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Introduction


What I Believe takes its title from two separate essays, one by the philosopher Bertrand Russell, written in 1925, and one by the novelist E. M. Forster, written in 1938. These two humanist writer-activists set out their approach to life – their fundamental world view – in a way that was intended to be accessible to all. The concept proved popular, and publishers George Allen & Unwin emulated it in I Believe, a collection of essays published in 1940 that stayed in print continuously for more than twenty-five years. The nineteen contributors to I Believe were almost all humanists, and included Russell and Forster themselves, along with the author H. G. Wells, the scientist J. B. S. Haldane, the politician Harold Laski, the sexologist Havelock Ellis and the evolutionary biologist Julian Huxley.


In 1966, with I Believe out of print, George Allen & Unwin published a new volume, What I Believe. Unlike the original I Believe, the eighteen contributors included at least half a dozen Christians and a number of contributors whose views blurred the lines between a humanist and a religious world view. In his introduction to the 1966 collection, George Unwin said that the inclusion of Christians and the increased fuzziness of world views on display simply reflected the times. Compared with what he called the ‘giants’ of the 1940 collection and their ‘forthright’ humanism, he said that the humanists of 1966 were more inward-looking, while Christians had become more outward-looking. Perhaps. But his decision was also part of a general pushback in many establishment circles against the humanist view of things, and in favour of a more conservative and Christian one.


The BBC had led the way in this pushback, commissioning a series of radio broadcasts in the mid-1940s, also published as What I Believe in 1948, in which only three of the twelve contributors were humanists. In the eight decades since, public broadcasting has given humanists barely a dozen unmediated opportunities to directly describe their beliefs to the listening public as such, whereas it has given religious thinkers the chance to speak directly about theirs on at least a daily basis: a ratio of about three thousand to one over the years.


When I started the podcast What I Believe, it was inspired by the original twentieth-century humanists’ expressions of their world views, and the continuing decades-long exclusion of humanists from popular opportunities like the BBC’s Thought for the Day. Between 2020 and 2024, I interviewed more than sixty humanists in an effort to understand more about the values, convictions and opinions by which they live today.


The appeal of well-known people talking about their personal philosophies is obvious. It gives us a glimpse into the minds of people whom we already admire or have an interest in, and offers us an opportunity to know them better. Often, their ideas may be more organised than our own as a result of their work or experience, but even if not, we certainly will learn something from them – and the more self-reflective of us will have personal responses, seeing things from a different perspective, and perhaps even changing our own minds.


You don’t have to agree with them to be fascinated by what they believe.


For me, the appeal of interviewing humanists in particular was twofold. First, people in the UK today are much more in tune with the humanist approach than they were in the early twentieth century. Opinion polls and surveys show that humanist beliefs are now very widespread – that this life is the only one we know we have; that science and reason can explain the universe; that morality and meaning are human creations, not divine gifts. Although many people’s world views are still fuzzy, with a range of different beliefs and values, many aspects of the humanist approach have become common sense. But there are still not many opportunities for people to encounter explicitly humanist ideas, framed as such. Messages I received from listeners to the podcast often said what a refreshing experience it had been to hear views they shared explained at length, sometimes for the first time in their lives.


My second motivation was my desire to explore the diversity of humanist thought today. The original two essays of Russell and Forster nearly a century ago were different in their emphasis, but fundamentally similar. In the last twenty years of working for the humanist movement, I’ve been struck by the diversity of thought and opinion expressed by humanists. They have a wide range of motivations and fascinations, and I wanted to capture something of that.


The contributors who appear in this volume are all humanists, with the vast majority being members of Humanists UK, and so of course they have many ideas in common: a desire to know the world and seek out truth; a respect for both human creativity and human reason; a humanitarianism that seeks to reach across all boundaries and borders; an appreciation of human diversity, not just as the necessary consequence of human freedom (another common value), but as something beautiful and fascinating in itself. But the routes by which they arrived at their beliefs are diverse, the worlds in which they practise their professions have shaped their values and beliefs in particular ways, and they do have different priorities from each other. They differed on questions around how to understand the balance of freedom and equality, of reason and emotion, of universal ethics and moral relativism, and of personal responsibility and serendipity in the shaping of our destinies.


Three main headlines emerged for me as I reread the conversations. Some interviewees dwelled in particular on curiosity, a love of truth and knowledge; others on their fascination with and love for human beings; others on social values like justice and fairness. In every single case these concerns overlapped and were interrelated, but to give some structure to this book they form the three section headings for this collection.


Some interviewees spoke directly, laying out their thoughts as opinions. Others spoke in anecdotes that illustrated their values by example, or recounted formative experiences as stories. Some interviewees knew exactly what they believed. For others, talking about their ideas was roundabout, and their world views emerged for the listener as much from their digressions as anything else. I’ve kept the edited excerpts in this anthology as transcripts because of the value of reading people as they think out loud, and have edited them only as far as was necessary to make sense of spoken words on the page. The original discussions were longer than the podcasts and the edited versions in this book are even shorter again. Over fifty hours of discussion had to be filleted down to around 80,000 words – far less than half of what was originally broadcast – and so I have tried to select the parts of each conversation that were most distinctive. Particularly painful has been the fact that fewer than half of the episodes would even fit in this book at all. (But, as a result, a whole mass of fascinating material still awaits you in the podcasts, so do take a listen!)


I am enormously grateful to have had the opportunity to speak with the many humanists who gave their time to contribute to the What I Believe podcast. Some of them I knew well, others I was speaking with for the first time, but from all of them I gained valuable insights and reflections that have stayed with me. The humanist view of life is progressive and dynamic. All ideas, values and beliefs are open to question and revision. There is no immemorial tradition or unquestioned authority. Instead, there is a millennia-old conversation to which all are invited, and from which we all can learn. I hope this collection contributes to your own engagement in this fulfilling enterprise.


Andrew Copson
Leicestershire, February 2024
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I’m grateful to Sophie Castle for her tireless dedication in producing the original podcast and for her assiduous work on transcription (although any errors that remain are undoubtedly my own), and to Tim Monaghan for the donation of a catchy podcast jingle. I am also grateful to Alan Palmer, whose funding for the What I Believe project allowed this book to come together.









REASON, SCIENCE AND TRUTH









Jim Al-Khalili on reality and storytelling


March, 2021


Jim Al-Khalili is a professor of quantum physics and Distinguished Chair at the University of Surrey. He is a science communicator known for his popular science books, TV documentaries, and radio programmes, mostly for the BBC.


You study a bit of science that I think most people would see as mind-bendingly weird, because it’s so divorced from our daily experience. How do you manage to jump out of our normal everyday way of thinking about things and into the quantum world?


I don’t think I or other people who work in these more obscure theoretical areas of fundamental physics struggle to jump from one world to the other, from being buried in equations and Greek symbols and the fuzzy uncertainty of atoms to suddenly being in the real world. It’s like any other job. It’s something we enjoy. The nice thing about working in an area like quantum mechanics is that it really does (or should) push you to think about the meaning of reality itself. What is there? Is there an objective truth and objective reality out there that we as scientists are trying to reach? With quantum mechanics, of course, it’s all that business of ‘Just by the act of observing an electron, you alter its behaviour – does this mean that all possible universes exist? Are there an infinite number of mes?’ That’s one version of what quantum mechanics tells us. So, it does really overlap with a lot of deep philosophical ideas, more so than a lot of other areas of science.


How has your work in quantum mechanics affected your view of things in normal everyday life?


Like in any area of fundamental physics, we are careful not to say, ‘I believe this’, ‘the world is like this’, but I do feel that the mathematical equations that I work with need a narrative to go along with them. How do they connect to the real world? Do they describe reality as it really is? Is there a reality out there? There’s no room for metaphysics. I still think some of the work I do is spiritual in the broadest sense of the word. Spiritual in that it’s uplifting. It’s inspiring. I find it sort of magical sometimes, but it is describing a concrete, absolute truth that’s out there. I may be along the wrong tracks; maybe quantum mechanics is wrong, and we need a better theory. But what we’re trying to do is approximate the best we can to a physical reality that is out there. Then I think, in everyday life, I imagine that there is a physical reality out there. I have very little time for the more sort of postmodern ideas of relative truths – ‘My truth is as good as yours’, that sort of thing. Well, no – there’s an absolute truth out there. There are other ways of trying to get to it, but for me, science and the scientific method are the most reliable ways of getting to that truth that’s there.


Some of the wannabe relativists that you’re rejecting there, they actually love quantum anything, and they’ll use the word ‘quantum’ liberally.


Part of my view is a reaction against that, because quantum has been used and abused. It’s partly the fault of physicists back in the sixties and seventies, who were all high on LSD, and they’d think, Quantum mechanics is quantum, man. Suddenly, telepathy and paranormal activity can all be explained. Quantum is weird, those things are weird, therefore it must be connected. I think now we’re sort of backtracking and being much more hard-nosed about it. No! That isn’t what quantum mechanics is about. So my view is a reaction against any vagueness.


I did say something the other day about objectivity. I was posting about something that Richard Dawkins said, that the truths of science have been and always will be true. I tweeted that I don’t always agree with him, but on this, I do. Of course, there were loads of others who came forward to say science is a social construct. Well, I don’t do the usual thing that others do on Twitter, which is take a side and stick with it 100 per cent. You know what I’m like. I’m conciliatory. But I think when Richard talks about science, he means scientific knowledge or absolute truths about reality that we can reach by science. That is not a social construct. The scientific method, of course, is a social construct, because we’ve invented it. We human beings have invented it. It could have been constructed by aliens as well. AI could come up with a scientific method. But at the moment, it’s constructed by humans. So I said, ‘So everyone’s right.’ You know? Hurrah. There wasn’t much of a response after that. So there were probably people who may have been spoiling for an argument, which didn’t work out well, and left [them] a little deflated . . .


You’ve described science as a human enterprise, as something you admire. Is that important to you: the idea of science as a human quest?


It is. If there are aliens living on some distant planets, in a distant galaxy, they will also be wanting to discover truths about the universe and the laws of physics, which will be no different for them than for us. They may well hit upon exactly the sorts of approaches we’ve adopted in science, what we call the scientific method. But, as it stands, the scientific method is something that we humans have developed, and I think it’s so useful to us that we really should be extending it to other walks of life as well. The ideas of valuing evidence and data over opinion; examining your own biases, which are quite a natural part of human nature; being prepared to admit when you’re wrong; changing your mind in the light of new evidence – these are the sort of things that we find so difficult in everyday life, yet scientists are trained to do them. And I think we should try and get more people using the scientific method, not to do science, but simply to cope with all the information that we have bombarding us every day of our lives at the moment.


Do you believe that for our private lives, to make us better people and better able to cope with things, or for public life?


I think both are important. Certainly, as individuals, we should be examining our own biases, trying to be as objective as possible in the views that we have, but it certainly applies to public life as well. To some extent, since the pandemic, we’re now seeing politicians saying, ‘Well, we’re not sure. Given the evidence that we have, we think this is the approach we should take.’ Brilliant. If only our politicians had said that before – because in the past, certainly in public life and in politics, expressing uncertainty or doubts was a weakness. In science, it’s the opposite. It’s a strength. It is showing that you are open-minded towards new evidence that would mean you have to alter your view. I think we are seeing that because of the heavy reliance by society and politicians on the evidence related to the pandemic. We’re understanding how science works and how that has to then be reflected in government policy.


You think science is a universal pursuit, something that can be conducted across cultures, and you’ve famously written about science in the Arab Golden Age. What drew you to that time and place?


Well, part of it is my own heritage. I was born in Baghdad. I grew up in Iraq, although it was a very sort of Western English home I grew up in, with my mother being English. I went to school there until I was sixteen. There were a lot of scientific achievements during the medieval period, when the Islamic Empire was new, and certainly during particular very powerful and stable dynasties, when there was a lot of scholarship and knowledge. These are stories that I learned about at school. I think even there, in the Islamic world, and the Arab world in particular, they aren’t known well enough. The narrative about how science developed really is that the ancient Greeks were very clever, then nothing happened, because Europe went to sleep for a thousand years, and then suddenly you have Vesalius and Copernicus and Galileo, and you get the Renaissance and the Scientific Revolution. So part of my motivation was to say that science is a continuum, advancing our knowledge about how the world works. Yes, it might get repeated, or we might go down cul-de-sacs and then come back and realise that we were wrong, but by and large it progresses, as we can learn from the experiences of past empires and scholars.


That period, the Golden Age of what was called Arabic science because all the texts were written in Arabic language, was rich with wonderful discoveries and wonderful scholarship across all areas of science. I just felt that it was a story that wasn’t told. So part of it was that it’s just a fascinating story. Part of my motivation was also to shout it back at the Islamic world and say, ‘Here are your own ancestors, who were rational, who were logical thinkers, who knew that if you wanted to learn how the world works, you didn’t just get it from a holy book, you went off and did experiments and you talked and understood what other people were thinking about. They were doing real science back then.’ To some extent, that had been – and still is, sadly – forgotten in many parts of this world. It was just a reminder that if you can take pride in your own ancestors’ achievements from a thousand years ago, how can you possibly start moving backwards? Why not advance from there?


And I enjoyed the storytelling. Unlike a lot of scientists, I was always interested in the history of how scientific ideas developed and what would lead someone to come up with a new concept or theory about the world, or devise a new experiment, or make an observation that tells them something different. How did it come to them? And within the time that they lived? How was that possible? I find those stories bring the scientific concepts alive. I know a lot of scientists who are interested in quantum mechanics but not in Erwin Schrödinger. They might ask ‘Why? Why care about the personality or the person who invented it?’ But I want to find out about what sort of person Erwin Schrödinger was. What was his personality like? For me, it’s the people who are developing our scientific knowledge that bring that knowledge alive.


I find them inspiring. I remember, as an undergraduate student studying physics, for a year I just basically gobbled up all the biographies of the great physicists of the early twentieth century. Niels Bohr, Werner Heisenberg, Paul Dirac: all the people that, as a physicist, I knew very well, but I knew them through their contributions to science. Seeing an equation named after a famous scientist didn’t really do much for me. It’s interesting in terms of solving a mathematical puzzle. But to find out about the person and what they were thinking? That just got me excited. Not that I wanted to do what they were doing, but somehow I think there is something inspirational about these heroes. There’s no difference – sporting heroes, movie stars, pop stars. It’s just people you aspire to become, people you admire.


You’re a professor of public engagement in science. So what are the extra values on top of the values of being a scientist that are important for public engagement and communication?


I think I’m coming around to the idea that trying to explain the scientific method is as important, if not more important, than explaining the science itself. Yes, it’s good to have a scientifically literate society to some extent, so that we know the difference between vaccines and antibiotics, and so that we know that vaccines can’t carry chips, or that 5G networks can’t spread coronavirus. People need to have some level of understanding of science, even if they don’t know what happens if you fall into a black hole. But more importantly, people need to understand how science works, and why evidence about the world – scientific evidence, in particular – can be believed and can be trusted. It’s not just, ‘This scientist is an expert in vaccines, and they’re telling me I should have the vaccine, therefore I should, because they’ve spent years studying it.’ It’s ‘What is the clinical trial? Why should we trust clinical trials?’ My father had the Covid vaccine. He said, ‘I’m eighty-nine. I’m having the jab first. I’m the guinea pig.’ And I said, ‘No, there were forty thousand people who were guinea pigs; that’s called clinical trials. We now know it works!’


So at one level, science communication is about inspiring people and getting science embedded into popular culture, talking about scientific ideas, because it’s fun, because it’s inspiring in the same way as talking about music and politics and art and sports. That’s one level. The other is that there is that method, the way we do science, the way we learn about the world. I think there’s a valuable lesson in the reproducibility of results, the gathering of reliable evidence, putting uncertainty on what you know, being prepared to change your mind, falsifiability, the Karl Popper ideas. All those ideas that we use to do science, we could actually apply much more generally in everyday life to have a much more rational view of the world.


***


I don’t tend to like confrontation. It’s not that I shy away from it because I’m afraid I’m going to lose an argument, in a cowardly sort of way. It just doesn’t appeal to me. The polarisation of views is just never something that I bought into. Even growing up as a kid, I was always quite happy to listen to the other side. It wasn’t about point-scoring or winning an argument for me. It was about trying to find out what was right, where the truth was. If the other side had a truth, then so be it. Maybe I just have less cognitive dissonance than average. I don’t know. Maybe it’s partly my scientific training, being able to admit that, actually, you’ve got a point, I’ve changed my mind. I back down. I don’t have a problem doing that. I know a lot of people, if painted into a corner, will just come out fighting regardless, and they’ll never back down. I just find that senseless.









Susan Blackmore on being wrong and taking drugs


August, 2022


Susan Blackmore is a psychologist, lecturer, and writer researching consciousness, memes, and anomalous experiences, and Visiting Professor at the University of Plymouth. She is best known for her popular science book The Meme Machine and textbook Consciousness: An Introduction.


I can tell you lots of things I don’t believe, rather than being able to tell you what I do believe. That’s because I’ve been finding things that don’t work, and moving on into the great wide world of more things that might work if this one doesn’t.


Let’s start with that, then. If that’s your approach, where do you think that came from? Is that scientific training?


Well, it’s partly that, but mostly from very early on, as you know, when I had a dramatic out-of-body experience. I was convinced that this was proof of life after death, souls and spirits, telepathy and clairvoyance – you name it – all paranormal phenomena. It took me several years of research and a PhD in parapsychology to find that, as far as I can tell, there’s no such thing. Each time I found that something doesn’t work . . . it was, ‘Oh, maybe this next idea works . . . well, what’s around the next corner? Maybe if clairvoyance doesn’t work, maybe telepathy does . . . if telepathy doesn’t work, maybe tarot cards work’ – you know, on and on and on, until I got to the point of thinking, Well, maybe none of these is true. So that was a very powerful lesson in the scientific method. I wouldn’t have called it that then. But it was a lesson in having a theory that you really, really care about and invest yourself in: ‘I’m the one who believes in psychic phenomena, and I’m going to prove to the world, to all those close-minded scientists who don’t believe in it, that they’re wrong.’ And then I was wrong. That was tough. It’s fine, and it’s fantastic to look back on and think, that was really good training. To take your theories, to work as hard as you can to see if they’re right, and then, when they’re wrong, to realise, ‘Oh, actually, the world opens up to all the more possibilities.’ And so you move on. And in my case, you find out you’re wrong, lots of times, but you kind of get used to it.


That’s a very positive way of looking at it: being happy to find out you’re wrong, and then moving on to other things.


Well, I’d much rather be right!


I was going to ask, did you want to be right? Presumably, you wanted to be right?


I very, very, very, very, very, very much wanted it to be right, yes.


Why was that? Why do you think you had so much invested in wanting it to be right?


Now, of all the millions of questions people ask again and again, nobody’s asked me that one. Very interesting. I would say there were two reasons why I so desperately wanted to be right. One was the out-of-body experience, and some other experiences of ‘oneness’, and expansion into the universe - these seemed more real than real. And we have reasons now to understand why they seem more real than real, because of how the brain manages reality discrimination, and because during those experiences there’s nothing else, and you’re totally invested in this thing. But the fact that it feels and looks real in every way, it seems more real than ordinary life – that was one driving emotional reason. And the other reason for wanting to be right was – I kind of demonstrated it a moment ago – ‘I’m going to prove to all those scientists that they’re wrong. I’m going to be right about this amazing theory I’ve got about memory and ESP [extra sensory perception] being out in the Akashic record.’ And blah, blah, blah, you know: my crazy theory. And, ‘I’ll show them.’


Was it an important part of your identity during the time you were doing it?


Yes. Not only that, but I dressed in the hippy gear, and I ran the Oxford University Society for Psychical Research. And we invited mediums and spiritualists, and psychical researchers, and ghostbusters, and other people to come and give us talks and demonstrations. And we did Ouija boards, and we went looking for haunted houses around the colleges. That’s who I was.


What has your time researching these things left you with in terms of beliefs about the people who do believe in them?


There’s no one answer to that. There are a few really awful frauds. I came across very, very few, but those were horrible – exploiting people for their own ends. Then there are the soppy, soft people, for whom you can tell that it’s so important to their life to believe in God, or the next life, or that their wife is in heaven, and they’re going to meet her again, and I don’t want to argue with them. Then there are the types who ‘know’ they are right – for example, in the Society for Psychical Research, or in parapsychology in general. Some of them are so committed to their views that they don’t want to listen to any alternatives, and it’s really, really annoying. What upset me most though was when mediums, psychics or spiritualists would say, ‘If you had an open mind, then you would believe X.’ That made me so angry, because having an open mind means you’re willing to change your mind! It doesn’t mean you’re willing to believe something crazy just because you like it. Well, it can do . . . they can be the same thing, but they often aren’t. And finally, there are also – rather few, but very valuable to me – scientists who believe in the paranormal, or who do research on near-death experiences and are totally convinced that that proves life after death but are still open-minded. There are some like this who are still friends [of mine] and I can talk to them and enjoy their ideas and the differences we have . . . We can argue about it and enjoy it. That’s nice.


Is that something that you value and believe in, that sort of argumentative life?


Yes. Okay. Maybe we’ve found something I do believe in, although I’m not sure ‘belief’ is quite the word, but it’ll do. Yes.


Committed to?


Yes, I find myself doing it and smiling at the same time. ‘What! You believe that?! Come on . . . Now, what about this evidence?’ Yes, I enjoy that.


A sort of joy of arguing.


It’s an enjoyment, but in what sense is it a belief? It is a belief . . . You’re forcing me into finding out what I believe, as I thought you might! It is a belief that that kind of argument leads you somewhere, that you learn something from that kind of argument. You learn to firm up your own arguments, your own beliefs, your own ideas; you learn to take note of other people’s and either go, ‘Oh, I must think about that some more, as it might be true,’ or, ‘That’s absolute rubbish. Now, how can I find out it’s rubbish? Is it really rubbish?’


That’s the way you learn. I keep going into, ‘What is the point of life anyway? There’s no point. So why is learning important?’ And I think, well, you’ve got to make something important, because there’s no ultimate importance. And you’re smiling while you’re doing it.


That’s a brilliant description of how you know what’s giving you happiness in life - you find yourself smiling while you’re doing it.


Yes, yes. I get quite a lot of emails from people who are really distressed by my not believing in free will, and I’ve been writing to someone recently, who said, since he’s watched lots of my videos and read stuff I’ve written about no free will, that it’s made him terribly depressed. And one of the things he said is, ‘You always look so happy talking about this.’ So I tried to explain how it does make me happy to think there’s no free will. And it is possible to live a happy, moral, kind life - or one attempting to be kind and moral - without having to base that in free will. So I hope I’m managing to explain it to him.


***


I want to come on to talk a little bit about drugs and their legalisation, because that’s one of the many causes you’re associated with. There are two aspects there that I think it might be useful to find out what you really believe. Firstly, the use of drugs generally, because I think you think that drugs can have life-enhancing effects in various ways. And secondly, the whole policy question of legalisation of drugs and what’s going on in the world, and in our own country, with this losing war on drugs. So, do you think drugs can be, for many people, an ingredient in a good life?


Oh, absolutely, they can. But I would first of all say you can’t just say ‘drugs’. Nicotine has precious little use, but is very addictive, and it spoils a lot of lives. Alcohol is very mixed. Heroin’s fantastically effective sometimes but horribly addictive; morphine is great for painkilling and when seriously needed, but not in people who use it only to escape from the miseries or difficulties of their lives.


The drugs that I’m really interested in are cannabis and the psychedelics. I find them especially inspiring for creative and original thoughts. And I’m so pleased that, at last, there is enough willingness in government and grant-giving bodies to allow research on psychedelics such as LSD, psilocybin and DMT. This should have been going on since these drugs first emerged into the West a century ago – or certainly, since the research that was going on when LSD was discovered in 1943. There was lots of research in the fifties, and then it all had to stop with the passing of the drug laws in the late 1960s. This research was already showing some fantastic things. For example, the use of LSD or psilocybin, or any of the major hallucinogens, for end-of-life care. Many people facing the end of their life, who know they’re going to die with whatever disease; they can be terrified, upset by wondering what was the point of it all, afraid of the pain. They might be feeling guilty about things they haven’t sorted out beforehand, or angry about things they remember. All the usual stuff that we have as humans, can be much worse when you think you’re going to die. These drugs open up your mind, and this can be horrendous, terrifying – but if you have people sitting with you who know what to do, the horrible thoughts, realisations and visions can be very useful and need not even last very long. This can mean opening up to questions like ‘Who am I? What have I done? What’s important to me?’, and the sense of self can change dramatically . . . can be transformed. Research on this was effectively banned for decades but now there are people trained to help the terminally ill in a safe environment. Typically they have two sessions of the drug – occasionally three – and the transformation in how those people face their own death can be profound.


Take also the use of certain psychedelics for depression, or for helping release from addiction. Again, it’s the insights that happen during the trip that are important, and they very often continue during the following twenty-four to forty-eight hours. In depression, those changes to the self, to how you feel about things, how you feel about your past, can be quite dramatic. Addiction can be helped, too, with one, or two, or three trips. Then you need quite a long time after each one to integrate it. But you don’t need to keep on taking the drug. This is important because it means that these substances are of no use to the drug companies. Drug companies are never going to make money out of something that you can get from a mushroom in your garden . . . well, probably not your garden, but somewhere. Or that you can just go and buy once they’re legal. They’re never going to be able to make money out of drugs that you don’t take very often. I was at a wonderful conference, long ago. There’s a website called Erowid. It’s an anagram of ‘WEIRDO’, because the people who run it are self-professed weirdos. But at this conference, they were doing mega online surveys. And they asked users of LSD, ‘If LSD were cheap and readily available, and you could buy it any time, how often would you take it?’ Now, what do you think their answer was? I mean, the average answer; obviously, they varied.


Once a month?


Not bad. It was about once or twice a year on average. You’d probably find, if you started taking it once a month, that it was a bit much. I don’t know. I tend to have it every two or three years. I’ve actually had long gaps, and then I might have it two or three times in a year, and then another long gap. But again, it’s not something that most people want to do very often, because the changes take a long time to integrate with your life, and a trip can be quite an undertaking as well.


That’s your position, then: that it’s like learning a new thing, or taking a new idea, you take time then to integrate the experience into yourself?


Yes, that’s true when you take psychedelics with that sort of attitude. Alternatively, you can just party with drugs and people. I’ve never been to a party drinking alcohol, smoking dope and taking LSD all at the same time. I wouldn’t; I think it would be a waste of all three of them. So I don’t know very much about what that’s like. But yes, as far as these drugs are concerned, we can use them well in our lives. We can use them rather than abuse them. And we need to learn more, which is why I am so glad about that. At last, the research is going on.


Then, about legalisation. Well, the whole war on drugs is an utter disaster – always has been, right from the start. I don’t blame them for not realising at the beginning, but I certainly blame them for not realising after five years, or ten years or twenty years, that if you go on, what you’re basically doing by making drugs illegal is handing the power of very powerful substances over to criminals who have no interest whatsoever in what happens to the people who take them. They don’t care if they contaminate them with poisons of various kinds; they don’t care if they keep changing the dose, the strength of it, so that people take overdoses and die because of it. Of course they don’t care. We would have more control if it was all legal. We’re going to get there. As a country, we should be able to look at different methods used around the world. We should be having, in Parliament, serious debates about this! Which way should we go with it?


I have noticed that in Parliament, a lot of the prominent parliamentarians who are advocating drug-law reform have often been members of the humanist group. Maybe there’s a tendency here.


I think there should be, don’t you? I would think, in my idea of what a humanist is, you are compassionate about other people, you care about what happens to them and what their lives are like. Now, if you look with that attitude towards the war on drugs, you see ordinary people using drugs sensibly who shouldn’t be in prison: you see the kids who get sucked into county lines and have their teenage years utterly ruined; you see violent criminals making money out of other people’s suffering. These are the consequences. If you cared about people’s lives, you’d make the drugs legal, controlled, and taxed. You’d work out ways to make it hard to abuse those drugs, you’d share ways of learning to use them well, and you’d help people who did get into trouble with them. And you wouldn’t have the criminals making all this money and exploiting people. So I think it’s quite understandable that the humanist view coheres so well with an attitude towards drugs that says, ‘Let’s make a way in which drugs can be positive in society, not the opposite.’
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I was invited to be a speaker at a sales conference, and somebody won an award for being best salesperson of the year. I chatted to them and I said, ‘What’s the secret of selling?’, and they said, ‘Find something that everybody wants to buy.’ And I realised that nobody wants to buy scepticism. It’s fun to believe in ghosts, or it’s nice to think that a psychic can tell you all about your future, or it’s comforting to go to a medium who gives you proof of the afterlife. And there I was, telling people that none of these things were true. And so, that’s when I started to look at the psychology of luck and how you can lead a luckier life. It was straight psychology and science, but you’re selling it in a much more positive way. And so, I spent a few years doing experiments into luck and change and happiness, and then started writing books about that.


I think we’ll come back to that, because that is certainly something that you’ve written and spoken about a lot, and I think it might tell us something about your view on things more widely, but just to stay for a moment with the sceptical period in your life - what did you come to believe, then, about why people believed in the paranormal? You seem to be saying that it basically boiled down to, you think that people believe in it because it makes them feel good.


There are various ideas about why people believe these things. Some of the work takes a cognitive approach and basically argues that there’s something wrong with their thinking. It assumes that believers are not thinking rationally, that they’ve got lower IQs, and so on. Over time, I drifted away from this approach, because many of the believers I knew seemed like perfectly nice people who were often very successful in other domains of their lives. I started to buy into what psychologists would call a motivational approach, which is that they want to believe. They want to believe in ghosts, or want to believe in psychic healing, or whatever it is - and then that motivation clouds their judgement and thinking. Actually, I think that’s true of pretty much everyone. If we want to believe in something, then we don’t look for disconfirming evidence. And if some evidence comes along that challenges a cherished belief, we give it a really hard time. So, it’s not that we’re not capable of rational thoughts. I think we all are. It’s just we’re not motivated to think in that way.


And did you – or do you – feel that’s a shame? Or just how it is?


It’s just how it is. We’re all like that. I don’t think anyone is rational about everything. I spent some of lockdown making pop-up books. I’ve done an online course on making pop-up books, and I’ve made lots of little pop-up cards. I’ve shown these to people, and they’ve been kind enough to tell me that they are amazing. Now, there’s no way I’m going to kind of cross-examine them and go, ‘No. What do you really think?’, because I want to believe that my little creations are great, and I want to believe people when they tell me they’re amazing. It’s just part of who we are. We like to believe certain things because they make us feel good, and then all sorts of mechanisms come into play to keep that feel-good factor going.


Let’s come on to your work on luck. The biggest output of that was your book The Luck Factor. What did you end up believing about luck by the end of your work on it?


My argument was that, for the most part, people make their own luck. That was based on a decade of working with incredibly lucky and unlucky people. They were an amazing bunch to get into the lab because, as you might imagine, the lucky people were very optimistic about the world and very positive. The unlucky ones, not so much. The lucky people just seemed to encounter one amazing opportunity after another, while the unlucky people never got a break. And when we started to run experiments with them, we could see that a lot of that was about the way they were thinking and behaving. So, we ended up arguing that lucky people were often creating their own luck and, perhaps most importantly, that there were things you could do to increase the chances of being lucky. And that formed the basis for my first sort-of popular book, which was The Luck Factor.


And can people increase their chances of being lucky, or of feeling lucky?


The first thing is getting someone to feel lucky, because that then leads to a sort of self-fulfilling prophecy. Let’s imagine that you’re a fairly positive person, and you start to think about yourself as lucky. What impact does that have? Well, our emotions are contagious, so other people will feel good when they’re around you, and there’s a couple of very positive things that come from being socially well connected. For example, you will probably become more resilient. When bad things happen to you, your friends and family will support you. Also, more opportunities will tend to come your way, because you have more conversations with people. So, the feeling of being lucky causes people to genuinely become luckier.


I wonder how that stacks up with some of your earlier work, because I’ve heard you in talks – and, I think, read you as well – questioning the idea that if you think positive, better things will happen. And that what you actually need to do is to take action.


You’ve probably heard me say that I’m not a fan of just positive thinking. There’s this movement that came out of America which is ‘just be positive’. In fact, that doesn’t have much impact on people. What you need to do is to know how to operationalise that thought. It’s not just enough to tell someone to cheer up. That doesn’t tend to work. Also, as you just sort of touched on there, I am a massive fan of taking action. Lucky people were very energised. They just did things because it felt good or it was an interesting thing to do. The unlucky people often wouldn’t take action, and tended to over-analyse the situation. Then, by the time they decided to do something, their analysis was out of date. I love the phrase, ‘Things happen when you’re doing other things.’ Just doing stuff, getting out there, linking up with others, starting projects and so on. In my experience, that tends to be the catalyst to some of the most interesting adventures that I’ve been on. So yes, I’m a big fan of doing.


Being sceptical, taking action, being positive, creating your own fortune. These are obviously values and convictions that hang together pretty well. Do you ever think about what your values are when it comes to relating to other people? Are there any? What would you say has guided your life in that area of our existence?


I suppose the old idea of treating others as you’d like to be treated is probably helpful. I think the comedian Simon Munnery has a very nice line (and I am paraphrasing here): ‘Religious-wise, you can call yourself whatever you want, but if somebody throws a baby to you and you don’t catch it, you’re not a very nice person.’ Judging on behaviour is important. We all love to say we’re kind, nice people, but it really comes down to how we behave. I try and keep myself in check on that. First, I don’t go around saying I’m an especially kind and nice person. But second, I try to do things which are helpful to people that I care about. And also, I think it’s all right not to be a good person all the time. I’m a social psychologist, and so I don’t think there really is a strong sense of person. I think we’re different people in different situations. You go to a party, become more extrovert. You go to a library, and you become a bit more introvert. I think it’s the same with kindness. People can be very kind in some situations and unkind in others. So, I’d jettison the idea of a single sense of kindness or niceness or whatever, and probably argue that we are different people in different situations.


And we are all like that?


We all love to think we’re kind and good people. I suspect that there aren’t many people in the world who would say, ‘No, I’m a nasty bit of work.’ I’m sure if you go into prisons and talk to people who’ve done some very nasty things, they’ll still tell you that, deep down, they are actually very kind and good people. People are complicated. I’m complicated, and so are you. We can all be kind, and we can all be unkind. But I think that responsibility is very important. If you do a terrible thing, I think it’s important to accept the responsibilities of your decisions and actions. Sometimes that sense of responsibility will have very negative consequences for how you think and feel. And I think you just have to accept that. I never really get forgiveness; I don’t really understand it.


Oh, really? So what are the good consequences of not forgiving yourself?


There may not be any. I just don’t like the idea of saying, ‘I did this terrible thing, but I can forgive myself – so actually, it turns out, I am a good person.’ Just go, ‘No, I did this terrible thing, and maybe I can change and be better in the future, but I did that. That’s the type of person I am under certain circumstances, and that’s how it is.’ I don’t think it’s always good to feel positive about yourself. I think that if you have done something bad, then feeling bad about yourself and just admitting that’s part of your make-up, and part of all of everyone’s make-up, is a more realistic and constructive approach.


I suppose sometimes, when people are talking about forgiving yourself, they’re talking about actually trying to be at peace with yourself; you know, not hating yourself.


Oh, there’s no reason to hate yourself.


But you’re taking a sort of middle route. A sort of realistic approach to yourself as a moral being. You know: you’ve done this in this situation, you’ve done this in that situation. There’s no point blaming or praising yourself?


You can ask yourself what you learned from it and what you are going to do in the future to not do it again, but my worry about forgiving yourself is you end up doing it again, because you end up forgiving yourself again. You take a group of people that have behaved badly, and you come up with an intervention where they think good of themselves – so they have their cake and eat it. They behave badly and feel fine about it.


You wrote a book called 59 Seconds: Think a Little, Change a Lot.


Yes, I did.


And that embodies what you’ve begun to talk about.


I’ve written lots of books, and that was the easiest one. From day one, that book knew what it was. I went to my publisher and I said, ‘Look, I’m going to describe all of these techniques which you learn in less than a minute,’ and I went home and I wrote it, I think in about two and a half months, and it’s probably still the most popular book. Originally, it was called 60 Seconds and then somebody said, ‘If it’s things you can learn in less than a minute, shouldn’t it be called 59 Seconds?’ But then we could not come up with what’s called a by-line, the second title. It’s really weird how these things kind of come about. How the muses speak to you. But yes, 59 Seconds is about small things you can do that make a big impact.


And it’s had a big impact itself, as a book. I mean, I know a lot of people who have well-thumbed copies. So, I mean, there obviously is a taste out there for self-improvement and to read things by psychologists that will help you be better and develop personally.


Yeah. But it’s important that it is all supported by evidence. For me, it’s important that any project is innovative. When I did The Luck Factor, there was really nobody doing the science of self-help in quite that way. Instead, there were lots of practitioners saying, ‘Oh, I think this works; maybe give that a go.’ We were one of the first ones to run experiments. 59 Seconds then focused on the idea of quick, evidence-based, interventions. Now, lots of writers are into that, and it’s a very well-worn path. So, it’s nice to do things that feel innovative. And it’s lovely, because people email me saying that they have found it very helpful.
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