PART 1
TWO SYSTEMS



THE CHARACTERS OF THE STORY

To observe your mind in automatic mode, glance at the image
below.

Figure 1

Your experience as you look at the woman’s face seamlessly
combines what we normally call seeing and intuitive thinking. As
surely and quickly as you saw that the young woman’s hair is dark,
you knew she is angry. Furthermore, what you saw extended into
the future. You sensed that this woman is about to say some very
unkind words, probably in a loud and strident voice. A premonition
of what she was going to do next came to mind automatically and
effortlessly. You did not intend to assess her mood or to anticipate
what she might do, and your reaction to the picture did not have the
feel of something you did. It just happened to you. It was an
instance of fast thinking.
Now look at the following problem:



17 X 24

You knew immediately that this is a multiplication problem, and
probably knew that you could solve it, with paper and pencil, if not
without. You also had some vague intuitive knowledge of the range
of possible results. You would be quick to recognize that both
12,609 and 123 are implausible. Without spending some time on the
problem, however, you would not be certain that the answer is not
568. A precise solution did not come to mind, and you felt that you
could choose whether or not to engage in the computation. If you
have not done so yet, you should attempt the multiplication
problem now, completing at least part of it.

You experienced slow thinking as you proceeded through a
sequence of steps. You first retrieved from memory the cognitive
program for multiplication that you learned in school, then you
implemented it. Carrying out the computation was a strain. You felt
the burden of holding much material in memory, as you needed to
keep track of where you were and of where you were going, while
holding on to the intermediate result. The process was mental work:
deliberate, effortful, and orderly—a prototype of slow thinking. The
computation was not only an event in your mind; your body was
also involved. Your muscles tensed up, your blood pressure rose,
and your heart rate increased. Someone looking closely at your eyes
while you tackled this problem would have seen your pupils dilate.
Your pupils contracted back to normal size as soon as you ended
your work—when you found the answer (which is 408, by the way)
or when you gave up.

TWO SYSTEMS

Psychologists have been intensely interested for several decades in
the two modes of thinking evoked by the picture of the angry
woman and by the multiplication problem, and have offered many
labels for them. I adopt terms originally proposed by the



psychologists Keith Stanovich and Richard West, and will refer to
two systems in the mind, System 1 and System 2.

« System 1 operates automatically and quickly, with little or no
effort and no sense of voluntary control.

« System 2 allocates attention to the effortful mental activities that
demand it, including complex computations. The operations of
System 2 are often associated with the subjective experience of
agency, choice, and concentration.

The labels of System 1 and System 2 are widely used in psychology,
but I go further than most in this book, which you can read as a
psychodrama with two characters.

When we think of ourselves, we identify with System 2, the
conscious, reasoning self that has beliefs, makes choices, and
decides what to think about and what to do. Although System 2
believes itself to be where the action is, the automatic System 1 is
the hero of the book. I describe System 1 as effortlessly originating
impressions and feelings that are the main sources of the explicit
beliefs and deliberate choices of System 2. The automatic operations
of System 1 generate surprisingly complex patterns of ideas, but
only the slower System 2 can construct thoughts in an orderly series
of steps. I also describe circumstances in which System 2 takes over,
overruling the freewheeling impulses and associations of System 1.
You will be invited to think of the two systems as agents with their
individual abilities, limitations, and functions.

In rough order of complexity, here are some examples of the
automatic activities that are attributed to System 1:

* Detect that one object is more distant than another.

« Orient to the source of a sudden sound.

« Complete the phrase “bread and ...”

» Make a “disgust face” when shown a horrible picture.
* Detect hostility in a voice.

« Answerto 2 + 2 = 7?



« Read words on large billboards.

* Drive a car on an empty road.

* Find a strong move in chess (if you are a chess master).
» Understand simple sentences.

« Recognize that a “meek and tidy soul with a passion for detail”
resembles an occupational stereotype.

All these mental events belong with the angry woman—they occur
automatically and require little or no effort. The capabilities of
System 1 include innate skills that we share with other animals. We
are born prepared to perceive the world around us, recognize
objects, orient attention, avoid losses, and fear spiders. Other mental
activities become fast and automatic through prolonged practice.
System 1 has learned associations between ideas (the capital of
France?); it has also learned skills such as reading and
understanding nuances of social situations. Some skills, such as
finding strong chess moves, are acquired only by specialized experts.
Others are widely shared. Detecting the similarity of a personality
sketch to an occupational stereotype requires broad knowledge of
the language and the culture, which most of us possess. The
knowledge is stored in memory and accessed without intention and
without effort.

Several of the mental actions in the list are completely
involuntary. You cannot refrain from understanding simple
sentences in your own language or from orienting to a loud
unexpected sound, nor can you prevent yourself from knowing that
2 + 2 = 4 or from thinking of Paris when the capital of France is
mentioned. Other activities, such as chewing, are susceptible to
voluntary control but normally run on automatic pilot. The control
of attention is shared by the two systems. Orienting to a loud sound
is normally an involuntary operation of System 1, which
immediately mobilizes the voluntary attention of System 2. You may
be able to resist turning toward the source of a loud and offensive
comment at a crowded party, but even if your head does not move,
your attention is initially directed to it, at least for a while.
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