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Culture is the shared way of life of a group of people. It shapes our identity, how we connect to a community and our belief systems.


Driven by anthropological understanding.


	Cognition is the way our brain learns, understands and makes decisions. Fear, desire and motivation all affect how our brain works.


Driven by psychological understanding.


There’s a balance between culture and cognition when it comes to understanding why we do what we do. A lot has been written about the role of cognition, so instead, this book will look at the hidden rules of culture, and how we can use them in life, business and society.
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Introduction



Whenever I tell people I’m writing a book about culture, there are two responses.


The first is a series of questions about culture: Why are Brazilians so good at football? Is religion a good thing? Why are levels of equality so high in Scandinavian countries? Why is K-pop so popular? Which nationality blurs their background the most on video calls? What’s the effect of the ‘manosphere’? Why are young people so obsessed with social media? Why don’t British people talk about sex? Why do they drink so much tea in India? Why is it rude to smile at a stranger in Denmark?


The second response is a series of curious and amusing stories.




I went to a French school in the 1980s and we were allowed to smoke in the playground from the age of sixteen. I was speaking to a Swedish friend who said they had a sauna at school for everyone to use after PE.


When I started my job in Seoul, my boss insisted we go out drinking every Friday night, and that I drink shots with him. But when I wore red nail polish to work, I was discreetly told it was ‘too much’.


I took a flight from Delhi to Nairobi with a stopover in Riyadh. At the airport in Riyadh, the men were ushered in front of me (a white, Western woman) without a word being said. When I landed in Nairobi, I was ushered to the front of the queue in front of all the men.


I was in Cairo during Ramadan visiting a friend who was atheist. Every evening a cannon boomed from the Citadel, signalling it was time to eat. When it went off my friend paused to take a gulp of water. ‘It’s just what you do,’ he said with a shrug.





Questions about culture are endlessly interesting as they help us formulate ideas about why the French are French, why the Americans are American, and how to make a ‘proper’ cup of tea in England. The constant questions show a human yearning to understand the dividing lines between us, and where they’ve come from.


Everyone’s got a cultural story to tell – they are fun, fascinating, sometimes enraging, occasionally inappropriate and often joyous. Culture belongs to everyone because it’s part of everyone, which is why everyone wants to talk about it. Our culture has shaped who we are and given us stories to live by, and it opens our mind when we travel abroad.


This book answers big cultural questions about small and fascinating behaviours. It’s a book that looks at how social media affects our lives, why stereotypes make us laugh and cry, and what wearing a mask in public means. It is a book that tells stories and starts conversations, some that will make you smile, others that will frustrate you, but all with a purpose of seeing culture.


Culture creates the hidden rules that make us


We like to think we are a product of our own free will, that our decisions, unique personality and desires come from our brain rather than from someone else’s. But as we’ll see throughout this book, culture creates the rules that make us who we are. We are a product of the world we grow up in, and we reinforce how the world works by conforming to the rules.


Culture simultaneously lives within us and is a force placed upon us. I don’t like defining culture because as soon as it’s defined, it’s often wrong – but many of the elements that make up culture show this double-edged influence.


Culture is shared


Culture binds people through shared behaviours and symbolic acts – shaking hands, bowing, fasting, feasting. We engage in these acts because they are the ‘right way’ to act, and they are the right way to act because we always do them.


Culture is everything we don’t think about – until we do


It’s the invisible script guiding what we believe, how we behave and who we think belongs (and who doesn’t). It’s in the stories we tell, the gestures we share and the norms we follow without question – you don’t need to think about it because everyone else also knows it. Until they don’t.


Culture is felt


Being in a group with a shared purpose creates a wonderful feeling inside us. Conversely, when we find ourselves in a culture different from our own, we can feel confused or disoriented.


Culture has meaning


Words, colours and symbols can mean different things to different cultures. ‘Thank you’ can mean friendship or obligation. Red can scream passion or war. Culture gives meaning to the mundane.


Culture grounds us


It roots identity in place and memory. You can leave Scotland for forty years and still be Scottish. People carry places inside them, even if they’ve never actually lived there. Culture ties us to a home, both real and imagined.


Culture gives us instinct


Culture tells us how to behave before our brain kicks in. It’s individual and collective, emotional and habitual. To understand ourselves, and other people, we have to understand culture.


Culture can divide us


That ‘click’ of belonging or division isn’t logic, it’s culture at work. The side-eye can create silence, exclusion and alienation when associated with a divisive culture.


Culture is absorbed


You weren’t born with it. You absorbed it – through stories, mimicry and experience, often without knowing.


My grandmother tells a story about Ron, a larger-than-life politician who befriended my grandfather years ago. One evening he came round to dinner and met my then three-year-old Uncle Tony, who was playing on the floor. He had turned a bench upside down and was rowing back and forth in his imaginary boat.


Ron looked at Tony and said, ‘That looks like a lot of fun – can I get in with you and row?’


‘No,’ said Tony, ‘you’re too fat to get in.’


‘Where did you get that idea from?’ asked Ron, taken aback by this forthright toddler. Then, with an air of suspicion, he added, ‘Did your father say that about me?’


‘No,’ said three-year-old Tony, ‘I’ve got eyes, haven’t I?’


Ron was speechless, my grandmother was mortified and Uncle Tony carried on rowing.


Uncle Tony may have been right, but he had broken all the rules above. His toddler innocence clearly didn’t understand the shared code, he created a (bad) feeling in everyone around him, his instinct was to be truthful instead of kind, his offhand remark created a clear division, and he hadn’t learned this wasn’t what you say to a guest.


Uncle Tony’s story is a great example of how, in time, we internalise the external rules that surround us. We follow the rules of the culture we’re part of, which we learn as we grow up, or when we move to a different culture. This book is about that process of absorption. We are not born to binge drink on a Friday night, we learn it. We are not born to be hierarchical and stay in the office until our boss leaves, we learn it. We are not born to shake hands, sing songs, wear make-up, write poetry, play video games, run marathons, roller-skate or take drugs – these are all things we absorb when we are part of a culture. Many of these things may feel like they originate inside us as personal problems (drug-taking) or achievements (creative writing), but more often than not they originate outside the brain in the culture that we live in.


The rising tides of culture


Anthropology is the study of culture, and it is an essential tool for understanding why we do what we do. Anthropology decodes the meaning behind how people learn, share and interact, to create a way of thinking.


Culture is responsible for a lot of recent changes in the world – vibe shifts have created seismic changes in governments, and new cultural trends make people millions of dollars. Keeping up with culture is a busy business, and planning ahead can feel like trying to catch fog with a butterfly net.


I’ve spent nearly two decades helping brands, governments and NGOs unpick some of the knotty cultural problems they face by applying the academic principles of anthropology in an accessible way. Working at Ipsos MORI, rated the most innovative research agency in the world,1 I’ve run hundreds of anthropological projects for clients working in consumer goods, financial services, government departments, healthcare, tech, PR, transport – all of whom want deep cultural thinking presented in a structured manner. Many of these projects had a specific, business-oriented goal in mind: to understand how culture was affecting the way people act, think, believe and buy.


The guiding principles outlined in this book come from anthropology, and the anthropologist’s toolkit centres around good conversations and watching what people do. The data in this book is mostly stories I’ve gathered over years of anthropological fieldwork, talking to people around the world, and observing what they’re doing.


These stories provide a way to focus on analysing culture, changing culture and the future of culture. An example of this can be summarised in a single story from a trip I took to Shanghai in 2016. I have a vivid memory of the way my taxi driver constantly used his phone as he drove. Shanghai traffic is multi-laned chaos even through the city centre, and his dedication to using WeChat was petrifying. He had one hand on the wheel, while the other swiped his phone with instinctive hand gestures.


He jumped between different chats and I realised that instead of reading through typed messages, he was listening to a string of voice notes. In the same way that I read through chats in my WhatsApp groups, he was doing the same, but in audio. This was his form of entertainment as he drove, his personalised chat radio station.


Despite my having zero understanding of Mandarin, it was fascinating to watch. He jumped into a particular group, listened to the back-and-forth between several people, dropped his own message in as a response to what he’d heard, and then went on to the next group. In my desire to create order in madness, I assumed one was a family chat, one a friends’ chat and another a work chat, just from the way he seemed to respond. But honestly, I really didn’t know.


What fascinated me was that I was watching someone use exactly the same piece of technology that I do in a different way, so I started to come up with my own hypothesis. Was this purely about convenience when driving? Maybe he was illiterate? Was this a technologically inclusive solution for a country struggling with literacy rates, particularly among those in the service economy? I felt confident that I’d come up with a clever answer and I started making assertions about how naive Western tech developers are when it comes to creating inclusive design.


Later in the day I met my Chinese colleague, Luna, a cultural analyst born in Shanghai who had previously lived in the UK. She laughed at my analysis. Voice chats weren’t about convenience – did I think that everyone else on those group chats were driving at the same time as him? Probably not. Voice chats weren’t about illiteracy – did I think all his friends and family are illiterate too? In a country with 96% literacy rates?


She then showed me her phone, where voice notes were normal. ‘Voice chats are a nice way to interact,’ she said. ‘They give you extra context in an otherwise depersonalised digital world.’ Why isn’t everyone using voice chats? the look on her face told me.


Back in the UK, my work WhatsApp group of fifteen colleagues were weighing in on whether a particular article was offensive. It was pretty standard work chat, but I couldn’t type fast enough to get my point across as the conversation moved on too quickly. So, I held down the record button and sent an eleven-second voice note into the chat. It certainly felt new, even emboldening. If the taxi man can do it, why can’t I? Nobody replied to my point. Had people simply ignored me? I dropped in another voice note, and that got ignored too. My third one didn’t get ignored; instead, the group turned on me for being a weirdo.


At our next team meeting in the office, I suggested being more Chinese for a week and using voice notes in our WhatsApp group. ‘It’s really convenient,’ I suggested. ‘It’s good because you don’t need to type it out, and you can add more context to everything you’re saying. Why wouldn’t we?’ I was convincing enough that they agreed to trial it, but the group went deathly silent for a whole week until they all decided to take the piss out of me again for being a weirdo.


The different manner in which Chinese and British people adopt the same piece of technology is down to culture. It’s an obvious statement perhaps, but it’s something that’s often overlooked by clients I’ve worked with over the years, particularly in the tech world. However individual people think they are, WhatsApp communication conforms to a set of social norms about how to act, which is where my experiment became unstuck.


My taxi ride in Shanghai taught me a lot about cultural insight, and how you can read an enormous amount into small behaviours. Analysing culture is fascinating because it exists everywhere, even in taxis. It underscored the importance of not making crass assumptions, and how important it is to engage with the people you are analysing. It also showed me that changing culture isn’t just about giving people a convincing reason; changing behaviour requires everyone else to do it with you. Nobody else wanted to be called a weirdo in my UK WhatsApp group.


It also gave me a glimpse of the future because when it comes to technological adoption, China is a good five-plus years ahead of the West. And a couple of years after my failed WhatsApp experiment, the next person I got a voice note from was my cousin, who is fifteen years younger than me.


Culture vs cognition; anthropology vs psychology


Both psychology and anthropology ask the same core question: Why do we do what we do? But they look for answers in very different places.


Psychology turns inward. It maps the architecture of our minds – our thoughts, feelings and behaviours – and offers us tools to cope, heal and grow. It explains how people tick, how we break and how we mend. But psychology often assumes the individual exists in isolation, floating in a vacuum of personal choice and internal motivation.


Anthropology, by contrast, turns outward. It studies the unseen frameworks that shape our lives – identity, community and belief systems. While psychology explores how fish swim, anthropology dives deeper to show us the shape of the reef and the currents of culture guiding their path. It’s less about what’s in our heads and more about what’s in the water we all swim in, usually without noticing.


This difference is not academic; it has implications in life, business and society. In a world increasingly governed by behavioural economics and psychological nudges, psychology has taught us that every action is about personal choice. The result is a culture of hyper-individualism, where the burden to change rests squarely on the individual. Anthropology reminds us that behaviour is rarely just personal. It’s social. It’s structural. It’s cultural.


Psychology helps us treat symptoms. Anthropology helps us diagnose the system. We need both. As a psychology graduate, I have seen it help people increase in confidence, reduce anxiety and overcome trauma. But psychology’s success has also blinded us to its limits. It’s time to balance the equation by seeing culture not as background noise but as a powerful force that shapes the rules that make us.


*


In this book, we’ll explore the way that culture is rooted both within us and in the people that surround us. We’ll explore everyday culture questions, like whether stereotypes are true, how we set up our homes as a place for cultural apprenticeships, and many, many more. We’ll also discuss how to change culture and how culture changes us through the continued rise of political tribalism and technological echo chambers, and what the future of culture looks like.


This book lays out how to see the rules of culture in life, business and society. Many of these rules hide in plain sight, and knowing how to see them allows you to see both your behaviour and other people’s in a new light.





PART ONE



ANALYSING CULTURE


Culture and cognition walk into a bar, and the barman hands them a cocktail menu.


Cognition studies the menu in detail, wondering what each drink will taste like, which one they’re in the mood for and whether the barman will make it well. Cognition leans over and points at the menu: ‘I’ve made a choice.’


Culture looks up. ‘I’ll have what they’re having.’
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Finding the Rules That Make Us


People care about culture because it is everything and everywhere. It’s a word that is bandied around in business – ‘culture eats strategy for breakfast’1 – and has also become part of today’s political narrative, with politicians engaging in ‘culture wars’, supporting or rejecting ‘woke culture’ while running the risk of ‘cancel culture’. ‘Culture vultures’ go to the theatre and art galleries, and travellers have become mini anthropologists, reporting on cultural differences between countries: ‘Thai culture is so welcoming.’ People are often described as ‘cultured’ when they learn the rituals of other nationalities but can quickly be accused of ‘cultural appropriation’ if they go too far or try to make money out of it. Looking at these various uses of the word, ‘culture’ is a powerful concept.


But when we look at the use cases above, it becomes clear that culture is something that happens between us. Culture is an interaction, an idea passed around, a story shared between generations, an attitude developed in a community, or a body of knowledge that grows among a group of people. Culture sits between people, it connects people; it is something that’s outside our bodies, but we are fundamentally part of it. Culture binds us together and keeps us apart; it’s something that controls our behaviour, yet we are in control of it. Culture sits around us, yet it lives in all of us.


Dr Adam Gamwell, a business anthropologist who applies the principles of anthropology to everyday life, says we should think of culture as ‘more of a vibe than a concept’.2 It’s the way people share their values and beliefs through everyday behaviours, like eating together, shaking hands or the level of formality among friends. It’s communicated through the small and sometimes imperceptible behaviours that make up both the individual and the interaction.


Vibes are recognised by other people and are always shifting. Youth culture evolves in the shadows of parental surveillance, creating new codes of communication through slang, style and secret meet-ups. Corporate culture teaches new employees how to behave through mimicry, like the awkward silences when a junior employee throws out a new idea in a hierarchical company, or the way some workers eat lunch at their desks for fear of being seen as slacking. Cultures vary enormously: some are kind or forgiving, others are focused on accountability; some believe in decisive action, others promote reflection before change; and some are highly competitive, while others promote collaboration. Many of these traits are often seen as individual characteristics, when in fact individuals are simply acting in accordance with the culture they live in.


But herein lies an unspoken paradox of today’s world: it’s culture that connects us, but in terms of understanding why we do what we do, the world is obsessed with psychology. The number of people in therapy steadily increases year on year, we’re constantly analysing our own and others’ mental states, and psychological frameworks are entirely accepted in business and politics. Popular psychology books fly off the shelves as people are looking for self-improvement, and ‘therapy speak’ – like ‘boundary setting’ and ‘self-care’ – is common in everyday chat. Psychology has become as much part of how we heal our mind as medicine has for the body.


The obsession with psychology has transformed it from a discipline that helps the individual, to a way of analysing society at large. In political campaigning, the use of psychology has fundamentally changed many Western democracies, as seen in the Brexit vote in the UK and Trump’s presidential victory in the US. In 2016, Cambridge Analytica was able to segment the electorate for the Brexit and Trump campaigns through using psychological personality types, and then used that analysis to feed each personality type a different campaign message. This was the first time political parties were able to offer so many different promises to the electorate in a single campaign. This has further exacerbated political polarisation in the US through creating a political culture of competition and animosity.


Psychology has infiltrated business to a huge extent, whether it’s understanding consumer motivation for buying products, setting performance-based targets for individual employees, or the constant goal-setting to keep people motivated and focused. In business, psychology is used to make sure customer needs are catered for and employees are driven to perform, which in turn creates the type of culture we live and work in. Our belief that human cognition can improve how people interact with one another is valiant, but there are other, more collaborative ways to change behaviour and outcomes.


Psychology for me, anthropology for the world


As a business anthropologist, I spend a lot of time hanging out in people’s homes around the world. I also shop, play and eat with them, watch them have their nails and hair done, take their kids to sport practice, and I always meet their friends and family. I become an investigator into people’s lives, trying to find out why they really do the things they do. I spend time with people because that’s often the best way to answer some of life’s trickier questions. In essence, I get a more accurate read of people by watching what they do rather than asking them what they think.


But I haven’t always signed up to this worldview. Like many, I was once obsessed with the answers psychology had to offer. I would talk about the real reasons people did things, and would hypothesise that a friend or family member was being particularly egotistical or repressed or in denial. I read Carl Jung’s Man and His Symbols, which allowed me to extend my psychology chat into an analysis of dreams. I would talk about my own dreams, offering up some deeper meaning behind why I was sitting on a horse as all my teeth fell out, and make sweeping statements about someone’s personality based on a dream they told me about. I’m not sure how much fun I was to hang around with, but I thought I knew a lot about people.


My interest in psychology did allow me to talk about emotions and feelings, and helped me make sense of life as an only child and connect with my parents when I was at boarding school. And most importantly, it allowed me to talk about emotions when my dad died without having to address the pain directly. It gave me permission to talk about my feelings as a young, inexpressive boy in a culture where boys aren’t supposed to cry. I owe a lot to the ideas and concepts that psychology taught me.


Psychology explains why we do what we do through looking at how the brain sees and interprets the world, showing that our decisions come either from response to slow, rational processing or from fast, subconscious processing that is harder to pinpoint. Most psychological approaches recognise that the majority of our behaviours are not driven by rational decision-making, and instead come from a place that’s quite instinctive. Evolutionarily, our brain has evolved from a more primitive state to one that also includes rational thought – which differentiates us from most other animals – but our instinctive processing is still very dominant. Mapping the development of the brain over thousands of years shows humankind’s journey to becoming civilised animals, a process that has helped us keep our instincts in check. Psychologists explain why we do what we do as a balance between primitive fears and desires on the one hand, and knowledge and motivation about what’s best for us on the other.


What’s more, we find evidence for this in everyday life. We eat fatty foods when we should be on a diet, we have another beer when we know we’ve got an early start, and we pay for a gym membership that we know we’ll barely use. Sometimes those instincts drive us to levels of destruction, and we punch a stranger in the face if they insult us, have sex with someone that we shouldn’t, or steal because we want what someone else has. Our fears and desires make us fallible, even stupid, and they are responsible for more of our behaviours than many of us would like to admit.


The discipline of psychology has been great at helping us understand our subconscious and instinctive mind. Therapy, in its numerous approaches, helps us recognise why we think or act in a particular (often problematic) way to help us see the patterns of our life (and hopefully not repeat them). That might be through having a deeper understanding of ourselves, or through changing the way we respond to different stimuli in the world. On a larger, societal level, the recent rise of behavioural science (aka ‘nudging’3) has shown how psychological insight can be used in government and business to tap into people’s instinctive responses on a group level, offering a framework for influencing people’s fears and desires for more favourable outcomes.4 According to psychology, our brains have developed rules on how to survive.


As an undergraduate, the psychology I learned focused heavily on experiments that either test how we think or how we behave in groups. The cognitive and behavioural psychology that was popular at university taught me about the biases in the human brain but gave me little insight into the human condition. Many people go to university and fall in love with their degree; I went to university and fell out of love with psychology. What I loved about reading the likes of Freud, Jung and Winnicott was that their form of psychology looked for the reasons why people are different, rather than the contemporary psychology which demonstrates how quirks of the brain show we are all the same. I parked those ideas for a while and went in search of something that helped describe the world as it really was, outside of a lab experiment.


By contrast, anthropology assumes that no person lives in a vacuum, and it answers the question of why we do what we do by looking at the context of everyday life, assessing people’s upbringing, their social setup, and the cultural milieu that surrounds them. Where psychology starts from the position of the brain, anthropology starts from the position of culture, recognising that we are products of where and how we live. As a result, psychology is much more inward-looking, studying the individual, while anthropology studies how the individual behaves by looking at the group.


Again, the evidence surrounding us is palpable. If you grow up in New York, you’ll have a very different experience of life compared to someone living in Tibet, and when describing why we do what we do in these two places, there will be a completely different set of influences driven by religion, family structure, wealth, job opportunities, language, trade and political freedoms, to state just a few. On a smaller but no less important level, a Londoner growing up on a council estate in Hackney will have a wholly different perspective to someone growing up five miles away in a manor house in Highgate. Again, family structure, wealth, job opportunities, accent, purchasing power and safety are going to influence why we do what we do in very different ways. According to anthropology, our culture has developed rules on how we flourish (and fail!).


While psychology and anthropology are not exactly aligned, they both come up with very compelling arguments. We can see the psychological argument about how we are instinctive beings trying to tame our animalistic desires. We can also see the lesson from anthropology on how we are the product of our upbringing, our parents, and how the world around us teaches us right from wrong. Both arguments are impossible to ignore.


I see the disciplines of anthropology and psychology as a parallel to what happens within us, as people. Sometimes we need to be culturally astute to navigate a situation, and at other times we need to be cognitively aware of what people are thinking. If we face a difficult choice in a familiar environment – like how to discipline someone in the workplace – our cognition goes into overdrive to create the right response. If we face a straightforward choice in an unfamiliar environment – like ordering from a menu in a roadside café in Thailand – our cultural instinct looks for cues to form the right answer. This mix of culture and cognition makes up the broader spectrum of how we navigate life.


The historic interaction between culture and cognition


Whenever we are faced with a situation or a decision, we may well find ourselves with an internal struggle. Do we want to let our instincts govern our response, or do we follow the culturally appropriate way of doing things? You may really want pizza for breakfast, but you’ve got a breakfast meeting with your boss, and you end up choosing eggs Benedict instead. When breakfast comes, you might want to ask about your long overdue pay rise, but instead you make small talk about their kids and then discuss the resourcing difficulties the team are having. When getting up to leave, you might desperately need the toilet but your boss asks you to walk back to the office with them instead. Or maybe . . . just maybe, you turn up to breakfast, order a Domino’s pizza to arrive at the café, demand a pay rise from your boss and sit out the rest of the morning on the toilet reading the news on your phone. This push and pull between our culture and cognition is the real description of why we do what we do.


Kids are a great example of following cognition over culture. A baby’s instinct to feed, sleep and cry keeps them nourished, safe and warm. Newborns have what’s called a ‘Moro reflex’, which causes their hands to involuntarily flail out to grab someone when they think they are falling. This reflex is hardwired into humans from day zero in response to a fearful situation. As children grow up, one of the main jobs of a parent is to help them manage their instincts, to tell them they can’t have cake for breakfast and that they shouldn’t get naked in the playground. However, while parents are unified in trying to temper their children’s instincts in favour of more measured behaviour, what they are implicitly doing is teaching them about the culture they live in, because the rules that kids are taught vary from New York to Tibet, and from Hackney to Highgate.


One consequence of pandemic lockdowns was that we were no longer compelled to be quite so culturally rule-abiding. When we weren’t allowed to leave the house, some of the cultural rules that had been hardwired into us were no longer mandatory. Anyone working from home could wear pyjama bottoms all day. As our cultural trappings became less necessary, people stopped brushing their teeth so regularly, wearing perfume, or buying expensive wine. Lockdowns meant that we bent the rules and started to make up some new ones because we were living in a different environment. As lockdown eased, some had forgotten what the polite rules in public were – like dressing formally for the office, or wearing smart yet uncomfortable shoes – because our cultural standards had changed.


Psychology: codifying cognition


Psychology really took off when people started to recognise that there was a lot more going on in their brains than they realised. The more people looked into the brain, the more complex cognition looked. The more people looked into behaviour, the more inconsistent we appeared to be. And the more unhappy we became, the more we realised it couldn’t be solved by simply not thinking about it. The success of psychology came through codifying cognition and giving people a common language around how and why people think in different ways.


Daniel Kahneman often suggested that we think far less than we think that we think. This phrase encapsulates how psychology developed as a discipline, recognising that our brain is full of so many thoughts that sit below the conscious surface. In 2002, Kahneman was the first psychologist to win the Nobel Prize for Economics, ‘for having integrated insights from psychological research into economic science’,5 after which he proudly announced he hadn’t taken a single course in economics. His book Thinking, Fast and Slow describes how the brain has two systems – System 1, a fast-thinking, instinctive side, and System 2, a more deliberative, rational side. Kahneman does a fantastic job of showing that we like to think System 2 is in charge, but in reality, System 1 is controlling more than we realise.


Jonathan Haidt, the social psychologist, noted the difference between our deliberate vs instinctive thinking by describing our brain as an elephant rider and an elephant: the elephant rider has influence over the direction of travel but ultimately only has a small amount of control over how the elephant actually behaves. Haidt uses this analogy to explain the battle people face between the instinctual, animalistic part of the brain (the elephant) and the mechanisms with which they can tame that beast (the elephant rider).


In Blink, Malcolm Gladwell shows that people are incredibly good at assessing a situation in the blink of an eye – that people’s instincts are often better than the slower, more cognitively laborious part of their brain. He argues that intuitive judgement is developed over time, from multiple different factors like experience, upbringing, training and knowledge. His analysis demonstrates that your past will help you solve any problem that you face in the present without having to think about it too hard. The more expert you are in a subject, the more you should follow your instincts, and thinking about it too much (like an economist assumes people think about things) can lead us to factor in misleading information.


The behavioural scientist’s contribution to understanding cognition has been huge and groundbreaking. Most of us now accept the psychological hypothesis that humans are innately biased. Many of us think we know how biased we are, and some of us accept that we are biased in ways we don’t always recognise. And a small number of us may even acknowledge that we are biased in ways that we don’t like, and certainly don’t like to admit. We think far less than we think that we think because we believe our rational, conscious brain does most of the work, but it doesn’t. This lack of insight into how we really behave suggests that the elephant rider doesn’t have control of the elephant and, in many cases, doesn’t actually know what the elephant is like or capable of.


Discovering these hidden rules of cognition has made psychology an exciting discipline in the last twenty-five years, but some big blind spots remain. These rules have been discovered through behavioural experiments, in which scientists have documented over 180 cognitive biases that influence people’s actions, often in ways that are completely unknown to them.


One of these experiments – known as the Stanford Prison Experiment – was conducted by Philip Zimbardo in 1971 when twenty-four male students were randomly assigned the role of either prisoner or a prison guard.6 Even though participants were aware it was an experiment, they started to play out their imagined identities, and the experiment spiralled out of control within days. ‘Guards’, empowered by their assigned roles, began exhibiting authoritarian and even sadistic behaviours, imposing humiliating punishments on the prisoners. Conversely, ‘prisoners’, stripped of their autonomy, grew passive, distressed and increasingly submissive.


While the experiment could never be repeated based on moral grounds, its core lesson endures: under the right conditions, ordinary people can commit extraordinary acts of cruelty – or fall into helplessness. The experiment’s implications extend far beyond prisons, offering insights into how power, authority and identity shape behaviour in workplaces, schools and even families. The stark divide between the roles demonstrated how quickly individuals could internalise an identity and act it out according to social hierarchies, even when they knew those hierarchies were part of an experiment.


Another famous experiment – the Implicit Association Test (IAT) – was developed by researchers at Harvard University in the late 1990s and revealed striking insights into the unconscious biases many people related to race.7 Unlike traditional surveys or interviews, which rely on self-reported data and may be influenced by social desirability, the IAT measures reaction times to pairings of concepts and attributes, such as ‘Black’ and ‘good’ or ‘white’ and ‘bad.’ By clicking on a series of images, the test measures the speed at which respondents associate certain terms with different races.


The results – data gathered from over 50 million tests, predominantly completed by people in the US – are startling: 65% of people associated ‘good’ with ‘European American’, and only 17% associated ‘good’ with ‘African American’. Regardless of people’s explicit beliefs or intentions, they repeatedly demonstrated a preference for white over Black individuals. This suggests that implicit biases – subtle, automatic associations influenced by societal norms, media portrayals and historical inequalities – are pervasive against Black people, even among those who consciously reject racism. The data challenges the widespread notion that racism is limited to overt acts of discrimination, and instead suggests that prejudice and discrimination are baked into our belief systems without us consciously being aware of it. This has real-world implications for hiring, healthcare and policing, to name but a few pertinent issues that are present in the US today.


These psychological insights have changed the way we see risk, judgement and decision-making. By creating experiments that mirror conditions in the real world, psychology has shown us there’s a hidden side to our brain, a fast-thinking System 1 that allows our inner elephant to run wild. These beliefs aren’t something we are born with; they have grown over time and developed from the sum total of our experiences, and need to be checked when thinking about how we solve some of societies’ more thorny challenges.


Anthropology: codifying culture


While our cognition has been effectively codified, mapping our culture in an accessible manner is about as sophisticated as spotting animal shapes in passing clouds. Gillian Tett, anthropologist and editor at the Financial Times, suggested that ‘asking someone to describe culture is like asking a fish to describe water’.8 In common parlance, ‘culture’ is a ‘fat word’, a term that is used loosely to mean many different things to different people. In the same way that psychology has codified cognition, anthropology has defined a set of rules for how we behave in groups – but culture is more complex than first meets the eye, and anthropologists get great joy in finding the hidden rules in culture. There is a code for how culture operates that can be cracked.


We know culture influences us in a million different ways – from the books, TV and news we consume, to the food we eat, and to the different countries we travel to (or don’t). All of these things make up modern culture, both reinforcing it and morphing it into something new. We shake hands as an age-old gesture to introduce ourselves, and then we add a twist according to our subculture, be that a secret Masonic symbol or a fist bump among friends. Our gestures, actions and interactions come from a set of rules that help us define what is socially acceptable, but they are changeable, complex and country specific. These are the rules that make us, whether we see them easily or not.


Anthropology guides us to look at the social side of life, the interactions between people and the way people learn to behave in similar ways. Culture also looks at systems of meaning, whether that’s how words are used or why symbols take on associations, by taking a historical-cultural narrative. Anthropology looks at evidence in the real world, rather than evidence created in an experiment. It doesn’t rely on a reaction-time machine to tell us whether we’re racist or not; it gets us to look at our interactions to see if there’s a system that perpetuates racist beliefs. Anthropologists help us see the systemic web of racism – rather than claiming it’s one bad egg – showing that it’s up to all of us to fix it.


Anthropologists use historical and present-day data to form a narrative of how people behave in groups, whether that’s socio-political movements, cultural failings in the workplace or how different minorities have been treated around the world. Put this way, an anthropologist’s response to the injustices acted out during the Stanford Prison Experiment would be, ‘No shit!?’


The idea that people play out identities they are given is a core tenet of anthropology, with numerous historical examples to draw from, such as how previously kind and liberal Germans joined the Nazi party and participated in the active discrimination against and killing of Jewish people; how Hutus and Tutsis were triggered into killing their own neighbours after a power battle in Rwanda’s government; or how the dissolution of Yugoslavia created a new set of national identities that quickly turned to violence. There are also plenty of examples of people switching between identities without much trouble, just as participants did in the prison experiment: for instance, when we see workplace bullies described as loving parents at home, or a terrorist that’s known for extreme acts of kindness in their community before committing a heinous crime. When anthropologists study identity, they assume that people are playing out a role in the group, even if that role has been given to them by others. Being part of a group has a powerful effect on how the individual behaves, which they then adopt into their identity.


Again, an anthropologist’s view of the Harvard implicit bias test might also be, ‘No shit, America is racist!?’ While the results of the test are shocking, describing 65% of Americans as implicitly racist doesn’t feel like a new statement to an anthropologist – it is sadly in keeping with everything we know about American culture to date. It is supported by numerous statistics in the US like the average white family having ten times more wealth than the average Black family,9 and that Black people are incarcerated at more than five times the rate of white people.10 This is mirrored in media and advertising, where 62% of gang members in films are Black11 while only 9% of doctors are. The skewed portrayal of race in the media is widespread, be that through cinema, news, advertising or fiction, which are all core drivers in the creation of cultural symbolism. All these different factors link together to create a belief system that is prejudiced towards Black people, whether we like it or not.


When Malcolm Gladwell first took the implicit bias test, he came out as being moderately in favour of ‘European American’ equating to ‘good’ – which utterly shocked him given he is half Black, and made him question how culture had infiltrated his belief system in a way that made him biased against people like himself. The cultural association of Black people being labelled with negative attributes is so prevalent in American culture that it becomes built into the assumptions and rules that guide our thinking – whether you are Black or not.


The important thing to note here is not that psychological experiments don’t tell us anything – they really do. Having taken the IAT myself, I also came out as moderately in favour of ‘European American’ equating to ‘good’, which gave me a big personal shock, given who I think I am. The psychological tests offer individuals a moment to address their own biases, but as a social commentary, it’s not that surprising.


The headline should be that these tests confirm what we already know from the study of anthropology. By using the principles of anthropology to look at what connects us, we can analyse how culture influences our behaviour as individuals, which the psychological experiments corroborate. Psychology has done an incredible job of documenting the rules of cognition – it’s time anthropologists started documenting the rules of culture.


The Cultural Trinity – finding the rules of culture


In my work as a business anthropologist, I started to see patterns across all the projects I worked on.


This pattern is what I call the Cultural Trinity, a framework that analyses culture through looking at the rules of life. It offers a structured way to decode what people do, believe and feel, in the context of real life rather than controlled experiments. The Cultural Trinity breaks culture down into three interlocking parts:


   Identity – How people see themselves and express that identity in the world.


   Community – Who people belong to, interact with and feel validated by.


   Belief systems – What people believe about the world, and how they decide what’s right, wrong, valuable or not.


Its simplicity is its beauty, but underneath it lies a depth of understanding that’s true to anthropological thinking. Each element on its own is interesting, but combined, they give us the depth of understanding that culture warrants.


By demonstrating how this framework is part of everyday life, we start to codify culture in the same way that psychology has helped us codify cognition. These are all concepts that people see and talk about on a daily basis, and they all contain stresses, joys and patterns that anyone can understand. Furthermore, it allows everyone (not just academics) to have a nuanced conversation about culture, to be specific and concrete, while also grounding it in concepts that we all know and understand.




[image: A diagram of the cultural trinity: identiy, belief systems and community]





What’s more, it makes it easier to see that there are rules attached to how you express your identity, who’s allowed or not allowed in the community, and how belief systems give us a purpose to describe who we are. These rules may be hidden, but they are present in our behaviour and are part of what makes us who we are. This book and the conversation about the Cultural Trinity should allow us to ground culture in our everyday lives in the following ways.


   Identity – how we play out different roles in life


The concept of identity, as part of the Cultural Trinity framework, revolves around how individuals perceive themselves and are perceived by others. In everyday life, identity informs the way people dress, speak and behave. For example, a person might express themselves in line with their cultural or racial heritage, showing it through clothing, food or use of language. This sense of identity also influences career aspirations, hobbies and personal goals, as individuals often align their actions with how they are seen by society.
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