
I sometimes dream about the curriculum I would teach 
children and adolescents if I were designing a school system from 
scratch. It is fun and I will not hear otherwise.

I would teach kids how money works, how different societies 
make sense of the world, how to cook and sew, and twice a day 
we would make those baking soda volcanoes all kids on American 
TV make. But maybe half of my curriculum would be devoted 
to how our brains work: biases, heuristics, stress, advertisers’ 
exploitations, emotional regulation, how the body and mind 
interact. It would be so much fun.

I get so excited dreaming of Brain School™ because I had to learn 
all of this stuff much later, when I was already pretty damaged 
by misinformation and cultural assumptions about brains and 
emotions and personhood. By that point it was much harder to 
believe the science because my brain’s starting point was always, 
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that we are, basically, right. (Please refer: 
politics.)

Technically, we know that humans are, 
of course, not always right, and our brains 
misrepresent and mislead and distort real-
ity for us all the time. The problem is that 
even though we know that, theoretically 
and cognitively, we still feel like we’re 
right, often even when we’re presented 
with clear evidence we are not or can list 
all the known cognitive biases. (Don’t beat 
yourself up about this; it is our humanity 
that does it, not a moral flaw on your part.)

Since the Enlightenment we have 
persisted with this myth that humans 
are rational. It is the basis of economics 
and modern government. But we are not 
rational; we are rationalising. We can 
rationalise anything. We are, of course, 
capable of great rationality, but it’s not 
necessarily our default. We would know 
this if anyone had ever told us how brains 
work (hence the need for Brain School™).

A big problem arises when you believe 
that you are by nature rational, but you 
also happen to feel anxious or depressed 
or your emotions are too much and need 
to be numbed.

Which brings me back to high numbers 
of mental health issues faced by lawyers. 
There are many reasons why lawyers carry 
this scourge, a big one being a culture in 
which we admire each other’s chronic 
stress. But one reason that might get 
overlooked is that on top of the ordinary 
human assumption that what we think and 
feel represents reality, we have an added 
layer of professional training that affirms 
our thinking skills. We start to think, “If 
anyone would know they were unwell, it 

“You are terrible because you feel bad. You 
feel bad because you are terrible. That is 
all there is to know. You do not deserve a 
baking soda volcano.”

I am here to tell you (and my own brain) 
that that is not all there is to know, and I do 
deserve a volcano. But thinking otherwise 
is a shadowy force behind the peculiar 
issue of lawyers and their sky high rates 
of anxiety, depression, substance abuse and 
other mental health disorders.

As lawyers, we think we are right most 
of the time. We did a whole degree on how 
to think and it took ages and at the end 
we went through a formal ceremony in a 
billowy robe where it was affirmed, in front 
of friends and family and even a judge, that 
we know how to think really well.

Of course, even before we were lawyers, 
we were humans, and humans think they 
are right most of the time too. Our brains 
have several functions that act to make us 
sure that what we think and feel represent 
the truth, that our worldview is accurate, 

The average 
person, and 
certainly 
the average 
lawyer, does 
not understand 
their own brain 
and nervous 
system, their own 
emotions, their 
own biases and 
heuristics, their 
own relationship 
with themselves. 
These things 
are not taught, 
and most of pop 
culture wildly...
misunderstands 
them.
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If you are wondering where to start, 
I suggest Thinking Fast and Slow 
by Daniel Kahneman, The Upward 
Spiral by alex Korb, or, if you have 
been through trauma of some kind, 
In an Unspoken Voice by Peter 
Levine. These books are all core 
texts in my curriculum, and can be 
purchased with your baking soda 
and vinegar at the Brain School™’s 
supply store.

you raised Catholic?” Things that I think are 
normal and definitely true, a lot of other 
people think are bizarre and definitely 
wrong.

The average person, and certainly the 
average lawyer, does not understand their 
own brain and nervous system, their own 
emotions, their own biases and heuristics, 
their own relationship with themselves. 
These things are not taught, and most 
of pop culture wildly, and I mean wildly, 
misunderstands them.

As a result, you can have some very 
sad, very anxious, very unhappy lawyers 
thinking either that suffering is what being 
alive feels like, or that they deserve to feel 
this bad because their brain (falsely) tells 
them that they are bad. And then, they 
don’t get help, because that would be 
disruptive/they don’t have time/it’s not 
bad enough yet/mental illness doesn’t 
happen to people like them/they don’t 
deserve help (says their brain), and so 
things get worse and worse. Knowing this 

pattern of thinking, my advice for lawyers 
is always to seek help as soon as it occurs 
to you to seek help; having that thought 
break through all the rest of one’s brain’s 
business loud enough for you to notice 
it is an excellent sign that you’re at the 
needing help stage.

Because we can learn about our brains 
late, and feel a lot better. The most beautiful 
thing about our extraordinary brains is 
how plastic and re-makeable they are. It 
is hard, but by learning how our brains and 
related systems work, whether by working 
with a psychologist or by our own private 
study, we can significantly reduce our own 
suffering. And life, and lawyering, can then 
become a lot easier. ▪

Katie Cowan  katie@symphonylaw.
co.nz is a former lawyer. She is now a 
director of Symphony Law, a consulting 
practice for lawyers. Katie hosts the New 
Lawyer podcast and writes on matters 
affecting the legal profession.

would be me. I am professionally trained in 
getting to the truth.”

It doesn’t help that the types of thinking 
and emotional disordering we are talking 
about generally have existed in some form 
throughout life, meaning it can feel that 
this is just what life is like. To illustrate: 
every psychologist I have ever seen has 
asked at some point, unprompted, “Were 
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