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‘WHY DID I DO THAT?’


Homo sapiens? Perhaps we’re wiser than our evolutionary forebears, but that doesn’t mean we’re always rational.

We say one thing and do another.

We do the very things we criticise other people for doing.

We often say we are propelled purely by self-interest, yet we perform acts of kindness for total strangers, sometimes putting our own safety at risk.

We pretend to have rational explanations for actions we know to have been reckless, impulsive or irresponsible. Even some of our apparently rational decisions – what job to do, whether to have children, where to live – often turn out to be more like accidents than considered conclusions.

We are often at a loss to explain, even to ourselves, why we’ve done things that seem on reflection to have been foolish or inappropriate.

We are driven by such powerful forces – ambition, sexual desire, jealousy, greed – that we sometimes do things we know will bring misery upon ourselves and others.

It’s no wonder we are puzzled by our own behaviour. All of us are driven by an array of desires, passions, yearnings and needs that are difficult for us to reconcile, let alone control. We want many different things, sometimes all at once, which is why we so often seem like walking contradictions.

This constant interplay among our desires is the reason there is rarely a single explanation for the things we do. It’s not as if we go to work to satisfy one desire, go out dancing to satisfy another, and renovate our kitchen or buy a car in response to other, quite separate desires. Our desires intersect and overlap with each other, often competing for our attention. In our personal relationships, for example, we may feel the contradictory tugs of the desire for love and the desire for control. We struggle to reconcile the desire for stability and certainty with the desire for something surprising or exciting to happen.

Think of these desires as being like the strands of a web: we can pull them apart to examine them – as we’re about to do in this book – but in real life none of them exists in isolation; they are always part of the web. That’s why the chapters of this book are not numbered. I want to avoid any suggestion of a hierarchy of desires, or a list presented in order of importance. (After ‘The desire to be taken seriously’, which I think is the most important, read the others in any order you wish.)

Our desires don’t only interact and compete with each other; they also wax and wane. Who hasn’t lain in bed, staring at the ceiling, wondering how yesterday’s all-consuming passion could so suddenly have faded? Or felt embarrassed by the realisation that something we felt compelled to do, or to have, has brought us none of the satisfaction we had anticipated?
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What are these desires?

Some are abstract, ethereal yearnings for truth, beauty, justice or harmony – the ideals we glimpse when we are dreaming how life could be richer and more deeply satisfying, or how the world could be a better place. Some of us are driven by such passion for these ideals, our life’s work is devoted to them: we become great humanitarians, leaders of social reform movements, architects, painters, composers or writers. Others of us satisfy these longings by listening to music that inspires us, visiting beautiful places, or perhaps engaging with great works of art and literature.

Some of our desires are more basic: insistent bodily urges that demand food and water, or sleep, or shelter from the elements.

And then there’s a group of desires – let’s call them our ‘social’ desires – that are linked to our sense of personal identity, our relationships with other people and our place in society. They influence our approach to love and friendship, family life, work, power and our connections with neighbourhoods and communities. These are the desires presented in the ten chapters of this book.

How many of them can we expect to satisfy at any one time? The US psychiatrist Gordon Livingston believes that if you have something useful to do, something to look forward to and someone to love, you’re doing well.1 You might want to include different items on your personal wish list but, at any given moment, three or four out of ten seems about as much as we can reasonably hope for.

WHY ISN’T THERE A CHAPTER ABOUT SEX?

Having grown up in the post-Freudian era, we have all been influenced by the idea that sex is at the heart of everything we do (though even Freud didn’t go quite that far). The sex drive is obviously powerful and famously troublesome: its urgent stirrings can distract us from everything else, especially when we’re young or facing a midlife crisis. It propels us into some of the most sublime moments in human experience and some of the bleakest. It sometimes induces bitter remorse, guilt and confusion, yet it also allows us to express our most intense feelings of love … and it creates babies, of course.

So why isn’t the desire for sex one of the ten strands of this web? In the context of our social and emotional lives, sex is one of the ways we satisfy other desires, rather than being a desire in itself. Of course, considered purely as a basic quest for sexual release, it is a desire in itself, though some people would reject the word ‘basic’ and put their yearnings for sexual bliss in the ethereal category, right up there with truth and beauty.

The difficulty of trying to create neat, discrete categories – like ‘basic’ and ‘higher’ desires – is most obvious in the case of sex, given the powerful effect of sex hormones on our brains and the tortured history of the relationship between sex and love. There’s often more to sex than sex, and it’s that ‘more’ we’ll be exploring here.

EVERY DESIRE CASTS A SHADOW

None of the ten desires explored in this book is inherently good or bad. Each of them has the power to bring out the best in us, and the worst, since we are all a volatile mixture of noble and base motives. That’s why several chapters include a brief reflection on ‘the dark side’.

The darkest shadow cast by each of our desires is the wish to see that same desire frustrated in someone else – a malevolent urge that’s most likely to grip us if we ourselves lack a sense of fulfillment. Refusing to acknowledge another person, for instance, is usually a shadow cast by our own unfulfilled desire to be taken seriously. Mocking another person’s beliefs is likely to be a shadow cast by our own unfulfilled desire for something to believe in. Wanting less for someone else is a shadow cast by our own unfulfilled desire for more. The withholding of affection is a shadow cast by our own unfulfilled desire for love.

Unrestrained desires can land us in plenty of trouble, but unfulfilled desires can be emotional time-bombs. When the desire to be taken seriously is frustrated, the frustration can itself become a dangerous weapon in the hands of individuals, communities or nations. And frustration of the desire for love can darken our entire world-view.

Each of these desires can be turned to good account or bad: those are the choices we all make, every day, and they are choices that shape the kind of society we are becoming.
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What Makes Us Tick? draws on my work as a social researcher, my direct observations of human nature (in myself, my family, friends and everyone I meet) and my reading of other people’s work – especially novelists, since I believe no one works harder than a novelist at trying to make sense of human behaviour.

One thing I’ve learned is that you don’t find out why people do what they do by asking them. My research methods have always been indirect: my favourite technique has been to invite small groups of people – friends, neighbours, workmates – to talk to each other about some aspect of their lives while I listen carefully to what they say and how they say it, then try to line that up with what they actually do. ‘Why?’ is the question we always want to ask, but it is usually best avoided, because it creates the expectation that there should be a rational explanation for everything we do. Sometimes we act in ways we can’t explain even to ourselves.

Many of the points in the book are illustrated by quotations in italics. These are drawn, more or less verbatim, from participants in my research projects and from personal conversations with family and friends. Some quotes have been modified to conceal a person’s identity, to be more fluent than the original or to combine two quotes into one.
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Why have I called them ‘desires’? We could call them motives, wishes, dreams, goals: I’d be happy with any of those labels. But I’ve settled on ‘desires’ to convey the idea that although these are things we want – sometimes quite passionately – they do not rule us in the same way as our more basic bodily needs. We can’t survive without water, food or sleep: those are non-negotiable.

But the ten desires we explore in this book are highly negotiable. They are not about survival; they are about how we choose to live.



THE DESIRE TO BE
TAKEN SERIOUSLY


All any author wants from a review is six thousand
words of closely reasoned adulation.

The English writer Antony Jay at a booksellers’ luncheon



A golfer on the professional circuit, watched by a worldwide television audience of millions, sinks a sensational putt and acknowledges the applause of the crowd with a wave.

In the dead of night, two graffiti artists spray their tags on a railway viaduct.

A playground bully confronts a little kid and threatens him with violence if he doesn’t hand over his lunch.





These examples of human behaviour are about as different from each other as you could imagine. Each will have been the product of a tangled web of motivations, including some that might seem to contradict each other.

The golfer might be supremely talented and confident in her technical ability, yet unfulfilled and insecure in her personal life, hooked on public adulation as compensation for lack of private affection.

The graffiti artists might be both swaggeringly arrogant and painfully shy, wanting to blazon their messages on a publicly visible surface while remaining unidentifiable, except to the cognoscenti.

The bully sounds like a textbook case: hungrier for acceptance than for lunch, but lacking the social or emotional skills to satisfy his yearning and only able to attract the attention he craves when he picks on a vulnerable kid.



A streaker zigzags his way across a sportsground while a game is in progress. He’s tackled by two policemen and dragged away.

A philanthropist who has donated generously to medical research agrees to have his gift publicly acknowledged.

A teacher joins in a street demonstration as part of a campaign for better wages and conditions.





Any list of things people do – including both conventional and unconventional things – will have one underlying theme: almost without exception, the things we do express our desire to be taken seriously.

Not seriously as in ‘Oh, what a serious person!’ but seriously as in ‘Please recognise and acknowledge me as a unique individual.’



This is the desire for the respect of others.

The desire to be noticed.

The desire to matter.

The desire to be appreciated.

The desire to be understood.

The desire to be valued as a person.

The desire to be accepted.

The desire to be remembered.





We all want our voices to be heard as authentic, legitimate and worthy of attention. We can’t bear to be overlooked, dismissed or belittled. Among the factors that explain why we do the things we do, this one is sovereign. When we know we are being taken seriously, we can relax into that assurance. When we fear we are not, our reactions can range from sadness, resignation or disappointment, through envy of those who receive the recognition we crave, to a burning fury of resentment.



He dumped me – just like that. No explanation, no discussion. Just a text. Can you blame me for wanting to confront him? I needed him to look me in the eye and tell me what this was all about. He didn’t appreciate me storming into his office like that, but he was never going to agree to meet me.





People searching for work say the toughest part of the process is dealing with the silence that follows many of their applications. It was as if I didn’t exist. Failing to get the job is bad enough, but at least the applicant could do something about building up their skills, or improving the quality of their application, if only they had some feedback.

Patients left waiting in a doctor’s reception area, well past the time of their appointment and without explanation, are understandably irritated by the inconvenience and waste of time. Even worse is the unspoken message: ‘You’re not as important as we are.’

We are in an era of increasing demands for ‘official’ apologies from governments, churches and other institutions accused of damaging people – especially children – through abuse, neglect or indifference to their plight. Whether they are made to indigenous people who may have been dispossessed or marginalised, people abused as children in church- or state-run institutions, people vilified for their ethnic origins or religious beliefs, or employees damaged by dangerous working conditions, such apologies are a response to the appeal for recognition, at least as much as for restitution. The impetus for such demands comes from that same persistent cry: It was as if we didn’t exist.

However it’s expressed, the desire to be taken seriously continues to drive us to the end of our lives. Helen Bamber, the British campaigner for the care of torture victims, has described the experience of holding a dying woman in her arms after the liberation of the Belsen concentration camp at the end of World War II.

As the woman rasped out the horrific account of her experiences in the camp, Bamber said to her: ‘I am going to tell your story.’ This seemed to calm the distressed woman. ‘I think she knew she was going to die,’ Bamber said. ‘She didn’t want to die and [her story] not be told – that nobody would know.’1 This was a woman anxious, even at her death, not to be ignored or forgotten. When all other desires have left us or become irrelevant, we are left with the desire to be acknowledged, identified, appreciated, and remembered.
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No one likes the idea of being lumped in with everyone else, or of being dismissed as ‘typical’. But there are some striking similarities between us. Watch us eat, make love, walk, drive a car or catch a train. Watch us think, smile or frown. Watch us cheat, flirt, grieve, shop, pray, vote, gossip. Watch us sit in front of a computer, TV or cinema screen. Watch us sing, laugh or cry. The recurring patterns of human behaviour are so well defined they stand out like features on a relief map.

Yet we yearn to be known for the ways in which we differ from each other. Even if we are mere specks in space, we need this one speck to be acknowledged as both unique and significant.

That’s one reason why we react so badly to racism and sexism, to any prejudiced attitude that lumps us into a category, as if our uniqueness doesn’t count. We can handle criticism of our personal behaviour, for which we know we’re responsible, more easily than we can handle an attack based on assumptions about us because we happen to be Baby Boomers, Muslims, students, unmarried mothers, lawyers, asylum-seekers, Presbyterians or homosexuals.

WHAT HAPPENS WHEN WE FEEL WE ARE NOT BEING TAKEN SERIOUSLY ENOUGH?

Over the past ten years I’ve listened to a friend describe the disintegration of his marriage, his attempts at reconciliation, his ultimate resignation to the idea of a divorce and his difficulties with his children.

When his wife finally left – after sending him warning signals for years that he’d either ignored or misinterpreted – he was distraught and confused. He believed he had been a loving husband and a good father to their teenage children, supporting the principles of feminism and fully respecting his wife’s independence. He claimed he had always tried to do whatever his wife had wanted: she decided where they would live, how many children they would have, which friends they would entertain.

Only recently, long after his wife had moved interstate and begun a new life, did he have an inkling of the real cause of the split. He remembered her saying, I’ve lost my voice in this marriage. At the time he didn’t know what she meant. He didn’t think she’d lost her voice, because he felt as if he’d been listening to her and doing whatever she wanted.

But he’d clearly been listening on the wrong wavelength, and had only recently come to realise that his wife must have felt as if her whole identity had been submerged in the marriage and the family, and she could no longer hear her own voice.

I’ve lost my voice in this marriage is the cry of many women – and some men – who appear to enjoy parenthood, who seem comfortable in their middle-class prosperity, who may even have spouses and children who adore them, but who, at the deepest level of their being, feel as if their identity has been merged with other people’s or blurred beyond recognition: I’m not the person everyone thinks I am.

Such things are said by people who feel their relationships have diminished or distorted them. They hear themselves speaking with a voice that is not their own and it’s only a matter of time before they will feel an urge to break out. They yearn to recover their own voice and their own identity: I don’t just want to be part of ‘us’ – I want to be ‘me’ as well.
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When teenagers take to drugs, there’s always going to be a complicated story: many factors will be operating and generalisations are likely to be simplistic. Sometimes it’s compensation for not having been taken seriously enough or not having been listened to at home; sometimes it’s sheer bravado; sometimes it’s the desire to gain or maintain membership of a particular social group; some times it’s a quest for a heightened sense of excitement; some times it’s curiosity. But one of the key factors, according to research conducted by Professor Bruce Robinson, director of the Fatherhood Project and Professor of Medicine in the University of Western Australia, is the absence of an involved and concerned father. Indeed, Robinson’s research shows that an uninvolved father doubles the risk of drug addiction in teenagers.2

What’s that about? Simply that when the yearning for love, understanding, support and guidance from a father is unsatisfied, the temptation to behave recklessly is increased and the teenager searches for something that might compensate for the lack of a father’s loving presence.

Why does the research place such emphasis on a father’s influence rather than a mother’s? Professor Robinson’s explanation is that mothers typically tend to be actively engaged and involved in the lives of their teenage offspring, whereas fathers, though often worried sick that their teenagers may become involved with drugs, seem generally less adept or less comfortable about being with them and talking to them. Of course there are many exceptions to that generalisation, but the disturbing implication is that if a father appears more distant than a mother, their offspring might interpret this as meaning, ‘My mother takes me seriously but my father doesn’t.’
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Not being taken seriously feels like the ultimate insult, and insults tend to fester and seethe, waiting for a chance to counterattack. If you’ve ever been shocked by the vehemence of someone’s outburst against you, it might turn out that you had failed to take them seriously at a time when they needed your sympathetic attention. Ignoring someone when they desperately need not to be ignored, or treating something they’ve said too lightly when it seemed to them worthy of more serious attention, can sow the seeds of bitter resentment that might take weeks or even years to germinate.

Anger is rarely unprovoked, but sometimes it’s ignited from a very long fuse. When an unfulfilled yearning for recognition and respect finally explodes, the result is likely to be all-round misery: the person who has boiled over has probably made things worse for themselves (being even less likely to attract sympathetic attention from people who now see them as ‘irrational’ or ‘erratic’) and the person who is the object of the attack may simply be puzzled: ‘What have I done to deserve this? What did I say?’ Even the person who launched the attack mightn’t know where the anger came from.

People who feel they are not being taken seriously enough may well be tempted to compensate by taking themselves too seriously, as if to say, ‘Well, if you won’t take me seriously, I’ll do the job myself.’ And there begins a vicious circle: as needy people become more self-obsessed they appear less attractive, and others become less interested in devoting time and attention to them.

Arrogant people, similarly, risk placing themselves beyond the reach of our compassion, interest or respect: ‘He doesn’t need my admiration, he’s too busy admiring himself.’ This is the classic Narcissus figure, so preoccupied with his own reflection that he is oblivious to others. Vanity, like arrogance, is a perversion of our need for recognition.

And so is hubris. An excess of pride or ambition is a sign that the desire for recognition and respect has run out of control. No amount of acknowledgement is ever enough for the person whose need to be taken seriously has gone into overdrive. Celebrities who are offended by not being recognised; politicians who have placed personal ambition above morality and have lost touch with the idea that they are in office for the good of the people; lovers who are consumed by jealousy when their partners speak in praise or admiration of someone else … these are people who have let their desire to be taken seriously run wild.

WHY ARE SOME PEOPLE HUNGRIER THAN OTHERS FOR RECOGNITION?

Our desire to be valued is universal, but its intensity varies between individuals and at different times of our lives. Some crave recognition in the form of constant praise or even formal awards and decorations; others are satisfied with the occasional loving touch or word of encouragement. When life is proceeding smoothly, most of us are content with a nod or smile of acknowledgement, though we all go through patches of needing a little more attention than that.

Adolescents can be super-sensitive to any sign that they are not being taken seriously. They know they are on a rocky road to adulthood; they feel insecure, vulnerable, often a bit stupid, so they are more than usually in need of reassurance – by our respectful listening to them, for a start, and by assuring them they are ‘normal’ in any way we can. More than at any other time of life, being mocked or belittled in adolescence can create wounds that may take years to heal.

By contrast, when we are deeply in love and have decided to commit ourselves to a partner, our need to be taken seriously is likely to be fully – even if fleetingly – satisfied. We feel terrific, and we assume everyone else thinks we’re terrific, too.

Parents often wish their offspring would take them more seriously; the elderly sometimes complain of feeling marginalised in a youth-oriented society; many people with special needs – the disabled, carers, the chronically ill – feel understandably frustrated if they believe those needs are not being taken seriously.

What of those who seem to have all the acknowledgement they could wish for, but still want more? In extreme cases, the desire to be taken seriously can become an obsession.

Those in the grip of an insatiable appetite for recognition are usually either seeking compensation for deep personal insecurities (perhaps based on neglect, trauma or disappointment), or revenge for perceived slights or humiliations. The tragedy is that intimate relationships are often the casualties of this appetite. Such people want to be taken seriously on a big stage; they want big prizes; they want recognition on a big scale, which makes it hard for those who can only offer them the small-scale love of a single person.

The satisfaction of success is enough for some of us; for others, success is merely the pathway to recognition. While some of our highest achievers never seek the spotlight, others spend their entire careers demanding proof that they are valued as highly as they believe they should be.

Writing from Berlin in August 2009, after the Jamaican sprinter Usain Bolt had broken the world 100-metres record for the third time, sports journalist Dan Silkstone reported that ‘although he seems to take few things seriously, Bolt is not flippant about his sport, nor his place in history. He has said this year that he hopes to be remembered as one of the immortals – a true great.’3

Professional sport has become another arm of show business: it’s about celebrity, fame and the potential to earn stratospheric incomes. In spite of this, sporting heroes are as desperate as the rest of us for acknowledgement: the more extravagant the adulation they receive, the higher they tend to set the bar. Their will to win is as much about the drive for recognition as for a sense of superiority or supremacy. Take me seriously! is the real cry from their hearts.

It’s the cry from the hearts of many of the world’s great comedians, as well. Being taken seriously doesn’t have to mean you’ll be treated as a serious person: achieving recognition is a serious business, but there are a million pathways to that goal and humour is one of them. People who are constantly joking, punning, sending everything up, are pleading for the same thing as the rest of us: ‘Look at me, appreciate me, acknowledge me.’ But comedians – professional or amateur – are often on a knife edge: some of them deliberately use humour as a way of concealing their private wounds; some settle for the clown role because they sense they’ll never attract attention any other way; some are caught in the dreadful bind of never being sure whether their audiences are laughing at them or with them. But all of them know that getting the attention they seek depends on the next joke, and the next. Is it me they like, or only my jokes? The sad clown is not a universal stereotype for nothing.

At a seminar about the arts, John Marsden, Australia’s most successful children’s author, with worldwide sales totalling more than five million copies, spoke with remarkable candour about his motivation for writing: ‘One of the main reasons I write is from a desire to be admired. It’s not an easy thing to admit, but I suspect that it’s quite a common reason for people who choose careers in the creative arts. When I was in Grade Four, the admiration I got from other kids, and even adults, for the stories I wrote in our class newspaper was very powerful … quite intoxicating, actually.’4

In his autobiography, US playwright Neil Simon wrote that ‘when an audience laughed … it was a sign of approval, of being accepted’.5

Most of us do what we do as part of the lifelong struggle to be heard, to be appreciated, to be understood as individuals with a unique identity and a unique contribution to make. Acknowledged or unacknowledged, we are all achievers of one kind or another. But it’s not just our achievements we want recognised. We want them to stand as mere expressions of our worth – we ourselves are the ones to be taken seriously. Whoever heard of an anonymous champion? ‘Oh, he’s set a new world record, but he doesn’t want you to know who he is – he just wants you to acknowledge the record.’ Or a champion who only wanted to be identified by his or her nationality: ‘You don’t need to know anything about me except that I’m French.’ I don’t think so. Whoever heard of anonymous TV presenters or movie stars? Or academics who don’t want to be identified as the authors of their work? Or economists who want to let the graphs speak for themselves? Or politicians who want recognition only for their legacy, not for their role in creating it?

No – we don’t want anonymity, most of us, because an invisible person can’t be taken seriously as a person. Occasionally an author will write anonymously, or under a nom de plume, but their real identity is usually ‘discovered’. In the British legal system, judges were once supposed to be treated as if they didn’t have individual identities, blurring their distinctive appearance through the use of judicial wigs. Now, celebrity judges are almost as common as celebrity bishops.

PUT-DOWNS ARE SOMETIMES A SPUR TO SUCCESS, BUT …

Some stars in business, the professions, the media, the church, academia, the arts and sport can recall a moment when they felt slighted, undervalued or ignored: that became the spur to action that would ensure they were taken seriously in the future. You could argue that their stellar careers were at least partly about trying to overcome that dreadful feeling of rejection or humiliation that comes with knowing you are not being valued as a person. A former New South Wales police commissioner, Ken Moroney, tells the story of being assessed, very early in his career, by a superior officer: ‘You’ll never amount to anything, Moroney,’ was the bleak verdict on a man who rose to the highest office in the force.

The quest to regain lost or stolen self-respect can turn ugly. Some of our worst criminals have spent their entire lives trying, misguidedly, to gain the respect they were denied in childhood or early adulthood. If you’re a notorious hit-man, you’ll gain respect from those who hire you, fear from your potential victims, and even the attentions of a celebrity-hungry media pack. Now they’re taking me seriously!

But not everyone who feels ignored or belittled manages to convert their hurt into a motivation to succeed, even at crime. Some children are so comprehensively humiliated by their parents that they grow up as diminished people, never feeling they are taken seriously, never feeling they are properly acknowledged, unsure of who they are or what they might become. Children who are abused, sexually and otherwise, generally feel themselves to have been exploited as mere commodities, stripped of their self-respect and left with a confused sense of their identity: I don’t really know who I am. Many remain forever victimised, never expecting to be taken seriously.

Although some damaged children do manage to blossom into fully functioning adults, most of them carry secret scars, sometimes in the form of the proverbial chip on the shoulder, a painful shyness, or less obvious manifestations of childhood wounds and humiliations. In adulthood, some of them compensate by becoming more ruthlessly competitive than they might otherwise have been, more heartless, more ambitious than is healthy, more cynical, more thuggish behind a mask of charm, more inclined to hold grudges, to seek revenge or to do their rivals down.

It’s a cliché of pop psychology that rings true, almost without exception: the bullies are the insecure ones; the thugs are trying to hide their aching lack of self-respect; the loudest self-promoters are the ones least sure of themselves. In other words, if people are not taken seriously enough at crucial times in their lives – especially childhood – they may well spend the rest of their lives trying to ensure that others will take them seriously, even if ‘seriously’ includes fear and loathing.

Human nature is ruled by a Law of Reciprocity that helps to explain why those who have been put down tend to do the same to others. At its noblest, we call it the Golden Rule: I’ll treat others the way I would like them to treat me. But it usually operates less charitably than that: I’ll treat others the way they treat me, or perhaps even the way I think they might treat me.

At its most grotesque, the Law of Reciprocity comes out like this: treat other people in the future the way you yourself have been treated in the past. This is not about exacting revenge on someone who has treated you badly; this is about treating someone badly because someone else treated you badly. That’s how the cycle of child abuse is perpetuated between generations. It’s why people who have been treated badly in war, or even in business, may act badly against others in an entirely different context. It’s why ethnic or other minority groups who have been subjected to prejudice-driven harassment may harass other minority groups in the very same way in the future. It’s why the persecuted often turn into ruthless persecutors. It’s why institutionalised bullying continues in some schools and colleges, generation after generation (sometimes disguised as ritual or tradition).

The passion, the energy, the sheer power of the desire to be taken seriously is what drives the Law of Reciprocity. It operates with such relentless logic that the way we treat someone today will probably show up in their behaviour towards us, or someone else, tomorrow. This is how we build, or destroy, a civil society.

This desire runs so deep that it can lead to terrible consequences – for individuals or even for nations – when it is frustrated or ignored. History is filled with examples of nations that have reacted violently against the contempt or indifference of others. Eventually, we must learn to accept that if we won’t take others seriously, they won’t take us seriously either.

WHY MINORITIES THRIVE ON PERSECUTION

When our attitudes, values or beliefs are attacked, our instinctive response is to defend them. In the face of persecution or ridicule, you don’t hear religious believers saying, ‘Oops, we must have made a mistake. Let’s drop this stuff. It’s making us look silly.’ Instead, their religious practices tend to be more faithfully observed – to seem more important – when their faith is challenged.

Defending our beliefs is the best way of strengthening them. Those who try to change our minds via a frontal attack usually produce the opposite effect from the one they intend: their attack drives us to stiffen our resolve, to become more entrenched in our beliefs, to dig in. It’s almost another law of human nature: the more directly you attack someone’s existing beliefs, the more likely you are to reinforce them.

Another factor helps to explain why minorities thrive on persecution: persecution is a dramatic demonstration of just how seriously they are being taken. Religious faith – or any other kind of belief-system – is far more likely to erode and wither if it is ignored. Indifference is the real enemy.

There’s often an adrenalin rush associated with being on the receiving end of an attack on our belief-system or world-view, even if the attack stops short of full-on persecution. The fight reflex switches on; we are energised, excited; we feel fully alive. We are the centre of someone’s attention, even if that attention is negative. The attack implies that we are worth attacking, that we are a serious target.

Sadly, there’s a parallel here with the tragic cases of women (they’re mainly women) caught in a relationship with a violent partner. From the outside, there seems to be no reason at all to stick with it. In places where refuges and shelters are available for the victims of domestic violence, and where compassionate societies offer the support of sophisticated social security systems, it’s hard to fathom the motivations for staying within reach of violence.

‘I still love him’ sounds a bit hollow: what kind of love is that? But some women in that situation do report a strong sense of connection to their violent partners, and some have even managed to explain it to themselves: At least he’s not ignoring me. It might sound silly and self-deluded, but that’s the power of the desire for recognition. Being bashed is hardly a sign of affection or appreciation, but it is a grim reminder that you are indeed being taken seriously.

Many spouses in the throes of separation and divorce report the almost irresistible pull of conflict: ‘I know if I ring her up, it will just degenerate into a shouting match, but I still pick up the phone.’ Why? Part of the explanation of such a complex phenomenon is that if she’s shouting at me, at least she’s not ignoring me.

BEWARE: PRAISE AND REWARDS MAY BE THE WRONG KIND OF RECOGNITION

If people have such a deep need to be recognised and appreciated, surely the thing to do must be to praise them lavishly and reward them for doing well? Not necessarily.

The strategy of praising and rewarding people turns out to be more hazardous than you might think, and positively counterproductive in many cases. The problem is that if you offer people rewards for doing good work, the reward can easily become the purpose of the exercise, so their motivation shifts from the intrinsic, where the focus is on the work itself, to the extrinsic, where the focus is on the reward.

This is a particular problem in the case of children. Giving treats, out of the blue, is a harmless festivity, but converting treats into bribes and attaching them to particular behaviour changes the whole game. In Punished by Rewards, Alfie Kohn makes the point that ‘it is no less controlling to offer goodies for a desired behaviour than to threaten sanctions for its absence (or for the presence of undesired behaviour)’.6 Rewards and punishments are both about the same thing: controlling a child – or anyone, for that matter.

Rewards alter the nature of relationships. The offering of a reward gives the power to the rewarder, and shifts the focus of the other person both to the reward and to the need to please the one who is dispensing it.

The principle holds even in philanthropy: offer someone a reward for giving generously – their name on a plaque, for instance – and the act of giving is changed. Generosity comes to seem less significant in its own right: it has now been set up as a means to an end. So although we might seem to be taking philanthropists seriously by offering such recognition, we are also likely to distort their motivation and their focus.

We fall into this trap all the time, especially if we’re parents: ‘If you’ll tidy your room, I’ll give you a dollar.’ Now the act is more about getting a dollar, and less about tidying the room.

Students who become obsessed by the marks they are getting tend to be less engaged learners – in the richest sense of ‘learning’ – than those who are not driven by the extrinsic reward of marks. Marks become the goal. Learning, questioning, exploring ideas, making mistakes – all the hallmarks of an engaged student – tend to diminish in the pursuit of rewards. In one secondary school famous for the high marks achieved by its students, teachers reported that the students’ focus on marks was distorting their approach to learning: ‘Will this be in the exam?’ students would ask, whenever a teacher introduced a topic or mentioned a book worth reading. The clear implication was that if there were no marks in it, the students wouldn’t bother paying attention to it.

When I was in primary school, I had a well-meaning aunt who believed I was capable of doing better at my schoolwork. She offered me an extraordinary reward: a crisp one-pound note if I topped the class. Boy, did I want that note! I never won it, though, because all I wanted was the money – I was a shy child who didn’t particularly want to be top of the class; nor had I connected the idea of learning for its own sake with the acquiring of that small fortune.

The problem is even easier to identify in the case of praise. If we praise someone, we are making a judgement about them and that assumes we are in a position of power over them – a position that entitles us to judge them. Praise can work just like a reward: people start to do things in order to receive our praise, rather than doing them because they are inherently worth doing.

From an early age, children learn important lessons from the misuse of praise, by parents and teachers alike. Especially if they are being victimised by the apostles of self-esteem who believe praising children to the skies will boost their confidence, they soon discover that whatever they do, they’ll get a gold star or an ‘encouragement’ certificate.

Modest, occasional praise can provide useful reinforcement of a child’s process of exploration and discovery; inappropriate praise (too lavish, too frequent) is more likely to hinder than help that process.

In essence, the problem is this: if we put too much emphasis on praise and rewards, we hijack the crucial, quite complicated process through which people come to feel as if they are valued. When we listen attentively to what they are saying, watch what they are doing, offer them guidance and encouragement, and help them solve their difficulties – whether at home, at work or in the classroom – we are signalling, in a substantial way, that we respect them and acknowledge their importance to us. If we simply reward them, we are deflecting attention away from that process and on to the process of winning approval.

As a customer, I’d want to avoid the car dealer or the estate agent or any other sales person who trumpeted the awards they’d won. I’d prefer to deal with someone who believes in what they are doing, for its own sake, and who won’t regard me as mere award fodder. I’d want a sales person to take me more seriously than their place in the league table of top sales performers.

‘LET’S GO TO BED’: SEX AS A SYMBOL OF RECOGNITION

When a sexual relationship is being established and nurtured, there are desires in play that transcend even our basic and primitive appetite for sex.

Sex is about many things. It’s not always a demonstration of how seriously we take each other or how intimate our relationship is. Sometimes it’s purely about the stimulation of the senses. Sometimes it’s about reproduction; sometimes about recreation. Masturbation is about fantasy, self-indulgence and relief, and copulation can be about those things, too. Sometimes sex is about duty. Sometimes it’s about power, control or exploitation. At its worst, it’s a weapon of manipulation or even violence. At its best, it’s a source of mutual pleasure for people who care deeply about each other.

Even in the context of a loving, committed relationship, where the partners are generally willing to satisfy each other’s sexual needs, sexual behaviour sends many signals – some conscious and deliberate, some unconscious – that reveal just how seriously each partner takes the other as a person.

Take foreplay. Many women thrive on it and need extended foreplay to get in the mood for sexual activity. Many men, by contrast, would quite like to dispense with foreplay, or at least limit it to what’s absolutely essential to get things moving.

In bed as in so many other places, women tend to be more interested in the process, whereas men tend to be more focused on the outcome. That’s a huge generalisation and there are many exceptions, but it tends to be true, whether we’re talking about management styles, politics, parenting, holidaying, meetings, conversation or making love. We’re not likely to change the biological and cultural factors that drive such differences but, when it comes to sex, we need to recognise our partner’s deep desire to be accepted as the person he or she truly is.

You’re a man whose partner loves extended foreplay, and you find that a bit tedious? Perhaps you go along with it because you hope the payoff (for you) will be more exciting and satisfying sex? Wrong motive: exploiting someone else’s need is very different from respecting it. If your partner loves extended foreplay, then engaging in it with her is a sign that you take her seriously as a person – not just a lover.

Signs that you take your sexual partner seriously are fundamental to a satisfactory sex life, and those signals can easily become faint with the passage of time if you don’t keep consciously and deliberately resending them. In The Book of Love, Dr David Delvin quotes a woman who compared lovemaking with her husband before and after marriage: ‘Before we were married, my husband was so neatly turned out. When he came to see me he looked lovely – all clean and nice and smelling of after-shave. No wonder he used to sweep me off my feet!’ And now? ‘He comes to bed all unshaven and smelling of beer and doesn’t even bother to clean his teeth or take his vest off. Then he wonders why he can’t get me worked up.’7

Delvin makes an equivalent point for women: ‘My impression is that the sexual side of many marriages breaks down because the wife simply won’t pay her husband the compliment of beautifying herself at bedtime.’ He compares her before-and-after behaviour: before marriage, ‘If they went to bed with each other she made sure she was wearing the kind of exotic lingerie that turned him on, but nowadays, it’s cream all over her face … and a woolly vest instead of slinky undies.’

While acknowledging the practical difficulties of a busy life, Delvin urges sexual partners to take more care with their preparation for lovemaking. The goal is to reassure the partner that, even if other aspects of the relationship have changed, one thing hasn’t: I still value you as a person.

What is a wife supposed to make of a husband who puts her down in public (a classic sign that she is not being respected as a person) and then expects her to be responsive when he feels like sex? Or what should a husband make of a wife who ridicules his passion for golf – or cars, current affairs, UFOs, Mahler or the stock market – yet expects him to take seriously her passion for yoga, literature, philosophy, fashion or travel? The lack of respect for another’s passions is bound to be interpreted, however unconsciously, as a lack of respect for the person. We don’t have to share each other’s enthusiasms; we only have to acknowledge and respect them as an integral part of the other person.

WHY WE FALL FOR THE CULT OF CELEBRITY

The American comedian Fred Allen described a celebrity as ‘one who works hard all his life to become well known and then goes through back streets wearing dark glasses so he won’t be recognised’.

Ever since the advent of silent cinema, the celebrity film star has been with us. Even before that, we accorded celebrity status to actors, dancers and other entertainers, sporting champions, chariot drivers, heroic warriors, explorers and scientists. Today, the ranks of celebrities have swollen to include media presenters and newsreaders, YouTube performers, models, eccentrics, the mega-rich and, in the latest celebrity twist, those who are famous for being famous. Entire industries revolve around the cult of celebrity – the paparazzi, the glossy magazine market, the branded products (real or fake) that offer us ways to experience a ‘celebrity lifestyle’, the fashion business, professional sport and, of course, the movies.

We’re not so naive as to believe that celebrities are rich and famous because of their deep personal integrity or their exemplary private lives. Indeed, we half-expect them to behave badly – to be sexually promiscuous, steal each other’s partners, abuse drugs, spend excessively and self-indulgently.

So what’s the appeal? Is it simply that people have always wanted someone to look up to – royalty, the aristocracy, the numbingly wealthy, sporting or other superheroes? Why, then, are we so transfixed by celebrities who are clearly not in any of those categories? What’s the lure? Why the insatiable appetite for news of their lives (real or fabricated)? Do we just want to gloat over the possibility that although they are rich and famous, their lives are a bit of a shambles – perhaps because they’re rich and famous?

I suspect the enduring appeal of celebrities is not that we want to be like them – look or live or love like them; stumble and fall like them – but that we envy the attention they receive and look to them for clues about how to attract attention. Our fantasies about them rarely involve sleeping with their lovers, sailing on their yachts, or abusing the drugs they allegedly abuse; we don’t want the life of royalty, or stardom, or notoriety. What we want is to be important to someone, to be noticed by someone, and celebrities are a signpost to that possibility.

So we keep stargazing – buying the magazines, pressing against the barriers, watching the TV chat shows and the Oscars, basking in the reflected glitz and glamour – partly to satisfy our simple desire to be entertained and amused but also to feed the secret fantasy that we, too, could be the star of someone’s life. The cult of celebrity is really an expression of our yearning for recognition, not in the media spotlight (which most of us would hate), but in the glow of loving and respectful relationships in our private lives.

The irony is that many celebrities are not recognised for who they are at all: their fans are responding to an image constructed by a movie studio, or a public relations company, or a manager who has carefully designed and controlled the star’s public persona. It’s no wonder so many stars suffer mental and emotional disorders of various kinds, seek refuge in drugs, or become pathetically addicted to adulation: when it’s an artificial ‘me’ that’s being recognised, deep tensions are bound to arise between the real me and the construct.

Most of us have long known and accepted that we can’t be the centre of attention for long, and that it wouldn’t be healthy for us if we were. But when little starbursts happen – a wedding, a birthday party, a graduation – they carry heavy emotional freight, reassuring us that we are valued.

WHY WE BECOME SO ATTACHED TO OUR DOGS

As a social researcher, I’ve made frequent use of a technique that involves groups of friends, neighbours, colleagues, or other natural social groups, sitting around and chatting to each other about whatever happens to be the subject of my research. It’s a kind of ‘unfocused’ group discussion technique (very different from the so-called focus groups currently fashionable in political and commercial opinion research).

Over the years, one of the things I’ve enjoyed observing is the fluctuations in the energy level of these groups, according to the topics they discuss. Sometimes they almost seem to be talking out of a sense of duty (especially when the conversation turns to politics); sometimes they’re animated; sometimes emotional to the point of tears; sometimes tense; sometimes morose.

But here’s a recurring observation: whenever the conversation turns to pets, the energy level rises. Politicians might drive us to despair; our kids might amuse and infuriate us, by turns; our spouses might disappoint us. But our pets? Just listen to this:



You know, I sometimes think I prefer dogs to people. They’re more reliable.

The thing about my dog is that he’s always there to meet me when I come home. No matter what kind of day I’ve had, or what kind of mood I’m in, he’ll wag his tail and lick my hand and trot along beside me.

I know it sounds silly, but he puts his head on one side when I talk to him, and I just know he’s listening to me. No one else gives me that kind of attention.





Yes, dogs are funny, cute, loyal, loving (and cats are some of those things, too – though the general consensus among dog-owners is that if cats could talk, they wouldn’t). Is that why we love our dogs so much? Partly. But the real reason is that they treat us as if we’re special.

We are special to them, of course: we’re the source of their food, comfort, warmth, companionship, grooming and exercise, so it’s hardly surprising that our dogs would value us highly. But we don’t respond to their devotion as rationally as that: we love our dogs with such blind devotion because they seem to love us in that way, too. We seem oblivious to the fact that, when given the chance, they clearly prefer the company of other dogs: it’s enough to know that when they’re at home with us, we are the centre of their world and most of us find that irresistibly charming.

It’s often said that the love of a dog is a heavy burden to bear, but most dog-owners bear that burden cheerfully. Where else could they encounter such an uncomplicated emotional relationship: you pat the dog, the dog responds.

In the same way as many people fail to crack the code between lovers – I can’t imagine what she sees in him! – the devotion of dog-owners to their pets is generally mysterious to non-dog-lovers.



We’ve just spent a thousand dollars on a vet’s bill for a very old dog. People say, ‘Why didn’t you get him put down?’ Couldn’t do that – he’s part of the family.

I hate the way dogs jump up on you and their owners say drippy things like ‘Don’t worry, he won’t bite.’ Won’t bite? I wasn’t worried about getting bitten – I just don’t like a dog putting its dirty paws all over me, or burying its nose in my crotch. It’s a mystery to me how people can love these creatures.





There’s no mystery, of course. It’s all about the desire for attention, respect and recognition. We want to be the star of someone’s show, even a dog’s.

STATUS SYMBOLS ARE ABOUT MORE THAN STATUS

So-called status symbols are not merely symbols of the aspiration to be elevated to a certain status in society: they can be more accurately interpreted as expressions of an unsatisfied need to be taken seriously. Luxury cars, expensive jewellery, houses, watches, luggage, IT gizmos – even the honours and decorations conferred by the state – are commonly used to draw attention to ourselves and to position us as people worthy of admiration or respect.

Some people who display such symbols are indeed worthy of our admiration and respect – the symbol matches the reality. But the cult of celebrity has spawned the idea that, if you aspire to higher status, the symbols will get you there.

It depends what you mean by ‘status’, of course. In a society strictly layered by social class or caste distinctions, status is almost impossible to acquire: you’re born into a class and there you stay. In societies that aspire to be more egalitarian, the very levelling of the class structure, ironically, guarantees that people will invent their own quite intricate systems of fine discriminations via wealth, education, cultural interests, housing aesthetics, support for particular sports or teams, inflections of language, dress, and so on. Inevitably, the accoutrements of a contrived or even imaginary class system will create the basis for status symbols sold to the mass market.

The most formal non-material status symbols are the official honours awarded by most governments for a wide variety of reasons, to all kinds of people. There are those who are properly acknowledged for remarkable, but unsung, achievements – especially in humble service to the community or on remote frontiers of scientific research or academic work. There are those who perform acts of extraordinary bravery, or who give a lifetime of service to the common good, with no thought of personal gain. There are those whose elevated positions in public life carry automatic honours, almost as a badge of rank. There are entertainers – actors, media personalities, sporting heroes – who are rewarded for having amused, distracted or inspired us. There are those who are so rich or powerful, it would seem churlish not to grant them this additional bauble. And then there are those who seek official honours as a sign of respectability, rather like a mask to hide the deviousness or ruthlessness of their pathways to power and wealth.

Whether it’s medals, plaques or luxury cars, the theory is that these things will signify that here is a person to be taken seriously by the rest of us. You might argue that if they are worthy of being taken seriously, they wouldn’t need the trappings to prove it, but the desire to be taken seriously says otherwise.

WHY LISTENING IS THE GREATEST GIFT OF ALL

Since all of us yearn to be taken seriously, we place a high value on the people who are prepared to listen attentively and sympathetically to us. Being truly, seriously listened to feels like a welcome and precious gift: Someone cares what I think!

Listening is a skill that doesn’t come naturally or easily to most of us. It is not about mere hearing: it is about trying to enter into the thinking of the speaker; trying to imagine what it must be like to be him or her; practising the gentle art of changing places in your imagination. Listening is about entertaining another person’s ideas, a bit like trying on their coat. It’s like saying to the other person: ‘I might not agree with you, I might not like what you’re saying, but I’m going to try to understand it from your point of view.’
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