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A Magician’s Best Trick: Revealing a Basic Human Bias

\
A Magician’s Best Trick: Revealing a Basic Human Bias,” Robert. M Sapolsky }U
shows the reader the meaning of confirmation bias through an anecdote about his encounter with
a street performer. The author argues that almost everyone has fallen prey to confirmation bias at )J'}g

least once, and that it is a fundamental, human behavior. He also says that this bias can greatly )y)y) b

Yy

affect our world through politics and cconomics.

In paragraph 13, Sapolsky describes the reasoning behind why confirmation bias is so
effective using the three basic elements of argument: Ethos, Pathos, and Logos.. He says: Fust,

there was his *poor” performance at guessing...” Here, the magician is using Ethos to cstablish

credibility, and give the boy a low baseline so that when he later did better than the magician, he \
felt his skills were superior to the average person. The author goes on to say that “Then, he
complimented my son...” By saying this, the magician plays on the family’s emotions by making Jg )‘))

them feel proud or lmportant “Next, The Magician gave a plausible explanation for my son’s )}J
success,” Sapolsky says. By giving the family evidence, he uses Logos, making his story more )ﬂ!
credible. q/Q}, j’“}
")"a
I do think it’s true that our world can be greatly affected by confirmation bias. For )) )}'%
example, many people choose not to believe in climate change because it would be more
convenient for them if global warming simply did not exist. Instead of facing the moral issues
and consequences brought up by events such as this, many people would choose to simply ignore
them - as Sapolsky puts it - “remembering information that supports your opinion better than
information doing the opposite.” Another place where this is clearly prevalent is in politics.
When supporting a party, many people will choose to look past the many shortcomings of a
candidate because of one quality or stance that they agree with. It’s easier to say that “the good
makes up for the bad” rather than look at the person as a wholc and admit they may not be a

good person overall.

Often, it's also hard to admit to falling prey to confirmation bias. In the second to last
paragraph, the author says “No wonder I'm embarrassed.” As humans, we have a hard time .
admitting our mistakes, especially if they were due to simple psychological manipulation. No ‘_}H
onc wants to feel as if they are gullible or casily tricked. Instead of owning up to mistakes, it is \Ly\,"" )
often casier to stick to your guns and defend your opinion, even if you know it may be wrong. ﬁg g
think this is the main reason that confirmation bias is so prevalent: onee you have dug wum.l(,)) r)“’mg
deep enough into an idea, it can be difficult to backtrack and realise or admit your mistake. Uﬁ‘d
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A Magician’s Best Trick: Revealing a Ba;@
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§ . > e B My family and | recently watched a magician perform. He was not of the
4)»50‘\ worck C\not e sleight-of-hand ilk but, instead, had a stunning ability to psychologically
) ‘maniQLiage_his audience into doing and thinking what he wanted: con man.as performance artist. He was
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Afterward, we had the fortune of talking about neuroscience and psychology with him. In the process, he

offered a demonstration of a small building-block of his craft.
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The Magician gave a dime to a volunteer, my son, instructing him to hide it in one of his hands behind his back.
The Magician would then guess which hand held the dime. He claimed that if you're attuned' to subtleties2 in

!
people’s behavior, you can guess correctly at way above chance levels. ‘.ﬁw}.wmr& ,wu A px;\:\‘**
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Not that day, thouph Thg Maglaan wasn’t doing so hot. After a string of wrong guesses, he mumbled to my

son "Hmm you’re hard to read.” More rounds, and The Magluan was only running 50-50.
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They traded roles. And my son turned out to be really good at this game. The Magician looked |m|:;?‘e?§ed After

tretch of correct guesses, he asked: “Did you play rock/paper/smssors when you were a kid?”
\
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"YeS," my son said. A WS \:‘rf_ J;\ N %(‘L-‘(___ L
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“Were you good at it?”
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“Ah, makes sense, there are similar skills mvolved < \]L"’) J‘
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Another string of successful guesses; we were agog’. The Magician, looking mighty alert, asked: “So, are you

trying to imagine what I'm thinking? Or are you focusing on my facial expressions? Or on something I'm doing
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The near perfect streak continued; we were flabbergasted®. Finally, another guess by my son— “I'm guessing
it’s in your right hand.” The Magician opened his right hand displaying a dime. And then opened his left hand,

which contained...another dime.

with my hands?”

" Make aware
2 State of being so delicate or precise as to be difficult to analyze or describe

3 Very curious to see or hear something
4 Greatly surprised
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We dissolved with laughter, seeing what dupes we were. Ohhh, he had dimes in both hands the whole tin =
We started imagining cons built on manipulating a mark into believing that he has an otherworldly skill at

something unexpected, and then somehow exploiting that false belief. pereats hawsnsy Elpaa AT % il
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The guy had played us every step of the way Flrst there was his “poor” performance at guessmg ab%}i \E\f(:“ o
concluded, this guy puts on his pants one leg at a time. Then he complimented my son with 'Hmm you're hard
to read.” Next, The Magician gave a plausible® explanation for my son’s success: “The experience with
rock/paper/scissors, of course.” Finally, as my son’s run continued, The Magician indicated it was now a given

that my son was wrtuos:c at this game: The point now was to analyze how he was doing it. Hook, line and

sinker. Awﬂw, i's readied reed triciey
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,_‘iﬂmez was painfully obvious. If my son had had a string of fallures with the hand containing no dime, we

would have instantly used Critical Thinking 101, saying to the magician: “Hey, open your other hand, let’s make

sure both hands aren’t empty.” oM
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But faced with this string of successes, it never occurred to us to say. “Let’s make sure you don’t also have a (’_j!" A“
dime in that other hand.” Instead, | had been thinking: “Wow, my son turns out to be the Chasen One of 7 QV’/ 2

dime-guessing; my wife and | now have the heavy responsibility of ensuring that he only uses his gift for good; e
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he’ll usher in world peace with his ability; he’ll...”
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It’s what psychologists call "conﬁrmanon bias”: remembering information that supports your opinion better
than information dOI R the opnpOSIte tit‘mg things in awa that can onb support, rather than negate, your
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offered some wonderful lessons: Think critically about whether you're only |nterm|ttently thlnklng critically; {\w'" I
beware of Ponzis bearing gifts; always examine the mouth and the other hand of a gift horse. j w\" cw
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5 Seeming reasonable or probable



