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How the Brain Divides the World
1. The brain automatically divides the world into "Us" and "Them"
Humans have a strong instinct to categorize people into in-groups ("Us") and out-groups ("Them"). This happens extremely quickly and often 
unconsciously.

The Categories
"Us" = people we see as similar to ourselves
"Them" = people we see as different

These categories can be based on almost anything:
Race
Language
Religion
Political identity
Gender
Nationality
Social class

Even trivial differences can trigger this grouping instinct.

Key idea: Our brains evolved to sort people socially very fast.

2. It's driven mostly by emotion, not rational thinking
Our dislike of "Them" usually begins as an emotional reaction, not logical reasoning. Often the process looks like this:

Step 1
We feel uneasy or negative about a group.

Step 2
Then our brain invents explanations for why.

Step 3
We rationalize emotions rather than forming 
them logically.

Psychologist Jonathan Haidt's research shows that reasoning often comes after the feeling—we rationalize emotions rather than forming them 
logically. So the thought "They're bad because..." usually appears after the gut reaction.

3. Evolution likely created this bias
The tendency to favor our own group helped our ancestors survive. Benefits of in-group bias included:

Cooperation
Stronger cooperation within tribes

Threat Detection
Faster detection of potential threats

Cohesion
Loyalty and social cohesion

Biological systems even reinforce it. For example, hormones like oxytocin promote trust within groups but suspicion of outsiders. What helped survival in 
small tribes can create prejudice or conflict in modern societies.

4. The brain stereotypes groups along two dimensions
Research shows we often judge groups based on two mental scales:

Warmth Competence Result Emotion

High High Admiration ✅

Low High Envy 😒

High Low Pity 😔

Low Low Contempt ❌

These quick mental shortcuts shape many social biases. Warmth asks: Are they friendly or hostile? Competence asks: Are they capable or weak?



The Good News: These Divisions Can Change
5. The good news: group identities are flexible
Despite these instincts, something hopeful emerges: Our definitions of "Us" can change quickly. The same person might be 
"Them" in one context and "Us" in another.

Example

Someone from another country → "Them"
But a fellow scientist, sports fan, or 
coworker → "Us"

When identities overlap, hostility often 
decreases.

6. Reducing "Us vs. Them" Thinking

The article suggests that prejudice can weaken when:

People share goals
Individuals interact personally across groups
Identities overlap
People become aware of their biases

Science shows that exposure and cooperation across 
groups can reshape how the brain categorizes people.

✓ In one sentence: The article argues that humans naturally divide the world into "Us" and "Them" due to emotional,
evolutionary brain processes—but these divisions are flexible and can be changed through social interaction and
awareness.

Three Fascinating Experiments
Here are three fascinating experiments mentioned in discussions around the article "Why Your Brain Hates Other People" 
that show how quickly the brain creates "Us vs. Them" divisions. These studies are famous in psychology because they 
reveal how little it takes to trigger bias.

1. The Minimal Group Experiment — Bias from Almost
Nothing
Researcher: Henri Tajfel

What the experiment did

Participants were randomly assigned to meaningless groups based on trivial criteria, like:

Preference for one abstract painting vs another
A random coin flip
Arbitrary labels like Group A vs Group B

The people never met the other participants.

What happened
Even though the groups were meaningless, participants 
still gave more rewards to their own group, favored 
members of their group over outsiders, and sometimes 
sacrificed overall fairness just to benefit their group.

What it shows
Your brain does not need real conflict to create group 
bias. Just labeling people into categories is enough.



2. The Robbers Cave Experiment — How Competition Creates 
Hostility
Researcher: Muzaffer Sherif

Setup

In the 1950s, researchers brought 22 boys to a summer camp without telling them they were part of a study. The boys were 
split into two groups: Eagles and Rattlers.

What happened

At first, each group bonded internally. Then researchers introduced competition: sports contests, prizes for winners, and 
limited resources. Within days, the groups started insulting each other, fights broke out, and cabins were raided and flags 
burned.

The Solution
Hostility decreased when groups worked on shared problems like fixing 
the water supply.

What it shows
Competition creates "us vs them," but shared goals dissolve it.

3. The Brain Scan Study — The Amygdala Reacts Instantly
Researchers: Various neuroscientists

What they tested

Participants looked at pictures of faces from different racial groups while 
their brains were scanned. The scans showed activity in the amygdala, a 
brain region involved in fear and threat detection.

What happened

In many participants, the amygdala activated within milliseconds when 
viewing out-group faces. But interestingly, when participants had 
meaningful contact with those groups, the response dropped significantly.

What it shows

The reaction is often automatic, but experience can rewire it.

✓ The big lesson from all three experiments

1 Groups form easily

Your brain creates groups 
with almost no justification 
at all.

2 Automatic favor

Your brain favors its own 
group automatically, 
without conscious intent.

3 Cooperation → change

But your brain changes 
when cooperation and 
familiarity increase.

In other words, tribalism is natural—but not inevitable.


