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            vFor Monty, who will probably be very embarrassed by this book when he’s older.

             

            Sorry about that – but in fairness, you owed me one.
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1
            Introduction

         

         In December 2014 I was sitting on a bench in the jewellery room of London’s Victoria and Albert Museum, sweating profusely. My entire upper half, from the top of my head down to my waist, was entirely covered by my thick woollen coat, like a kind of rubbish invisibility cloak. Inside I was struggling to cram my nipple into the mouth of my three-month-old baby, Monty, and achieve what the midwives called ‘a good latch’.

         I’d chosen that space in the museum because a) it was dark, b) there was something padded to sit on, and c) I was desperate. Monty’s cries had revved up fast – from gentle grumbling to lawnmower to XF-84H Thunderscreech* – and people were starting to tut. Around us, a swarm of posh older visitors were busy feigning interest in the jewels sparkling in their cases while muttering to each other about the woman hiding under a coat in the middle of the room, and what is she doing and should we call security?

         I don’t know how many of you have ever breastfed a baby, but it is brutal. Pre-children, this is how I thought it worked:

         2

         
	Cradle baby in arm

            	With other arm, veil maternal bosom in modest cotton cloth

            	Pop nipple out and point towards baby

            	Breastfeeding achieved!

         

In reality, in my experience it usually went more like this:

         
	Clutching baby, peel nursing bra slowly down—

            	Oh god, turns out bra was the only thing holding milk in! Milk now shooting everywhere!

            	Clutching nipple in one hand and baby’s neck in the other, carefullllllly bring them together …

            	Quickasaflash, ram nipple into baby’s mouth at precise forty-five-degree upward angle so enough breast tissue gets over his hard palate before he clamps dow—

            	OW! NOT FAST ENOUGH! HE’S CHOMPED THE TIP! OW OW OW!

            	Gritting teeth, retreat (to sound of vacuum sucking and skin ripping) then try again …

            	After a few goes, finally get position exactly right – then sit through toe-curling pain, absolutely rigid and still for fifteen to thirty minutes so latch doesn’t slip and leave nipple white, cracked, and bleeding

            	Repeat steps 1–7 with Boob Number 2.

         

I didn’t realise it at the time but at that precise moment, just a few miles down the road, forty other women were standing outside Claridge’s hotel feeding their own infants. No woollen modesty-blankets for them – just a bunch of signs saying things like ‘That’s what breasts are for, stupid’ and ‘In future I’ll be taking my breast at the Ritz!’

         This ‘Storm in a D-Cup’ was part of a nurse-in protest 3organised by breastfeeding campaigners. It had been prompted by an incident a few days earlier, in which a woman tweeted a photo of herself covered in a starched white tablecloth after Claridge’s staff asked her to cover up her feeding baby. Her tweet about feeling ‘humiliated’ by Claridge’s request made front-page news after Nigel Farage – that bastion of balanced opinion – said in a radio interview that surely ‘it isn’t difficult to breastfeed a baby in a way that’s not openly ostentatious’.

         Thankfully I didn’t read about all this until after I’d got home from London, our first real outing from rural mid-Wales since Monty’s birth. Until then I’d only ever breastfed at home,† and the whole experience nearly terrified me into never going out in public again. Watching the debates unfurl online, I saw hundreds of my fellow Britons frothing at the mouth over the possibility that they too might one day have to share a restaurant with ‘space-hopper udders’ and expressing disgust at all those women unceremoniously plonking their breasts on the table left, right, and centre. Um, I know they’re often called ‘jugs’, but I think you’re getting a little confused …

         Peel aside the inflammatory vitriol, though, and underneath there’s rather a seductive idea. All we want is for people to be reasonable. In the online comments I noticed this exact word showing up again and again. Claridge’s baby-concealment actions were very reasonable, actually, when you consider that many people may potentially be embarrassed by the sight of a feeding child. It was unreasonable for the mother to take it 4for granted that everyone would find it acceptable. As most reasonable-thinking people know, breastfeeding can be done discreetly. Farage’s statement, too, was totally reasonable – he was only calling for compromise and accommodation on both sides. 

         For any breastfeeding parents facing a similar dilemma, then, the answer is surely simple. It’s just about showing consideration for other people, who might feel uncomfortable at seeing a smidgen of side-boob, a whisper of décolletage.‡ It’s an obvious case of common decency, manners, and respect. Just act reasonably, folks! Why is that so hard?

         That, as it turns out, is a very good question.

         
            *

         

         According to the dictionary, being a reasonable person means ‘having the faculty of reason’, which in turn means ‘possessing sound judgment’.1 This is a meaning that solidified in English around the 1300s, with the word resonable derived from the Old French raisonable, which in turn comes from the Latin rationabilis: from ratus, the past participle of reri, which means ‘to reckon, think’. When applied to objects rather than people, ‘reasonable’ today can also refer to things that are moderate, fair, or inexpensive: i.e. not extreme or excessive. This information comes from my favourite etymology website, which also tells me that the sense began to shift in Middle English. Initially meaning ‘resulting from good judgment’, and then ‘not exceeding the bounds of common sense’, around the 51500s ‘reasonableness’ came to mean ‘fairly tolerably’: to act, in other words, in a way that a fair-minded person would be able to tolerate.2 

         Moral philosophers have been commanding us in one form or another to just act reasonably for the past few millennia. Whether it’s Confucius in ancient China, or Aristotle in ancient Greece, or the Age of Enlightenment in eighteenth-century Europe, oceans of ink have been spilled debating which beliefs and behaviours are within reason and which are beyond the bounds of tolerance. This long history can help us understand what’s happening again today.

         From Bolsonaro in Brazil to Putin in Russia, Trump in the USA to Alexander de Pfeffel (Boris) Johnson in the UK: right-wing politicians around the world have spent the past few years working harder than ever to encourage visible divisions over hot-button topics. Climate change and immigration, gun laws and gay rights, pro-choice vs pro-life: any public arena for debate has become a kind of Rorschach test for moral judgment. These divisions are playing out especially fiercely within the online realm. Just a quick scroll down my Twitter feed and – yep – there’s a cavalcade of police officers charging on horseback towards protesters. But are they deliberately inciting violence at a peaceful protest, or heroically defending democracy from a vicious mob? There’s a family of asylum seekers capsized in the ocean, feared drowned alongside their one-year-old child – but what some leap to decry as a human-rights travesty resulting from the wanton destruction of their country by our own, others call the inevitable consequence of an illegal invasion. There’s a respected professor campaigning for schoolbooks to teach children the full horrors of slavery 6– but are they cynically twisting the past to incite divisions, or simply trying to paint the unvarnished picture of a history which until now has been suppressed?

         In the wake of rising populism and virulent misinformation, facing a world that seems to be slipping further and further out of our grasp, we’re desperately scrambling to re-establish the boundaries of civic morality on either side of the political divide. No wonder calls to ‘just be reasonable’ are growing louder and louder. But rather than learning to stand on the same moral ground, what we’re seeing is a widening sense of antagonism. All this talk is driving us further apart than we’ve ever been before.

         I study audiences for a living, which means that I spend my days immersed in talk. More precisely: how do people talk about the things they see, read, and hear? Whether it’s a play by Bertolt Brecht or a political phenomenon such as the Brexit referendum, I’m endlessly fascinated by how people can watch the same event unfolding but come to understand it in such totally contradictory ways. You’ll see throughout this book that I’m spending a lot of time dwelling on the kinds of words people use when they talk about others: whether that’s via comments about a newspaper article, or arguments on Twitter, or the things people have said in real-life conversations. That’s because I believe that by paying close attention to language use in action – to what academics call ‘discourse’ – we can understand more about meaning-making in action, as different people come to understand the world, their place within it, and each other. In short: I’m what you might call a valuologist. I believe that the way we talk to each other offers a window into how we construct our competing value systems. 7Through studying discourse, my research has examined how human beings can maintain and even strengthen our beliefs in the face of contrary views and evidence.

         The short answer to my last question is that we’ve collected all our experiences together to construct a worldview that often seems to us to be simple common sense. Our personal lived experiences, the culture we consume and the conversations we have, the forms of capital to which we have access (economic capital, cultural capital, social capital, mobility capital), the communities and classes and cultures we’re part of: all these things come together to help us build a set of core beliefs. By drawing on varying value systems, we reach different value judgments about how the world is now and what we’d like it to become. This vision seems reasonable to me, so those other people – the ones who disagree – must therefore be unreasonable. Case closed.

         Take breastfeeding. Studying this discourse, I noticed that commentators tended to agree in theory that being discreet rather than ostentatious is just a matter of common sense. Yet in practice, each person had a very different idea about what a reasonable level of discretion should look like. Should breastfeeding people simply face the wall? Slink away to the loo? Get out only one boob at a time, rather than whopping out both simultaneously? Should they hide underneath the table, or is it okay as long as they don’t leap on top of it and do a shimmy? Precisely how many millimetres of areola are acceptable, I wondered; exactly how many seconds is it okay to leave between unsheathing the bra and getting the baby safely latched? Perhaps, just to be safe, all new parents should stay in solitary confinement for a year? And if everyone has a 8different opinion about what it means to act reasonably, then how common can common sense really be?

         
            *

         

         This is not a book about boobs and babies. This is a book about behaviour. How do we come to know the right way to act within a whole range of social circumstances, whether that’s in real life or online? How do we figure out what’s good and bad, acceptable and unacceptable, appropriate and inappropriate, civil and rude? And how can we ever hope to reach agreements in a world where everyone has slightly different ideas about what those things mean?

         From whether it’s okay for women to apply their make-up on trains to whether pulling down statues is erasing history or correcting its mistakes – these arguments, big and small, are all connected. At their heart is a deep-seated belief in the inherent reasonableness of one’s own position, no matter how incorrect, incoherent, or even reprehensible that belief might seem to others. That feeling is what the French poet Jean Gerson in the 1400s called certitudo moralis, or ‘moral certainty’, the sense that certain truths about the world are beyond reasonable doubt. What human beings tend to want most of all is for things to make sense: to fit neatly into their own internal reality. When that reality is threatened, people often entrench – or even attack. In debates like these, with both sides so convinced their position is reasonable, how can we figure out what is right?

         When it comes to behaviour, the trouble is that rules are a double-sided coin. Sometimes the rules that structure social life are designed to help us moderate our behaviour for the good of everyone, making life better, safer, and fairer for all. Other times, though, the rules have been unfairly wielded as a weapon 9to disempower and divide, keeping the masses docile, deferent, and in their place. So too with social judgment. At its best, the act of judging other people is a moral imperative, a mechanism for encouraging everyone to work together and moderate their behaviour for the common good. At its worst, laying our own judgments on to others can be simply a way to keep the status quo intact, preserving immoral phenomena like bigotry, inequality, and injustice. Throughout history, the urge to impose strict ideals on to other people has tended to land hardest on those who are most marginalised. As you’ll see in the coming pages, this plays out today in all sorts of harmful ways: from angry onlookers trying to ban babies from cafés and aeroplanes, to autistic people getting kicked out of theatres for laughing in the wrong places, to Black families in the USA being arrested every year for celebrating too loudly at their children’s graduations. Sometimes, those cries to ‘be considerate’ of other people are actually failing to consider other people, who are unjustly being harmed by the imposition of rigid rules.

         
            *

         

         Just like society, this is a book in two halves.

         In ‘Being Reasonable’ we will come to understand the rules of engagement a little better. Where did those dominant norms come from in the first place? How do we learn how to behave? Looking back through history and around the world, I’ll uncover how deeply our ideals of reasonableness were embedded within classical ideals of civic democracy, to such an extent that they have been enshrined in international law. How did these laws and belief systems and judgment mechanisms come to root themselves within social life, and whom have they been built to benefit?

         10In ‘Being Unreasonable’, I’ll ask a more dangerous question. Is there ever a situation where the right thing to do is to break the rules? Modern life works hard to convince us that watching our behaviour and tone – and policing those of others – is what makes us good people. Be civil, we’ve been told. What’s needed is measured debate. Let’s have yet more roundtables and panel discussions, in which each side gets equal chance to air their opinion. Destroy sexist and racist ideologies by defeating them in the marketplace of ideas! Sunlight is the best disinfectant! But what if all these powerful appeals to ‘be reasonable’ are just a smokescreen, holding us back from actually changing anything? What if the best disinfectant for bigotry isn’t sunlight after all, but starving it of oxygen? What if exposing a bad idea only spreads it further, while cutting off the attention on which it thrives is the only way to shut it down? This section will argue that we urgently need to face an unpleasant truth. In a world where everything is image, we’ve risked confusing the appearance of reasonableness with the real thing. In pursuit of those truly morally reasonable ideals – fairness, equality, justice – history tells us that sometimes, under the right sort of circumstances, we need to give ourselves and others permission to act unreasonably.

         
            *

         

         I wrote this book between the summers of 2020 and 2021 while history unfolded around me. Like millions of people on the planet I sat there day after day, stuck inside with my husband and two small boys, as the COVID-19 pandemic raged. I heard endless arguments about self-isolation and mask-wearing, and whether these were reasonable acts of collective care or an unreasonable infringement of civil liberties. I was there in Bristol 11when the statue of Edward Colston, the infamous slave trader, was ripped from its pedestal and tossed in the harbour, and I was there again at the subsequent protests against increased policing powers, standing in the dark watching a police car burn. I stared at my computer as, across the Atlantic, Confederate statues began to fall. On the news I witnessed the historic defeat of President Donald Trump and felt a marvellous blossoming relief – then watched with horror as the US Capitol was invaded a few days later. I played on loop the videos of federal officers standing aside, outnumbered and unresisting, when only recently leftist protesters had been shot viciously with tear gas and rubber bullets. I listened as the same people who’d loudly denounced Black Lives Matter protesters as ‘undemocratic’ and ‘savage’ began to reason away an armed assault on the very apex of American democracy. I watched respected columnists call for a sensible middle ground, the need for balanced debate between two sides.

         Watching all this play out, I kept remembering that famous quotation by George Bernard Shaw: ‘The reasonable man adapts himself to the world: the unreasonable one persists in trying to adapt the world to himself. Therefore all progress depends on the unreasonable man.’3 Then I picked up my laptop and started to write. I wrote about how the political and media establishment routinely permits rich white cis-het men on the conservative side of the spectrum to break the rules of engagement, even when their rationale for dissent has consistently been shown to be invalid, underpinned by appeals to false victimhood and echo-chamber untruths. I wrote about how, for marginalised communities, permission to combat actual verifiable injustice has always been forcefully denied. Of course you can protest – just not like that (or that. Or that. 12Or that). And I wrote about how contemporary discourse has become swamped with false equivalences and bad-faith logic dressed up as civil debate.

         Balance isn’t the midpoint between truth and lies. When the scales of justice are fundamentally unbalanced, trying to ‘both sides’ everything doesn’t work. While some people are fighting to rebalance the scales, others are actively pushing on the weights to keep an unfair system in place. Not everything that can be reasoned is reasonable. Sometimes two wrongs do make a right.

         
            *

         

         At the heart of this book is a central metaphor. This is the language of lines. I’m talking here about the lines that help us separate right from wrong, good from bad, acceptable from unacceptable, appropriate from inappropriate, moral from immoral, civilised from barbaric. Before you read on, let me be very clear. As human beings, we need these lines. In fact, as we’ll see, this vast global network that we call society only exists because of our ability to draw these lines. We rely on them to function. This isn’t The Purge.

         What we also need, though, is a way to think more critically about how we draw those lines, as well as who gets to draw them. Where did these ways of being-together come from in the first place? Who have they been actually working for? What happens when we cross that border between reasonable and wrong, and is this really the most sensible way to live?

         These are the questions at the heart of this book. On Being Unreasonable is about how we navigate social situations in all their messy, cringeworthy, frightening, hilarious awkwardness. It’s about the values and assumptions and biases that underpin 13the way we judge other people, and who the ‘we’ and the ‘others’ in that sentence tend to be. It’s about manners, civility, propriety, and respect; about morals and ethics and law – all those big words we’ve come up with, over the centuries, to describe the necessary boundaries for our successful coexistence. And it asks how we might cut through the noise and get back to those old morally reasonable values: that true North Star belief in justice, equality, and liberty for all on which vast civilisations around the world were supposedly built. But more than anything else, it’s about what it means to think of ourselves as ‘reasonable people’, with the right to tell others how they should behave.14

         
            * The loudest aeroplane ever built. I have two little boys – I know these things now.

            † Pause here for a flashback to sitting on my sofa, stripped down to the waist, my mother-in-law in the armchair opposite watching the midwife forcefully wrestle my painful, swollen mammaries into a sleeping baby’s face. Good times.

            ‡ Of course, many people agreed, a flash of cleavage is perfectly acceptable under normal circumstances, but only when displayed for the consumption of grown men rather than infants. Nice boobs are great, one person commented, but not with a baby hanging off them.
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            PART ONE

            BEING REASONABLE

         

      

   


   
      
         
17
            1

            A Stranger Among Strangers

         

         Think about what it means to sit in a steamed-up coffee shop, watching the flow of faces pass by the window. To be swept up in the thrill of a football stadium, the rush of joining in with a wave and getting it exactly in sync with everyone else. To dance in a cramped hot room or a vast festival field, everyone covered in glitter and someone else’s sweat on your skin. To spend time in the comfortable hubbub of a restaurant or the silence of a library; to stream around people at the train station, or to sit next to them in hushed pleasure at the theatre, or to manoeuvre your shopping cart around theirs – oh, a wonky wheel! No, please, after you.

         Being together, a stranger among strangers, is to exist in a constant state of faith.

         
            *

         

         In order to be out there in the world with other people, we need to have faith in other people. This begins at the most basic level: the faith that people, by and large, will not set out to harm us. That our bus to work will be free from explosives. That our classrooms and religious congregations won’t be disrupted by someone wielding an automatic weapon. That no one will cough on us and spread a deadly virus.

         We’re beholden to each other in all kinds of smaller, less overtly catastrophic sorts of ways, though, too. Every one of us has a responsibility towards other people. To be considerate 18towards them, which means considering their needs as well as our own. To try our best not to unduly irritate them, or to get in their way, or to selfishly disrupt their peace. In order to successfully coexist, we all need to do what we can to keep our bodies and sensibilities from encroaching on those of others. We all have to do our best not to rock the social boat, and to keep the currents of everyday life flowing smoothly. To step out of my house each morning is to put my faith in other people: to depend on them to look out for me, and to do my best to look out for them in return. What could be more hopeful than that?

         The Shy, Murderous Ape

         Human beings are unusually sociable creatures. More than two thousand years ago, Aristotle called us the zoon politikon: the ‘social animal’. The story of humanity begins with tracing our evolution from living only in familial groups, to forming close-knit communities, to taking up residence among the sprawling civilisations of Aristotle’s polis – the people. Today, with cities and other urban areas around the world expanding rapidly, we’re increasingly used to living in these mammoth melting pots, where family, friends, neighbours, and other unknown citizens jostle shoulders every day. And it’s not just that we have to exist around people we don’t know. We often do this because we choose to. A pre-pandemic study published in the journal Psychological Science gathered data from thirty thousand participants to find that when people are feeling sad they are likely to turn to their loved ones for company. When we’re feeling happy, though, we become much more likely to seek 19out strangers, desiring the companionship of an anonymous crowd.1 We saw this tendency resurge in nations which reacted swiftly to bring the first waves of COVID-19 under control, where lots of people flooded joyfully back into concerts and sporting events, desperate to regain those shared experiences.

         
            *

         

         This willingness to live among throngs of strangers sets us apart from every other species on the planet. Our complete reliance on non-relatives and people outside our specific social groups is what evolutionary economist Paul Seabright calls a ‘remarkable and uniquely human’ phenomenon. Of course, we’re by no means the only species to engage in cooperative activities. From ants to zebras, the natural world brims with examples of ecosystems relying on a delicate balance of labour divisions among related individuals, as well as symbiotic interspecies relationships. But as Seabright points out, nature contains no other example of a species like ours, which relies on ‘elaborate task-sharing’ between genetically unrelated strangers of the same species.2 We’re the only animal whose very survival depends on a complex system of mutual dependence between people who aren’t our families, 99.9999999999 per cent of whom we don’t know, and whom we’ll probably never meet. If this were a superhero movie, the origin story of humanity would be how we came to develop such an unnatural willingness to hang out with strangers, who should (by the logic of every other species) seem threatening and scary and, well, strange!

         This is still a relatively recent miracle, the result of an ‘extraordinary experiment’ that occurred after the end of the last ice age, around ten thousand years ago.3 That may not seem recent, but if you think about it in the context of the entire 20almost two-million-year evolution of Homo erectus into today’s Homo sapiens, ten thousand years is like the last minute of our superhero movie. For three hours we see nothing but a bunch of solitary protohumans learning to stand upright, eventually coming together over the final five minutes (representing around fifty thousand evolutionary years) to form small groups of hunter-gathering foragers. Then, just before the credits roll, there would be a few final frames crammed with everything else: with boats and glue and ceramics and bread and mud-bricks and alcohol and leather and plumbing and the wheel and tattoos and puppetry and glass and scissors and C-sections and lighthouses and wheelbarrows and paper and woodblock-printing and chess and suspension bridges and matches and toilet paper and windmills and porcelain and ambulances and moveable type and buttons and eyeglasses and cannons and basically a lot of war stuff here and the printing press and barometers and sewing machines and plywood and vaccines and mechanical computers and electromagnets and lawnmowers and the pneumatic drill and rechargeable batteries and dynamite and light bulbs and a whole bunch more war stuff and penicillin and televisions and radio and nylon and the atomic bomb and space stations and video games and cellphones and the internet.*

         Deep breath. All in the last fifty seconds or so. Blink and you’ve missed it.

         
            *

         

         What happened ten thousand years ago to prompt such an unprecedentedly rapid acceleration? In Seabright’s words: one 21of ‘the most aggressive and elusive species in the entire animal kingdom began to settle down’. 

         
            It was one of the great apes – a close cousin of chimpanzees and bonobos, and a lucky survivor of the extinctions that had wiped out several other promising branches of the chimpanzee family. Like the chimpanzee it was violent, mobile, intensely suspicious of strangers, and used to hunting and fighting in bands composed mainly of close relatives. Yet now, instead of ranging in search of food, it began to keep herds and grow crops, storing them in settlements that limited the ape’s mobility and exposed it to the attentions of the very strangers it had hitherto fought or fled.4

         

         As the Pleistocene era came to an end, groups in Western Asia started constructing monuments out of wood, stone, and earth around which people began to congregate – often for months at a time.5 As recently as 2008, a German archaeologist called Klaus Schmidt who was working near the ancient city of Urfa in south-eastern Turkey found enormous carved stones that were placed there eleven thousand years ago, making them more than twice as old as Stonehenge – crafted by people who hadn’t even got around to developing metal tools yet.6 This is the site of the world’s oldest remaining temple, called Göbekli Tepe. Its discovery enabled archaeologists to trace the evolution of human cooperation back to its root.

         Suddenly, astoundingly, after millennia of avoiding each other, we began willingly to coexist with strangers. Against all odds, it had become a better bet to wait for that figure in the distance to approach you than it was to shoot poisoned darts 22first and ask questions later. We developed, in other words, a highly un-animal-like ability to trust. This might sound like a simple process, but it’s probably the most ridiculous thing we could have done. For almost every other organism on this big blue planet, strangers are something to fear.

         
            *

         

         Trusting strangers used to be an act of suicide. Like living on the edge of active volcanos or scurrying too close to a dinosaur, trust is an instinct which, through millennia of trial and error, our fluffier ancestors learned to avoid. So it is nothing short of a miracle, Seabright notes wonderingly, that a few hundred generations after we first started building settlements, the ‘same shy, murderous ape that had avoided strangers throughout its evolutionary history [is] now living, working, and moving among complete strangers in their millions’.7 Over such a short period of evolutionary time, we have managed to free ourselves of the certainty that stranger means danger, and to begin to have tentative faith in humanity – to believe that other people are (generally, probably, on balance) worth giving the benefit of the doubt.

         This new ability to fight our baser instincts and to place our trust in strangers only became possible through the development of what anthropologist Charles Stanish calls ‘intense ritualising behavior’. All around the world, at roughly the same time, humans began to construct systems of customs and traditions and taboos designed to organise their social groups and ‘to structure people’s lives, both political and economic’. Even among ‘stateless’ societies where the rules of engagement have often been less coercively defined, there developed a universal need for overarching ‘norms’, which Stanish describes as ‘a set 23of social tools that developed over time to deal with the difficulties of keeping distantly or nonrelated peoples cooperating with each other’ by governing how resources were produced, allocated, and exchanged.8 For example, when it comes to buying goods, some cultures developed a bartering system to mutually arrive at a fair price, whilst in other cultures the norm to ensure fairness is to set a fixed cost which isn’t subject to the whims of negotiation. In the 1960s, the US sociologist Harold Garfinkel sent his students into local shops to conduct an ‘expectancy breaching’ experiment, where they tried to haggle for fixed-price goods – they found that some sales clerks showed anxiety and even anger at this unexpected breach of ‘normal’ behaviour.9 So the specificities of these normative systems may differ around the world, but the overarching understanding that humans need a system is something that every community has in common.

         What does all this tell us? That drawing lines between good and bad, then reinforcing those lines via increasingly complex systems for rewarding fairness and punishing transgressions, was a crucial step in our social evolution. From those early Mesopotamian group-hangs to the Ten Commandments to the etiquette guides of Emily Post: laying down the ground rules of engagement is what allowed us as a species to set aside our instinctual fear, and to create a vast system of mutual cooperation. Voila! In just a few thousand years we had become … a society. 24

         We Live in a Society!

         It’s the 1990s. Operation Desert Storm has just brought an end to the Gulf War, and the world is reeling. The serial killer Jeffrey Dahmer is about to be caught, and a cyclone in Bangladesh recently killed 140,000 people. In the USA, the average cost of gas is $1.11 per gallon. At home in England, on the other side of the ocean, I am six years old and soon to become obsessed with Beethoven.† Meanwhile, in a nondescript Chinese restaurant in New York City, a balding, bespectacled white guy is waiting to use the payphone.

         Eventually he gets to the front of the queue. But when he finally reaches for the handset, a woman snatches it up. He taps on her shoulder and explains politely that he was actually waiting to use the phone – in fact, he’d been standing there patiently for the past ten minutes. The woman waves him away, stating dismissively that she didn’t see him, and tells him she won’t be long – he can just wait. In tones of rising desperation, he tells her that’s not the point – he was here first, so he gets to go next. That’s the point. Without missing a beat, she gestures to the handset she’s holding and responds that if he really had been there first then he’d be the one with the phone in his hand.

         The bespectacled man blinks at her in astonishment and walks away as she starts to dial. Defeated, he stands in the middle of the restaurant and yells at no one in particular the famous phrase: ‘we’re living in a society!’ This means, he adds furiously, that we’re all meant to behave in a civilised manner.

         25You may already have clocked this as a scene from season two of Seinfeld, the sitcom created by Larry David and Jerry Seinfeld. Running for nine seasons between 1989 and 1998, the self-defined ‘show about nothing’ repeatedly came top of the ratings chart, and in 2013 the Writers Guild of America voted it the second-best-written TV series of all time (beaten only by The Sopranos).

         Here’s a dangerous confession to make. I’ve never seen Seinfeld.‡ But since this particular little moment of micro-conflict first aired some thirty years ago, the scene has become an unmissable part of the cultural landscape, marking a sea change in the nature of television. First aired on 23 May 1991, it is from an episode called ‘The Chinese Restaurant’, in which Jerry, George, and Elaine try to score a table while they wait to catch a movie. That’s it. That’s the episode. They wait, and the audience is forced to wait with them, and we’re all told repeatedly to hang on ‘five, ten minutes’ for the pay-off, which predictably comes – ‘Seinfeld, four!’ – only once the episode is over, the characters have given up and walked out, and the credits begin to roll.

         Thirty years later, connoisseurs of the internet may have noticed a resurgence of George Costanza’s payphone rant. Today, the phrase ‘we live in a society’ has become a meme, shared millions of times in varying forms across the web: usually via a George-esque howl of despair over the tendency of modernity to value appearances over substance and selfish self-absorption 26over consideration for others. Because who among us has never felt the urge to snap and yell ‘we’re supposed to act in a civilised way!’ at someone who breaks the rules: pushing past you in the street; failing to thank you for holding a door open; taking up the whole armrest on an aeroplane? Society has rules for a reason – the idea is that if we wait our turn and take only our fair share then everyone gets ahead equally. 

         There’s a useful Japanese term to describe these collective terms of engagement: wakimae, which refers to the ability to keep one’s behaviour in line with socially agreed norms. This is a term that can be used both as a noun – ano hito niwa wakimae ga aru (‘there is observation of social norms in that person’) – and as a verb – ano hito wa wakimae te-iru (‘that person observes social norms’). ‘Just like a set of rules you follow when you play a game,’ explains the linguist Sachiko Ide, ‘you follow wakimae in your game of life.’10

         If we were translating the term wakimae into the English language then we might reach for words like ‘manners’ or ‘etiquette’ to describe the rules of the game. If we were using Arabic, we might draw on the Islamic concept of adab: a word which combines politeness with ideals of humaneness and decency, suggesting that these moral qualities are forged through the refinement of ‘seemly’ ways of behaving. In Scandinavian societies we find Janteloven – the law of Jante. Jante is a fictional town from the 1933 novel A Fugitive Crosses His Tracks, in which Danish-Norwegian author Aksel Sandemose gently satirised the Nordic willingness to embrace binding social conformity through unspoken cultural norms: commandments like ‘don’t show off!’, ‘don’t think you’re better than anyone else – you’re not!’, and so on. In Albanian, the 27word sjellja is like our more general term ‘behaviour’, but when used alongside honour (nderi), hospitality (mikpritja), and clan loyalty (fis) as one of the four pillars of traditional Albanian law (kanun) it means something more like ‘right conduct’.

         Around the world, in pretty much every language, we can find a cornucopia of words and phrases used to describe the rules of that game of life. But wakimae is slightly different, in that it calls attention not just to the game itself, but to how the game should be played. As well as having ideals of good vs bad behaviours, every society also needs a conceptual framework to help its citizens work out which is which in changing social contexts. Illustrating that process in action, in Japanese wakimae is the kind of ‘discernment’ needed to understand and follow implied codes of conduct within a whole variety of shifting settings. In order to follow the rules, we first need to be able to work out what they are and when it’s appropriate to bend or even break them.

         Philosophers and politicians have expended a lot of intellectual energy over the centuries debating what it means to ‘live in a society’, and how we should figure out what the terms of that bargain should be. In English, those terms have been called ‘the social contract’.

         
            *

         

         The idea of the social contract has been kicking around in the background of philosophical thought for as long as there have been philosophers. As a shared agreement helping us to separate right from wrong, appropriate from inappropriate, acceptable from unacceptable, the social contract has often been seen as society’s superglue – the only thing that stops us sliding back into animal anarchy. Under its broad umbrella 28has been arranged a powerful collective of discrete social institutions – like marriage, and schooling, and the legal system – each with their own regulative and norm-setting rules, that together enforce that insidious picture of a ‘normal’ kind of person living a ‘normal’ kind of life.

         Crack open a philosophy textbook and turn to the chapter on contractualism, and you’ll probably first find references to Englishmen like John Locke or Thomas Hobbes – the latter of whom famously predicted in the 1600s that, without a monarch, society would descend back into a State of Nature where life was ‘solitary, poor, nasty, brutish, and short’.11 Cheerful. You’re also highly likely to find the French philosopher Jean-Jacques Rousseau with his 1762 treatise The Social Contract, which argued more optimistically that civil society is held in place not by royal force, but by a populace submitting their individual will to the collective will of each other.

         This idea can also be found all the way back in the story of Socrates, the Greek philosopher, who in 399 BC was condemned to death by hemlock for corrupting the innocent minds of Athens’ youth.§ As Plato’s story goes, Socrates was visited in prison by a student, who tried to persuade him to 29escape Athens and go into exile. Socrates used the idea of a binding agreement to explain why the moral thing to do was to stay in jail and accept an unfair punishment. He argued that the entire weight of human civilisation rests on the shoulders of every individual to faithfully abide by the rules of their society, no matter how unjust those rules may be. By the time you become an adult, Socrates said, you’ve already made your choice: either you’ve elected to remain part of the society in which you were brought up, which means implicitly accepting its laws (as well as the consequences for breaking them), or you’ve chosen to opt out of the social contract by removing yourself from society entirely. 

         Looking beyond the western philosophical canon, we can see that the idea of binding societal agreements goes back even earlier than this. At least two hundred years before Socrates, in fact – all the way back to China in the sixth century BC, when the ancient noble dynasties began to collapse and dozens of small kingdoms started battling it out for imperial domination, culminating in 475 BC with the Seven Warring States. After finally conquering their last enemy more than two hundred years later, the Qin Dynasty emerged victorious and began the impossible task of uniting their feuding rivals into a single military empire. But how could such a diverse collection of ethnic groups and cultural traditions successfully be fused together? Enter China’s philosophers. The most influential school of thought was Confucianism, whose founder Confucius had long before argued that unity could be forged by implanting within the populace an internalised system of strict behavioural customs, inspired by the traditional etiquette of the nobility: 30the Shang and Zhou dynasties. All the country needed to prosper was for everyone to practise the ancient virtues of jên, meaning human-heartedness or benevolence towards others, and yi, the ability to feel the right thing to do within any given situation. ‘As to how the superior man behaves with regard to others and in view of a situation,’ Confucius said, ‘he has no particular preference, nor particular prohibition, but only has yi as its standard of evaluation.’12

         But how can we feel the right thing to do? Where does that standard of evaluation come from? How do we gain the ability to discern which behaviours will follow the rules and which will break them? To find answers, we need to join the queue.

         Queuetopia

         Like George Costanza in Seinfeld, sometimes you only realise how powerful the social contract truly is when someone has the audacity to break it. I learned this the hard way.

         One rainy day a few years ago, I used my lunch break to nip to the supermarket to pick up a colleague’s birthday cake. Unfortunately, it seemed that all the other people in the city had also chosen that moment to run errands of their own, because the line snaked all the way back to the door. Our staff meeting was immediately after lunch, so I quickly ran the Sedgman Queue Calculation™ in my head. How many people are waiting? How full are their baskets? How quickly are we moving? I concluded that I would just about be able to get out of there with enough time to speed back to the office, cake proudly held aloft, a sugar-providing hero. 31

         So I joined the back of the queue and waited. We inched forwards. Minutes passed. We inched forwards again. After a good twenty minutes I reached the front of the queue, with just one person ahead of me. Success! And with a couple of minutes to spare – I’m going to make it!

         Then, from the crowded store behind, I heard a voice. ‘Do you mind if I just … I only have to buy this one thing … Sorry … Would you mind …’

         I didn’t need to turn around. I knew what I’d see. The dreaded queue swimmer, cutting through the bodies behind and leaving a sea of politely furious people in her wake. ‘Excuse me …’ I could hear her getting closer and closer. Oh god. Surely someone will say no and halt her in her tracks?

         Except they didn’t, and she didn’t, and suddenly she was there, standing right behind me and literally breathing down my neck. Normally I’d consider being magnanimous and giving way – but now? This was not the time. I was not going to be late. There would be cake.

         There was, of course, only one reasonable option available – and that was to clamp my headphones tight over my ears and pretend I was too busy listening to music to notice. I figured I could probably just ignore her. After all, she’d done very well, sped past at least twenty other people, she’d only need to wait for me and that guy in front to be served and then she’d be out of here.

         But then – oh, the horror! – she stepped next to me. Next to me. In a queue. Queuing, lest I remind you, is not a side-by-side sport. It’s more like bobsleigh – you stay resolutely one in front of the other and try not to make eye contact. This was unprecedented queuing behaviour. I dared a sideways glance: 32there she was, staring determinedly ahead as though I wasn’t there. I did the same, forcing my face into an expression of gracious unconcernedness (while inwardly boiling with the fire of a thousand furious suns). The cashier opened up, the final person in front moved to pay, and we shuffled forwards in tandem, shuffle-shuffle, still side by side, still pretending not to notice the other, until the only thing in front was open space and the back of the guy who was paying – and then he was finished too, and we both lunged forwards like horses at a steeplechase, except that somehow she managed to loop her leg in front of mine and caused me to stumble, and I …

         I’m sorry. I just need a second.

         And I dropped the cake.

         
            *

         

         Thanks to Seinfeld, I know now that what I should have done is to walk away fuming, then loudly announce to the store en masse: ‘We’re living in a society!’ Or perhaps I should have grabbed her by the shiny blonde ponytail and wrestled her to the floor. But the social contract is a powerful force, so instead I just picked myself up and limped off to apologise to a staff member, and to ask if they could find me a birthday cake that was a little less smashed to bits.

         So believe me, I have endless sympathy with George’s frustration at following the sacred rules of the queue religiously, then having to stand by while someone else breaks them and gets unfairly ahead. After all, nothing says fairness quite like standing in line with your fellow compatriots: everyone restrained by the same unwritten moral code, nobody using physical prowess or superior status or dirty tripping tactics to gain an advantage over others. What could be more egalitarian! Right? 33

         You may be assuming that my fascination with queuing is purely a British pursuit – just as much a part of my cultural heritage as being covered head to toe in freckles, or never quite managing to get the naughty school version of the song ‘An English Country Garden’ out of my brain,¶ or that rising panic I feel when I wake up and it’s a sunny day – quick, we have to make the most of it before the clouds close over us again! Next to complaining about the weather, queuing is practically our national sport. The most infamous example of an orderly line-standing championship is the Queue (yes, it’s earned its very own proper noun) at Wimbledon. At this celebrated annual tennis tournament, the days-long wait for tickets even has its own code of conduct. Rules include: two-person tents are fine but no gazebos; smoking and vaping are strictly forbidden; no ball games after 10 p.m.; and, very specifically: ‘Temporary absence from the Queue for purchase of refreshments or toilet breaks etc should not exceed 30 minutes.’ When you join at the tail end of the line you get given a Queue Card with its own number and date, and you have to keep hold of it until you reach the turnstile where you can finally exchange it for purchasing a ticket. Anyone found ‘adopting unreasonable social behaviour’ while in the Queue will be refused entry.13 All very civilised. The orderly queue has often been celebrated as the epitome of democratic discipline.

         But when I researched queuing for this book, I realised it’s not so simple. Writing about the history of waiting in line, cultural historian Joe Moran tackles the mythology of queuing 34as a symbol of British fair play. As it turns out, this idea is actually a rather modern invention: one that ‘began not in a more decorous time of courtesy and consideration in public places,’ Moran says, ‘but a period of national crisis’.14 

         In the nineteenth century, with rapid industrialisation causing mass migration to urban areas, the more relaxed model of market shopping began to decline and fixed shop retailing became more prevalent.15 For the respectable shopkeeper, the queue offered a structured way to make everyone wait their turn. But it wasn’t until the Second World War, as Moran’s book Queuing for Beginners tells us, that the myth of British people as champion queuers really took hold – the exemplar of British decency and fortitude, a symbol of everything the troops were fighting for. After all, what’s the alternative – a chaotic stampede with children, the elderly, and disabled people getting shoved out of the way? No thanks, guvnor!

         Moran explains that, while queuing might seem egalitarian, the long wartime and post-war queues caused by rationing shortages|| were actually felt to be highly inequitable. Housewives would join one end of a queue without knowing what – if anything – was on the other end, simply hoping that lots of people waiting meant it might be something good. Older women, disabled people, and those with babies were disadvantaged by their inability to stand for long periods; meanwhile, the rich had the luxury of other people’s time and could simply send their waiting staff to wait on their behalf.16 Queues were also seen as hotbeds for anti-Semitism and class warfare. Organisations like the British Housewives’ League saw horrified hordes of white 35suburban middle-class mothers arranging ‘queue revolts’, fuelled by mutterings about working-class shopkeepers failing to ‘know their place’ and relishing the power to make high-status customers wait. Gleefully, Winston Churchill’s Conservative opposition to Labour’s post-war government seized on Britons’ queue fatigue, linking the queue not to British fortitude but to their mortal enemy – the red peril. ‘Socialism,’ Churchill announced in 1946, ‘meant queueing’: 

         
            During a 1949 by-election in South Hammersmith, Churchill again insisted that ‘the queues of housewives outside the shops are the essence of Socialism and the restrictive system by which it and its parasites hope to live’. In a pre-election radio broadcast of 21 January 1950, Churchill first used the term ‘Queuetopia’ to describe a Britain under Socialist rule. […] Churchill’s neologism, ‘Queuetopia’, was widely repeated by journalists and other Conservative politicians like Leo Amery, who contrasted ‘the Conservatives’ idea of Merrie England’ with ‘a drab, dead-level, rationed, utility-clothed, licensed, controlled, directed queuetopia’.17

         

         So the British haven’t always been obsessed with queuing. It’s only recently that this became a central part of our national identity. Nor is the rigid order of the queue as equitable as it appears. Today, especially in the USA, long lines outside polling stations are celebrated every election by some commentators as the essence of democracy in action; to others, however, those queues tell a nefarious story of voter suppression and democratic collapse. Whether it’s the West African reporter Yomi Kazeem describing a Nigerian system of ‘booking’ a spot by 36telling the person in front that you’re waiting then trusting others to point out when it’s your turn;18 or an ingenious Thai photo that went viral of a queue made entirely of shoes, their human occupants sitting barefoot around the side of the room having thus marked their position in line; or another viral photo of Finnish people waiting for a bus in the snow keeping a full person’s-height of space between them: varying cultures around the world have historically taken very different approaches to waiting. Sometimes, strict discipline and steadfast rule-following can be less civilised than a relaxed good-natured agreement. Sometimes, the demand to wait politely has been a way to keep us docile and in our place.

         
            *

         

         Really, then, queuing interests me because of its broader sociopolitical implications. This is a situation where we tend to feel the power of normative expectations intensely, in every inch of our bodies.

         Not sure what I mean? Next time you find yourself in a queue situation, try stepping very slightly out of line to grab something. How far away do you dare move before the contract between you and your fellow queuers breaks? How many seconds of absence are you allowed before the line snaps back into shape without you? I tend to adopt a position like an exaggerated lunge: one foot stretched back as far towards the line as possible to signal my continued place within it, body arched away and arm stretching out towards the thing I need to grab – just to make clear that my commitment to the queue remains constant.

         This seems silly, but performance is an important part of wakimae. I need to show my fellow citizens that I’m able to 37discern and follow this choreographed societal dance. After all, when it comes to queuing, if we aren’t all following roughly the same rules, the controlled crocodile swiftly dissolves into chaos. The power of strangers’ expectations is a force that keeps us very literally in line.

         The other thing that interests me about queuing is the way it seems, on the surface, to be a pretty straightforward procedure. Get in formation. Wait. Move forwards. Repeat. Simple. Yet under the surface it’s actually anything but. When we’re queuing, we need to make a series of complicated subconscious social calculations. How straight does the line need to be to signal that there’s an order to it? If there’s not enough room left to join it, should I wait here or over there? I shouldn’t stand too close to the person in front of me, but I also don’t want to be too far back either. That risks leading to an awkward confrontation – like when someone slips in front and I have to pipe up: ‘Um, sorry, I think I was next?’ But precisely how close is too close, and how far away is not close enough?

         Behavioural researchers have come up with a series of terms to define the varying circles of space that radiate outwards from our bodies. First there’s intimate space, the bubble immediately surrounding us – ‘the distance of love-making and wrestling, comforting and protecting’, which is usually somewhere between 0–46cm, or roughly the width of a standard PC keyboard. Then there’s personal space: around 46–122 cm (about the height of an adult emperor penguin); thereafter, social space: 122–366 cm (exactly the height of two Leonardo DiCaprios placed end to end). Like a Russian doll, these three concentric circles are then enveloped by a 38much bigger sphere: public distance, starting at the far end of our second Leonardo DiCaprio, which is the space beyond.19

         As the (surprisingly large!) range between these numbers suggests, the everyday problem we encounter is that these circles aren’t set in stone. What seems a comfortable social space for one person is, to another, an uncomfortable or even threatening breach of personal space. This calculation varies according to a whole range of factors – our own social situation, gender, neuro(a)typicality, individual upbringing, generation, and so on, as well as who the other person is. Those four circles of space were first defined by the anthropologist Edward T. Hall in his 1966 book The Hidden Dimension. Hall founded the field of ‘proxemics’, studying the ways cultural elements like social demographics, temperature differences, and population densities influence how we interact with one another. He argued, for instance, that in Mediterranean countries like France, the ‘café culture’ enabled by a warmer climate has fostered a series of more relaxed interpersonal norms, with Americans abroad reporting feelings of ‘sensory deprivation’ on their return thanks to the sudden withdrawal of intense eye contact.20 At that same time, a Canadian psychologist called Sidney Jourard was sitting in coffee shops around the world counting the number of times couples touched: in London, zero; in Florida, two; in Paris, 110; and in San Juan, 180.21 This is because France and Puerto Rico are examples of so-called ‘contact cultures’, where people tend to be much more tactile even with casual acquaintances; they also tend to exhibit more expansive hand and arm gestures than those from low-contact cultures. Finally, researchers have even proposed that the sounds of different languages have adapted to their 39environment. As far back as the 1700s, amateur linguists were speculating that people in warm climates tend to have developed language systems that favour an open mouth, while visiting places like Scandinavia you’re more likely to hear clipped guttural sounds. ‘The climate rendered their organs rigid and contracted,’ surmised the Scottish cartographer John Pinkerton in 1789, ‘and cold made them keep their mouths as much shut as possible.’22

         In the second half of this book I explore more deeply the uneasy relationship certain cultures have with our own bodies and those of others. But for now, suffice to say that all this goes some way towards explaining why I, a Brit, may start to feel like an acquaintance is starting to encroach aggressively on my intimate space if they come closer than three-quarters of a metre (the average man’s footstep). Meanwhile, one of my European neighbours to the south might feel like personal space only becomes intimate at around 15cm – not enough room to pass so much as a football in between.

         The COVID-19 pandemic forced us to reconsider the rules of engagement for this new and terrifyingly uncertain world. In some ways, public space became a lot simpler to navigate. Socially distanced meant two metres apart – scientifically verified. But the pandemic also threw into sharp relief the problem of relying on our internal proxemic-o-meter to calculate this. Both national bodies and private citizens began to create new visual codes designed to help people measure how far apart two metres actually is. Grigore Lup, a Romanian cobbler, started producing long leather shoes in a European size 75 (UK size 31) – two metres heel to toe. The BBC created a new Snapchat filter called ‘Two Metre Peter’, which superimposed an image 40of the famously lanky footballer Peter Crouch lying on the ground. In some villages in India it was reportedly made compulsory to carry an opened umbrella when leaving the house, because two umbrellas nearly touching keeps you in a nicely distanced grid. An art gallery in Poland mowed their garden into a checkerboard pattern (long grass for spacing, short grass for sitting). The Riviere Pain bakery in Miyazaki, Japan, produced a range of extra-long baguettes.

         A good way to learn more about social behaviour is to examine what happens during periods of upheaval and change. Whether it was social distancing or wearing masks, this global health disaster showed how differently people from varying social backgrounds experience and make sense of the world. And as Hall hypothesised, when it comes to social space, these variances have always been particularly stark when it comes to how we relate to strangers. A 2017 study comparing forty-two countries found that people in Argentina, Peru, Bulgaria, and Ukraine tend to have the most intimate zones of comfort, happy for strangers to stand at a distance of around just 80–90cm. Meanwhile, for places like Romania, Hungary, Saudi Arabia, and Turkey, that comfortable proximity only begins at 120cm – around the height of Danny DeVito. Anglophone nations like Canada, England, and the US, by contrast, fall somewhere in the middle – around 100cm or so.23 If I can reach out and touch you, and if we both speak English as our first language, then you’re probably standing too close.

         Let’s take a step back. How do we come to learn all this originally? Before the time of Two Metre Peters and very long baguettes, how did we come to know how to behave? 41

         The Rules We’re Not Taught to Follow

         You probably won’t be surprised to hear that a lot of what we know about the world comes from our parents, our immediate communities, and other people close to us. This is what cognitive researchers call ‘top-down learning’, where we’re explicitly taught the rules for social engagement: do this, don’t do that, get your hand out of your pants for goodness’ sake! In every culture in the world, human beings have always handed down wisdom about what it means to live a virtuous life.

         First we had oral traditions, like ‘pourquoi stories’, passed down from generation to generation. Coming from the French for ‘why’, a pourquoi tale is a legend that explains why something is the way it is, like how the leopard got its spots, or where stars came from. We can find examples of these kinds of creation narratives all around the globe: whether it’s in the Indigenous Australian Dreamtime tradition, or the ancient Filipino folk mythologies known as Alamat, or the Mesopotamian poem The Epic of Gilgamesh, which is often considered to be the earliest surviving work of great literature. Carved into soft clay tablets in the Akkadian language then baked, The Epic of Gilgamesh is believed to have been composed around two thousand years before the birth of Christ and tells the story of Gilgamesh, the eponymous demigod ruler of the Mesopotamian city-state Uruk, who abuses his citizens and is punished for it. The goddess Aruru creates a man named Enkidu to challenge Gilgamesh. Enkidu is the original wild man of literature: a prototypical ‘unworldly innocent with animal characteristics’, who throughout the epic becomes gradually tamed and assimilated into civilisation.24 42

         The purpose of mythology like this has always been to help guide societies in their quest to understand the world, and to figure out what it means to be an ‘ideal’ human being within it. Whether it’s Gilgamesh’s Enkidu, or Ṛṣyaśṛṅga in the Sanskrit epic Mahābhārata, or Adam and Eve in the Christian Bible, one way to do this has been to depict characters making that journey from a (simultaneously romanticised and terrifying) State of Nature to civilised humanity. From ancient epics to religious tracts, enduring societies around the world have been built on this kind of morality tale, which tends to offer useful advice about how we might live together better – often through depicting imperfect humans undergoing punishment, then amending their deviant behaviour to bring it in line with normative expectations.

         Later on, we can see those tentative guidelines for human cooperation being crystallised into formal treaties and legal documents. In 1215 there was the signing of the Magna Carta, which mandated that every citizen – even the king! – should be bound by a common law. Around the same time, the Haudenosaunee Confederacy** confirmed their Great Law of Peace, binding together the nations of Indigenous North America into the world’s longest lasting participatory democracy. This agreement was detailed not on paper but via wampum (shell) beads strung together, and is often known as the very first constitution. So that societal impulse to produce formalised guidelines for mutual cooperation has been going on for an extremely long time.

         43We’ll come back to all this later. But for now, the important thing to understand is that it’s not just official legalese and religious mandates and other formalised codes of conduct that tell us how to act. We’re just as guided by the ideals we’ve internalised about who we are, who we should be, and how we should behave. We are hugely influenced, in other words, by things that go beyond words – by the unspoken, the tacit, and the implied.

         
            *

         

         Every second of every day, our marvellous human bodies are churning away on our behalf, carrying out hundreds of respiratory and digestive and nervous functions of which our conscious minds are largely unaware. Right now, as you’re reading this chapter, your digestive system is busy pulverising the food you ate earlier. Your lungs are stripping the air of oxygen, passing it to your heart to pound around your body before returning it to the atmosphere as carbon dioxide. Thousands of times per second, your nerves are sending efferent signals†† to your muscles to tell them to make tiny microadjustments – ‘tighten muscle X a bit! Rotate joint Y a fraction of a millimetre!’ – just to keep you stable and in one place.25

         As an asthmatic child, I grew intimately familiar with the feeling of suddenly, horribly being forced to pay attention to the laborious process of drawing air in and out of my body: an automatic process that my body usually handled for me, 44without need for effort or thought. This is what’s called a closed-loop system. For the most part, these kinds of physical signals pass between our brains and our bodies without our conscious mind needing even to notice it’s happening. 

         It’s not that we can’t draw these things into our sphere of attention, of course. We can always choose to notice, to actively pay attention: to say, ‘Hey, brain, stop for a second and think about all the tiny bones and joints and nerves in your clenched hand, working together to keep this book or digital device grasped between your fingers, firmly enough not to let it slip through, but not so hard you damage it. Do you feel that? Amazing!’ It’s just that for most nondisabled people, most of the time, our physical systems tend to take care of themselves.

         The same kind of thing is happening with our cognitive processes, too. In 1974, the Austrian economist Friedrich A. Hayek won a Nobel Prize for his theories about ‘spontaneous order’ – the understanding that human cooperation is the evolutionary result of our ability to constantly make tiny social adjustments between ourselves and others. Just as my bones, muscles, and nervous system are unconsciously cooperating to keep an object gripped steadily in my hand, I’m also constantly observing and making minuscule adaptations to my behaviour in order to minimise interpersonal friction – often without even realising I am doing so at all.

         It’s tempting to assume that our rational minds act as a kind of conscious command centre, purposefully and knowingly modifying our behaviour at all times to keep us in line with sets of clearly defined rules. But of course that’s only part of the picture. As Hayek pointed out, we’re also constantly following rules of which we’re not even aware. Those 45constant adjustments of our behaviours are what Hayek calls ‘a supra-conscious mechanism’ – something that ‘operates on the contents of consciousness’, and of which we can therefore make ourselves aware if we need to, but which generally passes beneath our conscious radar.26

         Here’s my top-five list of personal supra-conscious rules:

         
            Internalised Rule Number 1

            That moment when someone tells me their name and I don’t catch it the first time, so I have to ask them to repeat it. How many goes do you get? My internal limit is three – absolutely no more.

            ‘Hi, I’m Rhmmphh, nice to meet you.’

            ‘Sorry, I didn’t catch that.’

            ‘I’m Mhrrrimpf.’

            ‘Come again?’

            ‘Fwwnfft!’

            ‘Lovely to meet you.’

            Internalised Rule Number 2

            That moment when I walk into a shop and realise I’ve forgotten my wallet. Even if nobody’s watching, I still have to engage in an elaborate silent performance: slapping my forehead in dismay, patting down my pockets like I’m frisking myself at the airport, and making a self-deprecating grimace that clearly signals ‘Silly me! I’d lose my head if it weren’t screwed on.’

            Internalised Rule Number 3

            That moment when I bid an acquaintance goodbye, and then we both turn to walk the same way down the street. I’ve 46developed the highly graceful manoeuvre of converting my initial turning motion into a 180-degree pirouette, walking in the opposite direction for a moment, then hiding in a doorway. Two minutes should do it. There – now I’m free to go.

            Internalised Rule Number 4

            I will never eat the last biscuit on a plate. Never. Can’t do it. In the US, that one lonely piece of food is called the Minnesota Morsel. In the UK we could henceforth call it the Tonbridge Titbit. Spread the word.

            Internalised Rule Number 5

            When writing a list of rules, always make sure to end on a multiple of five.

         

         Just like my relationship with queuing, these specific examples are all, of course, quintessentially connected to my own upbringing (and also they stopped being supra-conscious when I wrote them down …). You’ve probably got your own – in which case I’d love to hear them! In fact, this entire book could have been devoted to spotlighting varying cultural cues and behavioural norms around the world – but happily, other people have done this for us already. In Multicultural Manners, for example, Norine Dresser describes a whole range of cultural practices, from marriage traditions to educational norms, and how these vary from nation to nation. When greeting others, for example, in places like India, Sri Lanka, Bangladesh, and Thailand the custom is to hold one’s hands together ‘in a prayerlike position and nod’; in Mediterranean countries like France, Spain, Italy, and Portugal the norm is often to kiss on both cheeks; in Latino/a cultures 47‘the abrazo is commonplace – friends embrace and simultaneously pat each other on the back’;27 while the Māori people of Aotearoa use the hongi, pressing together noses and foreheads to share each other’s breath.28 In the late 2000s, the banking corporation HSBC launched a big branding initiative calling itself the ‘world’s local bank’, spearheaded by a series of adverts demonstrating other cultural differences in behavioural norms – like how in the USA holding up your palm is an innocent hand gesture meaning ‘stop’, but in Greece it’s the equivalent of raising the middle finger.

         This is why, when we go abroad, we’ll probably need a guide to the local dos and don’ts if we want to fit in. But growing up embedded within a specific culture means gaining much of our behavioural knowledge from immersion, so that these behaviours seem simply like the obvious right way to be. In his 1890 book The Laws of Imitation, French sociologist Gabriel Tarde argued that imitation is ‘the essence of the social’: that because human beings are an imitative species, learning from copying one another, we take our cues from others around us. Did you ever see that adorable viral video of the cat who grew up on a horse farm and trotted everywhere like he was doing feline dressage? It’s called a norm because, when we see others in our social group behaving a certain way, it usually feels normal to behave like that ourselves.

         No instruction manual on the planet could ever be detailed enough to specify the exact right thing to do in every single possible social interaction; that would be like the longest choose-your-own-adventure story in the world. Laws, holy books, etiquette pamphlets, peace treaties, and other formal guides: all these things are important, of course. All this writing 48gives us a kind of instructive frame for how we’re supposed to behave. But that’s really just an outline. Because at the same time as we’re learning through top-down instruction, we’re also picking up many more acquired behaviours via ‘implicit learning’. This is like how babies learn to speak – ‘What do you call this? A ba-na-na. Baa-naa-naa. Can you say ba-na-na?’ That’s the instructional bit. The real heavy lifting, though, happens through immersion: instinctually absorbing the words we hear into our brains, knowledge acquired independently of awareness.

         ‘Say ba-na-na … Baa-naa-naa … Oh for fuck’s sake never mind.’

         ‘Fuh say!’

         ‘… Oh no.’

         As for the rest of the picture, we’ve mostly had to piece it together for ourselves.

         
            *

         

         Looking back to queuing offers a neat example of how this behavioural immersion works in practice. We may well learn the overarching terms via direct instruction from an authority figure, like a parent or teacher. Stand in line! Stop fidgeting! No, darling, stop licking that nice woman’s handbag! But for the nitty-gritty specifics – like the precise millimetre at which an acceptable standing distance borders on the criminal – we’ve probably had to pick up these culturally determined details via immersive osmosis. It’s incredible to think about, really: my body as a finely tuned receptor, feeling its way instinctively through the social maze. As Hayek pointed out, the most fundamental rules of the game are those supra-conscious ones: the rules that are beyond our capacity to recognise, that we’ve 49absorbed into ourselves without even noticing, and that help us to successfully navigate natural uncertainties in all kinds of situations. It’s a kind of social autopilot. And like most automatic processes, we only tend to notice them when things go haywire.

         
            *

         

         Most people have probably experienced that sickly sensation when your internal social navigation system malfunctions, and you get it slightly wrong. It’s like the time my husband Tom and I stripped back the carpet in the bedroom of our first house and restored the original floorboards. For the next few weeks, every time I got out of bed I felt a sudden sharp jolt in my stomach, as my foot carried on falling through the inch of space where I’d expected the carpet to be.

         In French, the phrase faux pas literally means ‘false step’. This is a great description of how it feels to make a social mistake. It’s that specific kind of excruciating interaction when you suddenly realise you’ve misread the situation and followed the wrong social script, but it’s too late to get the interaction back on track.

         
            Like the time I was buying a sandwich in the supermarket, and the cashier asked me if I’d like a drink. ‘Sorry, I’m married,’ I said. ‘It’s a meal deal,’ he replied. I cringed so much I swear my heart stopped beating for a while.

            Or the time my boss called me on the intercom to ask if I was free to answer a question. I mixed up ‘go ahead’ and ‘fire away’ and told him to ‘go away’, then I cringed myself a redundancy letter out of thin air. 50

            Or the time in a theatre when the woman checking my coat held out her hand, and instead of handing over my jacket I reached out my own hand and shook it. That time I cringed so hard I pulverised my own bones.

         

         … You know what I mean. The kind of memory you tend to be reminded of out of the blue, at 3 a.m., when your own personal blooper reel starts playing on loop. That’s a faux pas.

         And they feel so terrible because, on the whole, we’re programmed to want to fit in. The fear of breaking supra-conscious rules is so strong that the ‘the faux pas test’ has been used since the 1990s as a key measure to help doctors diagnose neurodivergences such as autism or conditions like dementia.29 Neurodivergent people, studies have claimed, are more likely to make and less able to detect faux pas than neurotypical people. Meanwhile, autistic scholars have pointed out that this research is often dehumanising, arguing persuasively that autistic people are generally extremely good at following rules as long as their purpose and parameters are clear. In fact, it’s the neurotypical tendency to see forthright communication as a rude faux pas which is the real societal problem, and the world would be better for everyone if allistic people could only unlearn the unnecessary expectation of shrouding direct truths within pointless politesse.30 Debates like this notwithstanding, though, the wheels of interpersonal harmony overall are greased by the general ability to read one another’s cues, make minute adjustments accordingly, and figure it out as we go along. Tacit knowledge, internalised codes of conduct, deep-rooted expectations for ourselves and other people: those are the things which are directing most 51of our behaviour most of the time. These are the threads that bind us together. They can be surprisingly hard to break.

         How to Be Together

         When the Founding Fathers were establishing America’s First Principles, they were heavily inspired by contractualist philosophers like Thomas Hobbes, who believed that if left ungoverned we’d inexorably devolve back to barbaric brutality. In his ‘hopeful history’ Humankind, Rutger Bregman calls this the ‘veneer theory’ of civilisation: the idea that at any time we are all just one small step (or one big humanitarian disaster) away from letting the mask slip and becoming overwhelmed by our baser instincts, the animal within breaking loose from its cage. It’s a common philosophical belief that human nature is inherently self-motivated, and can only be held together by fear – of the monarchy, of government, of the legal system, of the Church, of the police. This is a big mistake. Drawing on sociological evidence from the infamous Stanford Prison Experiment to Hurricane Katrina, Bregman gives us a much more optimistic picture of humanity. We may be prone to moments of unimaginably horrific brutality, but fundamentally we’re more disposed to trust one another than we are to harm. The horror, Bregman tells us, is the exception. Not the rule.31 This is thanks to the social contract.

         Looking around the globe, we have seen already that even totally stateless societies have developed their own versions: norms and traditions designed to encourage behaviours deemed communally beneficial and to discourage deviance. We carry those rules of engagement around inside us; we feel them in our 52bones and embedded underneath our skin; we walk around in the world carrying the weight of society on our shoulders, an inbuilt sense of ‘what we owe to each other’, as the philosopher T. M. Scanlon (and the TV show The Good Place) famously asked,32 and what we can reasonably expect in return.

         This is an idea that has reverberated around the world for the past eleven thousand years, and which is summed up beautifully by the Xhosa philosophy Ubuntu ungamntu ngabanye abantu as well as its Zulu version Umuntu ngumuntu ngabanye abantu. Meaning: ‘A person is a person through other people.’33 That’s why so many citizens came together during the COVID-19 outbreak to communally redesign social space with a new visual language of helpful prompts; that’s why the world has by and large done away with the supreme authority of absolute monarchy; and that’s why you’ll rarely see a queue monitor guarding every single supermarket checkout line. Because humanity, on balance, is more cooperative than it is combative. Our expectations for one another are usually enough to keep us roughly in line. We’re living in a society. It’s not fear that’s been keeping us together, but faith.

         
            *

         

         And all this is very nice and wholesome and hopeful. Except for one thing. You may perhaps have noticed, reading this chapter, how I’ve sprinkled in little qualifiers here and there. Generally speaking. Most of us. More often than not. Most of the time.

         Lurking beneath the idea of ‘behavioural norms’ is an uncomfortable truth. That idea of ‘normative’ behaviour is, in and of itself, fundamentally flawed. At university I teach a class on conflicting value systems, helping my undergraduate 53students to uncover the layers of history and sociality and biopolitics that have together coalesced to position certain bodies and behaviours as normal, and others as just that: other. The very first thing I show my class is a series of slides:

         
	A Google Images search for the word ‘relationship’ depicting solely heterosexual couples.

            	A photo of a stairwell with the inspirational quotation: ‘There’s no elevator to success, you have to take the stairs.’ (What if you need mobility aids? You fail, I guess.)

            	Another photo, this time of a wheelchair ramp that zigzags its way impossibly back and forth across a shallow incline, requiring (I counted!) no fewer than twelve 180-degree turns to traverse a walking distance of about twelve metres.

            	A meme illustrating the ‘double empathy problem’, which is a model developed to reimagine the breakdown of understanding between autistic and allistic people as a two-way process of miscommunication; to fix it, both sides need to do empathy work to accommodate the other’s communication styles, rather than assuming deficiency on the part of the autistic community alone.

            	Another Google Image screenshot, this time for the phrase ‘unprofessional hair’: a search which made headlines a few years ago for offering up row after row of Black women with their hair worn naturally as it comes out of their heads, or else beautifully braided in traditional styles.

            	Finally, a picture of a crash-test dummy based on an ‘average’ frame, which is to say the frame of an average 54man, which was used to test cars up until 2011, leaving women 47 per cent more likely to die in a crash.

         

Our gender, our ethnicity, our religion, our social class, our sexuality, our body type, our place of birth and current place of residence, whether we’re disabled or nondisabled, neurodivergent or neurotypical, cis or trans, and every combination thereof … Like it or not, all these factors still – at least to some degree – affect the way we experience, make sense of, and engage with one another within the world. My husband went to a posh all-boys school and he told me how, around the same time as they decided to open the college up to girls, they started cladding the glass stairs with steel panels. He couldn’t understand why. Then he saw his new classmates wearing skirts, and he looked upwards and figured it out. So when we’re talking about ‘normative’ bodies and identities, the question we need to ask is for whom have social life and public space been specifically designed to fit, like the most expensive bespoke suit in the world. We cannot keep avoiding the inconvenient fact that the world has historically been organised with only a narrow slice of all of us in mind.

         In the rest of this book, we’ll be taking a closer look at the social contract in order to think more carefully about who the winners and losers have tended to be in that so-called game of life. As the example of my queue-lunge demonstrates, behavioural expectations are constructed and maintained through social performances: literally, through the way we act. And the ability to be seen to act in the ‘right way’ has historically been determined according to able-bodied, neurotypical, cis-heteronormative, white-supremacist, patriarchal assumptions. 55

         Understanding this is to begin to pay attention to the inequities of being together, out there in the world. Who gets to be seen as ‘normal’ within varying social situations, and who gets marked out as ‘other’? Who gets to take up space and in what ways? Which strangers do we instinctively want to trust, and whom do we instinctually fear? Who can walk down the street holding hands and pass unnoticed and who can’t? Who wheels the shopping trolley aside reflexively, and who stands still? Who is made to feel like they don’t belong at that library or in that coffee shop? Who disproportionately gets watched, judged, and policed? How can we be together better?

         
            *

         

         This book isn’t a relationship guide. Or rather, it’s not a guide to romantic love; plenty more books exist that can tell you how to get the one you love to love you. I’ve been with my husband since I was nineteen years old, but still I wouldn’t dare advise anyone on how to live with a partner harmoniously. Nor am I able to tell you how to forge platonic connections: how to influence friends and win people over, so to speak. Instead this book is about the way we interrelate with strangers at the moment we meet them – both out there in the world and online. It’s about how we judge other people, and what happens when we try to control other people’s behaviour, and how we negotiate our place within our shared social world. It’s about how to reach a richer, deeper, kinder mode of coexistence, and what’s been stopping us from getting there. 56

         
            * This list of inventions is, unbelievably enough and to the best of my knowledge, in chronological order. According to Wikipedia, anyway.

            † Not the composer; the big slobbery St Bernard from the kids’ movie.

            ‡ By which I mean I’ve never seen an episode in its entirety. I’ve obviously seen little snippets – usually because I’ve just said the words ‘I’ve never seen Seinfeld’ near my smartphone or a man at a party, at which point both start frantically trying to recommend me clips.

            § Socrates’ real crime, though, was probably how annoying he was. The ‘Socratic method’ of education raised the ire of powerful Athenians by teaching bored wealthy kids to use questions to puncture their parents’ belief in their superior knowledge of the world: a technique perfected by four-year-olds worldwide ever since. Mummy, what are shadows made of? What does the Milky Way taste like? Who invented bees? Why are you banging your head on the table like that? Mummy? Mummy? Mum? One study found that mothers in particular are hit with a machine-gun fire of three hundred questions per day. Suddenly that hemlock juice isn’t looking so bad.

            ¶ Picture three hundred kindergarteners lustily singing ‘Pull down your pants and fertilise the plants in an English country garden!’ and you’ll get the idea.

            || Rationing only ended in Britain in 1954.

            ** Meaning ‘People of the Long House’, the Haudenosaunee were imperially named by the French the ‘Iroquois Confederacy’, and were originally made up of the five nations of the Cayugas, Mohawks, Oneidas, Onondagas, and Senecas.

            †† ‘Efferent signals’ are those which are sent by your brain to your body to tell it to perform a reflex, like flinching. In the opposite direction, you also have sensors in your bodies that register outside stimuli, like the heat of a saucepan, and that then send this information via ‘afferent signals’ to your brain.
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