high: over the Sahara, over Siberia, over the Amazon, 
over open ocean.

The theories vary — mind control, sterilization, cancer for population 
reduction, cancer for pharmaceutical profit, weather modification, even 
steering hurricanes into particular counties to influence an election — 
but all share the same shape: a shadowy they is secretly spraying the 
population. Candidates for the they have included the US military, the 
UN, and various international cartels of governments, corporations, 
or billionaires.

It is worth being fair here: weather modification research is real. China 
has conducted most of it, over Chinese soil. In the US, most recent work 
has involved state-level efforts to increase snowpack in Rocky Mountain 
ski areas. That is a long way from population control.

Now apply Holland’s Razor. If any chemtrails theory is true, what else 
must be true? Among other things: hundreds of thousands of aircraft 
mechanics worldwide must remain silent about routine maintenance 
work, for decades. That is not how humans behave. Actual people get 
fired and want revenge. They get drunk and talk. They retire and want to 
unburden themselves. Yet across the entire lifespan of the internet there 
has never been a single credible whistleblower — not one commercial 
airline mechanic, ex-military jet mechanic, or aircraft design engineer 
with a story.

Charles Colson, imprisoned for his part in Watergate, later wrote 
that the resurrection is a fact and Watergate proved it to him: twelve 
of the most powerful men in the world could not keep a lie for three 
weeks. Twelve apostles proclaimed the same thing for forty years and 
never once recanted. That is Holland’s Razor, arriving at a conclu-
sion from the other direction.
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Questions for Reflection & Discussion

1.	 Run one theory you find plausible through all three 
razors and write down what each one says. Do not skip 
the one that gives the uncomfortable answer.

2.	 The chemtrails case turns on the absence of whis-
tleblowers. What other theories fail the same test?

3.	 Have you ever noticed a theory conveniently making your oppo-
nents more competent than they have ever demonstrated being?

4.	 Which is harder for you: rejecting something you want 
to believe, or admitting you do not yet know?

Practice This Week

	▪ Write the three razors on a card. Keep it where you scroll.

	▪ The next time a theory attributes something to malice, deliber-
ately construct the incompetence version and see whether it fits.

	▪ Ask “what else has to be true?” once a day 
this week, out loud, about anything.



Notes
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Segment 7 — Conclusion: Free People Free People

Plato’s cave, and what all of this was actually for.

What This Segment Covers

Bob closes with Plato’s allegory of the cave: people who have spent their 
lives watching shadows cast on a wall and taken the shadows for real-
ity. Plato’s insight was not just that the shadows are false, but that you 
cannot simply spin someone around to face the light — the shock is too 
great. You go into the cave, look at the shadows with them, and help 
them turn slowly, until bit by bit they begin to see.

That is what these hours have been. Not a set of conclusions handed 
over, but a way of turning.

And the target, Bob argues, is larger than not being lied to. The world 
systems would rob you of the richness of being who you were made to be. 
The question is not only whether you will be deceived. It is whether you 
can be the fullest version of yourself in the face of an ever-shifting world.

“If the worst of all the conspiracy theories are true, freedom is no less 
important than if everything is wrong and we can just rest and relax. 
Would you rather go to your death asleep?”

Key Ideas

	▪ Truth exists. The master lie — the catastrophic post-
modern inheritance — is that it does not, that it is 
subjective, that it is an illusion. That is a lie.

	▪ Truth is knowable. You can know what is really 
real, and in knowing it there is freedom.
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	▪ Externally, everyone is trying to sell you something. Mer-
chandise, an idea, a theory, a viewpoint, a fear. Through 
persuasion, manipulation, or indoctrination.

	▪ Internally, your software runs routines and shortcuts that served 
humanity well for centuries and now sometimes distort your per-
ception. Awareness of them lets you move from the low parts of the 
brain to the high — and think slow rather than fast when it matters.

	▪ Everyone around you is subject to both forces, and very few 
know it. The person ahead of you in the checkout line is precious 
and significant and probably has none of the tools you now have.

	▪ Freedom is not primarily about behaving better. It is the ability 
to step into who you were before the world got its hands on you.

	▪ Free people free people. That is why the tools mat-
ter beyond your own head — what this generation does 
with truth shapes what the next one inherits.

Questions for Reflection & Discussion

1.	 What is the single most useful thing you learned 
in this course? Write it in one sentence.

2.	 Which of your beliefs are shadows on the wall? 
You will not identify them all — name one.

3.	 Bob talks about the blueprint God put in you before the world 
influenced it. What part of that has the world talked you out of?

4.	 Who in your life is stuck in a cave, and what would it look like 
to walk in and sit with them rather than spin them around?

5.	 What will you do differently in the next 30 days?  
Be specific enough that someone could check.
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Practice This Week

	▪ Teach one concept from this course to one other per-
son this week. Teaching is where retention lives.

	▪ Choose your single weakest area — fallacies, biases, statis-
tics, razors, or regulation — and review that segment again.

	▪ Write down one belief you are willing to reconsider in the 
next year, and put a date on your calendar to reconsider it.

Quick Reference

Condensed cards for review. Print these, or keep them where you scroll.

The Three Razors

Razor The rule

Occam’s Razor The simplest explanation for a phenomenon 
is usually the correct one. Not always — but 
more often than not it will serve you well.

Hanlon’s Razor Never attribute to malice what can be adequately explained 
by incompetence. Bad restaurant service is rarely personal.

Holland’s Razor Any theory requiring humans to be what humans 
clearly are not — perfect, mistake-free, permanently 
silent, unwaveringly loyal — and the world to be 
what it clearly is not, is almost certainly false. Work-
ing form: if this is true, what else has to be true?
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The Twelve Logical Fallacies — At a Glance

Fallacy One-line test

1.	 Ad Hominem Did they attack the argument, 
or the person making it?

2.	 Bandwagon Is popularity being offered as evidence?

3.	 Appeal to Emotion Is a feeling standing in for a reason?

4.	 Etymological Has a word been quietly rede-
fined to win the point?

5.	 Tu Quoque Is “you do it too” being used instead of a rebuttal?

6.	 Straw Man Would the other side recognize 
the position being attacked?

7.	 Anecdotal Is a single story being treated as data?

8.	 Appeal to Authority  
/ Halo

Am I persuaded by who said it 
rather than what was said?

9.	 False Dilemma Are only two options on offer when more exist?

10.	False Cause Is the cause misassigned, or the direction reversed?

11.	 Correlation–Causation Do these things merely move together?

12.	 Middle Ground Is “split the difference” being treated as a method?
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The Biases — At a Glance

Bias One-line test

Bias Blind Spot Am I assuming this list applies to other people?

Confirmation Bias Am I collecting evidence, or collecting agreement?

Choice-Supportive Bias Am I defending this decision because it 
was right, or because it was mine?

False Consensus Effect Am I mistaking my circle for 
the general population?

Self-Serving Bias Do I own the wins and outsource the losses?

Framing Effect Would I feel the same about this if 
it were worded the other way?

Frequency Illusion Is this actually more common, or 
did I just start noticing?

Dunning-Kruger How would I know if I were bad at this?

Hindsight Bias Did I really call it, or am I only 
remembering the hits?

Anchoring Bias Is my first impression still doing the work?

Recency Bias Is the most recent experience out-
voting all the others?

The Statistics Checklist

Seven questions that will keep your brain from 
being taken hostage by a number.

	▪ Who was counted — and who is missing?
	▪ Out of how many?
	▪ What exactly is being measured?
	▪ Compared to what?
	▪ Over what time period?
	▪ Could something else explain this?
	▪ How big is the effect, really — absolute or relative?
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The Four Keys

Key What it asks of you

Awareness Know the traps exist, and know you are not the exception.

Humility Hold what you know with an open hand. 
Be genuinely open to being wrong.

Courage Have the courage to know the truth, 
even if your tribe will not like it.

Slow Down Move into slow thinking. Step out of the situa-
tion and look at it from more than one side.



Notes
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Sources & Further Reading

Referenced or recommended across the course.

Studies and articles

	▪ “Cognitive sophistication does not attenuate the bias blind spot,” 
Journal of Personality and Social Psychology — the finding that a larger 
bias blind spot was associated with higher cognitive ability.

	▪ “There’s a Psychological Vaccine Against Misinfor-
mation,” Scientific American — showing people how 
manipulation works builds resilience against it.

	▪ “Why Facts Don’t Change Our Minds,” The New Yorker.

	▪ Tulane University: research on why facts alone are not 
the best way to counter a conspiracy theory.

Books

	▪ Thinking, Fast and Slow — Daniel Kahneman. The definitive treat-
ment of the two systems behind Segment 5’s fourth key.

	▪ Predictably Irrational — Dan Ariely.

	▪ The Looming Tower — Lawrence Wright. Referenced in Segment 6 as 
the definitive account of how the 9/11 conspiracy actually formed.

	▪ Bob Hamp’s books, and the resources at Think Differently Academy.
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Films and media referenced

	▪ The Matrix · The Truman Show · Vanilla Sky 
Dogville · Inception · Total Recall

	▪ Monty Python and the Holy Grail — the witch trial, for flawed logic

	▪ Napoleon Dynamite — Uncle Rico, for Dunning-Kruger

	▪ So I Married an Axe Murderer — the Pentaveret

	▪ Valkyrie — the failed conspiracy to assassinate Hitler

	▪ Wonder Woman — “Who will I be if I stay?”

Worth looking up on your own

	▪ The Selective Perception Test (the invisible gorilla video)

	▪ Plato’s allegory of the cave

	▪ TinEye and Google Images reverse image search
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David A. Holland

David is an author and teacher called to equip God’s people with the 
tools to live in rest, freedom, and purpose. He is the author of Praying 
Grace: 55 Meditations and Declarations on the Finished Work of Christ; If 
God is Good …?: Tragedy, God’s Sovereignty, and the Solution to the Problem 
of Evil; Jesus Said What Now?: The Most Mysterious Sayings and Doings of 
Jesus —Decoded; and many others.

Bob Hamp

Bob is an author, international speaker, and Licensed Marriage and 
Family Therapist, co-founder of Think Differently Counseling and Think 
Differently Academy (www.tdacad.com). He is the author of Think 
Differently, Live Differently; Think Differently, Learn Differently; and Think 
Differently Lead Differently: Bringing Reformation in your Heart, Your Home, 
and Your Organization.



