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            INTRODUCTION

         

         This is a book about mass groupthink, which is a type of mass moral thinking. It is about the impact new technology is having not only on how we communicate but on how we think and self-identify, on our mutual toleration and on our politics. It is a defence of reason and science and history. It is a wake-up call for us to protect our liberal democracy.

         Even before Covid-19 and lockdown, it seemed that we were living in an increasingly irrational and anxious world in which mental illness was worsening. This is odd because it follows widespread peace and clear improvements in global health, well-being and economic prosperity. Global inequality has massively reduced in my lifetime and agricultural technology means we can now amply feed the world’s projected population using less land than currently.

         We have faced a series of crises which we have poorly prepared for and then dealt with badly on their arrival. Why? There seems to be some dysfunction in our politics and a lack of engagement with electorates. Our political elites and media sometimes appear to be in bubbles of their own, cut off from the majority of public opinion.viii

         Have we all gone mad? Can we identify the patterns and causes of what is happening and try to stop it?

         Why did the policy reaction to Covid-19 not take into account the side effects of lockdown? Why did the financial crisis of 2008 occur, and will another one happen? What is behind the recent surge in political correctness? Is net zero sensible or affordable? Why are people becoming disillusioned with democracy?

         I have written this book as an attempt to explain what is going on. I argue that the less than satisfactory responses to these and other recent questions have at least one commonality. Mass groupthink is on the rise. I argue that the current heightened confusion and dissatisfaction within society, including an alienation of many from the ideas and interpretations emanating from political elites and the mainstream media, can best be understood in the context of what we know about psychology and some vicious postmodern memes (a meme here meaning a sort of intellectual virus, a sticky idea which self-replicates across society). Also, recent changes in communication technology (especially the internet and social media) have had a profound impact on the way we communicate and interact with others. They have affected our networks and communities, our sense of identity, the groups we belong to, our values and moral systems and our tolerance for others. Our Stone-Age brains have not yet adjusted to all this, and our societies and political systems haven’t either.

         That our brains have evolved slowly compared to our technology is nothing new. Neither is great complexity in our environment and our need to depend on shortcuts in our thinking. Such shortcuts include norms of behaviour but also standard patterns of thought, ixassociation of ideas and concepts of right and wrong. Shortcuts in thinking are common and inevitable, and immensely useful, but can also get us into deep water. When we don’t have the same ideas and values, they may be constructively challenged. When we do, the result can be collective irrationality. Our common ideas and shortcuts can seriously let us down when we face particularly marked changes in our environment. We may also find it difficult to cope if these shortcuts for whatever reason change rapidly. Yet they are fashioned by rapidly changing networks and interactions, and this is particularly worrying where such change is non-random but rather orchestrated by others for profit or control.

         Of the various forms of collective irrationality, groupthink is particularly dangerous. It occurs where a partially or completely false set of beliefs is sustained through lack of effective challenge. It thrives unnoticed by those captured by it. At worst, groupthink becomes moral and binary, good versus evil; one either believes wholeheartedly or is a heretic, with no room for doubt. Transgressors can be bullied, ostracised, punished, and vigorous efforts are made to stop any challenge or debate.

         Avoidance of criticism and refusal to consider alternatives, consciously or unconsciously, has led to momentous mistakes throughout history. Irving Janis, who popularised the term groupthink, which is deliberately resonant with Orwell’s doublethink, used as an example the uncritical thinking in the John F. Kennedy Cabinet that led to the abortive 1961 US invasion of Cuba known as the Bay of Pigs disaster.1 In considering the military strategy, they did not give sufficient attention to the flaws in the plan or its alternatives. Discussion was limited within unquestioned parameters. The group xassumed the President backed the invasion and nobody publicly questioned the overall wisdom of it, only the details. Afterwards, Kennedy recognised the faulty planning and adopted an approach to avoid repeats. This was then successfully deployed in the 1962 Cuban Missile Crisis, when it seemed the world was on the brink of nuclear war. In responding to the threat posed by the deployment of Soviet nuclear weapons in Cuba, just off the US coast, Kennedy formed groups to consider different strategic options and stayed out of them so they would not be overly influenced by his preliminary views. There was a process of rigorous challenge and consideration of different policy options. Unlike with the Bay of Pigs fiasco, good choices were made and a successful result achieved.

         Janis’s concept of groupthink has been used by management consultants advising on how to make better board decisions ever since. He highlighted eight groupthink symptoms: (a) an illusion of invulnerability; (b) collective rationalisation; (c) belief in the inherent morality of the group; (d) the stereotyping of those disagreeing as being deliberately opposed to the group, as well as morally weak or evil; (e) exercise of pressure on dissenters within the group to conform or leave; (f) self-censorship; (g) illusions of unanimity; and (h) self-appointed mind guards to squash heretical thinking within the group.

         Although Janis’s emphasis was on small-group decision-making, groupthink can be society-wide. In large-scale groupthink, as fear of transgression builds, particularly amongst elites, so too does acquiescence. Self-censorship takes hold and public discourse suffers. The very sense of the improbability that so many people could be wrong in itself sustains the lie. Indeed, there is a term for this: the Big Lie.xi

         THE STRUCTURE OF THE BOOK

         In Chapter 1, I look at the psychology behind groupthink. We like to think of ourselves as rational, but human beings are irrational. Rationality is something we have evolved to justify our actions to ourselves and to others after the event. Moreover, the more intelligent, educated and erudite, the more convincing we are in this task. And so elite bubbles are formed, impervious to outside reality. Our politicians and media elites are often more collectively blind than those around them.

         We have different moral foundations and different groups and identities. As patterns of thought are repeated within groups and are less challenged from outside, they become stronger and help define group cohesiveness, but this also creates intolerance for the beliefs of others. Loyalty to shared values and care for those inside the group helps explain how groupthink develops.

         I also discuss risk and uncertainty and criticise the widespread adoption of the precautionary motive in place of more comprehensive cost–benefit analysis. By focusing on only one problem, the precautionary motive can lead to reckless disregard to side effects and other problems.

         In Chapter 2, I explore the importance of how we behave in interactions with others and how we are networked. These patterns have an impact on both social capital formation and local communities, and our democratic engagement is also affected. New technology and the business strategies of Big Tech are also in the mix and have implications for the ancient struggle between democracy and authoritarianism.

         In Chapter 3, I explore how new media, as with communication xiitechnology innovations of the past, are forcing major societal change. Our psychology has not changed much over many generations, but our technology has. The introduction of the printing press led to popular access to the Bible, followed by schism and the Thirty Years War. This led to the deaths of a third of the population in the central part of Europe. The new communication technologies of today bring huge opportunities but also dangers that we don’t yet know how to cope with. More connectivity has brought new identities, incentives and values. New political voices are not just being heard but are becoming dominant.

         New media holds the promise of ushering in a new era of enfranchisement and liberty – what I call the Great Enfranchisement. But it is also an incubator for progressions from tribalism and fear, through intolerance and anger to hate and suffering.

         Values are our new tribal colours and the ‘us versus them’ mentality is growing. One person’s virtue is another’s bigotry. Where the sense of moral boundaries being crossed is strongest, those challenging the in-group values can be attacked viciously, often starting on social media. An innocent tweet can now be deliberately and anonymously misconstrued and so destroy a career. Fear of arbitrary and unjust attack is now widespread, creating timidity and self-censorship.

         In this new world of greater expression, our selection of what we hear is far from random. This is largely due to our own choices, but it is also partly driven by companies who have harvested vast data on our behaviour and wish to profit by it. Surveillance capitalism has arrived, and it is not benign.

         In the next two chapters I give examples of groupthink in finance and academia. I first became aware of mass irrationality in xiiifinance and economics. In Chapter 4, I explain some of the misunderstandings and missed signals which led to the global financial crisis in 2008/09 and why a repeat is possible. I also tell the story of the economics behind quantitative easing, make some preliminary remarks about the Covid-19 lockdowns and analyse the newish fad for cryptocurrencies. This chapter illustrates that irrationality and groupthink can occur well beyond the boardroom, in very large fora and where there is plenty of competition, including competition of ideas. It is a humbling thought that so many people can be wrong about something. Much of it is down to groupthink.

         Toleration, liberalism, history, reason and science are under threat. In Chapter 5, I defend science and discuss current trends against reason. Freedom of thought and speech are under threat; political correctness is on the rise. Self-censorship is increasing. Postmodernism and other philosophical developments contrary to the idea of the existence of a single objective reality, and erosive to the approach established in the Enlightenment that progress in science is based on refutable hypotheses, have spread. The existence of objective reality has been superseded; we all now have our own ‘truths’. History is no longer seen through the moral spectrum of those who made it and so is losing its meaning and usefulness, becoming propaganda to bolster existing morality rather than a means to understand humanity. The scientific method is under attack by those certain of their truths, and scepticism is no longer seen by some as the engine driving science forward.

         In the last three chapters, I deal more explicitly with politics and the threat to democracy we currently face. Chapter 6 reviews historical ideas of liberty, democracy and governance. Some risks and patterns of authoritarianism and revolution are discussed. I xivthen consider some of the features of politics in the age of social media, including the impact of the growth of group rights and the balance between theory and practice in politics. To have teeth, foreign policy should be in the national interest, and yet this is often not the case. We seem to have retrogressed to a pre-Machiavellian world in which ideals, not reality, drive the international agenda. Are we heading towards a dystopian future?

         More and more absurd nonsense in public life and the media goes unchallenged. Many of us get the feeling we are being systematically misled by a biased media, and government and mainstream media have been fearmongering, spreading propaganda. In Chapter 7, I discuss how many in the media and politics have lost objectivity and impartiality, eroded by activism. Our elites have ended up in groupthink bubbles, not only spreading propaganda and ‘dumbing down’ communications with the public but ‘dumbing up’ themselves in the process.

         Liberal democracy is under threat from this perfect storm. Our leaders have yet to respond appropriately. Instead of offering hope and showing courage, defending reason and sound policy, politicians have been less than transparent, resorted to technocratic policies and used fear to manipulate the public. Chapter 8 gives some hints as to how we can counter groupthink and reduce its impact in public life.

         The purpose of this book is largely to help us learn quicker how best to cope with new communications technology and avoid losing time. The big concern is to resist an erosion of liberalism and reason and with it a decline into non-democratic politics.

         
            NOTES

            1 I. Janis, Victims of Groupthink (Boston: Houghton Mifflin, 1973).

         

      

   


   
      
         
1
            CHAPTER 1

            FOOLING OURSELVES AND OTHERS

         

         
            ‘The only true wisdom is in knowing you know nothing.’

            Socrates

         

         The classic 1957 movie 12 Angry Men is set almost entirely in one room and depicts the deliberation of a jury on whether to find a young man guilty or not guilty of killing his father. A vote is taken early on and eleven out of the twelve find the accused guilty. A number of pieces of evidence seem compelling, including from two witnesses. An old man downstairs heard the accused tell his father he was going to kill him and heard a thud, and then saw the accused leaving the building. A lady across the street, woken in the night, saw the accused stabbing his father, albeit through the windows of the last two carriages of a passing train.

         But juror eight (played by Henry Fonda) is not sure. He cannot say beyond reasonable doubt if he thinks the boy murdered his father or not, and he at least wants to spend some time discussing it. The judge has told them that a unanimous verdict is required. The 2majority puts pressure on juror eight to conform, so he says that if, after an hour discussing it, no one else has reasonable doubt, then he will also vote guilty. What then happens is a gradual recollection of key facts which the accused’s lawyer has obviously neglected to pick up on, until finally there is a unanimous verdict of not guilty. Along the way are arguments and shouting but also reasoning from new angles and questioning of assumptions. One juror just wants a quick result so he can get to a ball game. Another is racially prejudiced and a third (the last to change his mind) has an estranged son, which clouds his judgement. A simple plot; a gripping film.

         One of the reasons it is so gripping is because it resonates with our experience of how people actually think and talk. There is nothing unbelievable about the twelve characters, and yet eleven of them are initially so certain of the accused’s guilt that they are willing to send a young man to his death. In the course of the discussion, and in remembering key facts and their implications, they all realise, one by one, that they were wrong. The old man turned out to be an unreliable witness – he could not have moved to the door in time to see what he said he did. He was possibly lonely, craving the attention of being a witness. Likewise, the lady woken from her sleep across the street did not have time to put her glasses on to see what she said she did – it must have been a blur.

         INDIVIDUAL AND COLLECTIVE IRRATIONALITY

         We are less rational than we believe. Being rational is difficult. Truth is the successful outcome of being able to think impersonally and inhumanely, as the Austrian modernist writer Robert Musil put it.1 Yet without great effort our egos reign over our decisions. We think 3the more intelligent and educated know better because they are in theory, we believe, more capable of being rational. Yet it might be more accurate to say that education and intelligence are not good indicators either of better morals or of more rationality outside the limited spheres of thought where they have become habit. Indeed, as we shall see, when there is groupthink, the more educated and intelligent can be less wise than others not so advantaged.

         At best we are logical only some of the time. Yet we even call some types of thinking rational which on closer inspection seem quite irrational. Cognitive scientist Keith Stanovich describes two different types of rationality: instrumental rationality describes how we use all available resources to get what we want; epistemic rationality reflects the degree to which one’s thoughts map reality.2 If the first is a rough approximation to cleverness, the second is closer to worldly wisdom, and the first without the second often leads to stupid conclusions and actions – best not to make judgements on people’s rationality by this split into components. One could even go so far as to argue that instrumental rationality is in essence merely a measure of how ego drives thought. As Moby-Dick’s Captain Ahab says in his obsessive quest for his whale: ‘All my means are sane, my motive and my object mad.’3 I would not call Ahab’s chasing of his whale either sane or even instrumentally rational (you can tell that I think the term jars) but quite simply the whole pattern of his behaviour and thought is crazy. More generally, just because someone is rational part of the time because it is in their strong interests to be so does not mean they can be trusted to be rational when it is not in their interests. For example, it is a common misconception that experts of various types can be trusted to be objective and rational outside the very specific areas 4where they have strong motives for being so. They may be no more rational than anyone else. Indeed, quite often they have clear incentives not to question orthodoxy, not to think outside the box, and especially not to challenge ideas fundamental to their well-being.

         THE RATIONALIST MYTH

         The rationalist myth is the idea that humans are guided by reason and that our experts, institutions and political elite can for the most part be trusted to make rational decisions. This myth has a pedigree which goes back to ancient Greece and is linked to a fundamental difference between Plato and Socrates, between rule by the good leader and democracy. Plato highlighted the importance of choosing a wise leader, Socrates the folly in thinking that someone ‘wise’ placed in power without being held to account would not turn out to be a tyrant.

         Though the rationalist myth is a powerful meme which has held sway for centuries, our philosophy has of course evolved over the past couple of millennia. Human psychology, in contrast, has developed very little, if at all, over such a short evolutionary period. As Benjamin Franklin observed, we are tool-making animals. Tribal and kin conformity was a winning strategy for much of human history, with it being more important to look right than be right. We have evolved many behaviours which are beneficial for our group but not for the individual. Self-sacrifice is common, but its non-rational basis is revealed by cases of what is called pathological altruism, when self-sacrifice also harms one’s group (for example, supporting the harmful addiction of a loved one). This and many other behaviours can be seen at best as reflections of evolutionarily successful behaviour patterns, but they are not necessarily rational, 5let alone wise. Our societies have changed much faster than our behaviours, and this is the cause of much visible irrationality. This is not always without benefit – in their book The Stupidity Paradox Mats Alvesson and André Spicer have written about the benefits (such as not wasting time second guessing) as well as the pitfalls (such as avoidable collective short-sightedness) of what they call functional stupidity.4

         As with other physical and behavioural traits, rationality is not necessarily and always useful in a new setting different to the one in which evolution took place. Also, competence is more valuable than comprehension, and certainly often comes first. This explains why so-called practical intelligence is verifiably useful. In studying firemen, psychologist Gary Klein noted how experienced crew leaders often have a feel for fires and how they might develop, but this understanding is not expressible in words.5 Similarly, Michael Polanyi coined the term tacit knowledge to explain much the same phenomenon of useful knowledge which is incapable of being explained in detail or monitored.6 And even when someone can explain their motivation, their espoused theories are often different from the mental models actually determining their behaviour.* We should not conceive conscious thought, let alone rational conscious thought, as the only or even principal factor driving our behaviour. Rather, we have acquired rationality and have then nurtured it in large part to help us explain the world and reduce our anxiety about uncertainty.

         There are plenty of examples of our irrationality, often stemming from using assumptions we know to be false, or not examining 6justifications or wider meaning. Irrationality can be as simple as not listening to advice which we know to be sound, or invading a foreign country against overwhelming odds for little benefit. Behavioural studies have identified all sorts of biases. Even when we try to be rational, we frame decisions (i.e. we limit our thought within certain parameters – we think inside the box) and use shortcuts to help us. Many may be inappropriate for the situation. Our undeclared and unexamined assumptions are often the root cause of arguments between us, and this is compounded by the problem that we interpret the same words to mean different things. 

         We are lazy in our thinking, which makes us efficient: once we have found a credible explanation we seldom look further. Related to this is outcome bias, which is when we focus on actual outcomes but not on what might have been had circumstances been slightly different. The significance is that the information available (including expected probabilities) when a decision is made is often less or different than what we have after the event – a decision with a bad outcome may have been rational at the time even if it looks stupid with the benefit of hindsight. And this goes for moral assessments too. A decision may have been right at the time yet easy to judge later as morally wrong.

         Also, many people can fall for the same bias, and knowing that others have a particular way of thinking can lead to copying. For example, if one person exaggerates a story or fact in a particular direction, the next person may likewise embellish further. Truth can become significantly distorted when each person in a network passes information on with accumulating prejudice. This phenomenon is known as bias cascade.

         We also, quite literally, ignore evidence right before our eyes. In 7one of the most famous examples, Christopher Chabris and Daniel Simons made a film of two basketball teams wearing white and black shirts. Viewers were asked to count the number of passes made by white-shirted players, ignoring those made by black-shirted players. Watching this video is an absorbing task. Halfway through the film, a woman wearing a gorilla suit appears prominently for nine seconds, but when asked later if they saw anything unusual, half of the viewers said no. As Kahneman observes: ‘The gorilla study illustrates two important facts about our minds: we can be blind to the obvious, and we are also blind to our blindness.’7

         Indeed, the way we see is not commonly understood. We see what we are expecting: our optic nerves have more information flow into the eye than out, a reflection that our sight is largely a confirmation process.

         Science writer David Robson identifies four forms of intelligence trap. We may: lack important knowledge, such as tacit knowledge or counterfactual thinking, which is significant in context; fail to identify flaws in our own reasoning; place too much confidence in our judgements; and have entrenched automatic behaviours which make us oblivious to warnings.8 But one could build a whole library on the subject of flawed thinking.

         For example, confirmation bias is where we search for and interpret evidence which confirms but does not challenge. Disconfirmation bias manifests as scepticism that tears down alternative arguments. By considering alternatives in a cursory and biased way and discounting their importance, one can erect barriers to future re-examination. And the smarter you are, the better at this you can become. Closely allied, and coined as a legal concept in the nineteenth century, is wilful blindness. This is a refusal to look at 8sources of information which might challenge group beliefs. The paradox is that you have to know where not to look in order not to see something – yet in order to know that you must have seen it.

         We defend our prejudices fiercely. They are precious to us. Indeed, they help define our self-image. When challenged, even by a barrage of overwhelming evidence and argument, any excuse may be grabbed and elevated to discount all other factors. Hence prejudice is a lot more difficult to overcome than mere ignorance. Logical fallacies and the ignoring of contextual factors are also commonly employed methods to avoid reaching undesirable conclusions. Defence mechanisms and irrational beliefs are terms used by psychotherapists to describe similar patterns.

         ACT FIRST, THINK LATER

         Our egos and emotions typically come first, rational justification afterwards. Daniel Kahneman’s Thinking, Fast and Slow describes two systems of thought. The first is fast, emotional and intuitive. The other is slower, interpretive, more reasoned and, potentially at least, more rational. But it often isn’t. Human consciousness is not naturally rational but a social reason-giving system which seeks to legitimise our behaviour, personally and publicly.

         Jonathan Haidt explains this further.9 He describes our subconscious selves as elephants which go whichever way they want. Our conscious self sits atop our elephant with next to no control over the direction the elephant takes. Occasionally, we can give our elephant useful information about what is ahead, but we do not decide where it goes. Yet we, our conscious selves, convince ourselves that we are in control, telling our elephants where to go.

         Highly significant is the fact that the more educated, intelligent 9and erudite we are, the better our elephant-sitting conscious selves are at fooling us, and others, that we are in control. The intelligent find it more difficult to accept facts contrary to their worldview precisely because they are, without psychological defences to prevent it, more capable and likely to think through the consequences and locate inconsistencies. It is for this very reason that our most intelligent and educated are often the most upset by and determined to resist contrary ideas.

         The rider, let alone the elephant, is not naturally rational. However, by using emotional reasoning the rider can understand the elephant. As Haidt puts it: ‘The rider acts like a lawyer or press secretary whose job is to rationalize and justify the elephant’s preordained conclusions, rather than to inquire into – or even be curious about – what is really true.’

         There is, however, some chance of rationality shining through thanks to emotional reasoning, but it is the exception. Haidt again:

         
            The rider has some ability to talk back to the elephant, particularly if he can learn the elephant’s language, which is a language of intuition rather than logic. If the rider can reframe a situation so that the elephant sees it in a new way, then the elephant will feel new feelings, too, which will then motivate the elephant to move in a new direction.

         

         But what is emotional reasoning? It appears to amount to empathy. There has been a good deal of work done on emotional intelligence, including emotional intelligence (EQ) tests, modelled on IQ tests. However, although some people are clearly better at these tests than others, the evidence that such intelligence is of much use, at least in 10the workplace, is disappointing. As Alvesson and Spicer summarise: ‘In many cases people get caught up in a therapeutic mentality and overstress the importance of fine-tuning the adaptation to and manipulation of people’s emotions.’ This is in contrast to the practical intelligence or tacit knowledge already referred to. Emotional intelligence enables us to read ourselves and others better – it helps us communicate with our inner elephant and those of others – but it does not appear to lead to more rational decisions.

         Most of us never even realise that we have an elephant to tame, so what chance have we of any control? None. As Kahneman says: ‘Our comforting conviction that the world makes sense rests on a secure foundation: our almost unlimited ability to ignore our ignorance.’

         WHAT DOES THE ELEPHANT WANT?

         So, it appears that we are driven by our subconscious, with our conscious selves acting as little more than publicity agents. The next question is: where do the feelings come from which motivate our inner elephant? The answer is that we respond emotionally to biological and psychological stimuli and needs – our passions. These are both individual and collective, and they are also manipulable, as attested by advertising executives and politicians.

         The passions have long been understood to drive behaviour, and philosophers have struggled with the consequences. In the political context, Machiavelli, the first modern political observer, broke with the Platonic distinction between ideal forms and reality and the idea that some rational, perfect leader knows best. Spinoza likewise supported the attack on those who would see men as they ought to be rather than as they are. But it was Vico who saw that the answer 11was to play one passion – that of monetary gain – to tame others. Bernard Mandeville and Adam Smith further promoted this idea that the private interests of individuals, albeit within what we might today call an appropriate governance framework, may work for the greater good. The term ‘interest’ was used to define a passion which countervailed other passions, but it later became more specifically identified with economic interests, and once this had happened its shine came off somewhat. Interest was, however, seen as the way forward between, on the one hand, passions which were destructive, and on the other hand, reason which was ineffectual.

         This strand of thought became submerged by Adam Smith’s focus on economic interest. As economist Albert Hirschman says: ‘By holding that ambition, the lust for power, and the desire for respect can all be satisfied by economic improvement, Smith undercut the idea that passion can be pitted against passion, or the interests against the passions.’10 Subsequent thinking has been more about the exceptions to this rule rather than a resuscitation of the idea that interests subdue passions, yet I believe, as did Hirschman, that the idea does help us understand the way in which passions are moderated through self-discipline and societal incentives. It is by consciously changing our habits and motivations that we can indirectly use reason to change our behaviour. Society can also provide inducements to build good habits. As we mature as individuals, and as institutions deepen, these habits, motivations and inducements strengthen. Their normal influence is demonstrated by what can happen during their occasional absences, when discipline fails, when interests are loosened and give way to more myopic and emotional impulses – for example incidences of individual drunkenness, but also mob violence.12

         Moreover, once we recognise that irrationality is the natural state for all of us, including our leaders, then our faith in ‘rule by the wise’ may be shaken. We are naturally sceptical of the wisdom of others who we suspect may have ulterior motives. We do not necessarily believe them or willingly do their bidding. Smart leadership consequently amounts to pandering to our tastes and altering our incentives gradually to change our habits, not appealing to rational argument. Indeed, leaders trying to change the views of an electorate through direct appeal to reason commonly become frustrated (frustration which for some may lead to a desire for less candidness and more autocracy). Put another way, remonstrating with elephant riders doesn’t induce their elephants to alter course. In summary, pursuing our interests, individually and collectively, gives us the best chance of reaching rational decisions. Such outcomes are often unachievable through attempts by human brains to be rational or appeals to other human brains to be rational.

         Unfortunately, people do not necessarily pursue their own interests or even know what they are. This is true for groups and even nations, not just individuals. Fortunately, individuals can be much better at understanding their own interests than governments. Nevertheless, there is still a struggle between interests and fear, which has the ability to eclipse everything else.

         INCREASING ANXIETY

         Freud saw fear as central to psychic life. He distinguished between fear, which relates to a specific object, and anxiety, which is without a single cause but relates to future unspecified uncertainty. In practice, increased anxiety reinforces concern about specific threats. 13Expectant fear relates to worst-case thinking, and when this is habitual it leads to what Norwegian philosopher Lars Svendsen calls a low-intensity fear which taints our entire view of the world.11

         Fear is perhaps the most important emotion disrupting rationality. If we see danger, our evolutionary response is to run, not to analyse first. We may not have to run away from the large predators of the African grasslands any more, but the group command to run is very much still with us. One of the triggers is the word ‘emergency’, calling for a knee-jerk reaction to danger and the suppression of thought and criticism in the face of a real or imagined common threat.

         It may have been ever thus, but anxiety seems to be on the increase, and with it fast emotional thinking and less chance of rationality. Sociologist David Riesman, writing in the middle of the twentieth century, describes three types of character.12 These also relate to stages as societies become more cosmopolitan. They are the tradition-directed person; the inner-directed person; and the other-directed person. The tradition-directed person is culturally constrained and cares about what a small group of people he or she meets daily thinks of them. Their behaviour is moderated by shame. The inner-directed person has ‘early incorporated a psychic gyroscope which is set going by his parents and can receive signals later on from other authorities who resemble his parents’. The inner-directed have a solid moral foundation which guides them through life. Guilt mediates them. Other-directed people, in contrast, tune their children to respond to the action, especially the symbolic action, of others. With such freedom to be open to more influences, the other-directed child breaks free from traditional 14and family constraints and is open to many other influences – and is motivated much more by other children than by their parents.†

         The tradition-directed and inner-directed have clear guidelines on how to behave, with avoidance of shame and guilt preventing any stepping out of line; the other-directed lack such clear guidelines, and though they may develop an internal locus of control, which helps them cope with uncertainty, they may suffer from constant anxiety. Without authoritative explanations which enable the processing of the unknown, anxiety becomes so dominant as to guide behaviour away from reason towards avoidance of even reasonable risks. We may, to quote Roosevelt, have ‘nothing to fear but fear itself’, but that is quite enough to exhaust many of us. We are increasingly other-directed, increasingly anxious. Even those confident of their inner-directedness or solid moral grounding are not immune. Riesman argues that in order to get on in society the inner-directed often mimic the other-directed, but in doing so they become what they mimic.

         Anxiety is fundamentally linked to uncertainty about the future. Whether or not one thinks that anxiety is greater now than in the distant past, there were plenty of things to be fearful of when our scientific knowledge was more primitive. Anxiety and fear are, however, now openly expressed and more widely disseminated. The stiff upper lip has vanished. People volunteer commentary on feelings much more readily, making us more aware of anxiety in society even though this does not necessarily mean there is more to be anxious about.

         15Although there is nothing new in our inability to see into the future, our confidence in our capacity to comprehend it is important to us. Anxiety varies according to our knowledge but also varies in proportion to our scepticism of the authority of knowledge. It is through greater confidence that our anxiety and fear can be controlled. Without fear, curiosity comes to the fore, which stimulates rational enquiry rather than shuts it down. So, with less fear we might be more rational.

         Many of us do not want to admit to being fearful, particularly in public life. It might show lack of competence or, worse, cowardice. Instead, fear is translated into anger, and anger needs a target. Whilst naked aggression is ugly, it can often be justified by its protagonists as being for the greater good. Hence we encounter the phenomenon of virtuous aggression. Obvious targets include those who do not share our group views and in particular those who threaten the group. The stronger and more credible their arguments, the more they become a threat and a target of ostracism, discrimination, defamation and hatred.

         We might naturally want to reduce fear in society and assume our leaders share that view, but with fear we are easier to govern and easier to sell to: less questioning, more obedient. Further, although there is some argument that we need a bit of fear, French writer Pascal Bruckner argues that what we crave is a focus for our fear, particularly an apocalyptic focus.13 A catastrophe sidelines other fears, making them look manageable. Such a focus provides therapy. Over the past few years superhero movies have dominated box-office receipts. As with horror movies, for a period of ninety minutes a simplistic battle between good and evil provides focus and outlet. And during the Cold War, for example, we had a focus 16for our fear: all-out nuclear war – and for some, as expressed by Ronald Reagan, an ‘evil empire’ behind it. In our minds we could compartmentalise it and think of other things for much of the time. But now there seems to be an endless stream of things to worry about, some, it may later turn out, real and some not: fear is everywhere. Now that the threat of the Cold War has subsided (though not disappeared), climate catastrophe and other fears have taken its place. Covid-19 seemed initially a paramount threat capable of making others look relatively manageable, but unless one wants to heap blame on a specific human source (to which there has been strong aversion) it is difficult to sell as a dominant evil. In any case, the fear has abated now we have vaccines. The most lasting bogeymen are those which cannot be disproved, mitigated or otherwise deflated.

         For some, there is no rest from anxiety. In our more complex interconnected modern world, we have contradictory information flying at us all the time. Are we more anxious and fearful now because today’s threats (to freedom, the environment, our identities, our morals and our values) are major dangers worse than nuclear holocaust? Or has there been some change in our collective credulity? Are we simply more fearful because we are less certain about the reliability of our information?

         Whether or not our anxiety is now heightened because it is at its most intense in the face of uncertain threats, the lack of pushback when fear drives mass hysteria and intolerant behaviour is a factor too. There have been a number of recent cases of students bullying staff and administrators at the most liberal university campuses in the US. At Evergreen State College in Washington in 2017, a biology professor, Bret Weinstein, objected to a proposed change to the 17college’s annual ‘day of absence’. By tradition, ethnic minority students and staff would choose to remove themselves from campus for a day to highlight their contribution to the college. In 2017, this protest was reversed and white people were asked not to attend. Weinstein argued that the exclusion was an act of oppression against those encouraged to absent themselves from campus. An intolerant reaction to his objection followed and a series of events leading to humiliation of the college president. One can understand reactions from both sides, but once morality is seen as necessitating an absolutist approach, intolerance is fostered, and with it the opposite of an environment which feels safe for all and encourages free thought and speech.

         Anxiety and fear are sometimes easier to cope with when seen through simple (binary) moral perspectives – they can be categorised and this can help the anxious and fearful to move on, to stop agonising and fretting. Yet unfortunately with moral categorisation can come, for the extreme few, fanaticism, bullying and intolerance, and for others, cowardice and complicity.

         THE SEARCH FOR MEANING…

         Our lack of understanding creates anxiety, and to reduce it we yearn for knowledge. We create narratives to explain the world and we do this collectively. We are social animals and we benefit from the security of knowing we are not alone in our beliefs. French sociologist Émile Durkheim refers to our ability to experience certain emotions together. This happens when we transform ourselves to a higher, collective level of the sacred – and only in groups do we feel this way.14 Religion, family and wider group myths and ideologies (which are incomplete myths) have always given us greater 18certainty, and the collective nature of these beliefs stabilises them and gives them permanence.

         Whence comes our ability for collective views, including collective stupidity – our herd mentality. Peer pressure can make us do surprising things, such as ignoring our previous patterns of behaviour and thought and indeed our own senses. We trust the wisdom of others as a shortcut; thinking is hard work, after all. Within a group, the pressure to conform can be intense. People suspend their capacity for moral judgement. There is a significant literature of how people in crowds behave differently than when alone, and George Orwell’s Winston Smith is tortured until he believes that 2 + 2 = 5. Thinking like your group can be not only the easy option amid intense peer pressure to do so but also part of your effort to support and care for the group. Heroes can risk sacrificing themselves, but it is worrying that intense care for the group is also an outstanding characteristic of suicide bombers. This psychology is being nurtured in some terrorist groups, and we could all do with a greater awareness of our own susceptibility to social forces. Whilst most of us are extremely unlikely to become suicide bombers, we should more often ask ourselves, as Michael Bond says: ‘Am I doing this because it is right, or because those around me are making it feel right?’15

         …AND ITS DISTORTION

         Belonging to a group enables a child to make the transition from parental dependence to social life. However, should psychological development end with identification with the group, this may restrict individual, but also group, growth. This may eventually lead to catastrophic group dissolution, and for the individual be as 19damaging as failure to leave childhood. Failure to leave the group can lead to one of two things: decadence or fanaticism. Decadence is a rejection of all tradition, and indeed all order, its political expression being nihilism; fanaticism is a desperate effort to hold on to a belief and disregard any outside influences, and it can lead to group aggression. Just as it is part of growing up to rebel against one’s parents, so it is part of intellectual and moral maturity to rebel against one’s group, and there are severe problems if this does not happen.

         What might someone rebel against? Beliefs can be manipulated and distorted, typically through ideology which contains a central lie (which may be a key characteristic of group beliefs or a simple conjunction of power and truth – i.e. adults or group leaders are always right). By a lie is meant not only a manufactured falsehood but also a deliberate attempt to mislead through the partial selection of information. The power of ideology often comes from its appropriation of mythical ideas, which attract, and can be sustained because they are untestable. But danger comes from its incompleteness – an ideology is a simplification which discourages thought outside its boundaries. The insistence on observing these barriers and accepting truth on authority rather than on the basis of evidence and reasoning can lead to group manipulation. Whereas one group which reveres the individual can provide a conduit to adulthood and enlightenment, another may subjugate the individual to a subservient role, denying them meaning where this is necessary to ensure absolute identification with the group. This denial of meaning to maintain group discipline can lead to hate of self and of others.

         Ideologies can cause hate and other negative emotions, but their 20partiality can also leave them vulnerable to exposure. Every ideology has different layers of belief, and the deeper the threat from outside, the more anxiety and depression but also hope, denial, deceit and desperation in favour of the conviction. People cling desperately to their beliefs. Nevertheless, a determined and persuasive pin prick may act as a catalyst in bursting the ideological bubble, identifying the lie and freeing the individual. Then, after trauma, come enlightenment and freedom.

         To prevent the lie being identified as such, defences have to be strong and targeted. Any anomaly may be a threat. It may take the form of a stranger, an unusual idea or a creative individual – all of which are categorically equivalent to a natural catastrophe. The vulnerability is greater the simpler the ideology, the more precarious a central lie or the more abstract some of the beliefs. Even the mere existence of a different set of beliefs may pose a threat – most obviously when primitive cultures first come into contact with more advanced ones. Hence the tribal need for hostility to strangers and their beliefs.

         It is rationality’s role to construct meaning and so avoid the trauma of challenges to belief systems and the pitfalls of decadence and fanaticism. We use rationality to construct prejudices and narratives. Our conscious selves explain to us and others why our elephant does what it does and how it is purposeful and good. This releases us from obsessive and exclusive concentration and frees up our ability to think about other things.

         DEFENCES AS SIGNS OF GROUPTHINK

         To keep the number of believers up, ideologies, especially vulnerable ones, require extensive defence mechanisms. Even the 21non-aggressive signs of such mechanisms are detectable – primarily the lack of willingness to engage in debate – although they may be quite subtle. For example, it is common, in the UK anyway, to say of someone that they have gone ‘a bit mad’ or ‘a bit crazy’, but what does that mean? It signals a desire to discount the views of the designated ‘bit mad’ person and may reflect the discomfort of the labeller with their views – discomfort which translates into a reluctance to engage. The catalyst could be a taboo or sensitive issue, something which seems fundamentally wrong. The labeller may not be open-minded but not want to admit it to themselves or others. They could be resistant to challenges to their prejudice or groupthink (of which they may not be aware). They are often unsure how to react, don’t really want to blame the other person – not least because they are not sure what to think about their message. They don’t necessarily have a view, or they may simply want to avoid thinking about it. They feel a doubt coming on, and doubt is unsettling.

         OUR DIFFERENT MORALITIES

         Morality gives structure to our emotions and behaviour. It helps curb ego. Some philosophers, like Mill, have been optimistic about human nature and argued that the more human energy, the more strong impulses one has, the greater the potential for good. Others see good not in our passions but in our reason and self-restraint, the better directed to the good by being constrained by family, law and morality.

         Outside formal religion, there are many ideologies with central credos containing non-disprovable arguments and belief in 22absolute truths. Marx and Engels, realising this, wanted to avoid the charge that their ethical ideas were purely self-justifying. To achieve this, they argued that different concepts of social justice vary over time and depend on social circumstances. As Karl Popper expresses their theory: ‘If a social reformer, or a revolutionary, believes that he is inspired by a hatred of “injustice”, and by a love for “justice”, then he is largely a victim of illusion … his moral ideas of “justice” and “injustice” are by-products of the social and historical development.’ They argue that the ruling-class concept of justice always necessarily differs from that of the working class. We do not have to accept their historicist interpretation that class, or even power, determines differences in morality. However, we can perhaps agree with them that morality is a construction of human society and a function of its time and circumstances. A consequence is that the tendency to judge historical behaviour by today’s morals is at best misguided; at worst it is not designed to search for truth or explanation but to fabricate propaganda.

         Not only does morality change over time; not only is it inevitably somewhat arbitrary; not only can moral interpretations of other times and societies be used to buttress current ideology; but sometimes it fails us. If the moral order is under threat, the emergency button is hit, rationality is short-circuited and moral panic ensues. Fear predominates, and fear leads to anger, anger to hate. The so-called Hobbesian trap is when fear between two groups leads one of them to strike first, and this is all the more likely during a moral panic, as is the extreme persecution of heretics and those perceived as threats or potential threats. A whole society can react in an irrational and aggressive fashion. This happens when two groups misinterpret each other, when there are differences and uncertainties 23over where the boundaries lie between the moral and immoral and when the transgression of boundaries is seen as a threat.

         So, the policing of moral boundaries is needed, but this is complicated by a lack of uniform morals within a jurisdiction. For example, liberals may take satisfaction in civil and abortion rights legislation, yet the same laws may seem to conservatives to condone what they would view as immorality. Adding fuel to the fire is that fear is the standard tool used to police such moral borders. The alternative is to minimise legislation on such issues – but then members of society must assume responsibility for policing themselves. In any event one hopes that we can be tolerant of those with other morals, but it is not easy and not always possible when people hold strong beliefs and feel threatened.

         BORN TO BE RIGHTEOUS…

         When I found myself in Calcutta on my year off before university, my first lesson was to understand my own hubris. My mother worked for Oxfam in Oxford, and, as I wasn’t a doctor or an engineer or in possession of any useful skills, when I appeared at the Calcutta Oxfam office I was greeted with laughter when I asked what I could do to help.

         As Jonathan Haidt says, ‘We’re born to be righteous, but we have to learn what, exactly, people like us should be righteous about.’16 It can get us into a lot of trouble. Lionel Trilling wrote: ‘Some paradox in our natures leads us, when once we have made our fellow men the objects of our enlightened interest, to go on to make them the objects of our pity, then of our wisdom, ultimately of our coercion.’ For this reason, we need what he calls moral realism. It is those in certain knowledge of the truth who are truly dangerous, as Socrates 24knew two and a half millennia ago. This is not to belittle the good that many people do but merely to point out that intention and result are often very different, and ‘doing good’ is dangerous as well as difficult.

         …BUT IT’S GOOD TO MAKE MONEY…

         Focus on an interest can be a precursor to exploration and may help an individual discipline themselves and stabilise their understanding of their relationship with the world. We have already seen how economic interest came to be seen as capable of taming the passions. This is a moral argument, and not one which everyone agreed with in the past or agrees with now. Indeed, commercial motives have been seen as divisive since before Plato. In his Republic, the ruling class of guardians, mirroring the reality of the Greek tribal past as well as of contemporary Sparta, were not allowed to engage in any commercial activities, save farming. All instability in the state was considered to come from division amongst rulers, and so they had to be equal. Any trade which led to large personal wealth was seen as destabilising. The Christian church later banned usury, and there are still many today who consider making money distasteful.

         So it is remarkable that money-making nevertheless managed to be elevated as the key interest to tame the other passions. One reason is that the accumulation of money is unusual in avoiding the typical dissonance between desire and fulfilment. Samuel Johnson even remarked: ‘There are few ways in which a man can be more innocently employed than in getting money.’ But I suspect the main reason money-making has been the passion of choice to control others is its effect on human predictability. The neutrality 25of money, its stability as a store of value, its convertibility and its being the measure of other goods all lend it a safety in stark contrast to more fleeting and unstable passions.

         …OR JUST AVOID HELL

         Pursuit of one’s interest may offer a carrot, but it does not provide a stick. For that the prospect of hell can provide more motivation than the absence of material comforts. As automatic induction into religion has declined, the need for group identity to protect us from the horrors of the unknown has not. Individuals need to find alternative rules to live by, which means joining some moral grouping (be it a political or activist group or a local charity or a street gang). This can also help the wider society insofar as groups encourage us to take responsibility for our actions.

         Under totalitarianism or other tyrannical rule, the individual may be denied such responsibility. Totalitarianism has also occurred where the individual does not want such responsibility and passes it to a tyrant. When such a tyrant is elected and then fully cooperated with, we arrive at what Jung called, in the case of Nazism, epidemic insanity. A lesson from the violent fascism and communism of the twentieth century is that we abrogate our individual political responsibilities at our peril. To correct this, we should avoid joining groups which discourage personal responsibility, be tolerant of those who think differently and resist intolerance in others. Hannah Arendt talked of the banality of evil: evil spreads when we ignore it, when we are cowardly in the face of it and when we accept it as normal.

         All too often the need for group identity has come at a cost to outsiders. The tendency to protect means hating others. The fall 26of organised religion has been associated by Nietzsche and others not just with the Enlightenment but with the erosion of morality and the road, via Hegel and Marx, to nihilism, totalitarianism and modern misanthropy. It has certainly led to many new mass groupthinks and beliefs which elevate the group over the individual, including credence to the nation (Hegel), one’s class (Marx) and more recently one’s politically correct (or politically incorrect) group identity. Even the most intolerant set of ideas can spread if labelled attractively, and they may on the surface appear unobjectionable through an appeal to common values, justice or a utopian vision.

         PICK-AND-MIX MORALITY

         In her book The De-Moralization of Society, Gertrude Himmelfarb wrote of the shift from virtues (absolute standards of behaviour) to values (which we may say we adhere to but which are more difficult to verify).17 Joint values are our new tribal colours, and although it may sound innocuous to sign up to the values of a group, it may not be. Values are used to demarcate and then police boundaries of thought and action in the modern faiths – faiths which help us establish our self-identity and self-identification with the group. This has spilled into politics, as people with different moral systems (a moral system being a linked set of beliefs that makes us cooperate) fail to understand each other. This has led to, and is not helped by, an increase in intolerance.

         Jonathan Haidt has tried to explain something which has baffled a lot of liberals like himself over the past few years: why it is that almost half (47 per cent) of the US electorate twice voted for Donald Trump? The off-the-cuff explanation that they are simply 27stupid will not wash. Haidt starts by describing our inner elephants, as recounted above. He then reveals (from a study by Joe Henrich, Steve Heine and Ara Norenzayan) signs of an elite bubble: nearly all psychological research is conducted on Western, educated, industrialised, rich and democratic (WEIRD) people.18 Moreover, the dominant moral system of WEIRD people is liberal and highly focused on care for others and fairness.

         Yet the set of contemporary voters in the US is broader and can be grouped in three: liberals, libertarians and conservatives. (Haidt notes the almost total absence of political conservatives in academic psychology. Maybe this is a reason for the oversight.) Each group possesses a different set of moral foundations. Haidt identifies six: care/harm; fairness/cheating; loyalty/betrayal; authority/subversion; sanctity/degradation; and liberty/oppression. Each has their associated challenges which explain their evolutionary roots, as well as their own triggers, emotions and virtues. There is a strong relationship between people labelling themselves on a scale from very liberal to very conservative and the moral foundations which are important to them. Liberals overwhelmingly focus on the care/harm and the fairness/cheating foundations; libertarians focus on liberty/oppression; conservatives, although in electoral politics often allied with libertarians, are very different – their moral systems include all six of the moral foundations in a balance. This, Haidt explains, is why conservatives understand liberals but liberals seem unable to understand conservatives.

         Often, liberals do not relate to the sanctity/degradation moral foundation, but they do sacralise equality. This leads them to fight for civil and human rights and a parity of outcomes. This contrasts with conservatives and libertarians, who both tend to sacralise 28liberty but not equality. This leads to conflict: as conservatives do not pay as much attention to the care/harm foundation as liberals whilst liberals do not pay as much attention to liberty, the conflicts most in view are those where the means to further equality override liberty.

         A symmetry is visible between on the one hand Riesman’s shift from the inner-directed to other-directed, and on the other hand the shift from conservative to liberal moral systems. The inner-directed (and perhaps the conservative) value privacy more, as well as non-interference in other people’s business. The inner-directed participate in politics when they have something specific at stake: a responsibility to themselves or to others, i.e. they act according to interests. Politics to them is about issues, and they neither need nor want to invade other people’s privacy in the way they engage politically.

         For the other-directed, what other people think of them is very important. They wish to be at the centre of political and social life, or at least to understand it. They are willing to adapt themselves to resemble others, to fit in. Many are not only naturally group-ish but capable of changing their affiliations and views rapidly – i.e. they are faddish – and may signal their group belonging by looking down on those outside the group. Yet in seeking to be like others, people lose their social freedom and individual autonomy.

         Our moral defence systems make it hard to understand outsiders. When one’s principles are not under threat, the result is a sense of well-being; when they are, the result is crisis. Moral reasoning is pre-experimental and a means to explain and support actions in the context of one’s beliefs. If we want to reach a particular conclusion, almost whatever it is, then we will find the reasons to do 29so. As Haidt puts it, when confronted with a piece of information which fits with our view of the world, we ask ourselves ‘Can I believe it?’, but when it conflicts with our position, we instead ask ‘Must I believe it?’ The answer to the first question is almost always ‘Yes’ and to the second ‘No’. In other words, moral reasoning is reminiscent of Soviet show trials, or indeed the attitude of Lewis Carroll’s Queen of Hearts in Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland: ‘Sentence first – verdict afterwards.’

         The key problem US Democrats face in understanding Republicans is that their focus on the care/harm and fairness/cheating moral foundations makes them blind to the other moral foundations, particularly sanctity/degradation and liberty/oppression. I further agree with Jonathan Haidt that a common blind spot of the left comes from their not properly considering the impact of their policies from the moral perspectives of others.

         THE PRECAUTIONARY MOTIVE AND ITS RECKLESS APPLICATION

         So, morality is in flux. Avarice in the Middle Ages was the foulest sin of all, and yet by the late eighteenth century it was seen as the means to control other passions, as well as being key to national and individual economic prosperity. More recently, we have seen a shift from religion to virtues to values. Moral systems have multiplied, values are not always shared and are sometimes not understood by others, especially by those who have moved furthest from tradition – i.e. the most liberal. Threats to moral systems are traumatic and resisted, including through hate for the other.

         Into this mêlée, just as economic interests were promoted by Sir James Stewart, Adam Smith and others to aid behavioural 30predictability, so fear is now being used by companies, in their advertising, and more notably by politicians and governments, not least in the use of nudge techniques, which employ behavioural science to help people make ‘better’ decisions – but who decides what is ‘better’? We are seeing an increase in mental health problems linked to fear and anxiety. It is perhaps no coincidence.

         One of the prime devices to keep us frightened is the precautionary motive. Justified by care for others and acquiesced to form a sense of priority, this has replaced broader and more rational risk assessment.

         WE ABHOR UNCERTAINTY…

         We are surrounded by uncertainty, and this causes us stress. Sometimes we put off making important decisions because of the potential consequences and fear of making the wrong choices. We may freeze, fail to move on, avoid taking on new ideas. Yet such procrastination can also extend anxiety. If our stress becomes intolerable, we may grasp at a solution without thinking things through carefully, ignoring and failing to act on the ideas and information we need. And the less we know about how to deal with the doubt, again the more distress this causes us. Too many choices to deal with uncertainty can, ironically, give us more stress. Still, normally, the more we think we know about the ambiguous situation and can compartmentalise it, the better.

         One distinction (highlighted by economists John Maynard Keynes and, separately, Frank Knight) is that between risk and uncertainty. We can define the difference as follows: both occur when we face random events, but risk is when we know the probability distribution; uncertainty is when we don’t. In financial markets, 31this translates into being able to hedge or insure against risk, but even if there is no such ability, greater knowledge of possibilities and likelihoods helps us deal with things. As we move from generalised uncertainty towards risk, so we understand more, can compartmentalise better, worry less and maybe mitigate it. Our anxiety becomes more specific fear. We have a better chance of being able to move on and think about something else.

         Also, as some uncertainties are of greater importance than others, so they can shift our attention away from others. This is the attraction of one big, apocalyptic uncertainty – it puts all others into perspective, lessening them.

         To be able to narrate to ourselves and others that we are able to do something to reduce uncertainty is valuable in helping us deal with stress, even if in reality our actions have no discernible impact. Hence, to campaign with emotional energy on a global issue of moral importance can have huge attraction. We also have a psychological desire to convince ourselves that uncertainties (which we have little ability to prevent) are actually risks (which we can maybe insure ourselves against). In financial markets there is an unbalanced focus on the measurable as opposed to the non-measurable (for example, past trends in data are heavily extrapolated but major possible structural shifts often not considered). Uncertainty, defined as random events by Keynes, is often ignored and categories of risk are seen as rigid. They are projected away from (behaviourally complicated) individuals and onto financial instruments. One example is that liquidity is fetishised: investors place too much emphasis on the ability in theory to sell quickly (often when their liabilities do not require this) – but if there was a major crisis, the liquidity they assume might evaporate, liquidity being a function 32of others’ behaviours, not simply an innate quality of the financial instrument in question.

         The past also appears less risky than the future precisely because we know more about it – this is called hindsight bias. And psychologists Amos Tversky and Daniel Kahneman also demonstrated with their prospect theory that our risk appetite is anchored to our starting point – we care more about losing what we have than not gaining what we don’t.19 This is consistent with our valuing the status quo, what we know about the world now. Of course, sometimes we enjoy the thrill of risk (for example, gambling), and this is also a way some of us cope with anxiety.

         …AND MISPERCEIVE RISK

         We have difficulty in understanding nested (Bayesian) probability and tend to favour extremes and polarised thinking. Even judges and government ministers are regularly fooled by this. The theory is not complicated and relates to the interaction of two or more probabilities. It may be best explained through an example: if a test for a disease has a false positive rate of 5 per cent (i.e. for every 100 people without the disease who are tested, the result will erroneously show positive for five of them) and for simplicity if we assume that the test identifies all cases of the disease (i.e. its false negative rate is 0 per cent – this assumption does not significantly alter our revelation below) and the disease is present in only 1 per cent of those tested, then for every 10,000 tested, 100 will test positive because they have the disease (10,000 x 0.01 = 100) – and just a few less if the false negative is non-zero – but 495 will test positive who do not (9,900 x 0.05 = 495). Hence, 83.2 per cent (495 out of 595) of those who test positive will not have the disease. And the 33percentage goes up the less prevalent the disease. One worries that not everyone in the NHS who should understand this does, and similar confusion over nested probabilities has resulted in people being found guilty by judges and juries due to an inability to understand this maths.

         Sometimes we do not get that far. We often have limited ability to understand simpler likelihoods, typically inflating low probability events to appear much more significant than they are. Cass Sunstein coined the term ‘probability neglect’ to describe an inability to factor in the denominator.20 For example, if a rape is reported on the television, even if the risk is one in 10 million, one may not want one’s daughter going out that evening – another case of fear kicking in.

         When we are fearful, we expect the worst and any attempt at probabilistic thinking is excluded, our brains reinforcing this precisely to solidify our single-mindedness. As sociologist Frank Furedi expresses it, the perspective of fear ‘exudes a cultural temper that rejects probabilistic risk analysis because this approach is far too open to the possibility of positive outcomes and opportunities in the future’.21

         Even when we try hard to assess risk, we often fall into a number of traps. One is our tendency to ignore what we cannot measure. This includes information we have but which cannot be easily quantified. Risk assessment in financial markets is rife with examples of people ignoring difficult to understand but relevant information. I made a career trying to understand sovereign risk, and often this comes down to trying to see a problem from the perspective of a key decision-maker – a Finance Minister or President, perhaps – facing a limited number of choices, often in a restricted time period 34(which generally makes the outcome easier, not harder, to predict). Incentives, beliefs, politics, history, even anthropology may all be relevant, as well as the hard economic and financial numbers.

         Risk is a human concept invented to help us cope, not an objective feature to be impartially observed. It is complicated. Yet the standard ways of representing risk in financial markets is to focus on the measurable, normally just the past volatility of a price. And because many other investors do the same – and because their doing so moves the price in accordance with their beliefs (at least for a while) – this focus adds real value for much of the time. However, it can also totally fail when a structural shift of some type occurs. Investors are often caught out by a change from past patterns, and not enough of them plan for alternative scenarios. They suffer from what is often called herd mentality, a weak form of groupthink.

         Financial markets of course constitute only one environment in which risk is misperceived. But if people can get it wrong there, they can most certainly do so elsewhere.

         THE DRIFT AWAY FROM COST–BENEFIT ANALYSIS

         Most of the big mistakes in public investment projects (if not in policy more generally) occur in implementation.22 It is important to gauge in detail what will happen if a strategy is adopted, including knock-on and side effects, and to continue to monitor and assess during execution. Impact can be assessed against the status quo but also against other policy choices. One can use cost–benefit analysis to do this, which, although it can be highly complex, is conceptually simply an assessment of all the costs of a policy option on one side set against the benefits on the other. To compare like with 35like, all the expected consequences of a policy are given a monetary value. These costs and benefits are then netted out and policy choices weighed against each other.

         Such a utilitarian approach has its attractions. But what measures should be used? Different methods may lead to very different conclusions, and the choice of gauge may be determined by the chooser’s outcome preference. In other words, the selection and assessment of risk measures constitute exercises of power. For many policies, a monetary value is assigned to preventing a human death, and, similarly, quality-of-life impairments are also given a price tag. There is a whole literature on how governments, insurance companies and others value human life, and of course whatever measure is used the resultant number cannot capture the true value of a person’s existence. It is no more than an aid to making a difficult choice. Sometimes the lives of many can be saved tomorrow only at the cost of some today. Policy-makers can face hard decisions in the knowledge that a judgement cannot easily be ducked – refusing to make a choice, for example in a battle, or in setting economic or health policy, may also cost lives, or indeed more lives.

         But how is it acceptable to value a human life or make a choice which takes even one? Depending on one’s moral system, one will have a different response. By what specific chain of events and decisions a person dies is also important – indeed, it can be more important than whether they live or die. So, certain choices – for example, sacrificing the lives of innocent people through a clear positive decision to do so, even if this saves many more lives than the available alternatives – are just not acceptable (by most people) as policy options.

         And the principle holds more generally. Even if lives are not at 36stake, if policy-makers consider too many options as unacceptable, and especially if they are concerned that how they reached certain policy decisions might be criticised in the future, this may lead to certain options being excluded outright, and so to sub-optimal decisions. If more and more policy options get closed off in this way, the choice narrows on a single objective. Wider cost–benefit analysis may not even be considered, with many strategy options discarded from the start. Groupthink can exacerbate the problem where nobody in a government department or the Cabinet raises objections or thinks outside the box. If we then add in a large dose of fear, the precautionary motive, which urges us to err on the side of caution, replaces more balanced risk assessment. Fear can also be used to justify the policy to the public. Precautionary policy focuses on one or a narrow set of objectives and designs policies to achieve them irrespective of any side effects, good or bad. In such cases, serious cost–benefit analysis is simply not used to make decisions, although a version of it may be produced to justify a decision already made.

         Elected politicians are wary of any policy which can cost them votes. In today’s politically correct environment, this means they are wary of any policy which challenges the extreme attention placed on care for others. Moreover, in a world of fear in which the precautionary motive has replaced more reasoned pros and cons – for example, during lockdown when people were faced with aggressive advertising implying that to break restrictions was putting lives at risk – accusation means guilt. Perception is more important than reality. Hence, the question is not simply whether a policy focuses exclusively on care for others but whether it can be spun that way. The precautionary motive has replaced balanced 37risk assessment. We have replaced rationality with a form of single-minded, collective stupidity, its clarion call the emergency, its certain sign the lack of balanced risk assessment or full debate of alternatives.

         CODDLING

         Over time, our institutions have done more and more to protect us. Whilst this is of great benefit, it has gone hand in hand with changed perceptions of what to expect. If something goes wrong, we are incentivised to look for someone to blame. There is a related tendency to rely on the state to take more and more responsibility for mitigating the risks in our lives. Is this an inevitable consequence of greater wealth and societal complexity? I do not think so. Wealth is more an enabler than a driver of this trend. It is more a moral prioritising of care for others which brushes aside other considerations (including liberty, freedom of expression and tradition), combined with hubris and a tendency to interventionism. That the dominance of care over other considerations is seen as obvious progress by some may actually be considered evidence of their groupthink. As with other examples of groupthink, one either agrees with the core belief or disagrees, with very little room in between. And, again characteristic of groupthink, there is a lack of effective (internal) opposition – the result of cowardice by those who might otherwise speak out and intolerance by those who would stop them. So, for example, to what extent should two consenting adults have the liberty to do extremely harmful things to each other – like one eat the other alive? Mill’s idea of non-intervention in the liberty of the individual so long as there is no harm to others is a starting point for how far the care principle should go, but there 38are obvious exceptions – for the young, mentally ill etc. – and exactly where these definitions take effect is hugely controversial. In our example, should the knowledge of consensual cannibalism be considered offensive to others and so justify intervention? Could the desire to be eaten demonstrate mental illness sufficient to intervene? This is obviously an extreme example and I expect all but the most libertarian would want the state to intervene, but what about imposing a healthy diet on the dangerously obese (in hospital perhaps) or preventing retail investors investing in particular high-risk investments? My point is that choosing where to draw these lines entails moral not just technical questions.

         To some extent, again mirroring Riesman’s three-stage progression from tradition- to inner- to other-directed, sociologists Bradley Campbell and Jason Manning argue that there has been a progression. This is from ‘honour cultures’, in which men react violently to guard their reputations, to ‘dignity cultures’, in which people have pride whatever others think of them and are fairly thick-skinned when slighted, and finally to ‘victimhood culture’. Victimhood culture has three traits distinctive from dignity culture: high sensitivity to slight, tendency to handle conflicts through complaints to third parties, and desire to appear as a victim. It features a desire to be cocooned from reality and its challenges, as well as a lack of emotional development towards self-reliance and independence. And it encourages, and is encouraged by, an accommodating bureaucracy.23

         Greg Lukianoff and Jonathan Haidt criticise ‘the coddling of the American mind’ in their book of the same name. They identify three untruths: us versus them (life is a battle between good people and bad people); fragility (what doesn’t kill you makes you 39weaker); and emotional reasoning (always trust your feelings). All three contradict ancient wisdom, are unsupported by modern psychological research on well-being and harm individuals and communities.

         They argue that the us versus them mentality is a function of fear (apocalyptic and non-apocalyptic) and base tribalism. Following on from the discussion so far, we can see how the moral focus on care can, by applying to in-groups at the expense of others, ironically enhance the sense of sectarianism and lead to intolerance, animosity and harm.

         We are anti-fragile. Challenge is what makes us individuals, makes us think. We need challenge in order to develop. Children in particular are anti-fragile. Paranoid parenting is bad for children. They need more free unsupervised play than they are getting. Over-protection makes them less resilient. Adults also benefit from challenge rather than constant coddling. One consequence is that we should not be so scared of giving offence; we could be doing someone a favour, making them think of something from a different angle. We also need to avoid over-coddling ourselves, and look for ideas that challenge us rather than ones which reinforce our existing views.

         There is also a link with the concept of emotional intelligence mentioned earlier. The idea that one should avoid giving offence and tell people what they want to hear rather than what they need to hear is connected to the promotion of emotional intelligence in the office and elsewhere, yet may be at the cost of productive challenge. We have to make a conscious effort to take good rather than pleasing decisions, developing beneficial habits and incentives for our elephants. We should avoid many of the shortcuts and moral 40reasoning which lead to poor outcomes. This is very difficult, but by the end of this book I hope to have shed some light on why it is so important to make the effort, as well as on how to do so.

         SUMMARY

         In this chapter I have discussed various aspects of human psychology – our irrationality, our moral systems, our fear and anxiety and how we respond to uncertainty. In doing so, I have explored the pull of groupthink and its dangers. The following are key ideas covered:

         
	The rationalist myth has a long pedigree, and we are much less rational than we believe ourselves to be. Tribal/kin conformity has been a winning evolutionary strategy, with it being more important to look right than be right. Competence precedes and is more important than comprehension.

            	But humans desire narratives to make sense of the world. Our conscious selves create such narratives and act as publicity agents to our subconscious selves. We can visualise our subconscious selves as elephants which our conscious selves sit atop but have no control over.

            	The more intelligent, educated and erudite we are, the better we are at fooling ourselves and others that we are rational. Hence, elites are most likely to fall into groupthink.

            	Our subconscious elephant makes decisions based on our passions. We can learn to communicate emotionally with our elephants and focus on self-interest to mould our passions. But being emotionally intelligent does not make us more rational.41


            	Our efforts to be rational are often trumped by powerful emotions, especially fear and anxiety.

            	A single apocalyptic fear, to which we are often drawn, can be therapeutic. It can help focus our anxieties and make other problems look manageable in contrast.

            	Group beliefs and moral systems can help us cope with our fears, but they also cocoon us from reality and nurture mass groupthink.

            	If the moral order is under threat, rationality is short-circuited and defence mechanisms come into play.

            	Following our interests often leads to more desirable and collectively logical results than attempting to impose rational solutions (which people will resist and which turn out to be irrational).

            	Efforts to be righteous often involve exerting power over others and cause unnecessary conflict, pain and suffering.

            	There has been a shift from virtues to values and from innerdirectedness to other-directedness (from inner strength to caring more about what other people think of us). When our different moral foundations come into contact with each other, the result is often incomprehension and conflict.

            	The dominance of fear and anxiety, abetted by splintered morality, has led to irrational responses to uncertainty, in particular a reckless focus on the precautionary motive in place of more balanced risk assessments.

            	We have also reacted to uncertainty by withdrawing into our shells, coddling both our young and ourselves instead of seeing challenges as healthy opportunities enabling us to grow.

            	Being rational is hard, as the jury in 12 Angry Men illustrated. It is often easier to fit in with the dominant groupthink, but this can lead to the worst outcomes.
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            * Anthropologists focus on society-wide patterns in this type of gap.

            † This can of course be a phase which reduces in intensity after rebellion from the confines of family. As Mark Twain said: ‘When I was a boy of fourteen, my father was so ignorant I could hardly stand to have the old man around. But when I got to be twenty-one, I was astonished at how much the old man had learned in seven years.’
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