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The Lioness, the Elephant and the Trojan Horse

Part One: The Dung Beetle

What do you see in the picture below? Yes, it is a dung beetle. What do dung beetles do? They move dung so
that we don’t step in it.

Do you think that dung beetles see that stuff as dung? Surely not. What is dung to us is gold to him.

Now tell me, when you step in that stuff, do you struggle to identify it? Of course not! And that’s how it is with
nonsense. You know it when it hits you.

But what is nonsense?
The term ‘nonsense’ describes absurd, ridiculous, foolish or meaningless words, ideas, or conduct. Nonsense is
purely subjective: you are likely to see ‘nonsense’ when you disapprove of it. (For example, you might disapprove
of the word ‘bullshit’, although others use it to indicate nonsense.)

Nonsense stops you from being successful.1

Nonsense side-tracks you from your work, tricks you into wrong decisions, and trips you up short of your goals.
In other words, nonsense stops you from being successful. The problem with nonsense is that it is purely
subjective. What is nonsense to you might not be nonsense to me. And vice versa. This makes it difficult to spot.

The good news is that there is always some sense in nonsense, if you look for it.

Here’s another problem with nonsense. Nonsense is always at work. It never stops. That’s the bad news. The
good news is that there is always some sense in nonsense, if you look for it. (Note that you cannot say nonsense
without also saying sense.)

And if you are willing to look for it, time and again you will find that you can make nonsense work for you. You
see, nonsense has a purpose. It works at getting you to change your ways.

1 What is success? I can’t answer that for you, only for me. Like nonsense, success is personal and individual. What is success to me
might be failure to you.
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To see nonsense, make shift happen
One lesson I learned in the African bush is how to see a camouflaged animal hiding in the bush. Here’s how it’s
done. Look at the bush where you suspect an animal is hiding. Now shift your focus as if you are looking beyond
the bush into the distance. Look through the bush as if the bush is not there. If you do this correctly, the bush
will go out of focus and even ‘disappear’ (at least to your mind’s eye). Now rock your head slowly from side to
side without taking your eye off that imaginary spot in the distance. With some practice, and a bit of luck, you
will become quite good at making out any form that is lurking there.

I did not need this skill to see the lioness who charged us during a walking safari in the African bush. I had no
need to rock my head from side to side. It was already shaking. And so were my legs. (What happened next?
Read all about it in Part 2: The Lioness.)

I never expected to find this jungle skill of any use in the city, but I do. (No, not the shaking skill. The rocking
skill.) I use it to see the sense in nonsense. Whenever I bump into what seems to me to be a well-camouflaged
bit of nonsense, I stare right through it and rock my head from side to side. (Another trick I have learned is not
to be put off by people staring at me and rocking their heads from side to side.)
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I call this staring-and-rocking ‘making shift happen.’ The staring and rocking creates a shift in perception that
helps you to see differently (left-brain, right-brain, left-brain, right-brain). Seeing differently tends to change the
way you respond to what you are seeing. In other words, it creates a shift in behavior.

Why do shifts matter? In today’s world, things change rather fast. What you may think is sense today might very
well be nonsense tomorrow. It makes little sense to get caught up in the ‘what-is-now’ (the bush) and to ignore
the ‘what-can-be’ (the camouflaged animal).

If you are stuck in the ‘what-is-now’ you tend to see obstacles and limitations. On the other hand, if you
anticipate the ‘what-can-be’ you often see opportunities and abundance. It takes a shift in perception to see
clearly. Responding appropriately takes a shift in behavior. Mostly, it takes a shift away from nonsense.

Rock, don’t nod
If you want to see the sense in nonsense (or the lioness in the bush), then it is critical that you do not nod your
head up and down. The correct way, as I explained previously, is to rock your head from side-to-side. Nodding
can have disastrous consequences, especially in meetings.

Rocking side-to-side, and staring blankly into the distance, creates a shift in perception that helps you to see
differently. The reason that it works so well, at least for me, is that the rocking engages different parts of the
brain — left-brain, right-brain, left-brain, right-brain — as you rock from side-to-side.

You do know that you have two brains, don’t you? Well, if you insist, two halves that make up one brain. The
same way that you have one eye made up of two eyes, one ear made up of two ears. You don’t agree? Try seeing
with one eye covered or try hearing with one ear muffled. If you want clarity, then aim to see and hear in stereo.
Consider it from a nonsense perspective. You will run into double the bull and step into twice the bullshit if you
focus with half your eyes and tune in with half your ears. Now imagine the size of your thoughts produced by
thinking with half a brain.

Hey, wait. I’m not trying to insult you. I’m talking science here. Let me explain. Your brain has two halves. Each
half is responsible for different modes of perceiving and reasoning. Yes, I do know that this two-brain theory has
now been debunked. Apparently. (Search on-line if you think I am now writing with half a brain.) I hope that it
makes a come back because I am very attached to it. It explains so well how we create nonsense. That is why I
will continue to write as if it has not yet been debunked.

Words commonly used to describe left brain thinking are logical, sequential, rational, analytical, objective, parts.
Right brain thinking is described in terms of random, intuitive, holistic, subjective, wholes.

Most people have a preference for one or the other of these modes. You are said to be left-brain dominant if you
tend to see things in stark either/or, black-or-white terms. You also pride yourself at being objective, rational
and logical. In other words, you know nonsense when you see it. (Is this you?)

On the other hand, if your right-brain works harder, then you tend to see things in terms of greys and maybes.
You also see nothing wrong in making subjective evaluations, often based on your intuition. In other words, you
are seldom sure that nonsense is really nonsense, because on the one hand it could mean one thing and on the
other . . . . (This is you, right? On the other hand, maybe not.)
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1888 German postcard

My point (finally) is this. If you want to spot the bull before you step in it, then you must keep both eyes peeled.
And if you want to make sense of nonsense before you make a fool of yourself, then you must become adept at
using both brain modes — to become a so-called “whole brain” thinker.

And this is where the head-rocking comes in. It’s a way to remind yourself to use both brains. (Oh, alright, to use
both halves of your brain.)

On the other hand, here is my final point. As I warned earlier, you must rock, not nod. Here’s why. I once sat
through a rather boring sales meeting (the only interesting part was my presentation, but that’s another story).
The Head of Sales was giving the after-lunch presentation and his subordinates were listening in rapt silence.
One guy was even nodding his head. Regularly. Rhythmically. Clearly, I thought, this guy is a yes-boss employee,
why else would you be so uncritical and nod at everything his boss says?

But then I decided to give him the benefit of the doubt. What if he was actually trying to separate the sense from
the nonsense in what his boss was saying? What if he was wise enough to realize that rocking his head from
side-to-side would send the totally wrong signal to his boss? What if he wasn’t brave enough to be labeled a “No,
Boss” employee? I watched him carefully and noticed that his eyes were partly closed and slightly unfocused — a
clear sign that he was practicing bush-seeing, in this case to critically assess what he was hearing, not seeing. But
then, unexpectedly, his forehead hit the table with a loud bang. He had fallen asleep.

The moral of this true story? To see the sense in nonsense, don’t nod your head up and down. If you do, you
might see stars. Instead, rock your head from side to side. That way you will not only spot nonsense in time. You
will also stay awake at the appropriate time.

Spot the young girl (or the witch)
Undoubtedly, you have seen E. G. Boring’s picture of the old lady and the young girl, the one where you either
see a young girl or an old woman. The picture, not E. G. Boring, is quite famous. (If you don’t know what
picture I am talking about, then search on-line using the key words “ambiguous Boring figure.”)

What is not famous (i.e. common knowledge) is that he possibly got the idea for the picture from a British
cartoonist named William Ely Hill. In 1915 Mr. Hill published a cartoon in an American humor magazine named
Puck. His cartoon had the following caption: “My Wife and My Mother-in-Law. They are both in this picture.
Find them.”) But where did Mr. Hill get the idea? Possible from this German postcard dated 1888:
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Do you see the young girl in the picture? Or do you see the old woman? Can you see both? Or do you only see
one of them? Here’s the really interesting bit. You cannot see both the young girl and the old woman at the same
time! (At least, not clearly.) You can see both images, yes, but only by switching between them in your mind.
You cannot hold both images in your mind at the same time.

It can be a mistake to fixate on only one image or one way of seeing. You might enjoy seeing young girls
everywhere, but what if you don’t spot the old woman who happens to be an evil witch? What if your way of
seeing blinds you to threats? What if you keep missing opportunities?

Which is where the dung beetle comes in. Dung beetles do not see dung. They see the dung-beetle-equivalent of
gold. And you, what do you see lying on the path in the bush? If you are out on a hike or a pleasant walk, then
you definitely want to see dung-as-dung before you step in it. But if you are a gardener out for a walk, then
maybe you will see the dung, not as manure, but as compost. (You still won’t want to step in it, but at least you
value it differently.)

The point is that two people can consider the same object (dung), see two different things (manure or compost)
and draw different conclusions (this is shit or this is useful).

If two people can look at the same object and ‘see’ it differently, how then does what you perceive ‘out there’
correspond with reality? The common mistake we make is not to differentiate between the facts (‘out there’) and
the deduction we make from the facts (‘inside’ our head). We ignore the fact that there is no reality without
interpretation. And interpretation starts with perception.

Perception is the way we process, interpret, and give meaning to the information we receive via our senses. We
assume that perception is objective. However, perception can only truly be objective if we add nothing, leave
nothing out, distort nothing, and misrepresent nothing in what we perceive. This is simply not possible because
we constantly reconstruct and interpret reality, mainly by relying on our past experiences.

We have unique and personal ways of perceiving our world, of interpreting what we gather through our senses
and how we make sense of it. In other words, we give reality meaning. Or should I say, we give reality all the
meaning it has for us.

In other words, perception is reality . . . to us.

Many of us see dung... and stop thinking. We act automatically based on our past experiences with dung and do
a little side-step. We unthinkingly avoid dung, unlike dung beetles who see value in dung. Because we interpret
what we see too quickly, we unthinkingly give our meaning to reality, and we don’t spot the sense in nonsense.
Nor the lioness approaching in the bush.

Read next... Part 2: The Lioness

(If you are convinced that all the dung that happened to you in your past is bull and not compost, then read “Don’t Ever Say Never”

https://nonsenseatwork.substack.com/p/dont-ever-say-never.) 
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