
Chapter 1

Nature’s Basic Problem 
Solving Strategy

No problem can withstand the assault of sustained thinking.

Voltaire (1694–1778)

Sometimes the obvious hides a deeper truth. Many who 
witness the grand folly of history despair that human thought is 
inherently shallow, self-serving and illogical; they see our actions 
as impulsive, unpredictable and dangerous. But they do not under-
stand the true nature of the ubiquitous One Thought Solution.

This ancient response to life’s challenges can function as a gift or 
a curse. The One Thought Solution is not inherently dysfunctional 
or pathological. Rather, it’s an efficient, protective, problem-solving 
strategy that has been tempered by the struggle for survival and 
proven effective across millennia. Our minds developed in a world 
that has changed. Like a plant that becomes a weed if it grows out 
of place, the One Thought Solution stymies personal development 
and problem-solving when it’s applied to challenges that demand a 
more sophisticated response.

In this chapter we explore the One Thought Solution from 
an evolutionary perspective. I argue that our genetics and history      
liberate rather than limit us. Even the most biologically rigid One 
Thought Solutions yield readily to training and deeper thought. If 
we decide to do so, we can learn to go beyond simple thinking to 
realise our potential and solve the most pressing problems. 
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What is the One Thought Solution?
The One Thought Solution can come into play anytime we face 

a challenge. When we use this train of thought that seems to have 
just one carriage, we are only consciously aware of a simple image 
or phrase. This induces an accompanying emotion which automati-
cally directs us to ideas and actions that we think are solutions. We 
then use sound-bite slogans to communicate our thoughts. Charac-
teristically, the thought or image that comes to mind is true, or true 
enough. The associated emotions give us the impression that we’ve 
done the job and dealt with the challenge, so we move on.

the One thought Solution

Conscious awareness is like a radar that constantly scans, looking 
out for trouble and things of interest, and this takes effort. Attend-
ing to unpleasant or dangerous things is especially taxing. Hence 
the One Thought Solution – it’s easier to form a single thought than 
it is to think something through. This ancient way of dealing with 
challenges conserves energy; it helps us make decisions quickly.

Like much human thinking and behaviour, One Thought       
Solutions run on automatic, as habits controlled by unconscious 
mental processes. Habits are essential. Life would grind to a halt if 
each morning we had to think about what we’re going to have for 
breakfast or how to brush our teeth.

For everyday decisions of no real consequence, the One Thought 
Solution works well enough. It usually doesn’t matter if we don’t 
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think things through, or if we end up with a less than ideal              
outcome. For instance, there’s little risk in choosing the colour for 
a new car with the thought ‘I like blue’ and with no consideration 
of such factors as the cost, availability, visibility in poor light, heat 
absorption in sunlight, ease of keeping clean, or cost of repair of 
different tints.

For choices concerning jobs, relationships, education and other 
personally important matters, One Thought Solutions can work, 
but are unlikely to produce optimal results. For example, the   
truthful thought ‘I can’t stand this job’, with its associated image 
of being stuck in a rut for years to come, can make us desperate to 
quit. In such cases, a One Thought Solution might work, but the 
chances of a good outcome improve if we add more carriages to our 
train of thought, explore other possibilities, and ask, ‘What makes 
the job so distasteful?’, ‘Could I improve things?’, ‘What are the                                                                                                     
consequences of leaving?’ Even if after asking such questions we do 
not quit the job, we will be less likely to regret our decision to stay.

At the high end of the scale, with challenges that could affect the 
future of humanity and life on Earth, One Thought Solutions have 
no legitimate role to play in making policy. Decisions to promote 
coal and gas mining and to oppose renewable energy can never be 
justified by a simple, but true, statement that people need jobs. 
Such complex challenges demand a proper consideration of costs,  
benefits and risks to communities and the environment.

One Thought Solutions appear simple, but appearances are     
deceiving – and I do apologise for stretching the metaphor to near 
breaking point – because what we are dealing with here is a kind 
of ‘ghost train’. When we use this strategy, our train of thought 
does have a number of carriages, but these are concealed, hidden 
from us and from others. When this pattern of thinking is running, 
we are oblivious to the unstated assumptions, beliefs, implications,         
images, motives, emotions, memories and other mental processes 
that connect our simple thought to our decisions and actions.
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Even when we use One Thought Solutions to disastrous effect,    
it does not mean that there’s anything wrong with our mental 
equipment or with the strategy itself. Rather, the error lies in our      
choosing to apply a technique that is not suited to challenges that 
have no simple solution. The strategy is neither inherently positive 
nor negative. Our preference for this style of thinking is just human.

For good and for bad, skilled persuaders make use of our      
fondness for shallow thought by presenting their ideas as One 
Thought Solutions. Simple statements and images can have a                                
legitimate role in communicating complex ideas if, when made         
explicit and thought through, the hitherto hidden train of thought 
takes us to deeper truths and insights. By contrast, when we                                                                                             
examine the concealed carriages of a One Thought Solution                           
designed to mislead and manipulate, we find only untruths,               
distortions and groundless assumptions.

One Thought Solutions block us from using our deep 
minds. The strategy restricts our attention, prevents us from                                         
appreciating the complexity of problems, and has nothing to do 
with true wisdom.

Wisdom
The One Thought Solution fits well with the now common 

idea that too much thinking is bad for you. The globally dominant,     
extroverted American culture discourages deeper thought and 
sees it as weakness. Nowadays, the public tends to rate politicians 
who espouse simplistic notions, regardless of how daft they are, as              
decisive and independent (e.g., ‘She speaks her mind’), rather than 
as the impulsive, shallow thinkers they are.

Simple thinking is easy and quick, and many believe that quick 
and easy is good while slow and difficult is bad. Politicians demand 
decisive action and an end to regulations that impede development, 
so mining projects are fast-tracked with no accounting of risks to 
the economy, health or the environment. Fast is good, faster is     
better, and a fast-food drive-in drive-out never-leave-your-bulldozer 
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processing of mining applications would be best. Few question such 
commitment to rapid, thoughtless action, and what it says about 
how we understand wisdom.

I have a maths problem for you.
A man paid $1.10 for a bat and ball. The bat cost $1.00 more 

than the ball. How much did the ball cost?
The question comes from the work of Nobel Prize-winning 

economists Daniel Kahneman and Amos Tversky.
Back to the question. If you answered that the ball cost 10 cents, 

you’re in good company, but wrong.
Check your reasoning. If the ball costs 10 cents and the bat costs 

$1.00 more than the ball, then the bat will cost $1.10 and the two 
together would cost $1.20, not $1.10.

Well done if you got it right that the ball costs 5 cents. But did 
the 10 cents figure come to mind first, before you did the wise thing 
of taking the time to think things through, and went beyond the 
obvious to the truth?

Professor Jacqueline Goodnow (1924–2014), an expert in child 
development, told us undergraduates in the 1970s about children 
she tested at a Hong Kong school. Prof Goodnow could not under-
stand why students with a Western background scored higher on 
tests of intelligence than kids with a traditional Chinese heritage. 
One day she asked a student from a Chinese background why he 
gave an incorrect answer and the boy replied, in effect, ‘Because 
that’s what a wise person would say.’ Taken aback, the professor 
asked, ‘How would a foolish person answer?’ and the student gave 
the officially sanctioned response. Psychologists reckoned they knew 
the smart answer, but this child considered it inferior.

Intelligence is the ability to successfully adapt to one’s environ-
ment. But in practice, intelligence gets defined as ‘what intelligence 
tests measure’. IQ, the ‘intelligence quotient’, is calculated from 
scores on a battery of tests of cognitive abilities involving vocabu-
lary, general knowledge, attention span, arithmetic, comprehension, 
abstract thought, pattern recognition, auditory and visual memory, 
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planning, practical reasoning, and visual and motor skills. Many 
tests have a time limit. You get no score if it takes you more than 60 
seconds to rearrange a mixed-up set of six cards so they tell a story, 
as in a cartoon.

Can you guess where this is headed?
Ask a question in a typical Australian or American classroom 

and hands shoot up, attached to students busting to show off their 
knowledge. You might not even finish your question before kids  
anticipate what you’re about to say. They get the game. They’re in 
training for a world ruled by the extrovert. Rapid-fire responses 
work in a society where glib, quick answers trump a considered    
response. The strong act, even if they have no idea what they’re    
doing. Only the weak take time to think.

As Professor Goodnow’s Chinese student explained, ask a wise 
person, ‘In what way are a dog and a lion alike?’ and of course they 
know they’re both animals. This is the answer that scores top points, 
but how trivial is that? A wise person does not rush to state the                                
obvious; rather, they take time to think. They look to inject some-
thing human and interesting into an otherwise mundane situation. 
But our cultural assumptions about wisdom – what it is, how it’s 
gained and how we should use it – impacts on much more than the 
answers children give in tests.

Distorted notions of wisdom and a reliance on shallow               
thinking lock us out of the deep mind, away from the abilities we 
need to successfully take on the great challenges of our time. As    
Albert Einstein put it, ‘No problem can be solved from the same 
level of consciousness that created it.’ Shallow thinking led to many 
of the problems that bedevil us. Answers will only be found when 
we go beyond One Thought Solutions.

True wisdom is built on knowledge and technique. We need 
to know how our minds work, understand the world we live in,         
appreciate the complexity of a challenge, and then be able to think 
and act effectively. This takes time, consideration and persistence.
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Beyond the One thought Solution

Parts of a Whole
Simple thinking obscures the fact that we are part of a great    

system that goes beyond the individual. The One Thought                    
Solution is by nature ‘atomistic’ rather than ‘holistic’. That is to 
say, this form of thinking cannot cope with complex problems             
because it focuses only on simple cause and effect relationships          
between things. It ignores the bigger picture – the blooming,                                                                                         
buzzing confusion of the real world with its nuanced interactions. 
One Thought Solutions only deal with pieces of a challenge, never 
the whole thing. Such thinking fractures the world into isolated 
parts and alienates its user from the unity out of which all things 
arise.

In a debate, Member of Parliament Dr Peter Phelps said, ‘What 
is the environment? It is an ill-defined, amorphous, quasi-religious 
mass with no intrinsic dollar value but is instead invested with a 
completely spurious, bogus emotional value.’1 (© State of New South 

Wales through the Parliament of New South Wales)
What sense can we make of a world in which there are things, 

but no environment: a world with content, but no context; figures, 
but no ground? How could you understand a politician’s words 
without appreciating their political, social and economic context? 
Can you understand the behaviour of any person without taking 
into account the systems in which they live: be it a family, a political 
party, a community, a country or a culture?
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Psychological therapy can go wrong if you don’t take account 
of the context that gives a problem or a possibility its meaning. 
Forget that people live in families, and it doesn’t matter what you 
do to help an obese woman lose weight. If her doing so makes her 
husband jealous, your intervention will likely come to naught. 
And how could you make sense of a nine-year-old boy’s aggressive          
behaviour at school if you do not know that he’s trying to protect 
his wheelchair-bound younger sister from bullies?

To benefit from a challenge and to solve big problems, we need 
to look beyond the obvious to the greater stage on which we play 
out our lives. In a letter to a grieving father, Albert Einstein wrote 
that human beings are ‘a part of the whole’ known as the ‘Universe’, 
and our feeling of being separate from the rest is a ‘kind of optical 
delusion’ of our consciousness.2 A cascade of challenges is coming 
our way, and a holistic, not atomistic, perspective is essential.

When we focus only on the causal connections between isolated 
things, we perceive delusion, not reality. All things relate to each 
other as parts of multi-layered systems. For instance, communities 
of bacteria, insects, fungi, shrubs, trees, birds, reptiles, mammals 
and much more, interact to make a living forest. And the forest is a 
part of systems that make up a water catchment, a mountain range, 
a country and the planet.

If I could look outside my window through a time-lapse           
camera that condenses years into seconds and decades into minutes, 
I would see our animals being born, eating grass, living, dying and 
dissolving back into the paddock. The animal and the environment 
that sustains it appear different, but are really interdependent, inter-
acting components of a system known as ‘life’.

We are of this Earth. We come from dust, and we will return 
to dust. There’s not one atom in our bodies that has not inhabited 
other forms and will not be recycled endlessly in the future. We are 
like whirlwinds, eddies that come out of the ground of being, form 
for a while, and then dissolve back into the environment.
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     yin-yang Symbol

The Buddhist Yin-Yang symbol depicts the insight that the great 
dichotomies such as ‘on and off ’ and ‘life and death’ go together, as 
aspects of an underlying unity. You can’t have one without the other. 
There is no life without death and no light without the dark.

As the Bible tells it, our problems began when the first of our 
kind, Adam and Eve, ate fruit from the forbidden ‘tree of the 
knowledge of good and evil’. Thus began our expulsion from                            
paradise and our sense of separateness from all things. But our           
fellow creatures weren’t tempted by the serpent. They do not                                                                                      
suffer our sense of being different from the rest of life. And they 
have much to tell us about how they and their ancestors have gone 
about tackling life’s challenges.

Our Animal Friends
The ancient evolutionary struggle to survive defines and               

explains much about how animals look, think and act. You can see 
it in their bodies, the way their minds work, and in the behaviours 
that protect them.

Susan and I live at the end of a road, surrounded by animals. 
Some are friends; all are teachers. As I write, a mob of 20 or so    
wallabies graze outside the window. A mother with joey (baby           
wallaby) in pouch nibbles at the grass, lifts her head every 10                         
seconds or so, looks around with ears scanning back and forth, then 
goes back to grazing.
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It is spring and our red-necked wallabies (Macropus rufogriseus) 
are especially rambunctious. Yesterday, a couple of boxing young 
males, heads bent way back to protect their eyes, managed to career 
into our front gate and knock it off its hinges. Standing all of 90 
cm from furry foot to radar ears, the wallabies know that under our 
house is a safe haven from passing dingos (Canis lupus dingo). The 
thumping and growling under our feet last night suggested that  
hiding under the house might not work so well for female ‘jills’    
trying to avoid amorous male ‘jacks’.

Our wallabies have never become tame. We tried to tempt them 
with ‘macropod’ (literally, ‘big foot’) pellets – yes, you can buy such 
feed – but the pasture is good and they were never interested. The 
big jacks are gamest, but all the wallabies bound away in a flash if we 
walk too close for their comfort. Unlike our sheep and cattle, when 
the wallabies’ ancient flight response kicks in, they bounce away 
helter-skelter in every direction. Even a mother and her joey go 
their separate ways, giving would-be predators something to think 
about and a choice to make.

A wallaby’s brain is not big like ours; there’s not a lot of forehead 
above that snout and below those ears. But constant hypervigilance 
and an explosively quick escape plan complement a body with pow-
erful legs, haunches and tail. Wallabies are built for speed. To see 
a wallaby or kangaroo skip up a boulder-strewn cliff is a treat: a 
graceful show of skill honed in tough country and dangerous times.

Unlike us, wallabies are not celebrated for their reasoning. Their 
response to threat is a typical One Thought Solution stripped back 
to basics. At the first hint of anything that looks, smells or sounds 
different, they fly away, and they don’t look back until they feel safe. 
But modern horses (Equus ferus caballus) have evolved to be perhaps 
Nature’s foremost exponents of the flight response.

As a young man, I worked draught and light harness horses in     
singles and pairs, pulling logs and slides, sulkies, carts and wagons. 
In Old English, ‘Wayne’ means ‘wagon maker’, but that doesn’t ac-
count for the pleasure that knowing horses gives me. There is much 
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of interest in the way the horse evolved to cope with challenges as 
it changed from the 35 cm (14 in) tall Eohippus, some 60 million 
years ago, into the modern horse, about a million years ago.

In its natural state, the horse is the quintessential apex prey       
animal: a big, fast, powerful scaredy-cat that, with no fitness            
training at all, can cover 100 kilometres in a day, at pace, while     
carrying a load. Thanks to its ancestors who lived on open grass 
plains in the company of big cats and other fearsome hunters, the 
horse is supremely prepared to get away from predators.

Our human eyes are close together, looking forward, with     
overlapping visual fields that give us stereoscopic vision. This was 
an essential ability for our tree-dwelling primate ancestors whose 
lives depended on being able to judge distances to branches. But the 
horse’s eyes are on the sides of its head, giving it about a 350° range 
of monocular vision, with only about 65° of binocular vision where 
its visual fields overlap at the front. The horse’s ancestors lived on 
grassy plains and didn’t need to judge distances to branches. Rather, 
for them, it was important to see all around, and especially behind, 
from where an attack was most likely to come.

Horses have two-colour, dichromatic vision. They naturally see 
the blue, yellow and green colours of the spectrum, but cannot    
distinguish red and are not sensitive to intermediate hues. Grass is 
grass, some green, some brown, and ancestral horses didn’t need to 
finely discriminate colour gradients. Humans can normally see four 
basic colours of red, green, blue and yellow, and finely distinguish 
intermediate hues. For our primate ancestors, and indeed for us            
today, our omnivorous fascination with exotic foods and our taste 
for just about any type of game, fungi, fruit, flesh or vegetable, 
makes our ability to finely distinguish colour potentially lifesaving.

You might have heard the joke, ‘A horse walks into a bar and the 
barman asks the horse ...’ But do you know the answer? Why does 
the horse have a long face?

The horse’s long head allows it to graze while its eyes are far 
enough off the ground to watch for predators. As the horse’s long 
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head evolved, its jaw developed gaps, known as ‘bars’, on the 
gums between the front nipping teeth and the chewing molars                   
further back. This made it possible to put a bit in a horse’s mouth 
– otherwise, it would scrape on teeth – and inadvertently facilitated 
the human–horse partnership which powered civilisation up until 
fossil fuel technology took over. That’s why the horse’s long face has 
been so important in human history.

When their water trough was near our verandah, we witnessed 
an ancient drama re-enacted when our three horses, Happy,      
Honey and Geena came to drink. Happy and Honey are 17+ hand          
Standardbred harness horses: a breed celebrated for their strength 
and heads that look better in winkers. Geena is a retired Thorough-
bred mare that our eldest daughter used to gallop everywhere.

Susan with happy and honey

The routine was always the same. The gelding Happy is top 
horse, so he had the onerous job of approaching the water trough 
first. His faltering, weaving approach, never straight, never smooth, 
began some 30 metres away, as Happy, ears scanning overtime, 
checked, and checked again, and again, for the lions, tigers and 
bears that might be lying in wait near the waterhole. Behind, the 
younger mare Honey and old Geena relaxed and waited patiently. It 
would be cruel to make a noise just as Happy touched lips to water, 
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but if a bird flew by or the wind blew at that crucial moment, with 
a snort, a rear and a thunder of hooves Happy was gone.

Horses have a prodigious memory. If you teach something 
to a young horse, months later you can take up the lesson pretty 
much where you left off. And they seem to never forget things that    
frighten them. I never figured out what spooked my long-gone Arab 
gelding Ra to turn a relaxed canter into a sideways bolt whenever we 
rode down a certain bush track.

You need patience when you ask a young horse to do anything 
new. It takes a lot to reassure these powerful, trembling creatures 
that it’s safe to cross a creek or to go through a gate for the first time. 
The horse’s One Thought Solution is straightforward. If there’s any 
sense of risk, they snort, bolt and don’t go that way again, at least 
not without a lot of checking first.

Horses evolved One Thought Solutions that protect them in the 
natural world, but which limit them in a more complex, human-
engineered environment where water sources and tracks are safe and 
they might have to live without a herd.

Sleeping is not easy for horses. It’s something they really can’t do 
alone. Mostly they nap while standing. Horses can’t lie down for 
long because their internal organs put pressure on their lungs. But 
beyond such physical limitations, a horse can’t relax enough to sleep 
unless someone stands guard for them. Our horses take it in turns, 
with one horse on alert, while the other two rest.

A horse forced to live by itself can become sleep-deprived and  
develop mental and behavioural problems. I’ve heard of a tired 
horse that stood guard over its only companion, a cow, while the 
cow chewed its cud, only to be disappointed when its bovine buddy 
didn’t reciprocate and stand guard so it could rest.

For every species, the history of their ancestors’ solutions to    
Nature’s great challenge is etched in the form and function of their 
minds and bodies. And we are also animals of this world.
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Being Human
Life on Earth originated from a single genesis spark about 3.5 

billion years ago. Consequently, we humans (Homo sapiens) share a 
genetic history with every other form of life on the planet. We are 
biologically related to all bacteria, viruses, plants, fungi and animals 
that exist or have ever existed. If we could time travel down our 
genetic line, we’d see our modern human form morphing through 
ancestors that we share with other species. No life form exists that 
does not have this common genetic inheritance. If an unrelated 
creature is ever found, the event will be as momentous as finding 
life on another planet.

Human weaknesses are often highlighted. But we and every 
other creature here today have an unbroken line of ancestors that 
connects us back to the beginning of life. We follow a very long line 
of survivors indeed. And every generation of our predecessors not 
only reproduced but successfully protected their offspring so they 
could reproduce.

We know that our ancestors were resilient and persistent. How 
could they have been otherwise? They survived billions of years, 
endless ages of ice, planet-busting asteroid strikes, volcanoes,         
climate chaos, wars, pestilence, and much more. It follows that         
human nature is profoundly adaptable, strong and functional. We 
can find realistic hope for our future in the stories of how we and 
other creatures made the journey from deep time to now.

Much that defines us and our civilisations – our pro-social 
traits of cooperation, empathy and love, as well as antisocial stereo-                                                                                                     
typing, prejudice and inter-group aggression – make sense as evolved 
responses to the challenges of life and ever-present danger. These 
abilities and strategies improved our species’ prospects for survival 
and breeding.

We descended from African ancestors, but we’re quite different 
from other extant primates. Instead of long arms for climbing trees, 
our pelvis, upright stance and long legs mark us as an ape suited 
to walking and running. We’re good breeders. We have no obvious 
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oestrus heat and can have sex anytime, any day, in any season, and 
in lots of positions. Our brains and long vocal chords allow us to 
use complex language. We are able to read and write because our 
visual system can discern the fine angles and shapes in letters that 
are similar to those between twigs and branches. Prominent frontal 
lobes and large brains signal that we’re specialists in cunning, plan-
ning and higher forms of thinking.

Our extraordinary ability to cooperate with strangers is on show 
as we effortlessly synchronise vehicles in great daily migrations that, 
for spectacle, rival the flow of herds of wildebeests on the Serengeti. 
And it’s no problem for 100,000 humans to travel from afar to pack 
together in a sports stadium and share the pleasure of a ritualistic 
replay of ancient tribal warfare.

Where would our love of sport be without arms and shoulder 
joints superbly adapted for throwing? We are the only primate who 
pays to watch balls, pucks, disks or shafts, being hit, thrown or 
kicked, back and forth from player to player, under, through, over, 
or into, all kinds of holes and goals. The flight of projectiles must 
be dear to our hearts. Due to this distinctively human characteristic, 
our ancestors not only survived but now our type dominates the 
planet.

Humans are expert at recognising faces and interpreting subtle 
expressions. So good, in fact, that we can see a man in the moon 
and Jesus in a piece of toast. This ability helps us to instantly                 
distinguish in-groups and out-groups, which we do on the basis of 
minimal cues. A simple act of wearing a shared colour at a football 
game engenders instant bonhomie and a sense of fellowship that’s 
not extended to those wearing the other team’s colours. In the past, 
when meeting someone from another tribe could be fatal, prejudice 
based on stereotypes enabled our ancestors to tell friend from foe. 
At different times in history, this protective One Thought Solution 
was well adapted to its task.

Evolutionary theory and clinical psychology point to an insight. 
Some attributes and behaviours that appear to be problems today 
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are actually solutions that worked in the past. The old solution only 
becomes problematic when it’s used inappropriately to deal with 
a new challenge. It follows that we can solve some problems by  
bringing an old solution up to date and modifying it to suit the task 
at hand.

Symptoms as Solutions
People seek help from a clinical psychologist because they 

feel defeated by emotions, memories or impulses that they can’t           
understand, let alone control. Healing in therapy begins with new 
knowledge and progresses with the learning of skills.

“Tim” arrived with a common request. ‘Please hypnotise me. 
I’ve tried to quit smoking many times, but I just can’t do it. I guess 
I’m weak … lousy willpower … please put me under and take             
smoking away.’

So it begins with many who seek hypnotherapy to give up          
tobacco. They arrive feeling inadequate, hoping that they will not 
have to use their willpower which has let them down so often in 
the past. They want their problem solved while they’re blissfully 
unaware in a hypnotic trance. There is magic in hypnosis – indeed 
there’s much about the human mind that’s magical – but the key to 
becoming a non-smoker lies within, not in a hypnotist’s spell. 

My smoking clients do not realise that they already have all 
they need to become non-smokers again. My task is not to induce        
hypnosis; they’re already entranced by their problem. Rather, my 
job is to break the spell that gives tobacco its power over them.

‘Tell me about when you took up smoking. Why did you begin?’ 
I ask Tim.

‘It was so long ago. I was 19, everyone smoked in those days. 
It made me feel cool and grown up. I always looked forward to 
“smoko” (the morning break) at work. I suppose smoking relaxed 
me, gave me something to do with my hands in crowded places. No 
one knew it was dangerous back then. No one thought it was bad 
for you.’
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I continue, ‘If tobacco had turned out to be a miracle herb, and 
we now knew that smokers are healthier and have stronger hearts 
and lungs than non-smokers, would you be here?’

Tim is silent, not sure what to say. He hasn’t been asked that 
question before. Confusion and uncertainty prepare Tim for change.

‘If I could speak to that part of your mind that controls smoking 
and ask it why you took up the habit, the answer would be along 
the lines that everyone was doing it, it made you feel good, and it 
helped you to relax. Is there anything wrong with any of that?’

‘No … no, I guess not. But smoking’s such a hassle. I hate       
having to hide when I need a smoke. People look down on you. I 
don’t like coughing every morning. I don’t want to get emphysema 
and lung cancer. I want to be healthy.’

‘So, smoking made good sense when you took it up. There 
was nothing wrong with the habit back then. Some doctors even         
prescribed it. But now you know more about the dangers and you 
want to change the old habit, bring it up to date so that it works 
better for you now?’

‘Yeah … I guess that’s it.’
For Tim, change is well underway with the question, ‘Is the part 

of your mind that controls the old smoking habit ready to work out 
new ways to achieve the good things that smoking does for you?’

Fear and Learning
If humans did not fear harm and humiliation and could             

readily forget stressful experiences, clinical psychologists would 
be out of work. Fear and anxiety signal that a threat is present.       
Evolution designed these natural, protective emotions to warn us 
of danger. A client’s presenting symptoms are often solutions that 
made sense when they confronted a challenge at an earlier time in 
their lives. But trouble can arise when the old response becomes an 
out-of-date habit that runs automatically in new situations.
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If you feel terrified about the prospect of giving a speech or     
performing in public, suspect that somewhere in your past, you 
were embarrassed.

You’ll never hear me sing in public, and you can thank “Miss 
Dowdy”, my primary school teacher, for that. I was about nine years 
old, standing halfway back, on the right-hand side of the room    
facing forward, as Miss Dowdy conducted the class singing.

‘Stop! Someone is out of tune. That half of the class, stop singing 
now’ was how it began.

Then, ‘The front three rows stop singing.’
Miss Dowdy zeroed in on me. Now face-to-face, I stared into her 

glasses. ‘You sing Wayne.’
I tried, but not for long, before Miss Dowdy cut me off and     

announced to all, ‘You’re tone deaf, don’t sing again.’ I was led from 
the class and given a job to do in a storage room. 

Miss Dowdy solved her problem, restored harmony and 
launched my lifelong habit of lip syncing ‘Happy Birthday’ and 
‘Advance Australia Fair’.

I can maybe accept that Miss D was right. The world could be 
better off for my not singing. Nonetheless, as the adult I am now, 
the diagnosis of tone-deafness and the demand for silence seem a 
tad harsh.

Mine is no victim’s tale: just a common experience really. My 
One Thought Solution powered by the memory of Miss Dowdy and 
the desire to avoid embarrassment has not shut me up completely. I 
can sing (sort of ) when in the shower or driving alone in my car. I 
was not treated cruelly – not like my 62-year-old friend “Anne” who 
will never enjoy playing the piano because she can’t forget the nuns                                                                                                            
hitting her over the knuckles with a ruler every time she struck 
a wrong note during practice. Nor do I suffer hurtful emotional 
echoes like 93-year-old “Mary” who still bristles when she tells how 
teachers punished her for making writing mistakes after they forced 
her to give up her natural left-handedness as a child.
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Throughout life, and especially during childhood, we build up 
networks of autobiographical memories (recollections of life events) 
related by emotional themes: Carl Jung called them ‘memory    
complexes’. These linked memories underpin what we know about 
ourselves, other people, and the world around us. Such experiences 
and our responses to them affect the way we grow up and who we 
become.

The lessons we take from life are encoded in sequences of One 
Thought Solutions that help us manage similar situations when we 
confront them again. Childhood recollections of success, of being 
loved and encouraged, engender thoughts along the lines, ‘This is 
all right, I can do this.’ More stressful lessons, like that imparted by 
Miss Dowdy, also become personal history and inform our sense 
of who we are. Such memories generate useful thoughts like, ‘Be 
quiet, you can’t sing.’ Whatever limitation this imposed, I don’t feel 
cheated out of a career as a singer, and this One Thought Solution 
protected me from embarrassing myself by singing in public again. 
But, of course, this came with some loss of potential from my life.

Our adult personalities reflect strings of One Thought                        
Solutions that determine whether we passively avoid or actively 
engage with life: whether we are confident or timid, shy or out-
going. These lessons tell us about the trustworthiness of other                  
people, and whether the world is safe and friendly or dangerous and 
unpredictable.

But for more serious, potentially life-threatening challenges,   
Nature gives us special strategies – the automated, biologically   
driven, genetically determined One Thought Solutions known as 
‘phobia’ and ‘posttraumatic stress disorder’.

Protective Phobias
Phobias, the intense fear and avoidance that some people          

experience when exposed to potentially dangerous or threatening 
situations or things, are so common that they are considered near 
normal.
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Most phobia sufferers manage anxiety by structuring their lives 
to avoid the thing they fear. People who do not like meeting people 
look for jobs in back rooms. Someone with a fear of heights avoids 
working on rooftops. Few with phobias seek treatment.

‘Specific phobias’ relate to dangers in the natural world, and 
are classified into types depending on the nature of the threat.                 
‘Situational’ types (e.g., tunnels, bridges, flying, enclosed places, 
driving) are most common, followed by ‘natural environment’  
phobias (e.g., storms, heights, deep water), ‘blood-injection-injury’ 
type, and ‘animal’ type (e.g., snakes, dogs, spiders, birds). ‘Social 
phobia’ is intense anxiety about what others might be saying or 
thinking about us. ‘Agoraphobia’ is not fear of open spaces, but 
rather anxiety about having a panic attack in public.

As you might expect, people with specific phobia One Thought 
Solutions tend to tune in to the natural world around them. 
They check weather forecasts, know where every dog lives in their     
neighbourhood, and react instantly to curvy sticks on the ground as 
if they’ve seen a snake.

Snake Phobia

As I write this, it is late summer and it seems that every time 
I walk through long grass on our property I nearly step on a                  
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red-bellied black snake (Pseudechis porphyriacus) or carpet python 
(Morelia spilota). I do not have a snake phobia, but I’m used to 
jumping backwards giving my snake squeal before I realise why.

Folk who have a social phobia are exceptionally sensitive to real 
and imagined nuances in people’s facial expressions. For agora-  
phobia sufferers, signs of impending panic are important, so they 
go through life paying close attention to their bodily feelings.

Phobias are ‘biologically prepared’.3 Evolution genetically wired 
our nervous systems to develop a phobia if certain dangerous things 
threaten us at particular stages of life, usually when we’re young.

In the 1980s, psychologists demonstrated that evolution           
prepared monkeys to fear certain things, but not others.4 Like                
humans, monkeys learn to fear something if they see another of 
their kind acting afraid of it. When researchers showed laboratory-
raised rhesus monkeys a video of another monkey reacting fearfully 
to a snake, the monkeys quickly developed a fear of snakes even 
though this was the first time they had ever seen one. The observing 
monkeys also developed a fear response when a toy crocodile was 
substituted for the snake in the video. But other monkeys never 
learned a fear response when they watched an edited video of a 
monkey reacting in fear to a flower or a stuffed toy rabbit. Why 
would that be? Primates are biologically prepared to fear dangers 
that they might meet in the natural world.

In humans, phobic fear usually develops after something         
frightens them as a child. At my phobia treatment program in    
Sydney during the late 1980s, I studied a brief, low-stress technique 
which relieved clients’ phobias by working with the memory of the 
first time they encountered their fear.

“Joan”, a 40-year-old businesswoman, sought help for a phobia 
that overwhelmed her when she walked across the ramp onto the 
Manly Ferry, which she had to do every day to get to work. Joan 
felt ashamed because other commuters had seen her quivering like 
a frightened child.
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In therapy, Joan recalled an incident that occurred when she was 
six years old. Her brother had held her head under the bath water, 
and she believed she was drowning. Joan’s phobia was relieved after 
she reviewed, from an adult’s perspective, what had happened to her 
as a child all those years ago. She was then able to let go of the old, 
out-of-date fear that had protected her for so long.

For Joan, when the sight of deep water triggered her phobia One 
Thought Solution, she was aware only of intense fear, a desperate 
need to escape, incoherent thoughts about personal weakness, and 
little else. Joan would never have spontaneously thought about the 
long-forgotten memory of her brother holding her underwater.

Psychiatry classifies phobia as a ‘mental disorder’: a psychological 
syndrome that creates clinically significant distress or disability. But 
these fear reactions are natural and healthy One Thought Solutions, 
similar to the fight-or-flight response to threat. Phobias protect us 
from danger. If you’re afraid of heights, there’s less chance that you 
will die by falling; a phobia of deep water diminishes the risk of 
drowning and shark attack; a fear of storms reduces the likelihood 
that you’ll be outside where lightning could strike.

It makes sense that phobias begin with just one fright. In our  
ancestors’ world, children who did not learn to avoid deep water 
after nearly drowning, or who went back to explore holes along the 
creek even though their mother warned them about brown snakes, 
were less likely to pass on their genes.

But evolution has given us a survival strategy even stronger 
than phobia – you could call it the pinnacle of phobias – Nature’s 
top-drawer One Thought Solution known as ‘posttraumatic stress      
disorder’ or ‘PTSD’.

The Ultimate One Thought Solution
“Jim”, his weary wife “Claire” by his side, stiffened as his gaze 

shifted up and to the side. Jim’s facial expression signalled the onset 
of a natural trance in which he attended only to his memory.
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‘Where are you Jim? What can you see? What’s going on?’ I 
asked.

‘Firefight. Rubber plantation. Smell machine gun ... mud. 
Shredded leaves on my arms.’ 

Every day for more than 30 years, Jim had time travelled back to 
this firefight in the Vietnam War. Jim was strong and young then, 
but the burden of years and too much fear had worn him down.

Back in the Vietnam jungle, as was usual, on his first day out on 
patrol, Jim was forward scout. This most dangerous position was 
rightly his because he had the least to lose. The men behind Jim 
were nearer to their ‘365 days and one wakey’ countdown to going 
home. They’d earned their safer positions on patrol.

When his tour of duty ended, Jim was lifted out of the jungle, 
flown home, and smuggled into Sydney in the dead of night to 
avoid anti-war protesters. But Jim hadn’t really come home. He  
never left his mates. Now, in my office, Jim was with them, heart, 
body and mind, fighting a battle that had no end.

‘Come back Jim. Look at me. You’re here, in my office. You’re 
safe now.’

Jim hated coming to see me at first, and that was usual. He 
would never have come except that his respected ex-military medico 
ordered him to do so. Like many survivors of violence, Jim felt 
ashamed when his doctor told him that he had PTSD. He figured 
that this meant he was crazy.

‘In restaurants,’ Claire said, ‘Jim has to sit facing the door with 
his back to the wall.’ She hesitated, ‘And it takes him forever to park 
in town, he keeps driving around and around.’ 

Jim knew it sounded strange, but he had to keep driving until he 
found a parking spot that looked safe from ambush and crossfire.

Jim’s therapy began with a thought experiment. I asked him to 
‘Think about what it would have been like in Vietnam to have none 
of the symptoms of PTSD. Imagine that you were a relaxed, easy-
going fellow who trusted other people, never felt paranoid, slept 
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soundly at night, never became angry, was incapable of violence and 
didn’t drink alcohol. How would you have gone in the war?’

Jim thought, and said, ‘I’d be dead.’
Memories of trauma underpin the PTSD One Thought               

Solution. These intrusive recollections, and the terror and compel-
ling urge to escape they bring with them, are just about all that a 
sufferer is aware of when this survival strategy kicks in. And their 
nightmares are never far away, ever ready to bite when something 
triggers the past into life.

As distressing as post-trauma symptoms are for the sufferer, these 
reactions are not a sign of mental illness or personal weakness. In 
fact, in the scientific literature, posttraumatic stress disorder has 
been described as a third form of human learning alongside ‘classi-
cal conditioning’, made famous by Ivan Pavlov’s experiments with 
bells and salivating dogs, and ‘operant conditioning’, associated 
with B. F. Skinner’s lever-pressing rats.5

PTSD is a One Thought Solution that was forged in our               
ancestors’ encounters with extreme danger. It is specifically designed 
for coping with life-threatening situations. It prepares us to quickly 
learn and never forget life’s most important lessons.

Evolution through Learning
Evolution has endowed humans with genetic potentials that are 

flexible and nuanced. Our ancestors had to adapt not just to the 
demands of one era – they had to successfully manage every new, 
unpredictable situation they confronted through the ages.

Species inherit more than physical and mental traits. Inter-    
generational change is also driven by learning and the passing on 
of ‘memes’: those useful ideas, values and behaviours shared across 
generations. For instance, there’s little about our modern world that 
does not reflect the ongoing impact of the ‘agricultural revolution’ 
and memes discovered some 12,000 years ago when our ancestors 
learned to breed plants and gave up hunting and gathering for more 
settled agrarian lifestyles.
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The cultural transmission of new knowledge about food has 
also transformed the lifestyles of animals. A community of Japanese                            
macaque monkeys took up the practice of washing potatoes in 
salty water after a pioneering individual discovered that this made 
spuds taste better.6 Passed down from parent to offspring, this 
meme changed the diet and behaviour of a macaque colony across                  
generations. And urban macaques in Cambodia solved their dental                                                                     
problem of sore gums due to eating junk food when they learned to 
floss their teeth with hair pulled from the heads of tourists.7

A tropical apple tree used to grow in our yard. The bitter fruit 
never ripened and fell to the ground where, some years ago, a        
creative redneck wallaby jill acquired the taste and worked out how 
to eat apples.

Our apple-munching Jill

A wallaby uses its front paws for grooming, scratching fleas 
and grappling with other wallabies, but not for much else. When      
grazing, a wallaby’s front legs lightly touch the ground as they lean 
forward to eat. Our apple-munching jill learned to hold the fruit 
steady with her paws while she nibbled. And next season, she taught 
her joey how to eat apples. Unfortunately, we cut down the tree  
before we found out whether the apple-eating joey would pass on 
the skill to its offspring.
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Other wallabies and mammals such as possums eat apples, so 
this behaviour, while unusual for us to see, is not a big stretch for a 
wallaby’s genetically endowed abilities. We will never know if apple 
eating could have become a cultural tradition, like potato washing 
in the Japanese macaque colony, passed down through generations 
to enrich the diet of Toonumbar’s wallabies.

Horse Sense in an Age of Nonsense
What are we to make of the fact that in the 19th century, when 

horsepower really was the power of horses, the term ‘horse sense’ 
meant the ability to make sensible decisions?

How does my earlier description of horses as scaredy-cat prey  
animals fit with the opinions of prior generations who saw depend-
ability and doing the right thing as commendable characteristics in 
the horses they worked with day to day?

Horses appeared in Cro-Magnon cave art 15,000 to 20,000 
years ago. But humans used them only as food until some 5,000 to 
6,000 years ago when nomads around the Black and Caspian Seas 
figured out how to train the horse.

It is incredible what horses and humans – two creatures with 
an exquisite sensitivity to social cues and an innate capacity for      
learning – can achieve together.

Look at it from the horse’s point of view. Why would you let 
someone climb on your back? For an untrained horse, having a 
large, carnivorous predator such as a human climb onto its back, 
behind its neck, would be its worst vision come true: a terrifying 
trigger for every fight/flight/buck/bolt One Thought Solution it’s 
capable of. And yet, with patient instruction, horses not only accept 
us riding on their backs, but can enter into a relationship of such 
skill, subtlety and joy that horse and rider seem to function as one.

What does it take to transform a horse with its native propensity 
for flight into the celebrated partner who has dependably worked 
with humans throughout history: ploughing fields, hauling loads, 
and carrying us through the chaos of war? How does the horse learn 
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to override its genetically determined One Thought Solution flight 
response? What enables them to achieve their remarkable potential?

No horse left to itself will become skilled at riding, driving,  
dressage, jumping, polo or any of the other performances they are      
capable of. A young horse can learn from other educated horses – I 
used to tether a green horse beside an experienced worker – but 
most important new lessons come from humans.

I attained a farmer’s skill as a horseman. I taught them a 
thing, maybe two; they taught me more. My Arab gelding Ra was                 
skittish by nature, but readily learned to ignore my stockwhip  
cracking about his head as we mustered cattle. And it didn’t take Ra 
long to learn to stand still as my young daughters jumped on, one 
in front and one behind me, to ride around our farm.

Initial training for a horse involves a series of strategically timed 
lessons early in its life. But it takes many more years of work before a 
horse is fully educated. In the horse world, ‘bombproof ’ is the gold 
standard: a horse that’s so experienced and disciplined it behaves 
impeccably and safely in all situations, regardless of distractions.

In a sense, a bombproof horse has completed the ‘10,000 hours’ 
of practice that it’s said humans need to achieve expertise. These are 
the horses that demonstrate horse sense as our grandparents under-
stood the term: the milk cart Clydesdale who walked to the next 
house while the milkman ran bottles to front doors; the Australian 
Waler who charged into battle amidst gunfire and explosions; and 
the farm carthorse who plodded on safely while the driver dozed, 
asleep at the reins.

Evolution endowed the horse with physical attributes and One 
Thought Solutions that have stood its kind in good stead through 
millions of years in a challenging, dangerous world. Beyond that, 
evolution made it possible for horses to enter into relationships with 
humans. Evolution equipped horses with traits that enable them to 
learn complex, subtle skills that go way beyond anything you would 
suspect from observing horses in their natural state.
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The horse serves as proof that new knowledge gained through 
learning can profoundly change even rigid, genetically determined 
patterns of thought and behaviour. And clinical experience shows 
that with new understanding and skills, people can free themselves 
from the One Thought Solutions of phobia and posttraumatic 
stress disorder. 

We’ll Determine Our Future
Evolution shaped the One Thought Solution, but that does not 

mean that it will be impossible, or even very difficult, for us humans 
to learn how to respond effectively to the complex challenges we 
face today. Indeed, our species’ long history of creative problem-         
solving gives hope that we can go beyond our current over-reliance 
on shallow thought.

In this chapter, we have gone from wisdom to war via some   
physical and mental traits that define what it means to be a wallaby, 
a horse or a human. We have seen how specialised forms of the One 
Thought Solution evolved to protect us from threat, and how we 
use this basic strategy to respond to life’s challenges.

We could choose to go through life applying One Thought     
Solutions to almost every problem, but to do so would be to live 
like an untrained horse. In such a life we would show off our natural 
proclivities but, as impressive as these are, we’re capable of so much 
more.

We know what it takes to train a horse to a bombproof standard. 
Why would we doubt that Homo sapiens cannot also learn more 
sophisticated ways of thinking and behaving?

When a challenge comes our way, we have choices to make. If 
we decide that we don’t care and there’s nothing we need to do, 
One Thought Solutions will suffice. ‘It’s none of my business.’ 
‘It’s too hard.’ ‘There’s nothing I can do.’ If we decide that we do 
care and want to succeed, we have to leave the comfort of shallow 
thought for the more demanding, but vastly more rewarding, realm 
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of the deep mind. From here on, whatever we decide, there will be               
consequences for us and for the challenge we take on.

If we do one thing, we can’t do other things. The best choice 
might be a considered decision not to pursue a potentially valuable 
opportunity. Sometimes, running from a dangerous problem is the 
only viable option; if there’s no other way to protect your family, 
you might have to move them to safety regardless of the losses this 
entails.

But when we decide to take on a challenge, we meet the                 
conundrum expressed by Gandalf in J.R.R. Tolkien’s Lord of the 
Rings: we can’t determine the times we live in, but it’s up to us what 
we do with the time that’s given us. So begins a search to find out 
what we need to know about the problem, ourselves and what it will 
take to succeed. Easier paths are more travelled, but the way to the 
deep mind leads to greater satisfaction.

In the following chapters, we’ll look at three challenges from 
my life. I confronted pressing needs to help my traumatised clients, 
cure forest dieback on our property, and do what I could to protect 
my country and community from gas field industrialisation. These 
problems differed in kind but shared common features. 

In each case, trouble arose when natural systems – the human 
mind, native forests and the physical environment – were disrupted. 
The problems could be solved when the pathogenic factors (things 
causing or capable of causing disease) were identified and dealt with 
so that healing processes could restore balance to the system. 

Shallow thinking with One Thought Solutions helped create 
and sustain the three challenges. Success was built on effort, new 
learning and the work of the deep mind. 


