The Automatic Brain on Election Day
Tuesday, November 4, 2008, is almost upon us. To many, this marks a critical day for the future of the United States. I have a different take on this election.

As I see it, most people, whether they support Senator Obama or Senator McCain, forget a fundamental premise of being human: Everyone has what I call the automatic brain of ego driving their behavior. Whether you are black or white, rich or poor, Christian or Jew, Democrat or Republican, you possess this very active brain, and every one of us faces the challenge of understanding, calming, and ultimately controlling this brain in order to find our true inner essence. All of us are equally capable of being controlled by it—leading to greed, anger, envy, and bigotry, among other undesirable emotions and behaviors. And all of us have it within us to resist the automatic brain’s influence, and to enhance our self-confidence, perseverance, and optimism. 

As I explain in my book, any threat to our survival is a danger trigger and automatically trips the switch, sending us into fight-or-flight mode. The triggers are different for everyone, but the physical response is the same. This mechanism evolved to ensure our survival, and it is always on the lookout for vulnerability. Whether real or imagined, when we feel vulnerable our instinct is either to fight whatever is making us feel that way or to run away. The fight occurs when we feel “one-upped” by another person or group and this leads to an aggressive posture, either offensive or defensive. 

During this election and throughout the months of the horrific collapse of the financial-products industry—what has become America’s greatest and most fragile, industry—much effort has gone into trying to figure out whom to blame. That blame-gaming is, after all, what our automatic brain of ego does. In order not to feel vulnerable, we must somehow elevate ourselves to a position (in our mind, at least), above another person or group. That way we lower the risk that they can, if you will, snuff us out. (The automatic brain of ego evaluates everything in terms of its affect on the possibility of death, even though most situations aren’t a matter of life or death.)

When we allow our automatic brain of ego to control us, the notion of someone having things better than we do triggers the fight-or-flight response. Someone else having what we think we want signals danger. That leads to envy. Envy is a passive response (flight). The aggressive response (fight) is to hope for ill to come to those whom we envy. The Germans have a word describing this seemingly heartless emotion: Schadenfreude. It comes from Schaden (damage, harm) and Freude (joy). Literally, it’s finding enjoyment in (or wishing for) another’s misfortune. We may not like to think we could be that cruel; we could. Schadenfreude comes from the basest part of our automatic brain. The automatic brain of ego is universal. 

The presidential candidates, Senator Obama and Senator McCain, and their running mates evoke this automatic reflex both within each other and in the electorate. The goal of both campaigns is to make people feel vulnerable to their opponent. By doing so, they hope to produce a reflexive, automatic response: to vote for the candidates who make them feel less vulnerable, less threatened.

How do you detect when a candidate is manipulating your automatic brain? One sign is thinking that a particular group is responsible for your predicament in life. Another sign is that you believe that your particular group, or political party for that matter, has the cartel on truth. Allowing this manipulation to motivate you illustrates the fundamental nature of ego-driven behavior. Essentially, you are allowing the automatic brain of ego to control your judgments, choices, and behavior. You may be elated in the short term if your candidate wins, but ultimately you will find that the politician’s victory has not taken you closer to your true desires and dreams. In the end, we will all fall short of reaching our collective goals as a nation.

On Election Day, be aware of your ego, and do not let it influence your vote. Do not vote out of fear, out of anger, out of blame, out of Schadenfreude. Realize that the only way that we as a nation will remain strong and we reach our dreams is by individually keeping at bay the primitive instinct of ego. Look into your self, the essence of the person you are now and the one you dream of becoming. 

No matter which candidates win, let your vote this week be the beginning of a move to believe, trust, and take direction from your true reflective nature, your essence. If we strive for this, we’ll all have good reason to celebrate on November 5, 2008.

Have a great week!

