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Preface


In this book I examine optimism in what Schopenhauer called its ‘wicked’ or ‘unscrupulous’ (bedenkenlos) form, and show the place of pessimism in restoring balance and wisdom to the conduct of human affairs. I don’t go along with Schopenhauer’s comprehensive gloom, or with the philosophy of renunciation that he derived from it. I have no doubt that St Paul was right to recommend faith, hope and love (agape) as the virtues that order life to the greater good. But I have no doubt too that hope, detached from faith and untempered by the evidence of history, is a dangerous asset, and one that threatens not only those who embrace it, but all those within range of their illusions.


At first, the old myth tells us, the only mortals on earth were men, to whom Prometheus brought fire in defiance of Zeus. In revenge Zeus ordered the creation of the first woman, who was given in marriage to Prometheus’s brother. Her name was Pandora – the all-giving one. And as a wedding gift Zeus gave her a box, instructing her never to open it. Giving way to her curiosity at last, she opened the box, releasing into the world death, disease, despair, malice, old age, hatred, violence, war and all the other evils that we know. Pandora closed the box at once, and one gift remained inside – the gift of hope: the only remedy, but also the final scourge.


My concern, in the first instance, is with certain fallacies that seem to justify hope, or at least to make disappointment bearable. My examples come from many areas, but they share a common characteristic, which is that they show, at the heart of the unscrupulous optimist’s vision, a mistake that is so blindingly obvious that only someone in the grip of self-deception could have overlooked it. It is against this self-deception that pessimism is directed. A study of the uses of pessimism will reveal a most interesting feature of human nature, which is that obvious errors are the hardest to rectify. They may involve mistakes of reasoning; but their cause lies deeper than reason, in emotional needs that will defend themselves with every weapon to hand rather than relinquish the comfort of their easily won illusions. One of my purposes is to trace these emotional needs to their prehistoric source, and to show that civilization is always threatened from below, by patterns of belief and emotion that may once have been useful to our species, but that are useful no longer.


The belief that human beings can either foresee the future or control it to their own advantage ought not to have survived an attentive reading of the Iliad, still less of the Old Testament. The fact that it did so is a sober reminder that the argument of this book is entirely futile. You may enjoy it and agree with it, but it will have no influence whatsoever on those whom it calls to account. The irrationalities that I explore are, as the neuronerds put it, ‘hard-wired’ in the human cortex, and not to be countered by anything so gentle as an argument.


The theme of the collective unreason of mankind is not new, and you might wonder whether there is anything to be added to the great survey that the Scottish poet Charles Mackay published in 1852, entitled Extraordinary Popular Delusions and the Madness of Crowds. Mackay’s study of prophecies, superstitions, witchhunts and crusades is a grim reminder that all the things that he sardonically describes have continued in the same frequency and to worse effect since his book was published. Mackay felt that mankind had at last entered a period of scientific knowledge, in which crowds would allow themselves to be corrected by the experts whom previously they had preferred to burn at the stake. Nothing could have been further from the truth. The great crowd movements of communism, Nazism and fascism, in which false hopes were to transform themselves into marching armies, had yet to appear over the horizon. And the rise of the scientific expert did little more than rebrand the witch-hunts and genocides of the twentieth century as rational decisions, for which science had shown the need. The ‘liquidation of the kulaks’ was justified by ‘Marxist science’, the racist doctrines of the Nazis were proposed as scientific eugenics, the ‘Great Leap Forward’ of Mao Zedong was held to be no more than an application of the proven laws of history. Of course the science was phony; but that merely shows that, when unreason triumphs, it does so in the name of reason.


In a more recent study, Scared to Death, Christopher Booker and Richard North have examined the panics that have swept across the civilized world in the last two decades. These panics show the other side of unscrupulous optimism: the equally unscrupulous pessimism that comes when false hope is deflated. All of them – from the hysterical belief that two million British people were about to die from the human variant of mad cow disease, to the apocalyptic vision of global warming, from the fear that all the world’s computers would shut down at the millennium, to the campaigns against lead in petrol and passive smoking – have been presented as ‘science’. And all of them have ignored evidence and argument in favour of a preordained conclusion, accepted because it gives direction and force to a mass movement of the righteous, assembled to cast out the devil from our midst. Those who question or resist are singled out as scapegoats; witchhunts of the sceptics go hand in hand with adoration of the heroes such as Al Gore who are pointing the way to salvation. And when the panic is over the crowd disperses, having achieved neither relief nor self-knowledge, but merely the readiness for another scare.


In two other recent studies – How Mumbo-Jumbo Conquered the World by Francis Wheen, and Intellectual Impostures by Alan Sokal and Jean Bricmont – indignant intellectuals have pointed to the ways in which nonsense has taken up residence in the heart of public debate and also in the academy. This nonsense is part of the huge fund of unreason on which the plans and schemes of the optimists draw for their vitality. Nonsense confiscates meaning. It thereby puts truth and falsehood, reason and unreason, light and darkness on an equal footing. It is a blow cast in defence of intellectual freedom, as the optimists construe it, namely the freedom to believe anything at all, provided you feel better for it.


Some of my observations are indeed anticipated by those estimable authors. But my purpose differs from theirs. My theme is less the ‘madding crowd’ than the scheming individual: the one who, troubled by the imperfect prescriptions contained in custom, common sense and law, looks to another kind of future, in which those old ways of compromise are no longer required. Unscrupulous optimists believe that the difficulties and disorders of humankind can be overcome by some large-scale adjustment: it suffices to devise a new arrangement, a new system, and people will be released from their temporary prison into a realm of success. When it comes to helping others, therefore, all their efforts are put into the abstract scheme for human improvement, and none whatsoever into the personal virtue that might enable them to play the small part that it is given to humans to play in bettering the lot of their fellows. Hope, in their frame of mind, ceases to be a personal virtue, tempering griefs and troubles, teaching patience and sacrifice, and preparing the soul for agape. Instead it becomes a mechanism for turning problems into solutions and grief into exultation, without pausing to study the accumulated evidence of human nature, which tells us that the only improvement that lies within our control is the improvement of ourselves.


I have benefited greatly over the years from discussions with Bob Grant, who read an early draft of this book and made many useful criticisms and suggestions. My thanks go also to those who have set an example, by following the rule of agape, striving to love people as human beings without hoping that they will turn into something else. I single out Gladys Sweeney and her students at the Institute for the Psychological Sciences, Ian Christie, Jonathan Ruffer, Helena Pechoučková, my sister Elizabeth, and above all my wife Sophie, who has had a particularly hard case to deal with, and yet who still manages to smile.


Sperryville, Virginia, May 2009.




ONE


The First-Person Future


Every scientific advance is welcomed by those who see a use for it, and usually deplored by those who don’t. History does not record the protests that surrounded the invention of the wheel. But it certainly records the protests that surrounded the invention of the railways. For the great critic and social philosopher John Ruskin the railways were a ruthless assault on rural tranquillity; they destroyed the sense of place, they uprooted settled communities, they overran the countryside with steel-clad ugliness and urban sprawl. They set us all in motion, when the true point of human life is to stay quietly where we are. They were, in short, the end of civilization as Ruskin knew it.1


Yet how quaint does Ruskin’s cry of heartfelt protest now seem. Oddly enough, the railways of England were built according to designs influenced through and through by his writings, and in particular by Stones of Venice; they are looked back on now with intense nostalgia, as symbols of peace, place and distance. One of the most famous invocations of rural settlement in English – ‘Adlestrop’ by the poet Edward Thomas – describes a tranquil country railway station viewed from a train. And campaigners against automobiles propose the railways as their ideal of a safe, environmentally friendly and aesthetically pleasing link from place to place across a continent.


Ruskin’s protest against the railways has lost its persuasive force. But it illustrates an important and recurring theme in the annals of human progress. For Ruskin, the railways threatened one of the fixed points in our moral universe, which is the earth itself – earth that provides the food we eat, the water we drink and the stones with which we build; earth that creates the distances between us, and also the comfort of settling side by side. When we build we must treat the land as a place of settlement, into which our lives are harmlessly slotted like those of fish in the sea. In a similar vein contemporary environmentalists complain that, by exploiting the earth for our ephemeral purposes, we treat as a mere means what should be respected as an end: we meddle with something that should be a fixed point for us, the place at which our self-centred experiments stop. Like Ruskin, the modern pessimist is urging us to consider what happens to us when old constraints are removed, old limitations abolished, and an old way of confronting the world replaced by an illusion of mastery.


In his novel Erewhon, published in 1872, Samuel Butler describes an imaginary country in which all machines are forbidden. The inhabitants had once availed themselves of watches, steam engines, mechanical pumps and hoists, and all the other devices that could be admired in the great Exhibitions of Victorian England. But, unlike Butler’s Victorian contemporaries, they had perceived the terrible danger that these things represent. Machines, they realized, were always improving. Never for one moment did they take a step backwards into imperfections that they had surpassed.2 Always the next machine was better, more versatile and more adapted to its uses than the last. Inevitably, therefore, the process of improvement would continue, until machines had no need of humans at all – until they were able to produce and reproduce themselves. At that point, like all creatures obedient to the law of evolution, the machines would be locked in a life-and-death struggle with their competitors. And their only competitor would be man. Hence, foreseeing that the machines would otherwise destroy them, the inhabitants of Erewhon had destroyed the machines.


The fear of the Erewhonians was not absurd: it had been anticipated by the machine-smashing Luddites of early nineteenth-century England, and was to return with twentieth-century agrarians like Hugh Massingham, Gustave Thibon and Wendell Berry. But its premise was unconvincing – at least to Butler’s readers. The idea of a self-reproducing machine seemed, to most of them, a mere literary fantasy. Yet sixty years later Aldous Huxley published Brave New World, the portrait of another imaginary country, in which humans are produced as machines are produced, according to specifications laid down by official policy. Intelligence, interests, pleasures and pains are all controlled, either genetically or by subsequent conditioning, and all those aspects of the human psyche in which eccentricities, commitments, deep emotions and old-fashioned virtues might take root, are deliberately prevented from forming. And if humans can be produced as machines are produced, in factories controlled by humans, why cannot machines be produced as humans are now produced, by self-reproduction?


Huxley’s visionary future was a major advance on Butler’s, since it engaged with what was actually happening in the surrounding world. Since 1931, when the book was published, advances in genetics, robotics and computer science have brought us face to face with the possibility that human beings might escape the limitations by which their lives have hitherto been circumscribed. The ‘posthuman’ future promises enhanced bodily and mental powers, immunity to disease and decay, even the conquest of death. And many argue that we have no choice but to embrace this condition: it will happen anyway, if only because biological science and medical technology are both moving in that direction. Why not learn to control the future, lest it should end, as in Huxley’s dystopia, by controlling us? A new kind of optimist has therefore emerged, advocating a transformed human being who will emerge from the million years of man’s incompetence to stuff the disasters back in Pandora’s box.


In a celebrated play, The Makropulos Case, turned into an opera by Janáček, Karel Čapek explores the psyche of a woman who has inherited the elixir of eternal life and survived for 400 years, enjoying many times over the things at which human beings aim: pleasure, power, influence and love. And all these things have staled with repetition, her heart has hardened to every natural affection, and – being immortal – she looks on the frailty and need of her mortal lovers with an attitude of cold and cynical disgust. Her life is loveless, not because she cannot be offered love, but because she cannot receive it. All giving, all surrender, all sacrifice have vanished from her psyche, and only the empty lust for longevity remains. Suddenly realizing the depth of her unhappiness, she resolves to abandon the elixir and to let death have its prize. And in that moment she becomes human again, and lovable.


The moral made explicit in The Makropulos Case is implicit in art and literature down the centuries. Poetry, drama, portraiture and music show us that mortality is inextricably woven into the human scheme of things: that our virtues and our loves are the virtues and loves of dying creatures; that everything that leads us to cherish one another, to sacrifice ourselves, to make sublime and heroic gestures, is predicated on the assumption that we are vulnerable and transient, with only a fleeting claim on the things of this world. On such grounds Leon Kass, the American biologist and philosopher, has argued for what he calls the ‘blessings of finitude’ – for the intimate connection between the things that we value, and the fleetingness of life.3


All such reflections are dismissed by the advocates of the posthuman future. Ray Kurzweil, their most vocal spokesman, has predicted the emergence forty years hence of a ‘singularity’, a point at which technology will have advanced so far that human nature will be transcended.4 The resulting ‘transhuman’ species will be the product of its own decisions, enjoying powers that no mere human has ever known. Kurzweil himself is an example, ebulliently advancing towards his future enhancement as the Übermensch, his computer-generated avatars sweeping before him into the furthest reaches of cyber-space. In one of Kurzweil’s scenarios the world is saved from self-replicating nano-robots by a computer-screen avatar named Ramona. And Kurzweil registers neither alarm nor discontent at the thought of a world in which man’s future has been bequeathed in this way to his own fictional creations. In that happy time people will be indistinguishable from the information contained in their brains, which could be immortalized in some benign central computer, to be downloaded into whatever cyborg might give it another go.


Huxley’s anticipation of the effects of contraception and genetic engineering was amazingly prescient. But it did not prepare us for the transhumanists, for whom all the unsettling developments of recent technology are advances in science that only pig-headedness will prevent from being advances in freedom, happiness and power. Huxley and Čapek sought to show that the most important source of human value, and the thing that more than anything else justifies our being around for a while, is the capacity for love. Yet this capacity might be the first casualty of the transhuman world. For it will be a world in which human beings are without the need for those who love them while they are living and who grieve over them when they are dead.


While the worries of the pessimists remain the same, the advances that give rise to them change. Relationships, tranquillity, trust and love were jeopardized, Ruskin thought, by the railways; the same things were threatened, according to Butler, by the machines; Huxley wished to protect love and trust from sexual freedom and genetic engineering; Čapek saw the need to protect them from longevity, and therefore from medical progress; and the pessimists today see love and trust as the first casualties of the internet. Each spurt of optimism flies off in a new direction. And each time the call is made to respect the boundaries and the constraints without which love and trust will die.


Each time, moreover, the brave new worlds come nearer to the reality that inspires them. Kurzweil’s, many think, is almost upon us, as the world-wide web threads its filaments into every human brain. In Kurzweil’s future people morph into avatars, who peer at each other from the arctic vacancy of cyber-space. This is already happening, as we know from Facebook, MySpace and Second Life. By placing a screen between ourselves and others, while retaining control over what appears on it, we avoid the real encounter – forbidding to others the power and the freedom to challenge us in our deeper nature and to call on us here and now to take responsibility for ourselves and for them.


The sphere of freedom is one of responsibility, in which people pay for their freedoms by accounting for their use. The cyber-world therefore reminds us that freedom is as much threatened as it is enhanced by the new technologies. Although freedom is an exercise of the ‘I’, it comes into being through the ‘we’; it cannot be assumed that people will still achieve freedom in a world where the ‘we’ is merely imagined and relationships and attachments no longer exist. Freedom in Huxley’s dystopia was no more than the illusion of freedom; and with the loss of freedom came the loss of commitment and the loss of love. The transhumanists cheerfully promise a future like Huxley’s, in which freedom, love and commitment disappear, but in which their loss can never be noticed by the new race of transhuman supernerds.


But freedom, love and commitment are essential to our projects. It is another dystopian work of fiction that made the point most powerfully, and long before Butler. When Mary Shelley envisaged the creation of Frankenstein’s lonely monster, she saw that, if the monster was to be a human replica, it would have to be like us in other ways than its physical appearance and its animal life. It would have to be capable of hope and despair, admiration and contempt, love and hate. And in her story the monster became evil, as you or I might become evil, not because he was made that way, but because he searched the world for love and never found it. As we might put it, programmed into the monster were those moral capacities and emotional needs that are the core of human freedom. It is not that Frankenstein had to implant into the monster some peculiar spark of transcendence so as to endow it with free choice. With speech comes reason, with reason accountability, and with accountability all those emotions and states of mind that are the felt reality of freedom.


In the conflict between the optimists and the dystopians we therefore encounter a deeper dispute concerning the place of the future in our thinking. As a rational agent I see the world as a theatre of action in which I and my goals take a central place. I act to increase my power, to acquire the means to realize my objectives, to bring others to my side and to work with them to overcome the obstacles that thwart me. This ‘I’ attitude is implanted deep in the psyche. The ‘I’ reaches out to the future and asserts its prerogative. It is infinite in ambition and recognizes no limits, but only obstacles. In emergencies the ‘I’ takes command, and seizes whatever can enhance its power or amplify its scope. Whatever human ingenuity can discover it will happily put to its use, weighing the cost and the benefit, but regarding nothing as immovably fixed, and no obstacle as anything more than an obstacle. The optimist will therefore venture boldly into cyber-space, as into the world of genetic engineering, seeing opportunities to enhance the power and scope of the individual, and careless of the constants that, in the end, we depend upon, if anything at all is to make sense to us. Thus it is that Mustapha Mond, in Huxley’s fiction, praises the world that he controls – one in which all obstacles to happiness, human nature included, have been removed, and in which all desires are satisfied, since the desire and the thing desired are manufactured together. And yet this world is one that does not contain us, and from which we turn away in apprehension. And the same is true of the cyber-world of Kurzweil, a world consciously created as an illusion, purchased at the cost of the only things we really value.


Behind all our projects, like a horizon against which they are projected, is another and quite different attitude. I am aware that I belong to a kind, and that kind has a place in nature. I am also aware that I depend upon others in countless ways that make it imperative to seek their approval. Whereas the ‘I’ attitude seeks change and improvement, overcoming the challenges presented by nature, the ‘we’ attitude seeks stasis and accommodation, in which we are at one with each other and with the world. Things that threaten our need for adaptation, by entirely destroying our environment, by undermining human nature, or by eroding the conditions under which free cooperation is possible, awaken in us a profound sense of unease, even of sacrilege. The ‘we’ attitude recognizes limits and constraints, boundaries that we cannot transgress and that create the frame that gives meaning to our hopes. Moreover, it stands back from the goals of the ‘I’, is prepared to renounce its purposes, however precious, for the sake of the long-term benefits of love and friendship. It takes a negotiating posture towards the other, and seeks to share not goals but constraints. It is finite in ambition and easily deflected; and it is prepared to trade increases in power and scope for the more rewarding goods of social affection.


The optimist will protest that human nature does not stand still. Even without genetic engineering and virtual reality, the ‘I’ attitude restlessly pursues the path of invention, and in so doing radically changes the focus and the goal of human conduct. Human nature is plastic, and it did not need biotechnology or the internet to persuade us of this: it is surely implausible to say that the human being of today, raised in a condition of material abundance, cushioned against disasters that to our ancestors were part of the normal cost of being alive, is the same kind of being as the one who painted the murals in the Lascaux caves. On the contrary, the new human being is on the way to controlling the forces by which his ancestors were controlled: disease, aggression, even the threat of death itself. He might even obtain a kind of immortality, as Kurzweil suggests, by storing the information-content of his brain on a computer, from which it can be downloaded into future cyborgs.


By contrast, tales like those of Mary Shelley, Huxley and Čapek remind us that our moral concepts are rooted in the ‘we’ attitude that is threatened by the careless pursuit of mastery. When we envisage situations that involve a reshaping of human nature, so that all those features that traditional morality was designed to regulate – aggression, fragility, mortality; love, hope, desire – either disappear or are purged of their costs, then we conjure worlds that we cannot understand and that do not in fact contain us. What looks to the optimist like a gain in freedom is seen by the pessimist as a loss of it. Were we, like Huxley’s savage, to find ourselves washed up on those imagined shores, we should be as unconsoled as he, finding ourselves not among fellow people but among machines.


The dispute between the unscrupulous optimists and the dystopians will not disappear, but will be endlessly renewed as new futures occur to the one, and a renewed past detains the other. In all emergencies, and all changes that abolish old routines, the optimists hope to turn things to their benefit. They are as likely to consult the past as a battalion fighting for its life in a city is likely to protect the monuments. They strive to be on the winning side, and to find the path into the future on which the light of ‘I’ stays shining.


The ‘we’ attitude, by contrast, is circumspect. It sees human decisions as situated, constrained by place, time and community; by custom, faith and law. It urges us not to throw ourselves always into the swim of things, but to stand aside and reflect. It emphasizes constraints and boundaries, and reminds us of human imperfection and of the fragility of real communities. Its decisions take account of other people and other times. In its deliberations the dead and the unborn have an equal voice with the living. And its attitude to those who say ‘press on’ and ‘ever onward’ is ‘sufficient unto the day is the evil thereof’. It does not endorse a comprehensive pessimism, but only the occasional dose of pessimism, with which to temper hopes that otherwise might ruin us. It is the voice of wisdom in a world of noise. And for that very reason, no one hears it.
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TWO


The Best Case Fallacy




Let him in whose ears the low-voiced Best is killed by the clash of the First,


Who holds that if way to the Better there be, it exacts a full look at the Worst,


Who feels that delight is a delicate growth cramped by crookedness, custom, and fear,


Get him up and be gone as one shaped awry; he disturbs the order here.


‘In Tenebris’ by Thomas Hardy




The poet and historian Robert Conquest once announced three ‘laws of politics’, the first of which states that everyone is right-wing about what he knows best.5 By ‘right-wing’ Conquest meant suspicious of enthusiasm and novelty, and respectful towards hierarchy, tradition and established ways. One sign of ignorance, according to Conquest, is the preference for originality over custom and radical solutions over traditional authority. Of course, we need originality, just as we may need radical solutions, when circumstances radically change. But we need these things when conditions are exceptional, and it is against the desire to see all cases as exceptional that Conquest was warning.


Conquest was writing as a conservative in an academic climate dominated by the political left. His own career had been blighted by advancing pessimistic arguments about communism, at a time when optimists had hit on communism as the proof of their hopes.6 But what Conquest meant is of wider significance. When it comes to our own lives, to the things that we know and in which we have acquired both understanding and competence, we take a measured view. To call this measured view ‘right-wing’ or ‘conservative’ is, of course, to make an assumption about politics that many would reject. But the point remains. The midwife who knows her job respects the solutions that have been proved by the generations who preceded her; she recognizes those with authority and instinctively obeys their advice. And she does not hesitate to offer advice of her own. She measures her own judgement against the accumulated wisdom of tradition, and if she takes a risk, because the problem before her is without a clear precedent, she is careful to measure the cost of failure and to ensure that it can be borne.


Such a person is not a pessimist; she is what might be called a scrupulous optimist – one who measures the extent of a problem and consults the existing store of knowledge and authority in order to solve it, relying on initiative and inspiration when no other guidance can be found, or when some original quirk in her predicament sparks off a matching response in herself. In all that we know most about, and in every relationship that is dear to us, our attitude is, or is normally, scrupulous in just that way. We have acquired what competence we can and know where to look for advice and guidance. And when we encounter weaknesses or make mistakes, we strive to better ourselves. We are acutely aware that we are only one among many in our field of expertise, are ready to defer to those with knowledge and experience, and are more respectful of the accumulated store of others’ knowledge than the scant addition we might make to it ourselves. It is with an educated sense of the first-person plural that we deploy the knowledge that is our securest personal possession.


This scrupulous optimism also knows the uses of pessimism, and when to qualify our plans with a dose of it. It encourages us to count the cost of failure, to form a conception of the worst case, and to take risks in full consciousness of what will happen if the risks don’t pay. Unscrupulous optimism is not like that. It makes leaps of thought that are not leaps of faith but refusals to acknowledge that reason has withdrawn its support from them. It does not count the cost of failure or imagine the worst case scenario. On the contrary, it is typified by what I shall call the ‘best case’ fallacy. Asked to choose under conditions of uncertainty, it imagines the best outcome and assumes that it need consider no other. It devotes itself to the one result, and either forgets to count the cost of failure, or else – and this is its most pernicious aspect – contrives to bequeath that cost to someone else.


The best case fallacy is the mindset of the gambler. It is sometimes said that gamblers are risk-takers and that this, at least, can be admired in them, that they have the courage to risk what they have in the game that attracts them. That is, in fact, the opposite of the truth. Gamblers are not risk-takers at all; they enter the game in full expectation of winning it, led by their illusions to bask in an unreal sense of safety. In their own eyes they are not taking a risk, but simply proceeding towards a predetermined goal with the full cooperation of their faculties and their God given luck. They have estimated the best case, in which their fortune has been secured by their master-throw of the dice, and that is the outcome towards which they are inexorably tending. The worst case, in which they and their family are ruined, occurs to them if at all only as something for which they cannot be blamed – a stroke of fate that is bound to be compensated by some future success, and in itself a source of pleasure in making that success the more inevitable. This is the character described by Dostoevsky in The Gambler – his own character, which brought devastation on himself and his family. And it is the character of the unscrupulous optimist in every sphere.


We have a more telling instance in the current ‘credit crunch’. Many factors conspired to produce this crisis. But we do not need to look far to discover the best case fallacy at the heart of it. The first stirrings can be perceived in the Community Reinvestment Act, signed into law by America’s President Carter in 1977. This requires banks and other lenders to offer mortgages in a way that addresses ‘the credit needs of the communities’ in which they work, and in particular the needs of low-income and minority households. In short, it requires them to set aside the normal reasoning of lenders concerning the security of a debt, and to offer credit as a part of social policy and not as a business deal. The reasoning behind the act was an impeccable piece of optimism, beginning from the best case scenario, according to which otherwise disadvantaged groups would be lifted into the realm of home-ownership, so taking their first step towards the American dream. Everyone would benefit from this, and no one more than the banks who had helped their communities to flourish. In the event, of course, the banks who had been pressured into ignoring the old demands of prudence, and who had been forbidden by law to consult the worst case scenario, ended with a steadily growing accumulation of bad debts, leading eventually to the ‘subprime mortgage crisis’ of 2008.


Others, meanwhile, had begun to trade in these debts. After all, the best case scenario tells us that a mortgage, being secured on a home and therefore on the one thing in which every borrower has the greatest investment, cannot fail to pay interest. And a fixed rate mortgage can be sold at a profit, when interest rates fall below the rate agreed. The worst case scenario – so obvious that nobody bothered to check it out – tells us that, when interest rates fall, money loses its value, and fixed rates become harder to pay. The good debt becomes bad, however much was invested in the home that secures it.


Some will argue that the fault here lies not in the optimism, but in the unrealistic view of human nature that underlies it. It seems to me, however, that the fault lies deeper. There is a kind of addiction to unreality that informs the most destructive forms of optimism: a desire to cross out reality, as the premise from which practical reason begins, and to replace it with a system of compliant illusions. ‘Futurism’ is like this. The excited description of future possibilities that you find in the writings of Buckminster Fuller7 and Ray Kurzweil, and in the fantasies of the transhumanists and the cybernerds, owes its appeal to the unrealities that it brings before the reader’s mind. In these writings we see the deep appeal of the future tense. By changing ‘is’ to ‘will be’ we enable the unreal to trump the actual, and worlds without limits to obliterate the constraints that we know.
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