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INTRODUCTION



In 2010, the German chancellor, Angela Merkel, made a widely reported speech to members of her Christian Democratic Union party. In it she announced that attempts to build a multicultural society in Germany had ‘utterly failed’ and that the ‘multikulti’ concept, where people live together happily in harmony, simply did not work.1 This sentiment was echoed in a speech by the British prime minister2 and has come to characterise much of the political rhetoric surrounding cultural diversity in Western nations.


This rhetoric is not just political polemic – it reflects a public mood. Thirty per cent of Germans reportedly agree with Merkel that their country is ‘overrun by foreigners’.3 In the UK, concerns abound that public services like the NHS, education, social housing and welfare systems have been negatively affected by immigration. A recent survey of thirty thousand Europeans found that 38 per cent of respondents opposed legally established immigrants being granted normal civil rights.4 In the United States the mood is similar. At the turn of the twentieth century the US accepted large numbers of immigrants with the expectation that they would assimilate and become ‘true’ Americans. In September 2013, thousands of people protested in one hundred and fifty cities over what they saw as the federal government’s weak stance on immigration.5


Diversity is a polarising issue. There is a growing gulf between those who extol its virtues and those who believe it is a fundamental cause of instability. Advocates argue that diversity enriches and enhances our culture, providing fertile ground for positive relations, harmony and mutual respect. Opponents point to the realpolitik of intercultural relations: how proximity produces conflict, not peaceful coexistence. For them, diversity is the root cause of disharmony and civic unrest.


This book is about our struggle with diversity – not just in the modern world but throughout our evolution as a species. It’s about the psychology that determines why we embrace or eschew cultural differences. It’s about the new science that is providing surprising solutions to the ‘problem’ of diversity. It’s about the anthropology that reveals how diversity may have been a critical ‘social ecology’ from which the adaptability of the human mind was born. It shows how embracing diversity may provide the key to enabling wealth, health, happiness, progress, prosperity and change in the modern world.


A PSYCHOLOGIST’S VIEW


I’m an experimental psychologist, and this is the lens through which I have studied culture, difference and diversity for the last twenty years. Why might psychology prove useful here? Psychology, as a science, has taken great strides in recent years. We can now pinpoint, with incredible accuracy, the origins and the process of human thought. Creative methods and cutting-edge techniques have given us new insights into how we think, feel and understand our place in the world. Neuroscience is taking us beyond the basics – that is, how we see, hear, remember, run, walk and talk. We now understand the complex processes that govern how society, culture and context interact to shape our behaviour, our sense of self, our beliefs, attitudes and ideologies. Each day, new studies shed light on what compels us to support or oppose different political, social and cultural ideals – from the values we hold to the policies we endorse.


I’m going to talk about the psychology of social perception: how who we are and what we think are intimately and intricately linked with the people around us. I’m going to explain the political and public discontent with diversity and suggest why, when the chips are down, people prefer their social worlds to have simplicity and structure. I’ll discuss the core psychologies that drive and determine intercultural communication, how humans deal with diversity, and how these psychologies have emerged through the course of human evolution. I’m going to show how intercultural contact has played a pivotal part in the making of the modern mind, how diversity came to define and delimit our attitudes, values and beliefs. I’ll argue that previous accounts of human evolution have overlooked a critical element in our ancestors’ fight for survival: that our psychologies were forged through cooperation, not just conflict, and that advances in technology, medicine and civic society can all be traced back to the foundations of what might be described as ‘coalitional thinking’.


This discussion will reveal a paradox at the heart of diversity politics: how we eschew diversity in all its forms, even though it has played a pivotal part in our past and may well hold the key to our future. It’s a paradox predicated upon the evolution of two brain systems, one honed to ensure safety and security, the other to make possible exploration and growth; one to compete, the other to cooperate; one easy and automatic, the other hard to engage. I will argue that for our society to move forward, to evolve and tackle the challenges we face, we must harness the potential of our ‘social brain’ – that part of us that is cooperative, exploring, engaging. I’ll show how the human potential to excel, innovate and overcome is intricately and intimately linked with this social brain system lying latent in the modern psyche.


I’ll show that diversity is not simply a moral, ethical or social issue – it’s an economic and evolutionary imperative. It’s a social ecology that forms the foundation for originality, innovation and growth. Creative thinking is crucial to human development. It helps us to achieve great feats of engineering, forge companies and careers, craft beautiful symphonies and charm potential partners. It is the essence of innovation, the staple of success. We now know a great deal about the psychology that drives creative thinking and, most importantly, the conditions that enable it to be captured, cultivated and grown. I’ll show that it is diversity in our social environments that shapes creativity; and, properly harnessed, it can maximise our potential in a whole range of everyday domains.


WHAT’S GONE BEFORE


In his book Thinking Fast and Slow6 Daniel Kahneman describes two distinct systems of thought: one fast and effortless, but flawed; the other slow, effortful but accurate. The Social Brain begins with these systems, and builds around them an expansive theory of how cultural diversity made the modern mind. This theory ties the origins and evolution of human intelligence to the emergence of primitive society in human prehistory. At the same time it incorporates modern experimental psychology in showing how social environments shape our capacity for innovation, progress and growth. It proposes a new way of thinking about social ecologies, and how we can use our social brains to secure successful outcomes in our personal and professional lives.


Throughout the book I’ll discuss the scientific evidence that provides support for these ideas as well as the evidence suggesting that to maximise our potential we must embrace diversity in our social worlds. I’ll show how, when our social ecologies move beyond our comfort zone and when they challenge norms, expectations, ideologies and beliefs, they can awaken our creative potential; and discuss the ways in which these social ecologies can be structured to activate the social brain, as well as the relationship strategies we can use to enhance creative thinking in different domains.


I will end with speculation on the broader implications of these ideas and suggest how diversity, developed within the fabric of multicultural communities, could forge a prosperous and prolific future. History suggests we are on the right track here, for when societies experience new cultural influences they then undergo periods of intense and significant technological and societal progress. But this change is never easy, and here we find a diversity ‘paradox’ that lies at the heart of the human condition. This paradox grows from conflict, economic recession and unrest, which compel governments to adopt policies that ‘deactivate’ the social brain – precisely the part of us that can enable peace, prosperity and progress. Policy designed to switch on the social brain can help not only promote positive relations, but also to harness the creative potential within each and every one of us.


Article 1 of the UNESCO Universal Declaration on Cultural Diversity asserts ‘As a source of exchange, innovation and creativity, cultural diversity is as necessary for humankind as biodiversity is for nature’. This book is about the science that shows this assertion to be true. Every step we’ve taken, whether small or giant, whether in science or in medicine, as a nation or as a species, started as a germ of an idea in the social brain. Our potential to generate new ideas is perhaps our most essential element, but we are only just beginning to understand how it is born through social experience. I hope this book enables that great leap to tie the origins of human society to the making of the modern mind. It is a leap that may ultimately unlock the ingenuity and invention that reside within us all.





CHAPTER 1



DIVERSITY AND ITS DISCONTENTS


A book about diversity should surely start with some statistics. So here we go:


•   At the start of the twenty-first century, the world’s foreign-born population (those living in a country other than that in which they were born) topped 230 million.7


•   The number of foreign-born adults (aged 18–34) in the US today has more than doubled since 1980 (1 per cent versus 6 per cent) and one in four (17.9 million) speak a language other than English at home.8


•   In 1951 the foreign-born population of England and Wales was 1.9 million (4.3 per cent of the total population). In 2011 it had increased to 7.5 million (13 per cent).9 In London, white British people are already in the minority (45 per cent).10


•   Over 43,000 hate crimes (e.g. to do with race, sexual orientation, disability) were recorded in England and Wales in 2011–12.11


•   The Bradford race riots in 2001, some of the worst ever seen in mainland Britain, caused damage estimated at £25 million.12


Of course there are, as the saying goes, lies, damned lies and statistics, but trust me (I’m a psychologist). These statistics pretty much sum up the defining characteristics of diversity in modern society. Let’s unpack this a little. There are two key things these statistics tell us.


1: Societies are getting more diverse (and it’s speeding up).


Whichever way you look at it, as we’ve developed quicker and more efficient ways to travel the world, it’s become easier to settle somewhere other than where we were born. We now live in a world of unprecedented intercultural exchange, where the barriers and boundaries that segregated colour and culture in the twentieth century have all but broken down. In just fifty years Britain has gone from being a largely homogeneous nation in which nationality and race have gone hand in hand, to being decidedly diverse and differentiated. Of course, I focus on Britain because I’ve had a front-row seat since 1973, but the story is pretty much the same everywhere. In the US, for instance, ethnic-minority groups are growing so quickly that they will be the majority by 2040.13


2: Diversity is a big problem.


Hate crimes, race riots, Islamophobia . . . look around – it’s increasingly evident that difference and diversity can bring with them conflict, discord and distrust. We’re a society struggling with the multicultural ideal. Why does it seem so difficult for humans to just get along? Is there something fundamental to our nature that drives us to reject difference and instead to celebrate the similar, to conform to the norm? Increasingly people seem uneasy – ambivalent at best – with concepts like diversity, multiculturalism and immigration. Of course, most people would not resort to violence, or even voice any unease in public, but it’s there – a feeling that, when all’s said and done, things would probably be better if everyone was just a little more similar. Can you really get along with someone who comes from an entirely different background, culture and country from yourself?


Multicultural societies appear to be beset by huge inequalities, intolerance and prejudice. A recent influential review of inequality in the United States14 found that, compared with the white majority, ethnic minority group members are:


•   significantly poorer


•   under-represented in management and professional occupations


•   more likely to be incarcerated


•   less likely to own a home


•   more likely to drop out of high school


•   more likely to suffer from poor health.


While these disparities arise from a complex set of factors, at least some – for instance in areas like income and incarceration – can be explained by racial bias. The UK doesn’t fare much better. The 2007 Government Equalities Review concluded that at the current rate of progress it will take until 2080 to elect a culturally representative House of Commons, until 2085 to close the gender pay gap, and until 2105 to close the ethnic employment gap.15 Unsurprisingly, such disparities lead to high levels of social exclusion. In Germany, Spain and the UK, surveys have shown that most Muslims consider themselves to be primarily Muslims rather than citizens of the country they live in.16 It seems we are a very long way from the ideal of an integrated, cohesive multicultural society.


These two characteristics of modern society, its increasing diversity and our apparent difficulty in dealing with it, together represent a defining problem of twenty-first-century society, and are the focus of sustained interest by academics, politicians and the media. In 1996 Samuel P. Huntington published a book called The Clash of Civilizations?17 In it he proposed that we are heading irrevocably towards conflict as fundamentally incompatible cultures collide. This analysis fits the state of modern society – tolerance seems a rare entity in this world of discrimination, race riots, stereotyping and prejudice.


So is the story of human history destined to play out this clash of civilisations, an enduring conflict defined by differences in race, religion and ethnicity?


Such a bleak prediction is just one possible future. Here I offer a psychological analysis of the perils and the potential of diversity, one that paints an altogether more complex, and perhaps more positive, picture. It is based upon the psychology that underlies our understanding of diversity: on what drives and determines the opposing views of its value and the impact it has on our everyday lives. It presents a whole new perspective on the diversity debate and the multicultural state, one that not only takes in political, economic and social perspectives, but draws on new and emerging ideas in anthropology, evolution and behavioural neuroscience.


But before all that, a little bit of Freud.


FREUD (IT WASN’T ALL ABOUT SEX)


Talk to most psychological scientists today and they’ll tell you that Freud’s theories on sexuality and pretty much everything else have been debunked by modern behavioural science (in fact, try it – we get really annoyed when people think psychology is still all psychoanalysis, repressed sexual urges and so on – it’s quite something to watch us erupt with indignation). But I’m going to argue he got some things spot on.


In Civilization and Its Discontents (1929)18 Freud sets out the theory that people are fundamentally selfish, driven by their primitive instincts to kill, have sex and eat as much as possible (that sort of thing). What stops us is society; or, more precisely, that part of our brain that constantly reminds us what civilised society expects of us, and what we must not do as a member of that society. Freud argues that there is a fundamental tension between individuals’ sex and violence fantasies and the need to repress these desires to function as part of society. Thus, the price of belonging to a civilised society is guilt at these unconscious, unfulfilled egoistic desires, which is then experienced as anxiety or ‘discontent’.


This really is a brilliant conceit. It takes an Aristotelian idea of society – that it’s a beast of its own, something more than the sum of its peopled parts – and supplants it well and truly in the human mind. This basic idea has proved hugely influential and is one that reverberates through modern social psychology. It also provides a good grounding for what’s to follow. We are individuals, but we are social individuals, intimately and intricately connected to each other via morals, values, laws, norms and conventions. Society shapes us, our attitudes, values, goals and beliefs. Our brains are not just brains; they are social brains. This is a key concept that will resonate throughout the book. To understand diversity, we need to look beyond its purely social impact on, say, education, housing and welfare. We need to look to psychological science: the study of how both our real and our remote relationships with others shape our attitudes and behaviour. It is an area of human exploration that is profoundly relevant to everyday life and critical to understanding the past, present and future impact of social and cultural diversity.


EVENTS, NOT PEOPLE, MAKE PEOPLE BAD PEOPLE


The point about a debate is that there are two sides to it. If everyone agreed that diversity was good (or bad) I probably wouldn’t be writing this book. An accusation sometimes levelled at those who criticise multiculturalism is that they are racist. So does this mean that the diversity debate is simply driven by people who are racist and those who are not?


In fact, over fifty years of psychological science have shown us that individual differences, attitudes, values and opinions have very little to do with broader trends in society’s acceptance or rejection of diversity. Of course there are individuals who adopt extremist views, and the acts of these individuals are patently headline-grabbing. However, the notion that individuals with extreme racist views drive social change has been largely disproved by psychological science. Illustrating this is what is referred to as ‘the authoritarian personality’,19 a theory that has been around since the 1950s. It was devised by the German sociologist Theodor Adorno as an attempt to understand the rise of fascism, World War Two and the Holocaust. The theory was heavily influenced by Freudian psychoanalytic principles and the idea that people have internal drives and impulses that have to be kept in check by the superego – which is essentially the representation of society via its laws, morals and norms. Prejudice arises, says the theory, as a defensive reaction against over-strict parenting methods. Having over-strict parents means that the child is unable to express any natural hostility towards those parents, and so transfers his or her aggression elsewhere (such as directing it at minority or low-status groups). These tendencies are then said to continue into adulthood, along with associated characteristics like an overly deferential attitude towards authority figures, who represent the parents.


Although intuitively appealing, personality theories like this are fundamentally flawed when we try to explain broad social trends. By definition, such theories aim to explain individual variation in attitudes and behaviours. They have difficulty accounting for widespread and uniform changes in attitudes towards other groups in society. For example, in the 1990s clear prejudice was witnessed in the former Yugoslavia, evident in its most extreme and brutal form – ethnic cleansing. Are we to conclude that a whole generation was raised in exactly the same way by authoritarian parents, and so all ended up with the same prejudiced and intolerant personalities? It’s also the case that empirical evidence for individual personalities driving social change is hard to come by – or, indeed, disconfirms it. For instance, measures designed to identify people with authoritarian tendencies could not predict racism in South Africa in the 1950s – a culture in which prejudice was self-evident.


In sum, some people are bad people, but a few bad people can’t account for social change. That some individuals have extreme racist or intolerant views cannot explain widespread problems that people have with diversity as a basic tenet of society. Nor can it explain established trends in attitudes towards diversity that reveal associations with significant social events such as the Holocaust, ethnic cleansing in the former Yugoslavia or apartheid in South Africa. Of course, racists may be encouraged to express their views openly under certain social conditions, like economic deprivation or terrorist threats, but this is a reflection of social change, not what drives it.


There is, however, an important lesson we can take from the authoritarian personality: the idea that minorities can be an easy target for the expression of displaced frustration and aggression. This is important because it illustrates the concept of psychological threat. Psychological threat is experienced on both conscious and subconscious levels and is constituted by anything that destabilises our view of the world. As I’ll show in this book, stability and structure are essential goals of the human psyche. Threats to that stability make us behave in uniform and predictable ways. This basic idea – and it’s supported by socio-demographic and historical evidence – suggests that shared social experiences may determine societal trends towards the rejection of diversity.


BOOM AND BUST: THE ECONOMICS OF INTOLERANCE


Humans react and adapt to their environment – I’m going to be talking a lot about this. The events we experience shape, focus and form the way we think. One clear manifestation of this is the well-documented relationship between economic depression and societal (in)tolerance of diversity. Put simply, the idea is that tension is caused by economic downturns which, in turn, produce aggressive impulses directed at vulnerable targets – minority groups – even when those groups bear no responsibility. It’s kind of a less Freudian take on the authoritarian-personality idea – that pent-up frustration and aggression have to find an outlet somewhere. So rather than the aggression building in the subconscious and the frustration proving pivotal to the formation of one’s personality, here the relationship is much more explicit. The economy is ruined and someone has to pay. Minority groups simply represent the path of least resistance.


Historical records support this idea. For instance, a correlation has been found between the price of cotton and lynchings of African Americans between 1882 and 1930.20 As the price of cotton fell (indicating regional economic depression), lynchings rose. Two more recent illustrations: in the UK, government reports following the 2001 Bradford race riots suggested that poverty, deprivation and disillusionment were contributors; social and economic deprivation was also central to the events that led to the Yugoslav wars in the 1990s. And anthropological studies add further support: conflict has typically been found to be greater amongst tribes living in close proximity to one another and competing for locally hard-to-find resources like grazing land and water. In short, intergroup conflicts are often accompanied by competition for scarce resources. The more limited any given resource, the fiercer will be the competition.


This is pertinent, because since 2007 the world has experienced the worst economic depression for a generation. The relationship between economic hardship and intolerance found in historical records is emerging again before our eyes – and not just in political rhetoric about ‘stemming the tide’ of immigration, but also in the blatant racism of extremist political parties emerging all across Europe. Far-right groups capitalise on the tendency for people to scapegoat minorities in times of economic hardship, directing their frustration and anger over economic conditions. A striking example is the rise of Golden Dawn in Greece. This nationalist party gained 7 per cent of the vote in the 2012 elections, yet has been linked with numerous attacks on migrants and gay people. Across Europe the story is similar, from the French National Front (now the third-largest party) to Norway’s Progress Party, to Italy’s Lega Nord that has called for a limit to immigration from Muslim countries, to Austria’s Freedom Party which won 20 per cent of the vote in the 2013 elections.


Extreme illustrations aside, what these trends suggest is that economic downturns trigger a generalised psychological ‘closing of ranks’ – a desire to be less inclusive, to preserve resources for those closest to us (for ‘true’ members of our group). This interpretation of archival and anthropological studies is backed up by evidence from behavioural science. In one classic 1970s study, white American airmen took part in a ‘training exercise’ with one white and one black co-worker.21 What happened was that the experimenter fixed the outcome of the exercise so that the three-person team either succeeded or failed at the task. When the team succeeded, everyone was liked equally. When they failed, it was consistently the black co-worker who was blamed for the poor performance. This study mirrors the impact of economic recession on social attitudes towards diversity. When everything is going well, diversity is tolerated; but when resources become scarce, it’s society’s minorities who get the blame.
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