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The Misconception: Your opinions are the result of years of rational, 
objective analysis.

The Truth: Your opinions are the result of years of paying attention to 
information which confirmed what you already believe, while ignoring 
information which challenges your preconceived notions. 

I’m not being rude – I don’t even know you!  I 
am also quite prepared to include myself in this.  I 
am merely introducing you to a phenomenon that 
psychologists variously call ‘confirmation bias’ or 
the ‘frequency illusion’ (the two are quite similar, 
but the main difference is that confirmation bias 
generally involves an active pursuit of truth.)

The term ‘confirmation bias’ was coined by 
English cognitive psychologist Peter Cathcart 
Wason (1924-2003) in the context of an experiment 
he reported on in 1960.

The confirmation bias is a consequence of the 
way perception works. Beliefs shape expectations, 
which in turn shape perceptions, which then 
shape conclusions. Thus, we see what we expect 
to see and conclude what we expect to conclude.  
People’s tendency to succumb to the phenomenon of 
making confirmation biases may lead to disastrous 
decisions. Since confirmation biases contribute 
to overconfidence in personal beliefs, these may 
dramatically strengthen beliefs that when faced with 
contrary evidence, the result might well be disastrous, 
especially in organisational, military, economic or 
political contexts.

In other words, as the famous saying goes ‘A great 
many people think that they are thinking, whilst in 
reality they are merely rearranging their prejudices’

Had our friend Peter ever had the opportunity 
to learn a bit of Rambam, or indeed some Sefer 

Hachinuch, he could have saved himself a lot of time 
and effort.

The Rambam in the beginning of the sixth perek 
of Hilchos De’os informs us that ’It is natural for a 
man’s character and actions to be influenced by his 
friends and associates and for him to follow the local 
norms of behaviour. Therefore, he should associate 
with the righteous and be constantly in the company 
of the wise, so as to learn from their deeds’.  The 
Sefer Hachinuch develops this theme further when 
he informs us that a person is influenced by their 
actions, which, in turn influences their inclinations – 
his famous formulation is אחרי הפעולות נמשכים הלבבות 

Nowhere is this more critical than in terms of self-
awareness.  As we begin to read the sedras of golus 
and geulas Mitzrayim, we are told by the mystical 
seforim that these weeks form a unique opportunity 
to do a very specific form of teshuva - in the first 
instance through shmiras einayim, being aware that 
our viewpoints are very much influenced by what 
we see.

The golus of Mitzrayim was brought about by an 
incorrect perception of the shevotim towards their 
brother Yosef, who was, in reality, a tzaddik.  They 
were jealous without even realising it.  He is sent 
by Yaakov to ‘see’ the welfare of his brothers – ראה 
 he uses this as an opportunity to go – את שלום אחיך
beyond ‘seeing’ to ‘seeking’ – את אחי אנכי מבקש – but 
this remains unrequited.


