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The real question is whether the brighter future is really always so distant. What if, on the contrary, it has been here for a long time already, and only our own blindness and weakness has prevented us from seeing it around us and within us, and kept us from developing it?


—VÁCLAV HAVEL














INTRODUCTION


The Secret of Elm Hollow


We suffer more often in imagination than in reality.


—SENECA


THE CHARMING FAKE lighthouse attached to the post office in Eaton, New York, is a remnant of once-upon-a-time days when the building was the Tower Gas Station. Painted with an eye-catching red-and-white helix that recalls a barber’s pole, the two-story tower peers out over a small town of a few thousand people, set deep in the green belly button of New York State. Almost a century ago, it stood silent witness to one of the most important public opinion studies that you’ve never heard of.


In 1928, a doctoral student from Syracuse University named Richard Schanck came to live in this village. One of the very first researchers in the brand-new field of social psychology, Schanck sought to conduct a study of how people, as individuals, form their opinions. He chose Eaton (in his 128-page PhD dissertation, he called it “Elm Hollow”) because it was a small, tight-knit religious community, remote from the complexities of city life, where everyone knew everyone. As in all tiny towns, neighbors in Elm Hollow scrutinized each other zealously. The gossips kept careful tabs on everyone. If a child walking home from school picked an apple from a neighbor’s tree or a man stumbled on a root while hurrying home late at night, someone was bound to notice.


The people of Elm Hollow understood that Schanck was there to study their social behavior, but it didn’t take long for them to treat the big-city academic and his wife as their own. In the course of their three years in the village, the Schancks came to befriend Elm Hollow’s residents, embedding themselves into the community. Since the couple attended church every Sunday, they were invited to baptisms, weddings, and funerals, as well as into people’s homes for intimate dinners.


Schanck wrote down his observations of the townspeople’s behavior in a notebook he carried around with him. He queried them about proper public comportment—particularly their views on the various social prohibitions issued from the pulpit. “Should baptism be done by immersion or sprinkling?” he inquired. “Is it acceptable to go to the theater on Sundays?” “Is it okay to play games with face cards?” (a prohibition originating from a Puritan hatred of British royalty and its dirty penchant for gambling). Publicly, the response was nearly unanimous: the vast majority of those he surveyed agreed that even playing games with face cards, such as bridge, was off limits.


But after his first year in Elm Hollow, Schanck realized that Elm Hollowites weren’t quite the same people they pretended to be at church and elsewhere. For example, despite what they professed in public, Schanck reported that he’d personally drank, smoked, and played face card games with most adults in Elm Hollow… in the privacy of their own homes. This hypocrisy puzzled Schanck: Why in the world would most people in a community say they disapprove of things that they clearly had no problem doing?


In his private discussions with them, Schanck pressed his new friends to level with him. Attempting to understand the cause of this disconnect, he asked them a question whose answer would forever change how we think about public opinion—one that would lead directly to this book.


“What,” he asked, “do you think most people in this community would say about smoking, drinking, and bridge playing?”


“Most people,” came the reply, “would say that those are very sinful activities.”1


For instance, a whopping 77 percent of Elm Hollowites told Schanck that while they themselves had no problem playing with face cards, they believed most people in their community were in favor of the strict prohibition against doing so.2 But they had no idea that they were actually members of a silent majority. Nearly three-quarters of them indulged in the exact same “vices,” but they all kept it secret. Even Mr. Fagson, a young, outspoken Baptist minister who pushed a strong fundamentalist position in public, was in fact a staunch, bridge-playing liberal in private.


Similar schisms emerged when Schanck asked the villagers about a range of other religious and secular issues, including whether or not they should build a new high school with the neighboring community (a particularly heated debate that led to fisticuffs). Puzzling over these weird gaps between public and private opinion, Schanck concluded that the people adopted just enough of the majority stance to be seen as acceptable members of the town. But why would they adhere to norms that they individually and collectively disliked? And how could the people of this small town be so utterly wrong about each other?


That’s when he learned about the cultural grip of a dowager widow named Mrs. Salt. Because her father had previously presided as the minister of young Mr. Fagson’s church, Mrs. Salt claimed to embody that institution’s history and ethics. Since she was also its largest donor, Mr. Fagson depended on her for a paycheck.


Mrs. Salt managed to hold the townspeople in her iron grip for a full generation. Through the sheer strength of her personality, she dictated what one did and did not say in public. “Inasmuch as Mrs. Salt is a vigorous woman and in the habit of giving her views on a subject considerable public expression,” Schanck wrote, “people frequently [hear] this oracle of the church expound her opinions [and] accept her views as typical of the group without critical enumeration of just how many believe as she.”3


When the old woman passed away, however, things started to change. One night shortly afterward, the seemingly fundamentalist minister and his wife participated in a bridge party where they publicly played with face cards. This phenomenon kicked off a wave of gossip that spread through Elm Hollow like wildfire. If the minister played bridge, who else did? As they talked, people confessed to one another that they too were okay with playing with face cards, which led them to wonder out loud what else they had been wrong about. And with that, the spell was broken.


Richard Schanck concluded that the residents of Elm Hollow had willingly surrendered to Mrs. Salt because they believed (incorrectly) that she spoke for the majority. Schanck showed how, even in a tiny town, people don’t necessarily know each other as well as they think they do. He demonstrated how easily a small, highly vocal minority—in this case, one single person—can misrepresent and mislead the rest of the group. And so he gave us the first true, research-driven peek at the subject of this book.
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DR. SCHANCK WAS one of the first scholars to explore what I call “collective illusions.”i,4 Simply put, collective illusions are social lies. They occur in situations where a majority of individuals in a group privately reject a particular opinion, but they go along with it because they (incorrectly) assume that most other people accept it. When individuals conform to what they think the group wants, they can end up doing what nobody wants. That is the collective illusion’s dark magic.


The most famous illustration of a collective illusion is Hans Christian Andersen’s “The Emperor’s New Clothes,” published in 1837. You know the story: two con men convince a vain emperor that they are weaving fine clothes for him. They claim that the clothes are exceptionally beautiful but visible only to intelligent people. Of course no one wants to be seen as stupid, so everyone goes along with the con, even though the clothes don’t actually exist. As the emperor parades through town, proud and nearly buck naked, the spell breaks when a small boy speaks up, outing the truth.5


If collective illusions were limited to the realm of fairy tales or religious expression, they wouldn’t seem terribly important, and there would be no need for this book. Unfortunately, this is not the case. In society today, collective illusions are both ubiquitous and increasingly dangerous.


MODERN MISUNDERSTANDING


If I asked how you personally define a successful life, which of these answers would you choose?




A. A person is successful if they have followed their own interests and talents to become the best they can be at what they care about most.


B. A person is successful if they are rich, have a high-profile career, or are well-known.





Now, which one do you think most people would choose?


If you chose option A for yourself but thought that most people would choose option B, you are living under a collective illusion.


This question came from a 2019 study of more than fifty-two hundred people that my think tank, Populace, conducted on the ways the American public defines success. The result was that 97 percent chose A for themselves, but 92 percent thought that most others would choose B.


This finding was just the beginning. Using methods that get around the effects of social pressure to reveal authentic private trade-off priorities, we learned that a large majority of people felt that the most important attributes for success in their own lives were qualities such as character, good relationships, and education. But those same people believed that most others prioritized comparative attributes such as wealth, status, and power.


To put a finer point on it, consider the attribute of fame. In this study, out of seventy-six possible options, respondents told us that they believed “being famous” was the single most important priority for other Americans in their definition of success. But on a personal level, fame ranked dead last.


That’s right: in private, most Americans do not care about being famous. However, they think it’s the North Star for pretty much everyone else in America.6 The takeaway from this Populace study was clear: the vast majority of us want to pursue lives of meaning and purpose; yet we simultaneously believe that the majority doesn’t share our same values. As a result, we keep twisting ourselves into pretzels, trying to conform to what we falsely believe everyone else expects of us.


Personal success is not the only place where Populace has found collective illusions. In the span of a few short years, my organization has drawn attention to massive collective illusions that affect everything from the lives we want to live, to the kind of country we want to live in, to the trustworthiness of other people and even our views on the purpose of institutions like criminal justice, education, and health care. We have found that collective illusions flourish in just about every important area of social life in America.


Populace is not alone in this research. In recent years, scholars have unearthed collective illusions in just about every corner of the world and in all aspects of society. Collective illusions color everything from our views on war and climate change to our politics. They affect our attitudes regarding everything from gender bias to mental health and what constitutes physical attractiveness. They influence our ethical behavior and even our choice of foods.7


In the United States, for example, most people value and want to use the family-friendly benefits their employers provide (e.g., flexible work arrangements, resource referral programs, child care subsidies, and so on). Yet they also believe most other people do not.8 As a result, all the people suffering from this illusion are less likely to actually use the benefits, even though they personally would like to.


Unfortunately, stereotypes tend to become supersized by collective illusions. Thus, in China, people perceive other Chinese people as holding more negative views of Japanese people than they actually do, driving them to express a more anti-Japanese public attitude.9 In Japan, most men want to take paternity leave, but they believe most other men in their country do not. As a result, those who want to take paternity leave are significantly less likely to do so.10 In California, both Democrats and Republicans assume the other side holds more extreme views than they actually do, creating a self-fulfilling misperception of political polarization.11 Most American student athletes have positive views about academic achievement, but their notion that most other student-athletes do not drives them to act like they don’t care about grades, damaging their own academic performance and reinforcing a collective illusion.12


In just the past twenty years, the rate and impact of collective illusions has accelerated to such an extent that they have become a defining feature of our modern society. And make no mistake: the consequences are profound. Take, for example, the issue of gender representation in politics. Despite the fact that they comprise more than half of our nation’s population, women are profoundly underrepresented in American politics. And the easy answer—sexism—only partially explains the problem. Indeed, private opinion research conducted by Populace found that 79 percent of respondents agreed with the statement “A woman is equally capable as a man of being a good president of the United States.”13 Moreover, when they get to a general election—whether at the local, state, or national level—women actually win at the same rate as men.14


But the moment you ask, “Is a woman as electable as a man?” everything changes. Because, at the most fundamental level, electability is about what you think other people think, not which candidate you believe is the most capable. For instance, the political scientist Regina Bateson found that most people didn’t personally care about a candidate’s gender. However, once they learned that a competing candidate with the same qualifications was a white male, they overwhelmingly deemed him the most electable.15


Given the structure of our winner-take-all politics, voters regularly play “who-can-win” games that highlight our societal biases. So they think, “I’m not sexist, but other people are, so I’m going to vote for the white man because I want my party to win.” This is exactly the problem with collective illusions. You may, in fact, be the least sexist person on the planet, but nevertheless your misreading of other people may lead you to become part of the problem without realizing it.


This problem isn’t just hypothetical: we actually saw it play out in the 2020 presidential election. In a poll conducted prior to the Democratic convention, Avalanche Insights asked Democratic voters whom they would choose if the election were held that day. They responded (1) Joe Biden, (2) Bernie Sanders, and (3) Elizabeth Warren. However, when asked whom they would choose if they could just wave a magic wand and that person would automatically become president, respondents selected Elizabeth Warren as the winner, hands down.16


Bateson calls this phenomenon “strategic discrimination.” As she explains, the problem here “is not animus toward the candidate. In contrast to direct bias, strategic discrimination is motivated by the belief that a candidate’s identity will cause other people not to donate, volunteer, or vote for him or her.” Thus, “Americans consider white male candidates more electable than equally qualified Black women and white women and, to a lesser extent, Black men.”17


Unfortunately, the consequences of collective illusions aren’t limited to politics. They strike at the heart of just about everything that matters in our social lives. Name anything that truly matters to you, and I’ll wager that you are flat-out wrong about what the majority of people really think about at least half of them. And that’s being generous.


Given their destructive power, we clearly have to get a handle on collective illusions. But we cannot do that if we do not understand why they exist in the first place.


WIRED TO EACH OTHER


Do you wash your hands after using the toilet?


This question was actually the centerpiece of a 1989 study of fifty-nine college women who used the library restroom at their school. In one instance a researcher served as an observer and was visibly present in the restroom while thirty-one students used the toilet; in another experimental condition, twenty-eight other subjects couldn’t see her. The researcher found that while 77 percent of the women washed their hands when they thought they were being observed, just 39 percent did so when they believed they were alone.18


Silly as this experiment sounds, it tells us a lot about the underlying cause of collective illusions. We humans are so profoundly social that just our awareness of others can shift our behavior. This desire to be aligned with other people—what social scientists call our “conformity bias”—isn’t optional: it’s a hardwired part of our biology.


For example, in 2016, researchers used functional magnetic resonance imaging (fMRI) to scan the brains of subjects while they looked at 150 images of different foods, ranging from nutritious items like broccoli to junk foods like candy. Immediately after seeing an image, the subjects were asked to rate it in terms of personal preference on a scale of one (dislike) to eight (like).


Next, after rating a given item, subjects were shown the average score from two hundred prior participants, and if the subjects’ personal rating was the same as the group, the word “agree” appeared. Otherwise, a number showed the difference between the group rating and their own. Finally, after finishing all of their own ratings and getting feedback on what the group had chosen, the participants were asked to rate the foods a second time.


As you can probably guess, on their second ratings participants fell into conformity, shifting their own food preferences to be closer to the group average. Interestingly, their behavior wasn’t the only thing affected; the part of their brain involved in processing the value of different foods (the ventromedial prefrontal cortex) was also overwritten by the conformity. Once the subjects knew what the group preferred, the fMRI showed that this brain area shifted from tracking the healthiness of different foods to tracking their popularity.


But what the subjects did not know is that the group averages were entirely made up—manipulated by the researchers to make it seem like the participants were going against the group.19 This is important because it reveals something fundamental about our bias toward conformity: reality doesn’t matter. More precisely, our brains respond to what we believe about the group, regardless of whether or not that belief is rooted in truth.


Like the relentless tug of Earth’s gravity, our yearning to go along with the crowd is an unconscious and largely inescapable part of how we move through the world—even when it’s entirely fictional. It’s also why we are always at risk of not only misreading others but also conforming to a false notion of what they think or expect. At the most basic level, this bias toward the majority makes us easy prey for collective illusions.


I myself fell for a short-lived one during the Covid-19 pandemic, when I eagerly participated in a toilet paper buying spree. A false rumor, spread via social media, led shoppers like me to empty store shelves of TP, despite the fact that North American manufacturers reported no actual shortage in supply. Once people began running out to buy extra rolls, the race was on.20


Even in the midst of this collective illusion, I thought, I know there’s no shortage of TP. But it seems like everyone else thinks there is. So I couldn’t help myself. Thousands of others like me acted like there was, indeed, a shortage, and so illusion rapidly snowballed. Before we knew it, the entire country was scrambling to stockpile the stuff and apparently with good reason: the shelves were empty! And before I knew it the collective illusion had become a reality.


A key principle from sociology neatly captures what happens when we buy into collective illusions. Developed by sociologist William Isaac Thomas and his wife Dorothy in 1928, the Thomas theorem says, “If [people] define situations as real, they are real in their consequences.”21 In other words, if you and I both truly think that people with freckles who hop on one foot are witches or that there will be no toilet paper left to buy during a pandemic, the consequences of that conviction are absolutely real, regardless of whether or not the belief itself is grounded in reality.


Because of our conformity bias, we all collude with collective illusions, both small and large, in our daily lives; but we don’t realize that everyone else is playing exactly the same game. Our internal drive to follow others is so powerful that, if we are not careful, we end up tossing our own private judgment out the window. And so we all tumble together into Elm Hollow–ish misunderstandings.
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AT THE DAWN of the social media age, Facebook CEO Mark Zuckerberg argued that new technologies would usher in an era of pluralism and free speech. “Those early years shaped my belief that giving everyone a voice empowers the powerless and pushes society to be better over time,” Zuckerberg observed in an October 2019 speech.22 By that logic, because more people have a voice, collective illusions should have gone extinct by now. Of course, this is not what happened. Ever since Prometheus stole fire from the gods, the story of new technology has always been entwined with unintended consequences.


Today, collective illusions have been turbocharged on a global scale—thanks, in part, to the wonders of platforms like Facebook and Twitter. Under the right conditions, anyone with a smartphone can do something that was impossible back in the days of Mrs. Salt. For Elm Hollowites, the tug of old religious traditions and local history were the source of misunderstandings. Today, by contrast, social media facilitates rapid shifts in perceived consensus, allowing fringe actors to manufacture illusions by creating the impression of majorities that don’t exist in reality.


Imagine hundreds of thousands of Mrs. Salts on Twitter, and you can already guess how this story ends. By making us doubt our own judgment and causing us to believe that we’re out of step with the majority, the loud fringe can effectively drive us into silence, exacerbating collective illusions and making us complicit in them.


On a national scale, these collective illusions have fed a deep, unsettling sense that something is wrong with our society. The past several years, we’ve felt as if we’re all stuck in some weird Twilight Zone nightmare where we are constantly, relentlessly gaslit. Up is down, left is right, right is wrong. It feels as if the values of our society have changed almost overnight. We feel disoriented, frustrated, disaffected, and distrustful of each other. We ask ourselves whether we’ve gone crazy, or the world has, or both. No wonder people in the United States are waging a kind of war on trust, building elaborate castles of suspicion that imperil our personal happiness and national prosperity.


All around the world, democracy is now under strain due in part to social problems that cannot be solved through legislation or technology. In a very real sense, collective illusions do the most damage in free societies, precisely because they depend on shared reality, common values, and the willingness to engage with different viewpoints in order to function, let alone flourish. That is why I see collective illusions as an existential threat.


The bad news is that we are all responsible for what is happening. And yet that is also the good news, because it means we have the power, individually and together, to solve the problem. The best news of all is that, as powerful as collective illusions are, they are also fragile because they are rooted in lies and can be dismantled through individual actions. With the right tools and some wise guidance, we can dismantle them.


I think I know just the guide.


WHEN IN ROME


First-century Rome was dragged down from its pedestal as a proud republic and into a cynical dictatorship under a series of selfish and debauched emperors. Pressed beneath the muscled thumbs of their first autocratic—if not outright crazy—emperors, Roman citizens found that there was no rule of law except that of obedience to the ruler. Saying the wrong thing could, and regularly did, cost people their livelihoods (and in many cases their lives). And so the name of the game became self-censorship—that is, live your private life how you wish, but don’t say what you really think in public. I imagine the citizens of first-century Rome may have felt much the same way we do today.


Enter the great Roman statesman, dramatist, and philosopher Seneca (aka Lucius Annaeus Seneca the Younger). Born in 4 BC under the autocratic first Roman emperor, Augustus, Seneca witnessed at very close hand the tyranny of Tiberius, the paranoia of Claudius, the perversions of Caligula, and the narcissism of Nero. He recognized all of them as emperors with no clothes. While he dared not criticize them to their faces, he did write plays, essays, and speeches that served as a kind of antidote to the awful behavior that everyone around those rulers enabled, colluded with, or conformed to.


Seneca is one of those people in history with whom I would love to have dinner. I find him endlessly intriguing, in part because he was a bundle of contradictions. He was an educated man who preached the ascetic life despite being one of the richest men in Rome, a sage who was not above palace intrigue, an elitist who condemned his peers for their out-of-control lifestyles, and a utilitarian who studied human passions (and felt them too).


Seneca is most famous for writing about Stoicism, a philosophy many people dismiss as a simple commitment to keeping a stiff upper lip and repressing one’s emotions. (We usually call someone “stoic” when they don’t get upset by trying circumstances.) But Seneca’s brand of Stoicism was much richer, more profound, and far more practical than that.


Like all Stoics, Seneca believed that the solution to our misery lay not in the external world but rather within each one of us. He thought that if you wanted to lead a satisfying life, you should not repress your emotions but instead claim personal responsibility for them (he called the work of doing this “self-shaping”23). Most importantly, he showed that we have far more personal power and autonomy than we realize.


Seneca also demonstrated how surrendering to fear, resentment, envy, lust, and other emotions at the moment they occur is self-destructive—an insight made more salient by the many impulsive Roman emperors he knew who had wrecked so many lives.24 To this end, he offered his followers a practical program of knowledge and simple, actionable tips to help anyone, in any circumstance, to control their passions. In this way, he reasoned, their passions would not control them.


For example, he said that people who are afraid of losing their money should try giving some of their material goods away to see, on reflection, that they can live perfectly well without them. He also had gentle tips for self-correction. Instead of beating yourself up over your out-of-control emotions, Seneca would suggest lying in bed at the end of the day and thinking over moments when you had let a negative passion like anger or fear overcome you. Then he would ask you to forgive yourself in the knowledge that, having reflected on the moment that triggered you, you can be more in command of yourself next time it happens.25


Nearly two thousand years later, Seneca is still relevant. In fact, his approach is exactly how I want you to think about conformity and collective illusions. If we swap his word “passion” for “social influence,” you have the same thing. Like our passions, our social nature is a built-in feature of who we are. Surrendering blindly to either one can be dangerous and damaging. But what Seneca did to tame passion, you and I can do to tackle social influence.


While our social nature is part of our biology, our reaction to our social instincts is within our control. When we’re armed with the right knowledge and skills, we don’t have to choose between being a maverick or being a lemming. This book aims to give you the tools you need to truly understand why and how we conform, how conformity leads directly to collective illusions, and how you can learn to control social influence so that it doesn’t control you.


To that end, the book is organized into three parts.


You’re probably familiar with the “first law of holes,” credited to the British chancellor of the exchequer Denis Healy: when you’re in a hole, stop digging. As a society, we’ve dug ourselves into a substantial hole, and the shovel is our systematic misunderstanding of one another. Part I, “The Conformity Traps,” is about how we easily fall into holes of blind conformity—the collective situations where we are most likely to stop thinking for ourselves and surrender to the group’s collective illusions. The three traps I describe here are the places where you’re likely to make bad decisions that run contrary to your own preferences or values and that can harm other people. By learning to recognize these traps and applying a few simple solutions, you can begin to free yourself from the worst effects of social influence.


Nevertheless, collective illusions still exist everywhere. In Part II, “Our Social Dilemma,” I show how the biological limits of our brains bend us toward them in the first place. To truly get a handle on collective illusions, you need to comprehend how they form and how we all become complicit in them. Specifically, the building blocks of our social nature, imitation and comparison, can trick us into following outdated norms and mistaking the loudest people on the fringe—the Mrs. Salts of the world—for the majority. By the end of this section, you’ll be armed with the knowledge you need to battle collective illusions on a broader scale.


Parts I and II contain the information you can use in your personal life. Part III goes broader and has implications for all of us as a society. “Reclaiming Our Power” shows how you and I can contribute to a world free of collective illusions by taming social influence, once and for all. We can do this by committing to two things: regaining our personal congruence and restoring social trust. By doing this, we can help to create the kind of cultural inoculation needed to ensure that collective illusions get swept into the dustbin of history.


We live in challenging times: there is enormous pressure to go along to get along, to stay silent, or to lie about our private beliefs in order to belong. But blind conformity is never good for anyone—it robs us of happiness and keeps us from fulfilling our potential, individually and collectively. With the help of this book, you can step around the conformity traps that lead to illusions. You can make better decisions. You can build better relationships. You can have a more meaningful life, lived on your own terms—one that promises greater fulfillment and ultimately contributes to a better life for everyone.


Footnote




i Historically, scholars have referred to this as “pluralistic ignorance,” but I find that term inadequate and confusing. The problem for an individual under a collective illusion is not that she is ignorant of what the group thinks; rather, she believes she knows, but she is wrong. That is not ignorance; it is an illusion.
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THE CONFORMITY TRAPS


Once conform, once do what other people do because they do it, and a lethargy steals over all the finer nerves and faculties of the soul. She becomes all outer show and inward emptiness.


—VIRGINIA WOOLF















CHAPTER 1



NAKED EMPERORS


Trust yourself. Think for yourself. Act for yourself.


Speak for yourself. Be yourself.


—MARVA COLLINS


WHEN TIM MCCABE showed up at his local hospital with signs of congestive heart failure in 2009, doctors found a dangerous buildup of fluid around his heart and lungs. Five years before, Tim’s wife, Christina, had donated one of her own kidneys so that he could go on living.1 Now, suddenly, his body was rejecting the new kidney wholesale, and his heart was in trouble. The doctors put him on dialysis to keep him alive while he waited for another kidney.


So Tim waited. And waited.


Tim is a tall guy with close-cropped brown hair, piercing light-blue eyes, and a cleft chin. He has a thick, no-nonsense New York accent. When a telemarketer called in the middle of his dialysis in the mid-2010s, he smirked ever so slightly as he flipped to speakerphone. He had apparently won a “free cruise to the Bahamas!”


Before his illness, Tim loved to be outside, coaching his elder son in baseball, football, and basketball: “I was out there constantly with him, day and night, as soon as I’d get home from work.” But with his younger son, this was harder. “I just don’t have the strength,” Tim told The Atlantic. “They shouldn’t have to deal with this, and I feel bad sometimes that they do.” On dialysis, his quality of life was “just shot.” He couldn’t do much and quickly became weak after any physical activity.


Each day, Tim waited by the phone, hoping for that one call to say, “Come in, we have it for you now.” “And that sucks,” Tim said. “Every time a phone rings you’re thinking it’s gonna be something good for you.”2


Each year, one hundred thousand Americans like Tim wait for kidneys in a market of just over twenty-one thousand available donors.3 One in four die within a year.4 When you zoom out and look at transplant wait-lists in general, things only get worse. On average, seventeen people die every day waiting for a transplant, and a new patient is added to the wait-list every nine minutes.5


This might seem like a classic supply-and-demand problem, until you realize that almost one in five donated kidneys is actually thrown away.6


Why does this happen? It has to do with how the wait-list is structured and how we make inferences about the choices of others. When a donated kidney becomes available in the United States, it’s evaluated for matches and then offered on a first-come, first-served basis to the matched individuals on the wait-list. This means that, when a person at the top of the queue rejects a kidney, others in line then have to decide—on the basis of little information and with precious little time—whether to accept that same, previously rejected kidney. Like a house that’s sat on the market too long, the longer a kidney sits on the wait-list, the lower its perceived quality. If you are number twenty on the wait-list, you suspect that the other nineteen people before you had good reasons to reject that kidney, and so more than 10 percent of perfectly healthy kidneys from deceased donors are discarded due to repeated refusals.7


Those nineteen people, waiting for a cure that could save their lives, are falling into what I call “the copycat trap.” In the absence of more information, they simply assume that the people ahead of them on the wait-list had good reasons for rejecting the organ, and therefore they should pass on the kidney. In reality, their refusal may have little to do with the kidney itself and instead reflect logistical issues or concerns about the closeness of the match.8


You and I get caught in this kind of trap more often than we realize. For example, when we observe others passing on a house for sale that looks good to us, we assume there must be something we can’t see: ghosts in the attic, flooding in the basement, or some serious deferred-maintenance issues. If you’re in line to wash your hands in a public restroom and nobody appears to be using one of the sinks, you believe, as others before you did, that there must be something wrong with the plumbing. And if you’re unemployed, the longer you go without a job, the less likely you are to get a new one because potential employers wonder why another employer hasn’t snapped you up. There must be something wrong with you.


The copycat trap captures us when we defer to others because we don’t believe that we have enough solid information of our own or we don’t trust our personal judgment. As our brains subconsciously seek to verify what we are seeing, they take cues from people who appear to have better knowledge than we do, especially when we are uncertain. Because we can never be totally sure that our private views and knowledge are correct, we often fill in the gaps by copying the behavior of others.


As humans, we are particularly susceptible to the copycat trap for two reasons. First, we have a built-in need to be accurate about our world. As toddlers, we wonder, “Is the stove hot?” and if we’d rather not find out on our own, we look to a nearby adult for verification. This kind of social learning is incredibly valuable to us at every age, as it keeps us from having to learn everything the hard way. Second, we have a profound fear of social embarrassment that makes us reluctant to speak up, interfering with the impulse to blurt out that the emperor is, in fact, butt naked. Combine these two motives, and you end up with a situation in which uncertainty frequently drives us to surrender our own private knowledge in favor of what we observe the “crowd” doing.9


As with flocks of snow geese or schools of sardines, our emotional and behavioral connections to others make it difficult to resist the impulse to conform. If we think someone is more expert, influential, or prestigious than we are, this becomes even more difficult. It’s like fighting a flood with a single sandbag. And the copycat trap is the first place where we are likely to stumble into collective illusions, particularly when we worry about sticking out.


THE MIMES OF BOGOTÁ


Imagine that you’re sitting alone in a waiting room, filling out a survey, when you begin to smell smoke. Looking around, you see gray clouds billowing from a wall vent. You go take a closer look, grab your stuff, and quickly report the problem to the secretary down the hall. That’s what any sane person would do, right?


Now, conjure another scenario in which you’re with several other people in the same room, and everyone is filling out surveys together. You smell smoke and see it pouring out of the vent, but nobody else seems terribly bothered. A few people start to wave their hands in front of their faces to push the smoke away as if it were a bothersome fly, but they don’t otherwise appear to register that anything is amiss.


At the end of four minutes, the smoke starts hurting your eyes. You’re having trouble breathing, and you start to cough. You ask the person sitting next to you whether the smoke is getting to him, but all he does is shrug and go back to his survey. “What’s going on here?” you wonder. “Am I nuts?”


In the 1960s, social psychologists John Darley and Bibb Latané ran this exact experiment with a group of Columbia University students. In the first (solo) condition, 75 percent of the students left their seats to report the problem. But in the second (group) condition, the students were accompanied by research confederates who had secretly been instructed not to react to the smoke. Only 38 percent of these students got up to report the problem.10 Why?


The simple answer is that we often conform because we’re afraid of being embarrassed. Our stress levels rise at the thought of being mocked or viewed as incompetent, and when that happens, the fear-based part of the brain takes over.11 Confused and unsure of ourselves, we surrender to the crowd because doing so relieves our stress. Caving to the majority opinion also diffuses our personal responsibility for our decisions, making it easier to bear mistakes. When you find yourself making a decision on your own, it can feel isolating, and the personal responsibility can be intimidating. Indeed, whether our actions are right or wrong, they always feel better if we take them together with others.


In the late 1990s, Antanas Mockus, a former mathematics professor and then the mayor of Bogotá, Colombia, found a clever way to make the fear of social embarrassment work for the public good. When Mockus first came to office, Bogotá had one of the highest traffic-fatality rates in Colombia, and deaths from motor vehicle crashes had risen by 22 percent between 1991 and 1995.12 Jaywalking, in particular, was a problem: from 1996 to 2000, pedestrians accounted for over half of all Colombia’s road traffic deaths in urban areas.13 At the time, Mockus described the city’s traffic as “chaotic and dangerous,” a situation only aggravated by the city’s corrupt traffic police. So he decided to take a radical step. He did away with the traffic cops and replaced them with a troop of mimes.


Dressed in brightly colored, baggy pants and bowties, twenty professional mimes silently applauded pedestrians who followed the street-crossing rules and mocked those who did not.14 They also ambled around busy intersections making fun of drivers whose bumpers stuck out into the crosswalk. With their exaggerated gestures and expressive, white-painted faces, they exhorted motorcyclists to tighten their helmets and stay in their lanes.15 By making a public show out of people’s transgressions, the mimes poked at our natural aversion to being singled out. Mockus reasoned that this public discomfort might prove even more compelling than the traffic fines people paid privately.16 He was right.


Given the choice between a solo spotlight of shame and going with the crowd, the vast majority of Bogotanos picked the crowd. Soon, some former traffic cops were being retrained as traffic mimes. A huge success, the program ballooned to four hundred clowns. “With neither words nor weapons, the mimes were double unarmed,” Mockus commented. Their power lay in their ability to mobilize social influence to change popular, unsafe behaviors.17 Used in tandem with other programs aimed at improving traffic safety, the mimes performed a true magic trick. In the space of ten years, Bogotá’s traffic fatalities dropped by more than 50 percent.18


It would be one thing if we fell for the copycat trap and the social information were more accurate than what we know privately. But unfortunately, this is often not the case. It’s also terribly easy to misread the behavior of the group.


THIS MANY PEOPLE CAN’T BE WRONG


One August afternoon in 2010, a small turboprop airplane carried twenty people, including the British pilot and one flight attendant, into the hot blue sky above Kinshasa, the capital city of the Democratic Republic of the Congo. The plane was on a routine round-robin flight to Bandundu, 160 miles away, with stops in between. As it approached Bandundu airport, the flight attendant noticed something rustling around in the rear of the passenger compartment and went to take a look.


She found a live crocodile grinning up at her.


The terrified attendant rushed toward the cockpit, presumably to inform the pilot. One alarmed passenger, seeing her fear, jumped up and hurried after her toward the front of the plane. In short order, the other passengers did the same. Their combined weight destabilized the turboprop and, despite the pilot’s efforts, forced it nose-down into a house a few miles from the airport. All but one passenger, who witnessed what happened, died in the crash.


Oh, and the crocodile survived.19


Tragic as it is, this story sounds like something out of a Mel Brooks movie. We wonder how the passengers on that plane could have been so quickly compelled into playing follow the leader. The answer lies in how shared actions tend to cascade. The flight attendant was spooked by the crocodile, and the first person to follow her naturally inferred that something terrible was happening in the rear of the plane. But what about the people in the other rows? They were all copying those in front of them. They could not see what was wrong, so when one person after another ran after the flight attendant, the remaining passengers felt compelled to do likewise. Assuming that so many people couldn’t be wrong, the frantic passengers surrendered their private judgment to the authority of the crowd.


Modeling our own actions on those of others can also be a matter of survival, particularly when we are under time pressure or in situations of uncertainty or ambiguity. And most of the time, filling in missing information from social cues works pretty well. If you are playing in the waves on Cape Cod and suddenly see everyone around you rushing to get out of the water, it’s probably a good idea to assume there may be a great white shark nearby and hurry onto the beach too. Assumptions like this one are perfectly logical, given the information you have and what your brain is able to process.


And the truth is that there are times when the crowd can be right. In the long-running game show Who Wants to Be a Millionaire?, contestants try to win a top prize of $1 million by answering a series of multiple-choice questions, each worth a specific amount of money. In one format called “Ask the Audience,” live audience members can vote on the answer they believe is correct using a handheld device, in real time. (Those at home can use instant messaging to send in their own guesses.) Amazingly, 91 percent of the time, the audience members together choose the correct answer.20 In this case, the crowd truly is wise.


Unfortunately, real life rarely works like this, because the wisdom of the crowd requires that each individual make his or her own private decision. If people can see one another’s choices, and if they are merely copying each other, wisdom becomes stupidity in a hurry.


In doubting our own judgment and defaulting to conformity, we transform ourselves from individuals into members of the herd. And before we know it, this seed of error can become a copying cascade that devours all other knowledge and leaves a collective illusion in its wake.


It’s terrifyingly easy to start a copying cascade. Models developed by the economist Abhijit Banerjee suggest that the first person in a sequence always follows whatever private knowledge she has, and so does the second. But the third person is more likely to simply copy those who went before, especially if the first two do the same thing.21 Banerjee observes that it’s rational for individuals, having seen the behavior of other people ahead of them, to copy that behavior and abandon their own private judgment. This is because, as with the kidney, we aren’t 100 percent sure about our own knowledge—we don’t “know” that the kidney is good. We have information that suggests it is, but we weigh that against the social information we have. If we see dozens of other people doing the same thing, it’s tempting to just assume that they know something we do not.


But once it begins, the copying cascade is both dangerous and counterproductive. It can swiftly lead to error on a massive scale, such as discarding healthy kidneys that would have saved lives.


And make no mistake, no one is immune to this trap—even people who should know better.


THE MANIAS


In 1841, the Scottish journalist Charles Mackay published a book about copying cascades titled Memoirs of Extraordinary Popular Delusions and the Madness of Crowds. His thesis was that “men think in herds” and “go mad in herds, while they only recover their senses slowly, and one by one.”22 One fad he explored was the famous “tulip mania” of 1634, when Holland’s elite decided that having one’s own unique collection of the spring-flowering bulbs was an absolute necessity. Despite the flower’s lack of any intrinsic value, “the rage for possessing them soon caught the middle classes of society, merchants and shopkeepers, even of moderate means,” he wrote.23 As one modern scholar observed, at the height of tulip mania in 1635, “the average price of a tulip bulb exceeded its weight in gold, and a single rare bulb might easily trade for more than $50,000 in today’s money.”24


When prices began to waver and then fall, Mackay reported how “confidence was destroyed, and a universal panic seized upon the dealers.” The great tulip boom was followed by a colossal tulip bust. Acknowledging the grip of temporary insanity, the government declared that “all contracts made in the height of the mania… should be declared null and void.”25


Yet Mackay himself soon fell victim to this very trap.


A few years after he published his book, investors began rushing to buy shares in Britain’s new railway system, expecting to earn 10 percent dividends at a time when stable companies were expected to pay about 4 percent. Some of the leading intellectuals of the day joined in, including Charles Darwin, John Stuart Mill, and the Brontë sisters. Charles Mackay, too, became a vocal supporter, asserting that the railway system would reach far beyond one hundred thousand miles. At its peak in 1847, railway construction employed almost twice as many men as the British army.


Mackay had all the information he needed to recognize this trend as a speculation frenzy. Instead, he got swept up in the excitement. He championed the railways in a string of newspaper articles; even as shares began to decline, he continued to reassure his readers. A steadfast supporter of technology, free markets, and economic progress, he slipped easily into the mania’s central delusion that, as he wrote, “a huge expansion of the railway network could be carried out with profit to both the nation and investors.”26


But the costs ran high, and instead of the anticipated 10 percent, railway shares ended up averaging a mere 2.8 percent. In reality, it turned out Parliament had approved the construction of just eight thousand miles of new lines. As a result, thousands of investors were ruined.27


Three years after the railway mania ended, in 1849, Mackay published the second edition of his book with substantial revisions. But he chose not to mention his own involvement in the British railway craze. Like the majority of his compatriots, Mackay was reluctant to acknowledge his own blindness and vulnerability to the mania, even years afterward.


If this kind of cascade sounds familiar, it’s because it is the root cause of most financial upheaval. From irrational stock market leaps (the dot-com craze of the 1990s) to crashes (the collapse of the housing market in 2008), these cascades typically end with burst bubbles. But some will continue on for much longer, creating new norms that can lure us into something even more destructive.


Take bottled water. There’s no question that drinking at least eight eight-ounce glasses of water a day is good for you. In recent years, our impulse has been to increasingly reach for plastic water bottles with their shiny, crystalline allure, because we assume that the water in them is safer and cleaner than filtered tap water.


The bottled-water mania first began in the United States back in 1994. The Environmental Protection Agency had issued a safety warning about drinking well water, because well pumps were leaching huge amounts of lead. So the government urged those with wells to start using bottled water until they had upgraded their pumps to stainless steel.28


Pretty soon, however, the notion that bottled water was safer than filtered tap water, in general, grew into a perceived consensus. Enterprising soda and bottled-water companies, seeing a huge opportunity, began selling consumers something that’s about as free as it gets (it does, after all, fall from the sky), putting out new brands and flavors of water like leaves on an April tree. Today, the world’s top two bottled-water brands are worth more than $1 billion each, and the once temporary solution to the well-water problem has become a gigantic and rapidly growing industry whose value is projected to reach $400 billion by 2026.29


But is bottled water actually cleaner and safer to drink? Sure it is, if you live in Flint, Michigan, where the tap water was found to be poisonous in 2015. With the exception of anomalies like Flint, however, filtered tap water is just fine. In the United States, 99 percent of filtered tap water is potable, and, in fact, that’s exactly what many people are drinking out of bottles.30 Over half of all bottled water is little more than treated tap water, and the two largest bottled-water brands, Aquafina and Dasani (manufactured by Pepsi and Coca-Cola, respectively), simply filter Detroit’s municipal water, stick it in plastic bottles, then turn around and sell it for a massive markup.31 Each of us buys into this colossal scam every time we opt for bottled water.


Still, we can’t seem to get enough. In 2019, Americans drank 42.7 billion gallons of bottled water, surpassing our total consumption of carbonated soft drinks.32 For those shopping at any old gas station or supermarket, a gallon of regular bottled water (averaging $1.50 per plastic bottle) runs roughly two thousand times what we pay for tap water.33 And from there, the prices only go up. The finest vintages, supposedly filtered through volcanic rock from sacred, cloud-topped Japanese mountains or culled from the teardrops of angels, start at about $5 for roughly three cups. A bottle of Canada’s Aqua Deco will run you $12; if you feel like splurging on a crisp Hawaiian Kona Nigari, it will run you $402. True connoisseurs can drink an Acqua di Critallo Tributo a Modigliani from a twenty-four-karat gold bottle for a mere $60,000.34


The bottled-water phenomenon is our contemporary tulip mania. Setting aside the fact that we are spending hundreds of billions of dollars on little more than a tenacious lie, the environmental consequences of generating such a massive amount of plastic are profound. A single cup of bottled water takes two thousand times as much energy to make as the same amount of tap water. Meanwhile, in the United States alone, 70 percent of all plastic water bottles end up as litter that pollutes our land and clogs our waterways.35 The impact of this cascade is an enormous floating gyre of plastic twice the size of Texas, lurking on the ocean’s surface somewhere between California and Hawaii.36


Cascades of illusion, like the bottled water mania, are sticky because they draw heavily on our deep-seated emotional connection to others. This fact makes them both deceptively easy to fall for and extremely difficult to dislodge once they are in place.


BEWARE THE CLAQUEURS


In the mid-1990s, the sociologist Nicholas Christakis worked as a hospice doctor at the University of Chicago, where one of his female patients lay dying of dementia. Her daughter, who had spent years caring for her mother, was bone weary and burned out, while her husband was exhausted from the effort of supporting his overworked and emotionally drained wife. One day a friend of the husband called Christakis, saying he was worried about his buddy. Like the creeping shadows of dusk, the emotional weight of this one woman’s illness had spread.


The extent of the contagion set Christakis wondering. At the time he had been researching the notion that people could die of a broken heart. The “widower effect” is the very old idea that if someone’s beloved dies, their own chances of dying within a year double. In his subsequent research, Christakis went deeper and found that human emotion and behavior actually clusters, coalescing into groups whose members conduct themselves in a similar way. In other words, birds of a feather do, in fact, flock together.


Researchers have shown how this social influence operates in subconscious ways. For example, Christakis discovered that if one person is obese, there is a 57 percent chance that someone in that person’s cluster will likewise become obese. And vice versa: nonobese people who cluster together have a better-than-average chance of staying trim. Voting behavior, smoking, drinking, divorces, and altruism also spread in clusters.37 This means that we can easily get swept up in imitative waves of behaviors and lifestyle choices that have nothing to do with information or reason.38


These waves, in turn, suck us into collective illusions that can be manipulated and supersized.


A fun illustration of this phenomenon is the “claque.” (Claque, pronounced “clack,” is the French word for “clap.”) According to the classicist Mary Francis Gyles, the Roman emperor Nero (the man who forced Seneca to commit suicide) was an insecure fellow who sang, played the lyre (not the fiddle), and fancied himself a world-class actor, which he wasn’t. To salve his delicate ego, he often entered singing competitions—which he always won because he was, well, the emperor. Wherever he competed, Nero brought along throngs of people to lead the crowd’s applause, creating the false impression that he truly was a god of song.39


In sixteenth-century France, a playwright named Jean Daurat picked up on this idea and roped some friends, whom he called “claquers,” into cheering at performances in exchange for tickets. Just as the clapping contagion spread throughout the theater, Daurat’s idea caught on, and eventually claquing became a real source of income for wannabe actors. A theater or opera manager would order up some claquers for a performance, each with their own specialty: pleureurs (weepers) pretended to cry, rieurs (laughers) feigned hilarity at the right moments, and plain old bisseurs just clapped. Sometimes women were even hired to sit in the front row and pretend to faint so that male claquers could rush to their rescue—all as a kind of quasi-audition for the hiring manager.40


The beauty of claquing lies in the ability to invite copying, and claquers themselves understood something important about the way we humans relate to one another. Our propensity to copy others—whether in yawning, laughing, or cheering at a theater performance—springs from our deep connection. And because we connect, we fall into cascades.


Cascades affect all types of decisions, from how we vote and where we invest to what we wear, where we eat, and what school we choose to attend. Cascades also reveal a fundamental flaw in our tendency to copy others. Individually we may think we’re acting reasonably and in our own self-interest, when in fact we’re falling into the copycat trap. 


Sometimes these cascades, like most fads, are relatively benign; other times, as with bottled water and the kidney wait-list, they have real and even deadly consequences. In the case of the kidney transplants, even if you believe you have nineteen pieces of evidence that the available kidney is bad, in truth you only know that the first person on the list made an independent choice to refuse it. Their reason for rejecting it might have been as simple as not having access to transportation on that particular day, but without that information the second person in line thought there might be something wrong; after that, the rest of the people on the list just copied those before them.41 The resulting illusion affects not just your choice but everyone else’s.


Unfortunately, we’re not always just passive victims of cascades. In playing follow the leader—particularly if you’re the first follower—you can also unknowingly create these illusions and cement them in place.


FOOL’S GOLD


As a doctoral student, I was once invited to a summer wine and cheese party by one of my fellow graduate students. I got dressed up and picked out one of my own particular wine favorites, a grapefruity Marlborough sauvignon blanc. At the party, the scent of blooming wisteria drifted through the garden, and a fountain tinkled in the background. Everyone was enjoying conversation and politely sampling the decorative spread of wines and cheeses, when a familiar voice burst out, “Hey, everybody! I’m here!”


“Oh, shoot,” I thought. “Here he comes.”


Into the garden swanned Ambrose—dreadful Ambrose, whose last name was followed by the Roman numeral III—whose demeanor seemed to confirm, in the flesh, all of the worst Ivy League stereotypes. This guy wasn’t just wealthy and cultured; he knew it, and he made sure everyone else knew it, too. He wore a navy-blue tailored suit with a crisp white pocket handkerchief, topped off with his usual bow tie.


It wasn’t long before Ambrose pinged his wine glass with a cocktail fork to call for our attention. “Hi, everyone!” he announced cheerily. “Just wait until you taste this! It’s a rare vintage from a family friend’s vineyard in Sonoma. I recommend getting a fresh glass.”42


Ambrose waited while we all complied. Then, with a flourish, he tipped a few ounces of the ruby-red wine he’d brought into each glass. “Don’t drink it,” he instructed. “Just swirl it around in the glass and look at the streaks. And sniff it.”


I dutifully obeyed.


“Now take a sip and swirl it around in your mouth before swallowing,” our guide continued.


“Mmmm,” somebody said, looking Ambrose in the eye. “Delicious!”


I took a sip and looked at the others, all of whom were nodding their approval. I couldn’t believe it. The wine tasted like vinegar. Was something wrong with my palate? I wondered whether I might be coming down with a cold, which could be interfering with my tastebuds. Or maybe my palate wasn’t refined enough to appreciate what was apparently an acquired taste.


Then one of our professors—I’ll call her “Dr. Smith”—arrived. We’d all taken her statistics class. We knew she was a true wine aficionado because she’d given us an assignment asking us to identify the most undervalued wine region in France, using a statistical method called “multiple regression.” (The answer, in case you were wondering, turned out to be Languedoc.) I wondered what she’d think of this stuff.


“Oh, Dr. Smith! Please join us!” Ambrose cried, pouring her a bit of wine. “This is something special that I brought.”


Dr. Smith took a taste and immediately spewed it out onto the grass. “This is corked wine,” she stated flatly. (“Corked” wine is tainted with a molecule that sommeliers know as 2,3,6-trichloroanisole, or TCA, which makes it smell like anything from a wet dog to a dirty restroom.43) I suppressed a smile.


Clearly, either my fellow students were insensitive to the smell and taste or they just fell for Ambrose’s sales job. But until Dr. Smith spoke the truth, everyone behaved as if Ambrose knew exactly what he was talking about.


We frequently fall in line behind people who we assume know more than we do. Indeed, though we may not be inclined to believe “the world is ending” if we hear it from a sixth grader, if a doctor or scientist utters the same words, they carry significantly more weight.44 If the weatherman, a trained meteorologist, tells you that there’s a 75 percent chance of a thunderstorm in your area this afternoon, you grab a raincoat before you leave the house.


But that still doesn’t explain Ambrose, who never once told us he was an expert; we simply assumed that he knew a lot about wine. If wealthy, cultured Ambrose sails into your group with his perfectly manicured nails and bow tie and your peers give him attention or deference, you are equally likely to accept him as some kind of an expert, even though he isn’t.45


Why do we do this? It turns out that expertise is really hard to sniff out. So we rely on the correlates of expertise instead—in Ambrose’s case, we fell for his fancy clothes and his boarding school accent. Under the spell of what scientists call the “prestige bias,” we accept mere signals of prestige such as wealth, job title, beauty, clothing, and possessions as indicators of true expertise (never mind that they are largely unrelated).46 So we might decide to become a loyal Goop customer just because we aspire to be like Gwyneth Paltrow.


We are particularly duped by the visible symbols of authority. In one 1984 study, a young man pretended to be looking for change to feed a parking meter, while a second, older man approached passersby and told them to help the younger man by giving him a dime. The older man dressed up first as a homeless person, then as a well-dressed “businessman,” and finally as a “fireman in uniform”: 45 percent of subjects obeyed the homeless person, 50 percent obeyed the businessman, and 82 percent obeyed the fireman.47


Like our natural tendency to follow the crowd, this deference to perceived prestige and authority runs deep. Indeed, something as simple as a title can easily fool us into prestige bias. In 1966, a team of researchers tested this theory by having an unfamiliar “doctor” instruct nurses, over the phone, to administer an “obviously excessive dose” of an unauthorized medicine. A staggering 95 percent of the nurses complied, illustrating the enormous power of perceived authority and the title of physician, even when that title was not confirmed.48


It gets worse. We are so bad at detecting genuine expertise that we will even defer to people simply because they display self-assurance. When someone seems confident, their affect suggests that they know something we don’t.49 In mid-nineteenth-century New York City, a nicely dressed scammer named Samuel Thompson conned his marks by pretending that he knew them. Once he gained their trust, he would ask them to lend him money or their watches, after which he disappeared. A reporter for the New York Herald called Thompson a “confidence man,” and the nickname stuck.50 Confidence and illusion are, and always have been, cozy bedfellows.


Fortunately, once we have the factual information we need (i.e., the wine is corked; the tulip bulb isn’t worth $50,000), most cascades tend to self-correct. But this is not always true. When we are emotionally invested in an outcome, and especially when our reputations are on the line, the goal posts shift. Like Charles Mackay, we may not want to see the truth, and so we do everything we can to avoid looking it in the face. This snare is both easy to trigger and hard to escape.


A VOYAGE TO LAPUTA


In 1996, New York University physics professor Alan D. Sokal published an academic article titled “Transgressing the Boundaries: Toward a Transformative Hermeneutics of Quantum Gravity” in the postmodern journal Social Text. Based on the author’s summary, below, what do you think the paper was about?


Here my aim is to carry these deep analyses one step farther, by taking account of recent developments in quantum gravity: the emerging branch of physics in which Heisenberg’s quantum mechanics and Einstein’s general relativity are at once synthesized and superseded. In quantum gravity, as we shall see, the space-time manifold ceases to exist as an objective physical reality; geometry becomes relational and contextual; and the foundational conceptual categories of prior science—among them, existence itself—become problematized and relativized. This conceptual revolution, I will argue, has profound implications for the content of a future postmodern and liberatory science.51


If you think this is all just confusing, academic gibberish, you’re 100 percent correct. Professor Sokal pumped his paper full of jargon and submitted it to the cultural studies journal, whose half dozen editors vetted, accepted, and published it as a serious piece of scholarly work for a special edition on science.


Then Sokal revealed that the whole thing was a hoax. He was just taking pains to make a point about academic publishing, demonstrating how a lot of academics are rewarded for sounding like the inhabitants of Laputa, the floating island in Jonathan Swift’s 1726 satire Gulliver’s Travels. The narrow-minded theoreticians and academics who live in Laputa spend their days conducting useless, impractical research. Of course, the joke is on them because they are completely out of touch with reality.


Like Swift, Sokal made up a lot of ridiculous stuff, heavily salting his essay with popular deconstructionist lingo, such as “contingent,” “counterhegemonic,” and “epistemological.” “I structured the article around the silliest quotes about mathematics and physics from the most prominent academics, and I invented an argument praising them and linking them together,” he told the New York Times. “All this was very easy to carry off because my argument wasn’t obliged to respect any standards of evidence or logic.”52


While making fun of the kind of gaseous lint picking that fills cultural studies and literary criticism journals, Sokal was also needling the deliberate use of complex terms and concepts that characterizes all kinds of competitive academic cliques. Indeed, this fad often reaches such a pitch that it becomes impossible to discern what the authors really mean to say, even for those within their own disciplines.


The response from the top editor of Social Text was pretty sour. “[Dr. Sokal] says we’re epistemic relativists,” said Stanley Aronowitz, the journal’s cofounder and a professor at City University of New York. “We’re not. He got it wrong. One of the reasons he got it wrong is he’s ill-read and half-educated.”53 “Social Text’s acceptance of my article exemplifies the intellectual arrogance of Theory—postmodernist literary theory, that is—carried to its logical extreme,” Sokal shot back. “No wonder they didn’t bother to consult a physicist.” In their world, he added, “incomprehensibility becomes a virtue; allusions, metaphors, and puns substitute for evidence and logic. My own article is, if anything, an extremely modest example of this well-established genre.”54


White-collar professions such as academia, law, and medicine are particularly susceptible to reputational cascades like this one. When reputation is everything, the voices of those who reside at the top of the professional heap get amplified—not necessarily due to the merits of their arguments but because we expect them to know what they are talking about.55 The vast majority of other professionals go along with them as a matter of safeguarding their careers.


Take, for example, the tonsillectomy, a once popular surgical procedure. Lacking in scientific justification or results, this medical fad continued for decades based solely on the vagaries of “expert medical opinion.” At its height in the twentieth century, tonsillectomies were routinely performed on millions of children, some of whom were injured or even died as a result. Yet, when the procedure at last came under scrutiny, the obvious lack of a scientific basis drove it quickly out of fashion.56


When we defer to authority because our reputations have something to gain or lose, our commitment to one particular narrative makes us immune to new information, which makes this sort of cascade very hard to undo. It doesn’t really matter whether the story we’re colluding with is true or not. To everyone else, however, it looks like we and all the others who are going along can’t possibly be wrong.


Solid as they seem, cascades like these are fortunately more like a Jenga tower with one key weak point. Remove that one pivotal brick, and it all comes crashing down.


THE POWER OF “WHY?”


Think back now to the awful problem of the discarded kidneys. Is there any way to fix it?


Believe it or not, there’s an exquisitely simple solution—one so simple, in fact, that it was completely overlooked before an MIT researcher named Juanjuan Zhang figured it out. All the people on the wait-list who pass on a kidney have to do is say why they are refusing the organ: “I’m traveling out of state,” “I have a bad cold,” “It’s not a close enough match,” and so on. With just a little more information, the people on the wait-list can come into line with reality and make a better personal decision. And we can stop sacrificing perfectly good kidneys on the altar of collective illusion.57


And this solution doesn’t apply only to kidney wait-lists. Asking “Why?” is a handy, general-purpose tool that can keep you out of any kind of cascade. With the power of this one simple question, you can hold onto your own personal knowledge rather than abandoning it in favor of others’ opinions. It allows you, instead, to blend your view with that of others as needed, in order to get better information and ultimately make your own determination.


Some people might think that asking “Why?” is bad form. Indeed, the question can feel so obvious that it might seem offensive, but it turns out that people actually like to share the reasoning behind their own opinions and preferences. One Harvard study showed that sharing our views is intrinsically rewarding, even on a sensitive question such as “What’s your view of abortion?” Simply being asked about and sharing our views makes us like each other more.58


Think about your most recent conversation with a close family member or friend. What did you talk about? How did you feel afterward? Statistically speaking, you spent up to 40 percent of the conversation sharing or discussing your personal feelings or experiences, and the other person did the same.59 Chances are things felt balanced, with neither person hogging the phone. You came away feeling refreshed and happy to have connected.


In fact, the satisfaction we gain from talking about ourselves is on par with other, more objective rewards such as money or food. This helps to explain why a whopping 80 percent of the material posted to social media platforms pertains to people’s private (and, let’s face it, largely insignificant) thoughts or experiences. Scientists have found that we have an actual neurological drive to disclose personal information; each tidbit shared stimulates the reward system in our brains, giving our bodies a hit of pure pleasure. In other words, we don’t just spill our guts because we’re nervous or overwrought; we are intrinsically motivated to do so.60


This propensity to disclose personal information is part of what makes us human, and it has helped our species survive over time. (It’s also been great for Facebook’s bottom line.) It makes forming connections and cultivating bonds with others easier. By encouraging the exchange and accumulation of knowledge through shared expertise, it also gives us opportunities to lead, instruct, and learn.61


Ultimately, there is no real downside to asking “Why?” while there are plenty of upsides. It not only cultivates social connection but allows you to quickly root out a possible cascade. If someone can’t explain their reasons beyond saying, “Because so and so did it,” you know you are at risk of following the herd and falling for a collective illusion. Asking “Why?” pulls back the curtain, revealing the truth behind the actions and assertions of others.
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“An illuminating analysis of why groups believe things their members don’t—and how we can fight groupthink.”

—ADAM GRANT, #1 New York Times bestselling author of Think Again
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