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Allisonperkel says

I came to this book hoping to get alittle more insight into the work of Tversky and Kahneman; instead | was
treated to needlessly complex prose, poor layout, gee whiz logic and afinal paragraph that was completely
uncalled for and leaves me baffled as to the author's motives.

The book starts off well enough, Piatelli-Palmarini begins with some simple examples of how we, as
humans, can fool ourselves. However, thisis also where | began to see the problems that would come to
plague this book: the writing style felt stilted and overly complex. Bits of logical, connective sentences
seemed to be missing. On his second example, part of the reason became clear, The author put some of this
information in an appendix at the back of the book. This forces you, the reader, to constantly flip to the back
for every little detail. After abit, this became annoying.

While the appendix provided the missing links, it did not help the writing style. Perhaps something was lost
in the trandlation, but so many times | had to go back over the sentence to be sure | read the author correctly.
Thiswas not just language usage, but general logic was left out. This became redlly clear in the author's
description of Bayes. So much was left out that | feel an unfamiliar reader will leave the book with an
incomplete understanding. In fact, for aimost all the cognitive illusions, | feel the reader will leave missing
some of his points, or worse, find his arguments so obtuse, that she will discount the entire field. Thisis both
dangerous and a disservice.

What's worse, the author spends nearly 7% of the book attacking one man, Gerd Gigerenzer. Additionally,
the author tends to be completely dismissive of anyone who doesn't completely agree with him. When you
are talking about cognitive issues, speaking in absolutes will come back to bite you. It also sets off all of my
warning flags. Thisis someone with an ax to grind; not someone who is hear to teach.

The final paragraph though is the one that sealed the deal for me. He, out of no where, attacks biological
evolutionists! Now granted there is some field or question on adaptation, but to dismiss almost an entire
field, well, that takes alot. It also makes me suspect the author's ability to think critically.

Paul says

Annoyingly enough | started reading this during a bout of insomnia. The reason that's annoying is because |
found myself reaching for the pen and paper that was nowhere to be found, to try and work out how my brain
fell into the same thinking traps as everybody else.

It's afascinating read, although it does take alittle bit of work to get into owing to the trandation from Italian
to English. Interesting stuff though, and provides good solid answers to questions such as "How many people
need to be in aroom before there is a better than even chance that two of them share a birthday?' (The
answer, by the way, issurprisingly low!)



Robert says

| enjoyed this book as a quick refresher, though Kahneman's "Thinking, Fast and Slow" was much better. |
have to knock down one star when | consider that there is arushed quality to the book, and that this quality
degrades clarity and precision on atopic that callsfor it.

David Gross says

Reason is awonderful thing, but we were designed by natural selection to survive and not by Intel to
compute. There are ways in which human brains are consistently fooled. In some circumstances we are
doomed to act in undeniably silly and suboptimal ways. This book gives clear illustrations of some of these
cognitive blind spots through puzzles and games.

Takuro Ishikawa says

This book can be a good introduction to decision theory, the study (and improvement) of human decision
making.

The book presents a collection of systematic mistakes that most people make, when they intuitively evaluate
evidence, assess probabilities, make predictions, or take risks. Most of the book is dedicated to the research
of Nobel laureate Daniel Kahneman and his colleague Amos Tversky.

Warning: Because it iswritten for alay audience, the content can be misleading and scientifically inaccurate.
If you want to really understand the works of Amos Tversky and Daniel Kahneman you'd better skip this
book.

Frank Hestvik says

| found the writing quality in this book very poor. It's overly verbose and the use of Englishis rather
uninspired.

The organization of the material is not much better. The order he presents his material is rather haphazard,
and he'll constantly say things like "which | will explain later”, "we will seethat ...", "I will show that ...",
etc., aswell asdelay explanationsin avery artificial way so we'll have plenty of time to be wowed by the
"illusions’ (what he calls mental tunnels, i.e. inevitable traps of our flawed intuition). | was left rather
unimpressed.

Some of the categories are not very clearly or scientifically defined, but talked about in afrustratingly vague
way (i.e. "magical thinking", my favorite), while others are harped about forever (our intuition about
probability). He dedicates alot of time talking about Bayes' theorem (without giving the actual math) and
how it is the most wonderful thing ever and could lead us into the center of the sun with its conferred



rationality. | mean, OK, the Bayes' theoremis great and all, but come on.

Another annoyance: several times he name-dropped studies in evidence for a cognitiveillusion he was
introducing, but instead of attempting to explain the study and why the given conclusions could be drawn, he
would go on and on about how complicated it was to show this, how meticulous the researchers were, (in one
case going so far asto use "byzantine" asif that word conveyed positive connotations of genius rather than
convolution) asif to say the simple-minded general public wouldn't understand such things so he won't
bother to waste words on it. | wanted to scream "but you've already wasted my time by talking it up so
much!"

The book also features the most muddied explanation(s) of the Monty Hall problem that |'ve ever read
(which herefersto asthe "Grand Finale" of hisillusions). I'd say alot of the other material is much cooler
and mind-blowing.

OK, and with that harsh (and clearly emotional) rant out of my system, | have to say | really did like some of
theillusions. | love the subject-matter itself. Thisbook is avery good idea, just not the best execution.

Patrick says

Clearly not the best popular book in cognitive economics
JDN 2456462 EDT 14:41.

I must respectfully disagree with the reviewer at Nature; Massimo Piattelli-Palmarini's Inevitable lllusions is
not "the best popular book in thisfield". That title lies squarely on the shoulders of Thinking, Fast and Slow
by Daniel Kahneman. (His name takes along time to write, so | shall abbreviate it MPP.)

Inevitable Illusions is decent, satisfactory; and maybe when it was written in 1994 it really was the best
popular book available. But some of MPP's explanations are awful, and afew of them are just outright
wrong.

It's not an awful book; it's very easy to read, and someone who had no exposure to cognitive economics
would indeed learn some things by reading it. | do like the way that M PP emphasizes repeatedly that
cognitive illusions do not undermine rationality; they merely show that human beings are imperfect at being
rational. It's odd that thisis controversial (doesn't it seem obvious?), but it is; neoclassical economiststo this
day insist that human deviations from irrationality are inconsequential.

MPP's explanations of the sure-thing principle and Bayes Law are so singularly awful and incomprehensible
that | feel | must reproduce them verbatim:

"If, after considering all the arguments pro and con, we decide to do something and a certain condition arises
in that something, and we decide to do that very thing, even if the condition does not arise, then, according to
the sure-thing principle, we should act immediately, without waiting."

It's much simpler than that. If you'd do B if A istrueand also do B if A isfase, then you should do B
without needing to know whether A istrue. To use MPP's own example, if you'll go to Hawaii whether or
not you passed the test, then you don't need to know whether you passed before you buy your tickets to
Hawaii.

"The probability that a hypothesis (in particular, adiagnosis) is correct, given thetest, is equal to: The



probability of the outcome of the test (or verification), given the hypothesis (thisis a sort of inverse
calculation with respect to the end we are seeking), multiplied by the probability of the hypothesisin an
absolute sense (that is, independent of this test or verification) and divided by the probability of the outcome
of thetest in an absolute sense (that is, independent of the hypothesis or diagnosis).”

Once again, we don't need this mouthful. Bayes Law is subtle, but it is not that complicated. The probability
A istrue knowing that B istrue, is equal to the probability B would be true if A weretrue, divided by the
probability B would be true whether or not A were true, times the probability A istrue. B provides evidence
in proportion to how much more likely B would be if A were true; and then that evidence is applied to your
prior knowledge about how likely A isin general. Most people ignore the prior knowledge, but that's a
mistake; even strong evidence shouldn't convince you if the event you're looking for is extremely unlikely.
It's probably easiest to use extremes. If B isno more likely to be true when A isthan when A isn't, it provides
no evidence; P(BJA) = P(B) and thus P(A|B) = P(B)/P(B)* P(A) = P(A). If B is guaranteed to be true
whenever A is true and guaranteed not to be true whenever A isfalse, then it provides perfect evidence:
P(BJA) = 1, P(B) = P(A), and P(A|B) = 1*P(A)/P(A) = 1.

At the end of the book, MPP answers rebuttals from "cognitive ecologists' who (if his characterization is
accurate) think that we suffer no significant cognitive illusions, and that's of course very silly. If thisisnot a
strawman, it's a bananaman. A more charitable reading would be that we wouldn't suffer survival-relevant
cognitive illusions in a savannah environment 100,000 years ago; but that's afar weaker claim, and
proportionately less interesting. Life was simpler back then. Nasty, brutish, and short; but simple. We might
have experienced illusions in the past (if the mutations to make us do better ssmply did not exist), but it's
equally reasonable to say that we didn't. The point is that we live a much more complex life now, so
heuristics that worked before don't anymore.

MPP is of course right about that part. But he also seesillusions that aren't really there (meta-illusion?).

For instance, he seems deeply troubled by the fact that similarity judgments are intransitive, when in fact this
makes perfect sense. Being "similar” isn't sharing a single property; it's sharing a fraction of a constellation
of properties. Jamaicais like Cubain that they are small island nations in the Caribbean; Cubaislike the
Soviet Union in that they are Communist dictatorships. Jamaicais not like the Soviet Union, because they
don't have much in common. There is no reason we would expect this judgment to be transitive, and anyone
who does think so is simply using a bad definition of "similarity". Similarity is more like probability; and
from P(A&B) = 0.6 and P(B&C) = 0.5, you can't infer much at all about P(A& C). The probability axioms
place certain limits on it, but not very strong ones. Suppose 60% of doctors are men with blue eyes, and 50%
of doctors are Americans with blue eyes, how many of the doctors are American men? We could have 50%
blue-eyed American men, 10% blue-eyed German men, and 40% brown-eyed American men. We could also
have 10% blue-eyed American men, 50% blue-eyed German men, and 40% blue-eyed American women. So
the number of American men could be anywhere from 10% to 90%.

The fact that similarity judgments are not always symmetrical is more problematic, though even it can be
explained without too much deviation from normative rationality. Why is North Korea more like China than
Chinaislike North Korea? Well, we know more about China; we have more features to compare. So while
contemplating North Koreamight just yield afew traits like "nation in Asia’, "Communist dictatorship”,
"has nuclear weapons'—all of which are shared by China, thinking of Chinayields many more features we
know about, like "invented paper money", "has used movable type for centuries’, "has one of the world's
largest economies” and "has over ten thousand written characters’, which are not shared by North Korea. In
our minds, North Korea is something like a proper subset of China; most things North Korea has are also had
by China, but most things had by China are not had by North Korea. The only real deviation from normative
rationality isthe fact that we aren't comparing across a complete (or even consistent) set of features; if we
were, we'd find that the results were symmetrical.

Another falseillusion is MPP's worry that typicality judgments are somehow problematic, as though it's
weird to say that a penguin is"less of abird" than a sparrow or achicken is"less of a dinosaur" than a



tyrannosaurus. No, of course that makes sense; indeed, the entire concept of evolution hinges upon the fact
that one can be a bit more bird-like or a bit less saurian or a bit more mammalian. These categories are fuzzy,
they do blend into one another, and if they did not, we could not explain how all life descends from a
common ancestor. The mistake hereisin thinking that concepts should have hard-edged definitions; the
universe is not made of such things. It's a bit weirder that people say 4 is "more of an even number" than
2842, since even numbers do have a strict hard-edged definition; but obviously you're going to encounter 4 a
good deal more often, so in that sense it's a better example.

Worst of all, MPP makes a couple of errors, one of which is offhand enough to be forgiven, but the other of
which is absolutely egregious—to the point of itself being a cognitive illusion.

The minor error ison page 130: "A sheet of tickets that give us a 99 percent chance of winning will be
preferred to a more expensive sheet that offers a 999 out of 1000 chance.” He implies that thisiswrong; but
in some cases it's actually completely sensible. Suppose the cheap ticket costs $1.00 and the expensive ticket
costs $50.00; suppose the prize is $500. Then the expected earnings for the cheap ticket are 0.99*500 — 1 =
$494, while the expected earnings for the expensive ticket are 0.999* 500-50 = $449.50. It does depend on
the exact prices and the size of the prize; if you are risk-neutral and the prize is $10,000, you should be
willing to pay up to $90 for the extra 0.009 chance. Then again, if you're poor enough that it makes sense to
be risk-averse for $10,000 (hint: you probably are not this poor, actualy! If you think you are, that may be a
cognitive illusion), then you might still not want to take it. Suppose your total wealth is $1,000, so $10,000 is
ahuge increase in your wealth and $50 is a significant cost.

Even then, you should probably buy the expensive ticket. If utility of wealth islogarithmic, these are your
expected utilities. Keep the money: 10g(1000) = 3. Cheap ticket: 0.99*10g(11000) + 0.01*log(999) = 4.03.
Expensive ticket: 0.999*0g(11000) + 0.001*log(950) = 4.04. | actually think utility of wealth islessthan
logarithmic, so maybe you don't want to buy the expensive ticket; but it's at least not hard to contrive a
scenario where you would.

So maybe MPP really just meant to imply that people are risk-averse even when they shouldn't be, or
something like that. Like | said, this error is minor.

There's another place where | would consider it an error, but some economists would agree with him. He
saysthat itisirrational not to always defect in a Prisoner's Dilemma, because you'd defect if they defected
and defect if they didn't defect. Then, he applies the sure thing principle, and concludes you should defect.
But that's not how | seeit at al. Yes, if they defect, you should defect; protect yourself against being
exploited. But if they cooperate... why not cooperate? Y ou don't get as much gain for yourself, but you're
also not exploiting the other player. How important isit to you to be a good person? To not hurt others? If
these things matter to you at all, then it's not at all obvious that you should defect.

MPP makes another error, however, that is much larger and by no means controversial. On page 79, he
writes: "If amother's eyes are blue, what is the probahility of her daughter having blue eyes? What is the
probability of a mother having blue eyes, if her daughter has blue eyes? Repeated tests show that most of us
assign a higher probability to the first than the second. But thisis amistake. A statistical correlation should
be atwo-way affair; it should be symmetrical."

Now, asit turns out, these two probabilities in particular are equal, because the human population islarge
and well-mixed and as such the base rate of blue eyes doesn't vary much between generations. But asa
general principle, such probabilities most certainly are not symmetrical, and indeed, the whole point of
Bayes Law isthat they are not. (Thus, | must wonder if MPP's poor explanation of Bayes' Law isn't just a
poor explanation, but actually reflects a poor understanding.)

Suppose | drive a Ford Focus (as | do). Now suppose that someone somewhereisrun over by acar (asis
surely happening somewhere today). The probability that the car that ran them over is aFord Focus, given
that | ran them over, is very high (virtually 100%); but the probability that | ran over them, given that the car
that ran them over isaFord Focus, isfar, far smaller (perhaps 0.1%). The mere fact that it was a Ford Focus



that caused the injury is nowhere near sufficient evidence to conclude that | did it, for there are thousands of
other Ford Focus cars on the road. But if you knew that | had done it, you'd be wiseto bet that | diditina
Ford Focus, because that iswhat | drive. So MPP is simply wrong about this, and his error is fundamental.
It's actually called the Prosecutor's Fallacy or the Fallacy of the Converse. It's one of the most common and
most important cognitive illusions, in fact.

Now, correlations are actually symmetrical, but this didn't ask for a correlation, it asked for a conditional
probability. If MPP doesn't understand the difference, that's even more worrisome. Y ou can't even compute a
correlation on this data, because it's categorical; your eyes are either blue or they aren't, they can't be 42%
blue. Correlations are for ratio data; you could ask what the correlation is between a mother's height and her
daughter's height, and that would be symmetrical. That isn't what we asked here though.

In al, Inevitable lllusionsisn't too bad. It may be worth reading simply as a quick introduction. But if you
really want to understand cognitive economics, read Kahneman instead.

Colin says

Thisisasubject that | read alot about. Thisis a pretty advanced, technical book. It was therefore really dry
and took me awhile to get through. | would recommend it only to those very interested in the subject. It is not
agood starter book. If you haven't yet read "How We Know What Isn't So" then you shouldn't read this or
any book on the topic.

J.P. says

Thiswas agreat book! Whether you have experience with statistics (mind you it isn't abook about statistics)
it'll make you think. It concerns what Massimo calls, & what | think isin cognitive science officially called
(not sure) mental tunnels, how we make decisions, good & bad, & how we make them often in an irrational
manner. It has alot to do with probability & demonstrates alot of the ways we think about things that often
seem sound initially or on the surface, genuinely aren't. Some examples are alittle difficult to wrestle with &
others are ridiculously simplein hindsight after things become more obvious. Definitely recommend for
anyone interested in the way the mind works, logic & /or probability.

"Rationality isnot just 'a faculty we possess; it is not a spontaneous characteristic of our species. What is
proper to our speciesis our capacity to discover on our own certain striking internal contradictions & to
refute them. It isalso part of our capacity as humans that we possess the basic elements from which we can
construct & refine rational thought. Thus, from what we have been exploring here is nothing to lead usto
either pessimism or optimism. Using our reason means being straightforwardly realistic. We seek to
recognize our limits, to understand the geography of our minds, to elaborate normative theories of
rationality, & to improve our judgments-- in the light of these theories, & employing a better awareness of
our natural limitations."




Rich says

My first-ever foray into the world of cognitive psychology. I've read the book every year since it was
published nearly 20 years ago: its messages are as thought-provoking - and perhaps just as troubling - as they
werein 1994.

Do yourself afavour and buy the book - you'll want to read it again and again.

Blundell says

Very academic in style, but some good points if you persevere. Didn't like how | had to keep flicking to the
back for answers, didn't flow very well.

Charles Anderson says

Thiswould have been very good in its time, but now you need to read Thinking Fast and Slow instead.

Bob says

The concepts in this book are illuminating and intriguing. It is dedicated to Tversky and Kahneman and,
written in the 90's, it isagreat primer to illusions of thinking. It's translated from the Italian and sometimes
it's bogged down by alittle too much jargon -- not sureif thisis an issue with the translation or the author's
style. Regardless, when the author gives examples of what he calls "tunnels’, or acquired human biases, the
explanations are fascinating. For example, he looks at the Monte Hall problem and parallelsit with Martin
Gardner's Prisoner's Dilemma.

This book, in conjunction with Kahneman's "Thinking Fast, Thinking Slow", gives a comprehensive survey
of the experimental bases for defining some of the heuristic fallacies in our thinking.

BTW, the bibliography is quite extensive, if not up to date.

Procyon Lotor says

Di solito i manuali di psicologia applicata sono affascinanti durante lalettura e di difficile quanto sporadica
applicazione nella vita contraddicendone I'intenzione. [non a caso non li leggo] Questo no. M PP costruisce
unaserie di esempi pratici e potentissimi di elencazione dei vari bachi finoraidentificati e divulgabili di un
interessanti ssimo sistema operativo: il nostro. Allaradice di questo ¢'? I'ambiente dove ci siamo evoluti, un
ambiente dove ? sempre stato molto pi? importante (e per un tempo immensamente superiore alla durata
della storia della cultura) calcolare d'istinto |a distanza fra noi e una preda che non la convenienza di un
assicurazione o di un acquisto. Chi avesse delle prevenzioni sui cognitivisti - a causa probabilmente di
gualche grave incontro nel mondo del lavoro eli tacciasse di meccanizzazione dell'individuo, si tranquillizzi;
MPP ? un insigne professore al MIT e un fine divulgatore; che non sia un plagiatore di coscienze apparir?



ovvio visto che lo scopo del libro ? di evitare alle coscienze di farsi plagiare. A proposito: nel libro dedicato
aTversky e Kahneman si predice loro un prossimo Nobel. Previsione centrata. Ne feci una pureio (non
documentata per iscritto ovviamente) questo libro ? talmente ben fatto e risponde talmente bene agli scopi
che non verr? pubblicizzato pi? di tanto. Previsione centrata. Recensione presente su L'Indice:
http://www.internetbookshop.it/code/9...

James M. Madsen, M .D. says

A very good discussion of, well, inevitableillusions!




