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Dedicated to my wife Atalia, who is both my emotional and my rational compass


PREFACE

WHY CAN’T PEOPLE THINK MORE RATIONALLY? RELATIVE TO THE idealized image of “the thinker,” evolution has seemingly bequeathed to us several flaws. How else can we explain why we are so emotional? Of what benefit is it to a person to become angry? In a world as competitive as the one we inhabit, why are we occasionally struck by a sense of humility? Why do we turn beet red, making ourselves more noticeable at precisely the moments in which we most want to bury ourselves underground out of profound shame? As long as we are on this point, why feel shame at all? Or regret? Why are we filled with a burning passion for love? And what in the world possesses us to insist on fidelity to only one lover? Or to volunteer for the most dangerous military missions? There are a plethora of actions that we would simply refuse to undertake at all if we were only to stop a moment to think about them intelligently, carefully analyze the threats versus the opportunities, and coolly calculate the net benefits. At the same time, if we were to refuse to do them, we would cease to be human beings.

Mr. Spock, a character from the television series Star Trek, would regularly regard his shipmates on the starship Enterprise with a look of forgiveness mixed with arrogance. As a native of the planet Vulcan, Spock, in marked contrast to us, acted solely out of emotionless considerations of reason and logic. Is the sense of inferiority that we feel as we watch him act calmly and coolly in the face of the grave crises that he faced on Star Trek justified? The truth is that if the human race had developed along the lines of the emotion-free inhabitants of Vulcan, our lives would be considerably more difficult, and in all likelihood we would not have survived at all.

Many of us tend to think of decision making as a process in which two separate and opposite mechanisms are engaged in a critical struggle, with the emotional and impulsive mechanism within us tempting us to choose the “wrong” thing while the rational and intellectual mechanism that we also carry inside us slowly and ploddingly promises to lead us eventually to make the right choice. This description, which was also shared by many scientists until a few decades ago, is both simplistic and wrong.

Our emotional and intellectual mechanisms work together and sustain each other. Sometimes they cannot be separated at all. In many cases a decision based on emotion or intuition may be much more efficient—and indeed better—than a decision arrived at after thorough and rigorous analysis of all the possible outcomes and implications. A study conducted at the University of California at Santa Barbara indicates that in situations in which we are moderately angry, our ability to distinguish between relevant and irrelevant claims in disputed issues is sharpened. Another study that I coauthored reveals that our inclination to become angered grows in situation in which we can benefit from anger. In other words, there is logic in emotion and often emotion in logic.

How do emotions influence our decision making? Do they hinder us or help us? What is their role in social situations? How are collective emotions formed? What are the evolutionary mechanisms that made us both thinking and emotional creatures? This book attempts to answer these questions using insights from the latest research studies published in recent years “on the seam” between emotions and rationality.

The new insights that have been obtained about the role of emotions are an outcome of a quiet revolution that has occurred over the past two decades in three important research disciplines: brain sciences, behavioral economics, and game theory. These three together have in recent years expanded our understanding of all aspects related to human behavior. If in the past emotions were studied mainly in psychology, sociology, and philosophy, while rationality was the preserve of economics and game theory, today both the study of rationality and the study of emotions are active research subjects for scholars in all those fields.

Game theory and behavioral economics, the academic fields in which I specialize, are rapidly expanding subjects within economics. Over the past two decades twelve Nobel Prizes in economics were awarded to researchers in those two fields. Their influence is felt well beyond the gates of academia. The behavioral economist Cass R. Sunstein, for example, is currently the administrator of the White House Office of Information and Regulatory Affairs in US President Barack Obama’s administration. His colleague Richard H. Thaler is a member of a unit called the Behavioral Insight Team set up by British Prime Minister David Cameron in his Cabinet Office to serve as an in-house consulting board.

Although this book is not based on one and only one school of thought, it contains a personal and consistent statement. This statement can be summarized using the apparently paradoxical combination of words: “rational emotions.” Research in behavioral economics and the popular literature that it has spawned, including books composed by my friends Dan Ariely1 and Daniel Kahneman,2 tends to concentrate on mental deviations that lead us away from rational decision making, and in some cases can harm us. In my opinion this is an overly pessimistic position. In contrast, I will try to point out how emotions serve us and further our interests, including our most material and immediate interests.

It is impossible to conduct a discussion on this subject without making use of two important research fields: game theory and the theory of evolution.

Game theory, which is essentially the study of interactive decisions, is necessary because humans are social creatures who interact with their environments. The game theoretic approach enables us to understand the roles that emotions and other behavioral characteristics have within a context of social interaction. Without it, we would be exposed to only “one side of the coin,” and we would have only a partial understanding of our own behaviors.

The theory of evolution is also vital for understanding human behavior. An evolutionary claim is intended to explain how a behavioral characteristic helps (or has in the past helped) human species to survive. Like physical developments in humans and other living creatures, human behavioral developments are the results of a “package deal”: a behavioral characteristic or inclination that appears to be an obstacle in one decision context is in many cases an important advantage in other decision contexts.

I have naturally emphasized the research that my research partners and I have conducted, but I have also included research results obtained by many of my colleagues and students at the Center for the Study of Rationality at the Hebrew University of Jerusalem, which I had the honor of directing for the past several years, as well as the research of many other leading scholars throughout the world. These research efforts are based on both theoretical insights and laboratory experiments, which over the past several decades have come to replace the surveys and questionnaires that had previously been the main empirical study tools of the social sciences.

My use of the term “emotions” is broader than the meaning attached to that word in common speech. I include as emotions not only concepts such as anger and worry, which are regarded by everyone as emotions, but also concepts that are typically thought of as social norms, such as fairness, equality, and magnanimity. This is not an attempt to define what is an emotion (something that I deliberately avoid doing), but instead comes from a desire to study an extensive range of phenomena that impact what might otherwise be perfectly rational thinking. The insights developed in this book are not restricted to economic decisions; they relate to a wide array of topics that include conclusions about society, politics, religion, family, sexuality, and art.

Feeling Smart is designed to enable readers who may not necessarily be up-to-date with the latest social science research to join in the fascinating discussion that is taking place on the relationship between emotions and rational behavior.

I wish to thank Benjamin Adams, who made his excellent editorial suggestions in both a rational and a sensitive manner, and my friend Ziv Hellman, who did most of the translation of this book from its original Hebrew publication in a way that no one else could do better. I owe a special debt to my research partners, my teachers, my colleagues, and my students at the Center for the Study of Rationality at the Hebrew University of Jerusalem; the intellectual interactions that I have been privileged to have with them, along with my research work, constituted the raw material for this book. Those interactions, despite being intellectual and rational, are forever also emotional for me.


INTRODUCTION

What Is Rationality?

WE BEGIN WITH SOME DEFINITIONS.

The word rationality is used in two different ways in nearly every spoken language. The first use relates to claims and explanations. We ascribe rationality to a given claim if it is based on a consistent internal logic and realistic assumptions.

The other common use of the word relates to decision making; this is much more complicated. To this day, economists and philosophers have not managed to agree on one direct and accepted definition. Nearly every suggested definition is either too strict (making it difficult to think of a decision that passes that definition’s test of rationality) or too broad (making nearly every possible decision a rational one).

Consider a couple of examples:

             DEFINITION 1: An action undertaken by an individual is rational if, given all that the individual knows, there does not exist another action that will give him or her greater material benefit (or payoff).

This appears at first glance to be a “generous” definition. Note that according to this definition the rationality of a given action is relative to the subjective knowledge that an individual has. If you purchase shares in a given company on Monday and the value of those shares falls by 50 percent on Tuesday after blaring headlines break the news that the company’s CEO has been arrested and charged with financial fraud, it is still possible that you acted fully rationally according to this definition—when you made the decision to invest, you were not aware of this news item. Even if you were aware that the CEO was about to be arrested, your action would still be rational if you believed that the share price would rise anyway. As long as you believe at any given moment in time that the share price will rise, purchasing the shares is by definition a rational action at that moment.

Similarly, if you buy a rug at a Turkish bazaar at a price that is marked up by a vendor who expects his customers to bargain with him, it may be a rational choice, provided you believe that your bargaining skills are very bad and you might have lost the rug by arguing. In fact, this is a very strict definition. It restricts attention to the material benefit you derive from undertaking an action. According to this definition it is irrational, for example, to avoid buying shares in an expanding tobacco company because you oppose smoking. Even though this action (refraining from buying the shares) is reasonable and even admirable, it is irrational according to Definition 1 because there is another action (of which you are aware) that will increase your material benefit. The definition leaves no room for value judgments.

So, here’s a broader definition:

             DEFINITION 2: An action undertaken by an individual is rational if, given all that the individual knows, there does not exist another action that will give him or her a greater amount of utility (or welfare).

Under Definition 2, an individual’s decision is assessed not on the basis of the material payoff received but on the basis of “utility” or “welfare,” two somewhat opaque concepts that enable this definition of rationality to relate to compensation that may be of psychological rather than material benefit. Definition 2 enables us to interpret a refusal to invest in tobacco company shares as a rational action, because the pangs of conscience that you feel may cause you to lose more, in terms of your personal welfare, than you would gain from an increase in the share price. In that case you would be better off not buying the shares.

Definition 2 is more inclusive than Definition 1. It enables altruistic actions to be considered rational because the material loss that can accompany an altruistic action may be compensated for by an uplifting mental sense of satisfaction. The problem is that the definition is too inclusive. Formally, any action may be considered rational according to Definition 2 because of the subjective nature of psychological benefits. If a man believes he will benefit psychologically from dousing himself with motor oil, then by this definition he is acting rationally if he does so. We need a definition that can describe this kind of activity as irrational. Allow me to propose a third idea, which I call the “evolutionary definition.”

             DEFINITION 3: An action undertaken by an individual is rational if, given the prevailing conditions at the time the action is chosen, there does not exist another action that will give the individual a greater evolutionary advantage.

Definition 3 does judge whether an action is rational by taking into account a person’s mental or material benefit from undertaking the action. A rational action must give the individual concrete (although not necessarily direct) benefit by increasing his or her evolutionary survivability. Altruistic giving, for example, may be considered rational according to Definition 3 but not for the same reason that it would be rational according to Definition 2. Definition 2 rates an altruistic action rational because of the satisfaction (the “mental compensation”) gained by the giver. Definition 3 rates such an action rational because it grants the giver an evolutionary advantage. In societies built on relations of reciprocity, an individual who assists someone else will on another occasion be assisted by others, but a selfish individual will become an outcast whose chances of survival will therefore be reduced.

The evolutionary definition depends on the environment, but in many cases it provides us with better and more accurate insight into human behavior than Definition 2. Note that suicide, which may problematically be considered rational under Definition 2, is not rational according to the evolutionary definition because suicide cannot grant an individual evolutionary advantages.

A definition of emotion will not be presented here, simply because I have yet to find a satisfactory definition from among several dozen that I have seen in all the time that I have been studying this subject. Many definitions use the expression “psychological phenomenon” but this is ultimately circular, because there is no way to define psychology without using the term emotion.

It is not surprising that we encounter difficulty in trying to define emotion. Try to imagine being asked to explain to an extraterrestrial alien the difference between a pain felt in the small toe of your left foot and the deep sorrow you feel when your closest friend dies. Or the difference between the pleasure in eating melted Belgian chocolate and what you feel when swept away in love with your spouse. We can talk about differences in the temporal duration of responses and places in the body where signals can be detected. Neurobiologists can pinpoint where different electrical stimulations are located in the brain under different emotional conditions. But these distinctions are discernible under both physical sensations and emotional feelings.

In fact, the connection between emotional and physical sensations is even stronger than we might initially think. Most of us are familiar with situations in which worry or anxiety can bring about an upset stomach or even diarrhea; on the other hand, digestive difficulties can be the source of nightmares. Yet the linkages between gut and brain don’t stop there. The stomach is the only place in the body apart from the brain where extensive neurotransmitter activity takes place, especially serotonin activity (serotonin imbalance is implicated in a wide range of psychological problems, including depression). The digestive system uses serotonin for processing nutrients and passing them on to the intestines. The digestive system is the only bodily system that operates autonomously without requiring brain activity. In an incredible experiment conducted by brain scientist Michael Gershon at Columbia University in New York, part of a pig’s intestines were separated from the animal’s body. Food inserted in one end of the intestine passed through automatically to the other end. When a small amount of the antidepressant medication Prozac was introduced into the intestine, the digestive processing speed doubled.

Despite the surprising connections and similarities between our emotional and digestive systems, poets generally find inspiration in feelings of love or sorrow, not in digestive sensations. The reason is that the subjective experience we have in emotional situations is of its essence very different from pure bodily sensations. But even experientially we cannot find a sharp boundary line separating emotions from nonemotional bodily sensations, nor can we verbally describe the difference in a significant way. This is another reason that defining emotions is difficult.

Despite the fact that I have not found a satisfactory concise definition of emotion, there is a clear boundary between emotional behavior and rational behavior for the sake of material gain (as described in Definition 1). Behavior based on emotions is mainly understood to be automatic, while rational behavior is thought of as requiring a long and complex cognitive process that is generally slow in time. We will show, however, that these two processes often work in tandem.

There are two additional significant differences between emotions and cognitive thinking on one hand and nonemotional physiological sensations on the other hand. One of them is the fact that emotions are etched more deeply in our memories than are thoughts or even physical sensations. Many times, when we are trying to recall a film that we have seen, we discover that we have entirely forgotten the plot and even the subject of the film, but we do have a clear recollection of whether we liked the film or alternatively found it to be boring or disturbing. We can more easily retrieve a past memory of an insult or a frightening experience than of a physical pain, even if the pain was particularly intense. Memories of physical pain are often accompanied by or evoked by the emotional responses we had at the time the pain was experienced, such as anxiety or depression.

Finally, while cognitive/analytical thinking can be almost entirely controlled (in the sense that we can decide when to start or stop undertaking such thinking) and physical sensation (such as pain, for example) is almost entirely beyond our conscious control, emotions are somewhere in between. We can control our emotions to some extent and under some conditions, but not entirely. We can also evoke emotions in completely virtual situations, by external virtual stimulation (films, plays, and books), or through recollections of the past. It is no coincidence that the major film genres are categorized by emotional criteria (suspense, drama, comedy, etc.). Films offer us emotions to a much greater extent than they offer us insights.

In the following chapters we will explore the question of whether the immediacy, intensity, and flexibility of our emotional mechanisms threaten to overwhelm our rational decision-making systems, as is widely assumed, or whether instead these two mechanisms complement and assist each other.


PART I

On Anger and Commitment


1

WHAT IS THE POINT OF GETTING ANNOYED?

Emotions as a Mechanism for Creating Commitments

IN THE AUTUMN OF 2008, AFTER PRESENTING A LECTURE AT STANFORD University, I took some time off in the cliffs overlooking the Pacific Ocean north of San Francisco. As I peered out at the ocean at twilight, the exquisite natural vista I saw filled me with a deep sense of longing. A small wedding was taking place facing the sea at the foot of the cliff on which I stood. The happy couple stood near the water’s edge facing a young clergyman and a small knot of guests dressed in their finest outfits. My thoughts began to wander from the blue waters of the ocean and the red streaks of the sunset-filled sky to my wife and child, whom I had not seen in a fortnight. The sense of longing within me was accompanied by an odd combination of joy at having been privileged to have a warm and loving family, mixed with self-directed anger at the fact that I was so far from home.

Striving to amplify these feelings, I held tightly to the railing along the edge of the cliff while leaning forward to get a better glimpse of the bay and the emotion-filled wedding taking place below. Suddenly I felt the thin railing, the only object that was preventing me from plunging directly into the abyss below, shaking. Within a fraction of a second my sentimental feelings were replaced by a powerful sense of dread that quickly propelled me away from the railing. In all likelihood that sense of dread saved my life, but it is also likely that the sense of longing that preceded it was responsible for a choice I made later: to travel less often for the sake of improving my marriage.

Emotions are a mechanism assisting us in decision making. They were formed, shaped, and developed during our evolution in order to amplify our chances of survival. If I had not felt a sense of dread when the railing I was leaning on began to shake, I would probably have continued to bend forward as it broke apart, flinging me toward my death at the bottom of the cliff. Or, if I’d fallen and somehow survived, but couldn’t generate a feeling of regret, I might not have internalized the lesson learned by leaning too hard on a fragile railing. Similarly, without the capability of feeling anger toward others, we would become easy prey for exploitation and our capacity to compete over scarce resources would be weakened.

Humanity has been blessed to have, in addition to an emotional mechanism, another important mechanism assisting us in decision making—the ability to conduct rational analysis. From one point of view, it might appear that the sense of dread that I felt as the railing over the cliff began to shake was superfluous for my survival. Had I carefully calculated the extent to which the railing could bear my weight, the height of the cliff, and the full implication of my falling from the top of the cliff, I would never have leaned on the railing to begin with. But, under the circumstances, the quick reactions of my emotional mechanism were a thousand times more efficient than the slow deliberations of my rational mechanism. Rationality alone would likely have been much too slow to save my life.

In contrast to emotions such as fear, sadness, and regret, which can be defined as autonomous emotions, emotions such as anger, envy, hatred, and empathy are social emotions. They are interactive by definition. We feel anger or empathy toward others but we regret actions or situations in which we were involved. We can certainly fear others (although fear is usually induced by what another person can do to us and not by that person himself), but we do not need anyone else to feel fear. Diseases, dangers, failures, and disasters induce tremendous fear on their own.

The distinction between autonomous emotions and social emotions is especially important for understanding the concept of “rational emotions.” Autonomous emotions influence our own decisions, while social emotions influence both our decisions and the decisions of others. This brings us to the most important element in the framework of emotions: their ability to create commitments, in ourselves and others. Commitment itself is one of the most important concepts in the social sciences. It is used extensively in attempts to understand economic behavior, especially with regard to bargaining theory and international relations. The Nobel Prize in economics for 2005 was awarded to Thomas Schelling mainly for his studies of commitment.

The concept of commitment is rooted in the understanding that in a conflict between two individuals, an individual who can credibly persuade his opponent that he is willing to insist on a particular outcome—even at the cost of self-harm—gains an advantage. More concretely, a seller who can credibly persuade a buyer that he has no intention of reducing the asking price of an item—even if doing so will sink the deal—is more likely to get his way. This holds true even if the buyer believes that sinking the deal will be more harmful to the seller than compromising on a lower price. In international disputes, a party to the dispute that can persuade the other party that it is willing to stick to its demands even at the price of military conflict has an advantage even, and perhaps especially, if no such armed conflict ensues.

The key rule in commitment is that the party undertaking a commitment must be truly willing to suffer the necessary sacrifice. Declarations alone cannot suffice. True commitment is difficult to counterfeit. If it were easy to fake, threats would be more commonplace and no one would ever take them seriously. The fierce power that movements and nations that are fueled by religious fanaticism—such as Al Qaeda and Iran—can project is due to their ability to create credible commitments. The willingness to sacrifice welfare and even human lives for the sake of a religious idea is a potent force that gives these movements and nations significant bargaining leverage.

The barbarian Germanic tribes who crossed the Rhine River to attack the Roman Empire were able to persuade their enemies of their commitment by literally burning bridges behind them. This had the effect of proclaiming that retreat was not an option for them. For those of us who can’t demonstrate commitment by setting fire to a bridge, emotions are an invaluable tool for attaining bargaining leverage in a wide range of daily conflicts. Expressing anger, for instance, shows our willingness to respond sharply to injuries or slights, even at the cost of harming ourselves, such as by starting a fistfight. If we were purely rational, we would be unable to deter our opponents so easily.

An example may illustrate the usefulness of rational emotions. Imagine yourself at an airport on the way home following a family holiday abroad. Half an hour prior to the scheduled boarding time you are informed that the flight has been canceled. You have no choice but to go to a hotel and return to the airport the following day. Now further imagine two alternative scenarios. In the first scenario you see the other airline passengers around you quietly accepting the situation and preparing to leave the terminal in an orderly manner. The boarding gate is closed and the apologetic airline offers you free transportation to the hotel of your choice. In such a scenario you are unlikely to express anger. Disappointment and frustration are more apt to be your emotions.

Now imagine a different scenario: a short time after you are informed that your flight has been canceled, you run into an acquaintance who was scheduled to fly on the same flight. She tells you that as soon as the cancellation announcement was made she went straight to the airline’s representatives, made it clear to them that she had no intention of accepting the flight cancellation quietly, and demanded that an immediate solution be found enabling her to get home that same day. The result, your friend says proudly, was that the airline contacted another airline straightaway and booked her a flight home leaving in another hour.

I expect that under the second scenario your emotional state would be very different from what it would be under the first scenario. The adrenalin in your blood would rapidly rise and by the time you arrived at the airline representatives’ desk to demand the same solution as your friend, you would be displaying signs of noticeable anger. In fact, you would not only be displaying signs of anger, you genuinely would be angry. The conscious or subconscious awareness that anger would be useful for attaining your goal would create anger within you.

The anger in the second scenario enables you to make credible threats. If in the course of speaking with airline representatives you mention an intention to sue the airline if an immediate solution is not found, your emotional state is likely to amplify the credibility of your threat. After all, a person acting solely on the basis of rational calculations would be unlikely to invest the time and money required to file such a minor lawsuit. In the first scenario, in contrast, anger would be of little help and is therefore less likely to arise.

The process creating anger in the second scenario is an astonishing interaction between the cognitive part of the brain and the limbic system that is responsible for emotional control. This process takes place in the part of the brain called the prefrontal cortex, which emerged quite late in the evolutionary development of the brain and is virtually nonexistent in other animals.

But positive emotions can show commitment, too. Love or admiration enables us to express to others our willingness to stand by their side and assist them even at a heavy price—and thus to influence their behavior toward us. Emotions need to be credible, at least at some minimal level, if they are to serve us in creating credible commitments. There are people who are able to “play-act” their emotions quite credibly, but this ability is statistically rare in the general population. If we all had perfect abilities to fake our emotions, there would never be any reason to relate seriously to the emotional responses of others and no evolutionary advantage to authentic emotional responses. Talented stage and film actors play characters in emotional situations mainly by eliciting true emotional responses from within themselves. They often do so by recalling appropriate emotional situations from their personal memories. In a sense, they are not acting but are reliving past situations. We will have more to say on credibility in later chapters.

Not every emotional reaction we have has a rational basis. In fact, most emotional reactions probably do not have a rational basis. In many cases our emotions could potentially harm us, and the ability to harness our emotions strategically, without even knowing we are doing so, is a wonderful human trait. Most of the time, using rational emotions does not require any sophistication. Indeed, children can sometimes do it more effectively than adults. A child who falls at the playground and lightly scrapes himself is more likely to cry if his mother is within eyesight. If his mother is not in the area, he is more likely to pick himself up and continue playing. He might even hold back on crying until he sees his mother. Even completely spontaneous emotions are decisively influenced by circumstances. A particular situation—for instance the audible ticking of a clock—may be exciting under some conditions (the end of a school day) but annoying under other conditions (in a doctor’s waiting room). We can feel empathy or sympathy toward a given person under certain circumstances and yet feel contempt or anger toward that same person under different circumstances.

Using rational emotions and commitment as tactics is especially common in bargaining and negotiating. Emotions such as anger and insult, but also empathy, can all be identified in common negotiating situations. They influence the relative bargaining powers of the negotiators. When a labor union leader publicly states that the latest offer made by management is an embarrassment, he or she does so to improve the union’s bargaining position. Such statements, however, are usually only lip service; the statement itself creates the desired sense of insult in the minds of both the labor union leadership and the rank and file workers. This has the effect of making any retreat from the commitment to turn down the offer very costly for the labor union, thus giving management an incentive to make a better offer.

People are varied in their bargaining skills. Sometimes differences in bargaining skills stem from gaps in people’s abilities to create and control rational emotions or to identify them in others. There are scores of books on practical negotiating skills taught at leading business schools that call for almost entirely ignoring emotions during negotiations. I have serious reservations regarding this point of view.

In an interesting experiment, Maya Tamir of the psychology department at Hebrew University of Jerusalem induced emotional states in subjects through musical passages that they listened to.1 Some of the musical passages had a calming effect, while others were stimulating or even irritating.

Tamir divided the subjects into two groups. One group participated individually in the task of bargaining over the division of a sum of money, and the other group participated in a collective task that required cooperation. Prior to conducting these tasks the subjects chose a musical passage to listen to. Tamir found that in the group assigned to bargain over money, the percentage of subjects who chose irritating music was significantly higher than the comparable percentage in the other group. In addition, those in the bargaining group who chose to listen to irritating musical passages achieved significantly better outcomes relative to those who chose to listen to calming music, and they walked away with much higher sums of money.

There are advantages for a negotiator who makes moderate use of emotional responses in the midst of negotiations, but the ability to control and regulate those emotions is also very important. Many negotiations break down despite the fact that a mutually beneficial agreement is available to both parties—even when both parties know that such an agreement is within reach. This usually happens when one party (or both) is stuck in a commitment (created by emotion) that is unacceptable to the other party. The chronic crises in peace negotiations between Israelis and Palestinians are a good example of this phenomenon. Emotions take over the negotiations instead of serving them, and expressions of anger and suspicion become overly convincing, defeating every attempt at arriving at an agreeable compromise.

We have so far concentrated on commitment to others. Interestingly, we use a similar mechanism to make commitments to ourselves. We often undertake actions in the present because of their effects on how we will behave in the future. A salient example of this is the purchase of a gym membership. The high cost associated with gym membership creates self-commitment to make use of its workout facilities. Another example relates to the obsessive way many of us check our incoming e-mail with such frequency that our mental concentration at work suffers. A popular computer application enables users to cut themselves off from e-mail access for a predetermined period of time. Once a user commits to an e-mail cutoff period, there is no going back; no action by the user can restore e-mail access until the full time period has run the clock. This would seem at first glance to be highly irrational: we are restricting our own freedom of action, willingly eliminating choices that we would otherwise have. But in the above examples we prefer to restrict ourselves instead of giving ourselves greater freedom, because there is a fundamental mismatch between our long-term and immediate desires (the latter often referred to as “temptations”). Our long-term desire is to attain top physical shape by visiting the gym as often as possible, but our immediate desire is often to seek the nearest good restaurant instead of working out in the gym. Self-commitment enables us to increase the cost of succumbing to immediate desire gratification before we find ourselves directly face to face with our temptations.

We often make use of self-commitment without even noticing it. If we have resolved to maintain a strict diet for the sake of reducing weight, we may studiously avoid even entering a restaurant offering an all-you-can-eat buffet, restricting ourselves to restaurants that only permit ordering à la carte. If eliminating a smoking habit is what we are striving to achieve, we will publicly announce this to our friends and acquaintances, thus attaching a painful price to slipping back into smoking: the embarrassment of public knowledge of our failure of resolve.

The phenomenon of self-commitment has a prominent place in both theoretical and empirical economic research. It forms the basis of our understanding of financial savings. Virtually every decision involving financial savings includes an aspect of self-commitment, because there we are consistently tempted to prefer consuming today rather than putting off consumption to a distant future date.

As a result, anger and shame play essential roles in financial responsibility, and even world affairs. It is possible that the recent debt crisis that brought down the economies of many countries around the world stemmed from a general lack of self-commitment, by individuals and by governments. If only these folks had been less calculating and more emotional, the story might have played out better.


2

WHY WE LOVE THOSE WHO ARE CRUEL TO US

Stockholm Syndrome and the Story of the Nazi Schoolteacher

ON AUGUST 23, 1973, A GROUP OF BURGLARS ENTERED AND commandeered a Kredibanken bank branch in Norrmalmstorg Square in Stockholm, Sweden. Over the next five days, several bank employees were held hostage in a vault by the burglars, who eventually surrendered to the authorities. What happened next was a very peculiar phenomenon. Most of the bank employees who underwent the nightmare of captivity expressed support and sympathy for the hostage takers in press interviews. Some even offered to serve as character witnesses in their defense during the subsequent trial.

About a year after these events transpired, Patricia Hearst, granddaughter of publishing magnate William Randolph Hearst, was kidnapped by a group calling itself the Symbionese Liberation Army (SLA), which had ambitions to implement a series of terrorist acts in support of radical left-wing causes, similar to the actions of the Italian Red Brigades and the Baader-Meinhof Red Army faction in Germany. After two months in captivity, Hearst chose to join her captors, issuing a statement to the press in which she disowned her family and declared herself a member of the SLA. A short time afterward Hearst participated in a failed bank robbery along with other members of the SLA, which led to her arrest.

These two incidents, along with others, prompted psychologists and psychiatrists to identify a new psychological phenomenon termed Stockholm syndrome (or Hearst syndrome). Researchers in evolutionary psychology tend to consider Stockholm syndrome to be a behavioral phenomenon that developed in early human history. Here is the standard explanation of where it comes from. In early hunter-gatherer societies, individual tribes were competing with one another for a limited pool of food, which often led to intertribal conflict. In these situations, males would often kidnap female members of rival tribes. Natural selection favored women who successfully managed to integrate into the new tribal environment in which they found themselves: they survived and even bore the children of their captors. Women who were unable to identify emotionally with their captors usually did not survive, and if they managed to survive they often did not have offspring.

I do not regard this explanation to be fully satisfactory. First of all, Stockholm syndrome affects men as well as women. Secondly, the evolutionary explanation is too narrow and restricted relative to the wide range of expressions of the syndrome.

Stockholm syndrome is only the most extreme expression of a broader syndrome that we all, to some extent, suffer from: when we are in relationships with figures of authority, we tend to develop positive feelings toward them. People often persist in clinging to these positive feelings even in the face of injurious and unjust treatment by those in authority over them. The less opportunity people have to change their situation, the more they tend to express positive feelings toward authority figures and to blame themselves for any unjust treatment they receive at their hands. There are too many examples to list: battered women who refuse to part from their abusive husbands, unbearable bosses whose actions are inexplicably forgiven by their employees, important customers who get away with arrogant and even demeaning behavior.

I am not referring to situations in which we are fully cognizant of being in a humiliating position but stifle our anger for tactical reasons, understanding that expressing them will only be counterproductive. I am referring to cases in which we express perverse sympathy for harmful individuals or completely ignore their actions simply because they have a position of authority. A temporary boss or an unimportant customer, in contrast, will get a swift reaction from us unless the price we would pay for that reaction is too high.

In many cases, when the balance of power is especially unfavorable for us, our emotional mechanism cooperates with our cognitive mechanism to moderate our feelings of insult and anger. This is rational emotional behavior, which in proper dosage can boost our chances of survival. In extreme situations, however—as in those of battered women—that same behavioral pattern can be extremely detrimental for us. Our emotional mechanism also exaggerates the extent to which we feel gratitude toward figures of authority in return for making small and insignificant positive gestures. This can lead us to over-ascribe importance to such gestures and to develop unsubstantiated trust in the kindness and decency of the authority figure. This is the secret of success in the good cop/bad cop method of interrogating police suspects—after the bad cop has played his part and failed to elicit a confession, the good cop suddenly appears like an angel who has the suspect’s best interests at heart, offering coffee or cigarettes.

I learned to appreciate the emotional power of such small gestures, even when made by particularly frightening authority figures (and perhaps especially then), from a story my father told me. In 1932 my father, Hans Winter, was the only Jewish student at the Immanuel Kant Elementary School in Königsberg, Germany. My father had a particularly vivid memory of his history teacher, Dr. Gruber, a devout Catholic, who was also an enthusiastic Nazi supporter. Gruber ignored the official Weimar Republic school program. He had his own lesson program—a virulently anti-Semitic and racist one, which taught that Germany was the cradle of human civilization while Jews were descendants of Neanderthals. He was quite aware of my father Hans’s Jewishness and took great pleasure in humiliating him in front of the other schoolchildren. In one instance, for example, little Hans was called to the front of the classroom and instructed to recount the story leading up to the crucifixion of Jesus. Gruber also fully ignored the Weimar government’s strict order against political rallies at schools. His lavish Nazi rallies during schooltime turned into routine practice, and when little Hans hesitantly mentioned these at home, Gruber almost lost his job. After that he would call Hans to the front of the classroom less often, but he would never take his eyes off the child.

In early February 1933, a large ceremony, orchestrated by Dr. Gruber, was held at the school to mark Hitler’s appointment as chancellor of Germany. The previous administration’s restrictions on political activity in schools were reversed overnight, and by eight o’clock that morning the flags and banners festooned with the swastika were ready. Fearful and indignant, little Hans decided that he could not bear to participate. He gave the flag he was carrying to the boy standing in front of him and slipped away from the parade.

Hans quickly fled from the school’s parade grounds, running into the school building to hide in the bathroom. But even within the bathroom he heard someone singing the Nazi anthem from within one of the cubicles. Before he even had a chance to identify the voice of the singer, the cubicle door swung open and Hans found himself face to face with Dr. Gruber, now dressed in a starched SA uniform.
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