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You’re safe, but you’re scared. Nobody is out to hurt you, but you’re angry. You should 

be happy, but you’re not. Human life is full of paradoxes, and one of the biggest is that 

anxiety, stress and depression are exploding in a world where we have never been more 

safe, free or rich. If that description fits you, don’t despair. It’s not your fault! It is the 

inevitable result of 1.8 million years of evolution. But, fortunately, help is near: Meditate 

and you shall be free. This is the message in a new book by American science journalist, 

Robert Wright. 

 

Wright’s book with the provocative title "Why Buddhism Is True" sticks out in the steady 

stream of scientific books about mindfulness and meditation. It’s doesn’t tell you how to 

meditate; it doesn’t review numerous empirical studies that demonstrate that meditation and 

mindfulness work; and it doesn’t slavishly list which area of the brain is activated when a 

Buddhist monk meditates in some way or the other. Such books are about how meditation 

works. Wright is interested in a bigger question: Why does meditation work? His answer is 

that central parts of Buddhism are true in a purely scientific sense. Buddhism is not just the 

truth, and it is certainly not the whole truth (no, you don’t have to fear demons or 

reincarnation as an ant), but there is enough truth in Buddhist philosophy of consciousness 

that we all should take it seriously, according to Wright. And there is reason to listen. Wright 

is a Pulitzer finalist in science journalism and has written several bestsellers about human 

nature from an evolutionary psychology perspective. In Why Buddhism Is True, he uses this 

evolutionary psychological approach to dissect three fundamental messages from Buddhism: 

(1) Your life is suffering; (2) “you” don’t exist; (3) nor do “the things” you crave or are 

repulsed by. According to Wright, Darwin is Buddha’s witness of truth. 

 According to evolutionary biology, you and I are simply machines, built and 

controlled by our genes to help spread them. To spread our genes, we need a number of things 

such as status, calories, sex. Because such things are advantageous from an evolutionary 

perspective, we should experience pleasure when we obtain them. But happiness must be brief 



2 

and the anticipated happiness will exceed the actual happiness we experience when we reach 

our objective. The point is that we survive and reproduce much better and much more if we 

are constantly hunting for something else and something more. The things we crave as human 

beings – a promotion, a chocolate bar, the nice girl next door – will therefore only reward us 

with brief glimpses of happiness no matter how attractive and satisfying they appear. The 

stories our emotions tell us about what will happen if we reach our goal are precisely that: 

stories, or illusions, made up to persuade us to go with the emotion. It is in that sense that “the 

things” we crave do not exist. 

 Evolution is not interested in our happiness, only in our ability to survive – and 

this is why life is suffering. But even though suffering is the human animal’s basic condition, 

suffering is exploding for modern man. Our brain is built for life in small groups of hunters 

and gatherers, but we no longer live there. We are facing an incredible range of novel 

situations that push our emotional buttons hard: Making presentations in auditoriums full of 

strangers and interacting with people we don’t know in traffic, in lines and online. Our 

ancestors did none of these things, and our emotional systems are not designed to operate as 

good guides in these situations. That’s why our heart pounds and we fear the presentation, or 

why road rage simmers when that guy in the Audi doesn’t yield; even though these emotions 

cause more harm than good (especially for those who feel them). 

 We are living in a world of plenty with constant opportunities for instant 

gratification: social media where we can hunt for 'likes' day and night; shops full of chips and 

candy; and an internet full of porn. Having a sweet tooth was not a problem for our ancestors, 

because there were no supermarkets with shelves full of candy to tempt them. Abundance is 

especially problematic in light of the third core belief in Buddhism: “You” don’t exist. It may 

sound strange but it is perhaps the best documented point in Wright’s book from the 

perspective of modern psychology and neuroscience. Your sense of having a “self”, of being a 

fully integrated whole, is wrong. The mind is rather a mosaic of countless, small, delimited 

emotional mechanisms, each with their own strategy for securing your body’s survival and 

reproduction. Your consciousness as such is not doing anything. Emotions that you 

experience here and now are not something “you” – your consciousness – decide but are 

simply the current consensus among countless autonomous psychological systems about what 

is expedient. In that sense, “you” are an illusion. When you feel that “you” just have to have 

that Mars Bar, it is an illusion in the sense that it is just one of many suggestions that are 

knocking about in your head – and therefore not a suggestion you necessarily have to identify 

with or follow. Likewise, our emotional mechanisms are subjected to different complicated 
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feedback processes. Once one set of mechanisms have won the battle over your behavior, they 

are more likely to prevail next time. In other words, in our world of plenty, we train our minds 

to surrender to the mechanisms that scream for short-term gratification. As a consequence, 

suffering explodes, and the symptoms are common disorders like stress and ADHD-like 

problems with impulse control. 

 The Buddhist problem diagnosis is correct, and so is the Buddhist solution, 

according to Wright: Sit down on a cushion, pay attention to your breathing and refocus on 

your breathing every time your mind wanders. Wright’s favorite explanation for the effects of 

meditation is that it trains our ability to not react to emotions, and in that way we will 

eventually see through the illusion of the self and the stories our emotions concoct. However, 

as Wright notes, apparently not all emotions are softened by meditation. Anger, anxiety and 

envy are reduced, whereas, for instance, compassion is not. A likely explanation, which 

Wright does not explore as thoroughly, is that meditation also increases our capacity for 

introspection, our ability to monitor and “listen” to our inner life. Emotions like anger and 

anxiety were designed via natural selection to create instantaneous reactions. They are loud 

and demand attention. In contrast, compassion and other emotions that are in line with long-

term goals are, in the words of Scottish philosopher David Hume, calm. If we want to hold on 

to compassion during fits of anger or anxiety, we have to be able to listen carefully. If we can 

do that, we will be in a better position to say no to the Mars Bar and guide our behavior 

towards the goals that are beneficial in the long run. 

 From the perspective of evolutionary psychology, the most interesting question 

is not why meditation works but rather why animals built for reproduction and survival even 

get the idea to sit down on a cushion and focus on their breath for minutes or hours. This is 

the weakest spot in the book. Wright describes meditation as a rebellion against our own 

nature. However, a more stringent evolutionary psychology argument would be that 

meditation is a rebellion by some parts of our nature against other parts. Meditation is a trick 

used by the mechanisms that focus on long-term gratification against the mechanisms that 

focus on instant gratification. Just like our ancestors patiently began to sew clothes to survive 

and reproduce in colder climates, we may see meditation as a cultural technology that allows 

us to survive and reproduce in another type of climate, namely huge mass societies with 

constant temptations. In that sense, it is probably no coincidence that the historical Buddha 

was an Indian prince. That was probably as close as you got to a life with first-world 

problems – and acknowledgement of the psychological consequences – 2500 years ago when 

Buddhism was founded. 


