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by Jim O’Shaughnessy



“We say ‘seeing is believing,’ but 
actually, as Santayana pointed out, 
we are all much better at believing 
than at seeing. In fact, we are seeing 
what we believe nearly all the time and 
only occasionally seeing what we can’t 
believe.” 

—Robert Anton Wilson

“If people want happiness so badly, 
why don’t they attempt to understand 
their false beliefs? First, because it 
never occurs to them to see them as 
false or even as beliefs. They see them 
as facts and reality, so deeply have they 
been programmed.” 

—Tony de Mello
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We humans are an interesting lot.

We confuse our opinions and beliefs with 
statements of fact, infuse them with emotions, 
then adopt them as extensions of our sense of self. 
It’s a tendency that, rather conveniently for the 
ego, reframes the very concept of pushback as a 
personal attack.

In his book Prometheus Rising, Robert Anton 
Wilson cites the work of Leonard Orr, who divides 
the human mind into two characters: the Thinker 
and the Prover.

Orr puts forward that the Thinker can entertain 
all manner of thoughts, often taking cues from the 
collective wisdom of family and friends, movies and 
books, religions and philosophies, before con"ating 
them with its own (often unconsciously).

In other words, the Thinker can imagine anything 
and everything under the sun, no matter how 
fantastical or illogical. Magic or mundane, we give 
it free rein to “believe as many as six impossible 
things before breakfast,” as the Queen says to Alice 
in Through the Looking Glass.

The Thinker also possesses the ability to shade our 
world in any way it desires. 



It can envision life as a kaleidoscopic journey, !lled 
with weird and wonderful friends and strangers, or 
a dark walk through mean streets, overshadowed by 
an unfeeling, unjust universe, forever “out to get” it. 

It can declare baseball as the national pastime or 
proclaim football as the rightful heir to that throne. 
It can envision Milton Friedman’s free markets as 
the only solution, or Karl Marx’s proclamations as 
the one true doctrine. 

The point is, after much or little thought, the 
Thinker decides that something is right or wrong, 
true or false—and, upon doing so, shuts o". 

Then the Prover takes the wheel!

The Prover’s job is simple. It looks at these 
instinctual beliefs and then—you guessed it—gets 
to work on proving them. Do you believe that your 
hometown team is an extension of you? The Prover 
will make it so. Are you Team Red or Team Blue? 
Doesn’t matter. Whichever you are, the Prover 
will provide a steady #ow of information to both 
corroborate and concretize what the Thinker has 
preordained. 

The Prover doesn’t know how much or how little 
e"ort the Thinker gave to forming these beliefs. Its 
job is simple: to prove what you believe is true.
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If the Prover is good at its job, you will elevate these 
beliefs to “hills you could die on.” Yet, because its job 
is to prove rather than question, the Prover is prone 
to shut down thoughts like What if I’m wrong? And 
remember: things that go unquestioned go unseen. 

The phrase “seeing is believing” is precisely 
backward: believing is seeing. This is the case 
with all of us, for it comes fully preinstalled with 
HumanOS—an app that runs ceaselessly and 
silently in the background of our minds.

Why is being aware of this software “glitch” in 
our HumanOS useful? Well, I believe that getting 
to know your Thinker and Prover can not only 
help you better understand the thoughts and 
actions of those around you, but unlock a deeper 
understanding of yourself.

When people marry their beliefs about things 
to their rawest emotions and deepest desires—a 
marriage that only grows stronger over time—their 
Prover kicks into overdrive to validate said beliefs so 
conclusively that no number of arguments or facts 
will be able to pierce their “reality tunnel.”

To see the truth of this, simply peruse social 
media on any given day, where, to paraphrase 
Rudyard Kipling, we humans behave as islands of 
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contrary beliefs, shouting at each other over seas of 
misunderstanding. 

Another dangerous (sometimes deadly) outcome of 
this process is that people begin to su!er from “"lter 
failure.” Depending on the strength of their now 
emotionally laden belief, their Prover might "rewall 
so much vital information from their minds that 
they become, in an intellectual sense, braindead. If 
you "nd this hard to believe, look no further than 
our rich history of fundamentalist religions and 
totalitarian regimes (to expedite the process, start 
with those you disagree with most).

Each and every belief and belief system that has 
gained mass acceptance over the years has taken 
#ight when a majority of people’s Provers began 
following the same paths, converging to form a 
consensus reality—a reality that can be virtuous or 
vicious, depending on the nature of the beliefs.

Diverging from this mass convergence and falling 
out of sync with consensus reality can lead to either 
a very perilous or lucrative position. If you held on 
to heretical thoughts during the rise of the Spanish 
Inquisition, you risked execution like Francisca de 
Carvajal. If you “thought di!erently” during the rise 
of Silicon Valley, you risked becoming a billionaire 
like Steve Jobs.
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As a general rule, the more open and free a society 
is, the greater the impact of people who challenge—
or at least question—conventional wisdom.

This wasn’t always so, and within many cultures and 
communities today, it still isn’t.

When we study history, we see that, prior to the 
Computer Age, consensus reality changed very 
slowly and was largely hostile to anyone who dared 
to stand behind new ideas.

It’s important to remember that untold generations 
of humankind lived and died under the same 
consensus reality, often unwilling or unable to even 
question it, sometimes unaware there was anything 
to question at all.

With the rise of the internet, however, things  
have accelerated to the nth degree. Today, no 
individual is without a microphone, no group 
without a megaphone. It’s a daunting and 
debilitating situation for many, for the never-ending 
tsunamis of information are smashing against a 
neurochemistry that was never designed for such  
an onslaught—and the results are telling.

Around the world, people are retreating down 
their own well-worn and ever-narrowing paths, 
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unconsciously turning o! their Thinker and sending 
their Prover in search of subgroups and sameness.

Is this inevitable? I think not.

Is it possible to renovate our reality tunnel, 
upgrading our systems and strategies to smoke out 
the invisible ideas living rent-free in our heads?

I think so.

There’s no magic to it—nothing but our willingness 
to take on the endless and uncomfortable task 
of questioning our surroundings, questioning 
ourselves: thinking, proving, then thinking again.

Which brings us to Two Thoughts. 

This is not a book for Thinkers or Provers, but for 
those endeavoring to explore the terra incognita 
between the two; those wanting, as Robert Anton 
Wilson did, to navigate those deep and choppy 
waters between seeing and believing.

In the pages that follow, you will be cast in the 
dual role of Thinker and Prover, rubbing shoulders 
with some of the greatest minds from the worlds of 
business and art, science and philosophy, and more. 
Do not let their greatness persuade or intimidate 
you, however. Remember: their thoughts are not 
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gospel, but merely good-faith investigations of 
consensus reality. Confront their contributions for 
what they are: thoughts that require proving, proofs 
that require thinking; slices of reality to be held 
up to the light and weighed but never worshiped, 
entertained but never exalted, and chewed over but 
never swallowed whole.
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writers, playwrights, poets, 

satirists, cartoonists



DOROTHY 
PARKER
“The cure for boredom is 
curiosity. There is no cure 
for curiosity.”5

“Of course I talk 
to myself. I like a 
good speaker, and 
I appreciate an 
intelligent audience.”
Dorothy Parker was an American 
poet and playwright often remembered for her 
witty and wisecracking style. One of the founders 
of the Algonquin Round Table, an informal 
literary group based in New York City, Parker later 
relocated to Hollywood to pursue screenwriting. 
Her success there, which included two Academy 
Award nominations, was curtailed when she was 
placed on the Hollywood blacklist during the 
McCarthyism era.
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NEIL GAIMAN
“Fairy tales are more than true: not 
because they tell us that dragons exist, 
but because they tell us that dragons 
can be beaten.”
“I hope that in this year to come, 
you make mistakes. Because if you 
are making mistakes, then you are 
making new things, trying new things, 
learning, living, pushing yourself, 
changing yourself, changing your 
world. You’re doing things you’ve never 
done before, and more importantly, 
you’re doing something.”
Neil Gaiman is a British author known for his work 
in fantasy, including novels, comic books, graphic 
novels, and !lms. Some of his most notable works 
include The Sandman comic book series, Stardust, 
American Gods, Coraline, and The Graveyard Book, 
which won the Newbery and Carnegie Medals. 
Gaiman is also fond of fountain pens and is known 
to write the !rst draft of each of his books with one.
20"|"Wordsmiths
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H. P. 
LOVECRAFT 
“The oldest and strongest emotion of 
mankind is fear, and the oldest and 
strongest kind of fear is fear of the 
unknown.”
“Our brains deliberately make us 
forget things, to prevent insanity.”
H. P. Lovecraft was an American writer primarily 
known for his in!uential works in horror 
"ction. He created a unique cosmic 
horror genre that explored the fear of 
the unknown and the limits of human 
understanding. While Lovecraft’s 
works were not as popular during his 
lifetime, his posthumous fame has 
made him one of the most signi"cant 
authors in the genre with books like The 
Call of Cthulhu, The Dunwich Horror, 
At the Mountains of Madness, 
and more.
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researchers, psychologists, 

economists, academics, executives



MILTON 
FRIEDMAN
“In!ation is the one form of taxation 
that can be imposed without 
legislation.”
“A society that puts equality before 
freedom will get neither. A society that 
puts freedom before equality will get a 
high degree of both.”
Milton Friedman was a renowned American 
economist who played a signi"cant role in shaping 
the economic policies of the United States in the 
twentieth century. He was a strong proponent 
of free-market capitalism and believed in the 
power of individual freedom to promote economic 
growth and prosperity. Friedman’s ideas have been 
in!uential in the "elds of economics and political 
philosophy and continue to be debated to this day.

76#|#Scholars

Two Thoughts from



VIKTOR 
FRANKL
“When we are no longer 
able to change a situation, 
we are challenged to 
change ourselves.”
“Between stimulus and 
response there is a space. 
In that space is our power  
to choose our response. In our response 
lies our growth and our freedom.”
Viktor Frankl was an Austrian neurologist, 
psychiatrist, and Holocaust survivor. He is known 
for his book Man’s Search for Meaning, which 
chronicles his experiences in the concentration 
camps and his development of logotherapy, a form 
of psychotherapy that emphasizes !nding meaning 
in life. He believed that even in the most extreme 
situations, individuals have the power to choose 
their attitude and !nd meaning in their lives.
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DALE 
CARNEGIE
“It isn’t what you have or 
who you are or where you 
are or what you are doing 
that makes you happy or 
unhappy. It is what you 
think about it.”
“Talk to someone about themselves 
and they’ll listen for hours.”
Dale Carnegie was an American writer and lecturer 
known for his self-improvement and interpersonal 
skills courses. He authored the bestselling book 
How to Win Friends and Influence People, which 
has sold over 30 million copies and remains 
a popular guide for personal and professional 
development. Carnegie’s teachings focus on e!ective 
communication, building relationships, and 
developing leadership skills. Despite his modest 
upbringing, Carnegie was able to successfully 
establish the Dale Carnegie Training company, 
which continues to o!er courses worldwide today.
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MUHAMMAD 
ALI
“I am the greatest. I 
said that even before I 
knew I was.”
“A man who 
views the world 
the same at 50 
as he did at 
20 has wasted 
30 years of his 
life.”
Muhammad Ali was an American 
boxer, philanthropist, and social activist. He was 
known for his quick wit, sharp tongue, and his 
advocacy for civil rights and social justice. Ali is 
considered one of the greatest boxers of all time, 
and he used his platform to speak out against 
racism, injustice, and inequality.
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JOE ROGAN
“The time you spend hating on 
someone robs you of your own time. 
You are literally hating on yourself and 
you don’t even realize it.”
“Reality really is theater. There’s no 
other way to describe it. It’s all so 
nonsensical, ridiculous and chaotic.”
Joe Rogan is an American comedian, podcast 
host, and mixed martial arts commentator who is 
known for his un!ltered, no-holds-barred style of 
communication. Through his podcast and comedy, 
Rogan o"ers a unique and sometimes controversial 
perspective on a variety of topics including 
philosophy, politics, and popular culture. He 
encourages people to think critically and question 
the status quo, while also promoting personal 
growth and self-improvement.

138#|#Maestros

Two Thoughts from



FRANK ZAPPA
“Art is making something out of 
nothing, and selling it.”
“There’s a big di!erence between 
kneeling down and bending over.”
Frank Zappa was an American 
musician and satirist famous 
for his artistic and intellectual 
nonconformity. Emerging on 
the scene alongside a new 
generation of improvisatory 
guitarists such as Jimi 
Hendrix and Eric Clapton, 
Zappa would go on to 
release upwards of 60 
albums over the course of 
his 30-year career. Zappa 
would also become an 
accomplished designer, 
director, and writer, 
cementing his status 
as one of the great 
polymaths of the rock era.
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Some of the ideas in this book may have propelled 
your Prover into overdrive. This is natural: we are, 
after all, only human.

But have you noticed a di!erent voice emerging? 
Where your Prover once enjoyed unrivaled 
dominion, you may have begun to hear the 
Thinker’s clarion call slicing through the noise, its 
presence heralded by just one single, persistent 
question: Why?

When your Thinker awakens, you may notice that 
the world begins to look di!erent. What once 
seemed obvious may now seem insane. What once 
seemed insane may now seem obvious.

The transformation is ongoing. As you evolve, your 
beliefs will too, anchored not in dogma or emotion, 
but in curiosity and the search for truth.

And remember—as you step into the new world, 
this book will be right by your side, not as an artifact 
on your bookshelf or collecting dust on your co!ee 
table, but as a companion. Whenever your Prover 
begins to cloak your worldview in the comfortable 
blanket of consensus, these pages await to bring 
your Thinker back to life.

* * *
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The American writer Tom Peters (who you may 
recognize from the Scholars section of this book) 
once remarked, “If I read a book that cost me $20 
and I got one idea, I’ve gotten one of the greatest 
bargains of all time.”

Insightful, yet incomplete.

It’s one thing to uncover an idea; its true value, 
however, is realized only through its execution.

If this book has served its purpose, you now stand 
at a crossroads, armed with far more than just one 
idea (500, to be exact).

Each page, each line in this book was crafted to 
challenge, inspire, and incite. 

The real question is not what you’ve learned, but 
rather, what will you do with it? 
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