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			Dedication

			Given the subject matter,

			dedicating this book to my family

			could be badly misinterpreted.

			So instead, I dedicated to anybody

			who has ever fucked up really badly.

			You are not alone.

		

	
		
			Prologue

			The Dawn of Fuck­-Ups

			A long, long time ago, as the sun rose across the great river valleys and plains of Ethiopia, a young ape was lounging in a tree. 

			We can’t know what she was thinking or doing that day. Probably she was pondering finding something to eat, or finding a mate, or perhaps checking out the next tree over to see if it was a better tree. She certainly didn’t know that the events of that day would make her the most famous member of her species ever – even if you could somehow tell her, the concept of fame wouldn’t make any sense to her. She also didn’t know that she was in Ethiopia, because this was millions of years before anybody had the bright idea of drawing lines on a map and giving the shapes names that we could have wars about. 

			She and her kin were slightly different to the other apes that lived at the same time: there was something unusual about their hips and legs that let them move in a novel way. These apes were beginning their descent from the trees, and starting to walk upright across the savannahs: the initial change that, in time, would lead to you and me and every other person on this planet. The ape didn’t know it, but she was living near the beginning of one of the most remarkable stories ever. This was the dawn of the great human journey.

			Then she fell out of the tree and died. 

			Roughly 3.2 million years later, a different group of apes – some of them now in possession of PhDs – would dig up her fossilised bones. Because this was the 1960s, and they were listening to a popular song by a group of extremely high Liverpudlians at the time, they decided to call her Lucy. She was a brand­-new species – what we now call an Australopithecus afarensis – and she was hailed as the ‘missing link’ between humans and apes. Lucy’s discovery would captivate the world: she became a household name, her skeleton would be taken on a multi­-year tour of the USA, and she’s now the star attraction in the National Museum in Addis Ababa.

			And yet the only reason we know about her is because, bluntly, she fucked up. Which in retrospect set a pretty clear template for how things were going to play out from that point onwards.

			This is a book about humans, and our remarkable capacity for fucking things up. About why for every accomplishment that makes you proud to be human (art, science, pubs) there’s always something else that makes you shake your head in bafflement and despair (war, pollution, pubs in airports).

			It’s quite likely that – regardless of your personal opinions or political persuasion – at some point in recent times you’ve looked around at the state of the world and thought to yourself: oh shit, what have we done? 

			This book is here to provide a tiny, hollow grain of comfort: don’t worry, we’ve always been like this. And hey, we’re still here!

			(Granted, at the time of writing this, we’re a few weeks away from a nuclear summit between Donald Trump and Kim Jong Un, which may or may not actually happen, and may or may not go well. Unfortunately, the final deadline for the text comes before we find out if we’re all going to die. I’m going to work on the assumption that if you are in fact reading this book, then we made it to late July at the very least.)

			There are lots of books about humanity’s finest achievements; the great leaders, the genius inventors, the indomitable human spirit. There are also lots of books about mistakes we’ve made: both individual screw­-ups and society­-wide errors. But there aren’t quite so many about how we manage to get things profoundly, catastrophically wrong over and over again.

			In one of those ironies that the universe seems to really enjoy, the reasons we cock it up on such a vast scale are often the exact same things that set us apart from our fellow animals and allow us to achieve greatness. Humans see patterns in the world, we can communicate this to other humans, and we have the capacity to imagine futures that don’t yet exist: how if we just changed this thing, then that thing would happen, and the world would be a slightly better place. 

			The only trouble is … well, we’re not terribly good at any of those things. Any honest assessment of humanity’s previous performance on those fronts reads like a particularly brutal annual review from a boss who hates you. We imagine patterns where they don’t exist. Our communication skills are, uh, sometimes lacking. And we have an extraordinarily poor track record of failing to realise that changing this thing will also lead to the other thing, and that even worse thing, and oh God no now this thing is happening how do we stop it.

			No matter how high humanity rises, no matter how many challenges we conquer, catastrophe is always lurking just around the corner. To pick a historical example: one moment you are Sigurd the Mighty (a ninth­-century Norse Earl of Orkney), riding home in triumph from battle with the head of your slain enemy, Máel Brigte the Bucktooth, dangling from your saddle. 

			The next moment, you are … well, you’re Sigurd the Mighty a couple of days later, dying from an infection caused when the protruding buck tooth of Máel Brigte the Bucktooth’s disembodied head grazed your leg while you were riding home in triumph.

			That’s right: Sigurd the Mighty holds the dubious distinction in military history of being killed by an enemy he’d already decapitated several hours earlier. Which teaches us important lessons about (a) hubris, and (b) the importance of choosing enemies who have high­-quality dental care. It’s hubris and its subsequent downfalls that will be the major focus of this book. Fans of historical dentistry standards, by contrast, may be sadly disappointed.

			(It’s also worth noting that Sigurd the Mighty and Máel Brigte the Bucktooth were only fighting because Sigurd had challenged Máel Brigte to a ‘forty soldiers on each side’ battle. Máel Brigte agreed to this, whereupon Sigurd turned up with eighty soldiers. As such, there is possibly also a lesson in Sigurd’s story about the importance of not being a complete dick, which funnily enough is also a theme that recurs throughout the book.)

			Sigurd is just one of the many unfortunates who history remembers more for their losses than their wins. Over the next ten chapters, we’ll take a tour of the entire sweep of human history, and its catalogue of cock­-ups. A gentle warning: if you’re not really into Schadenfreude, now might be a good time to stop reading.

			The story of human progress starts with our capacity for thinking and creativity. That’s what sets humans apart from other animals – but it’s also what leads us to make complete tits of ourselves on a regular basis. 

			In the first chapter of this book, Why Your Brain Is an Idiot, we’ll look at how our ancestors thought differently – and then see how our attempts to make sense of the world end up with our minds playing tricks on us, letting us down and leading us into making all our terrible, terrible decisions. 

			Then in the second chapter, Nice Environment You’ve Got Here, we’ll follow humanity to the dawn of agriculture, as we started to shape the world around us, and see how we regularly make a complete mess of the places we live, tracing our unfailing ability to not really think through the answer to the question: hey, what’s the worst that could happen if we divert this river? 

			After that, we’ll check in on our consistently ham­-fisted attempts to control nature, in Life, Uh, Finds a Way – where we get to see, among other things, how Chairman Mao and a whimsical Shakespeare enthusiast managed to cause mirror­-image catastrophes by radically underestimating birds. 

			As humanity’s earliest societies developed and grew more complex, it became apparent that we were going to need someone in charge of making decisions. In the fourth chapter, Follow the Leader, we’ll look at a selection of the absolute worst unelected people to have ever had that job; in Chapter 5, People Power, we’ll check in on democracy to see if that does any better.

			For all that we manage to shape the world around us, humanity’s true potential for looking like complete idiots was not fully realised until we travelled the world and different civilisations started meeting each other. That’s when we got to really let our hair down and get things profoundly, catastrophically wrong. 

			In Chapter 6, War. Huh. What Is It Good For?, we’ll see how humans have a very long history of getting into pointless fights, and examine some of the stupidest things to have happened as a result – including the army that managed to lose a battle their opponents didn’t even show up for, and how to mess up your perfectly coordinated attack plans by forgetting that time zones exist.

			We’ll head out into the unknown with the heroic figures of the Age of Discovery in Chapter 7, Super Happy Fun Colonialism Party, in which we will discover (spoiler alert) that colonialism was terrible.

			Chapter 8, A Dummies’ and/or Current Presidents’ Guide to Diplomacy, will teach us important lessons about how to gracefully handle contacts between different cultures, including how the Shah of the Khwarezmian Empire made possibly the single worst political decision in history. (It involved setting beards on fire.)

			In recent centuries, scientific and technological advances have ushered in an era of unprecedented innovation, rapid change and exciting news ways for humanity to fail. That’s the focus of Chapter 9, The Shite Heat of Technology, where we’ll see how science doesn’t always get things right – including the mysterious radiation that only French people could see, and the man who made not one but two of the twentieth century’s most catastrophic mistakes. 

			Change now happens so quickly that the modern world can be a confusing place; in Chapter 10, A Brief History of Not Seeing Things Coming, we’ll look back at exactly how frequently we’ve failed to predict the awful new things that are about to happen to us. 

			And finally, in Fucking Up the Future, we’ll take an educated guess at what the next few centuries of human foolishness will look like, and conclude that it probably means becoming trapped in a space prison we’ve made for ourselves out of our own garbage.

			*

			This is a book about history, and about getting things wrong. So naturally, it’s worth pointing out that we often get history very, very wrong. 

			The problem is that history is slippery: nobody bothered to write down the vast majority of stuff that happened in it, and lots of the people who did write stuff down might have been mistaken, or mad, or lying, or extremely racist (and frequently a combination of all those things). We know about Sigurd the Mighty because his story appears in two documents, the sagas of Heimskringla and Orkneyinga. But how do we know if they’re accurate? Can we be entirely sure that this wasn’t just some sort of extremely funny Old Norse in­-joke that we don’t get?

			We can’t. Not really, despite the amazing work done by historians and archaeologists and experts in a dozen other fields. The number of things that we know for certain is pretty tiny compared to the number of things that we know we don’t know. The number of things that we don’t even know we don’t know is probably far bigger still, but unfortunately we don’t know for sure. 

			What I’m saying is: the chance of this book about fuck­-ups not including any fuck­-ups in it is, frankly, minimal. I’ll try to make it clear where there’s uncertainty: which are the bits we’re pretty sure about, and which are the bits where the best we can do is an educated guess. I’ve tried to avoid any ‘too good to be true’ stories, the apocryphal tales and pithy historical anecdotes that seem to grow with each retelling. I hope I don’t get it wrong.

			Which brings us back to Lucy, falling out of her tree 3.2 million years ago. How do we know she fell out of that tree? Well, in 2016, a group of researchers from the USA and Ethiopia published a paper in Nature, the world’s leading scientific journal. They CT­-scanned Lucy’s fossilised bones, creating 3D computer maps of them to reconstruct her skeleton. They found that the fractures in her bones were the kind that happen to living bones, and that these fractures never healed: suggesting that she was alive when they broke but died soon after. They consulted numerous orthopaedic surgeons, who all said the same thing: this is the pattern of broken bones that you see in a patient who has fallen from a height. The way her arm is fractured suggests that she reached out to try to break her fall. From geological studies, they knew the area she lived in was flat woodland, near a stream: no cliffs or outcrops for her to fall off. The conclusion? Lucy fell out of a tree. 

			It’s a remarkable piece of work, and one that was well received by many other experts in the field. The only problem is that a few other experts – including Donald Johanson, the man who discovered Lucy in the first place – weren’t convinced. They effectively said: ‘Nah, mate, the reason her bones are broken is because that’s what happens to bones when they’re buried in the ground for 3.2 million years.’ (I’m paraphrasing a bit here.)

			So … did Lucy fall out of a tree? Maybe. Probably, even. In many ways, that’s the point of this book: we have this incredible feat of scientific deduction, and it still might be wrong. You can be a world leader in your field, doing the best work of your career, a ground­-breaking study published in the world’s most prestigious journal that weaves together jaw­-dropping advances in the fields of palaeontology and physics, computing and medicine, forensics and geology to give us an unprecedented window into a time millions of years ago … and you still run the risk that someone will come along and go: ‘Hahahaha, nope.’

			Just when you think you’ve got it all sorted out, that’s when the ever­-looming spectre of fuck­-ups will strike.

			Remember Sigurd the Mighty. 

		

	
		
			1

			Why Your Brain Is an Idiot

			It was about 70,000 years ago that human beings first started to really ruin things for everybody.

			That’s when our ancestors began to migrate out of Africa and spread across the globe – first into Asia, and a while later into Europe. The reason this made a lot of people rather unhappy is that back then our species, Homo sapiens, weren’t the only humans on the planet; far from it. Exactly how many other species of humans were knocking around at that point is a matter of some debate. The business of taking fragmentary skeletons or fragmentary DNA and trying to work out exactly what counts as a separate species, or sub­-species, or just a slightly weird version of the same species, is a tricky one. (It’s also an ideal way to start an argument should you ever find yourself among a group of paleoanthropologists with some time to kill.) But however you classify them, there were at least a couple of other types of human on the planet back then, of which the most famous is Homo neanderthalensis – or, as they’re better known, the Neanderthals. The result of previous human migrations from Africa, they’d been living across much of Europe and large parts of Asia for over 100,000 years. They basically had quite a good thing going.

			Unfortunately for them, just a few tens of thousands of years after our ancestors rocked up on the scene – the blink of an eye in evolutionary terms – the Neanderthals and all our other relatives were gone from the face of the earth. In a pattern that would quickly establish itself throughout human history, as soon as we arrive, there goes the neighbourhood. Within a few thousand years of modern humans moving into an area, the Neanderthals start to vanish from the fossil record, leaving behind only a few ghostly genes that still haunt our DNA. (There was clearly a bit of interbreeding between the Neanderthals and the interlopers who were replacing them; if you’re of European or Asian descent, for example, there’s a good chance that somewhere between 1 and 4 per cent of your DNA is Neanderthal in origin.)

			Exactly why and how we survived while our cousins got the fast train to Extinctionville is another subject of debate. In fact, lots of the most likely explanations are themes that will keep cropping up again and again in this book. We might have accidentally wiped out the Neanderthals by bringing diseases with us as we migrated that they didn’t have any resistance to. (A large part of the history of humanity is really just the history of the diseases we manage to pick up on our travels and then give to each other.) We might have got lucky with a fluctuating climate that we were better able to adapt to; the evidence suggests our ancestors lived in bigger social groups, and communicated and traded over a much larger area than the more isolated, stick­-in­-the­-mud Neanderthals, meaning they could draw on more resources when a cold spell hit. 

			Or maybe we just murdered them, because, hey, that’s what we do.

			In all likelihood there probably isn’t a single neat explanation, because that’s not how things normally work. But many of the most plausible explanations have one thing in common – our brains, and how we use them. It’s not quite as simple as the idea that ‘we were smart and they were dumb’; Neanderthals weren’t the lumbering numbskulls of popular stereotype. They had brains as big as we do, and were making tools, controlling fire and producing abstract art and jewellery in Europe tens of thousands of years before Homo sapiens ever came along and started gentrifying everything. But most of the plausible advantages we had over our Neanderthal cousins relate to our thinking, whether that’s in our adaptability, our more advanced tools, our more complex social structures or the ways we communicated within and between groups.

			There’s something about the way we humans think that marks us out as special. I mean, obviously. It’s right there in the name of our species: Homo sapiens is Latin for ‘wise man’. (Modesty, let’s be honest, has never really been one of our species’ defining traits.) 

			And in fairness to our egos, the human brain is a truly remarkable machine. We can spot patterns in our environment and make educated guesses from those about the way things work, building up a complex mental model of the world that includes more than what we can see with our eyes. Then we can build upon that mental model to make imaginative leaps: we’re able to envisage the changes to the world that would improve our situation. We can communicate these ideas to our fellow humans, so that others can make improvements to them that we wouldn’t have thought of, turning knowledge and invention into a communal effort that gets passed down the generations. After that, we can convince others to work collectively in the service of a plan that previously existed only in our imagination, in order to achieve breakthroughs that none of us could have made alone. And then we repeat this many times in a hundred thousand different ways, over and over again, and what were once wild innovations turn into traditions, which spawn new innovations in turn, until eventually you end up with something that you’d call ‘culture’ or ‘society’.

			Think of it this way: the first step is noticing that round things roll down hills better than jagged lumpy things. The second is working out that if you use a tool to chip away at something and make it more round, it’ll roll better. The third step is showing your friend your new round rolling things, whereupon they come up with the idea of putting four of them together to make a wagon. The fourth step is building a fleet of ceremonial chariots, so that the people may better understand the glory of your benevolent yet merciless rule. And the fifth step is cruising down the A10 in a Vauxhall Insignia listening to a compilation of classic soft rock anthems while making wanker signs at an Eddie Stobart lorry.

			(IMPORTANT NOTE IN THE INTERESTS OF PEDANTRY: this is a wildly inaccurate cartoon description of the invention of the wheel. Wheels actually get invented surprisingly late in the scheme of things, well after civilisation has been cheerfully muddling along without them for thousands of years. The first wheel in archaeological history, which pops up about 5,500 years ago in Mesopotamia, wasn’t even used for transport: it was a potter’s wheel. It seems to have been several hundred more years before somebody had the bright idea of turning potters’ wheels on their side and using them to roll stuff around, thus beginning the process that would ultimately lead to Jeremy Clarkson. Apologies to any wheel scholars who were offended by the previous paragraph, which was intended for illustrative purposes only.)

			But while the human brain is remarkable, it is also extremely weird, and prone to going badly wrong at the worst possible moment. We routinely make terrible decisions, believe ridiculous things, ignore evidence that’s right in front of our eyes and come up with plans that make absolutely no sense. Our minds are capable of imagining concertos and cities and the theory of relativity into existence, and yet apparently incapable of deciding which type of crisps we want to buy at the shop without five minutes’ painful deliberation. 

			How has our unique way of thinking allowed us to shape the world to our desires in incredible ways, but also to consistently make absolutely the worst possible choices despite it being very clear what bad ideas they are? In short: how can we put a man on the moon and yet still send THAT text to our ex? It all boils down to the ways that our brains evolved. 

			The thing is that evolution, as a process, is not smart – but it is at least dumb in a very persistent way. All that matters to evolution is that you survive the thousand possible horrible deaths that lurk at every turn for just long enough to ensure that your genes make it through to the next generation. If you manage that, job done. If not, tough luck. This means that evolution doesn’t really do foresight. If a trait gives you an advantage right now, it’ll be selected for, regardless of whether or not it’s going to end up lumbering your great­-great­-great­-great­-great­-grandchildren with something that’s woefully outdated. Equally, it doesn’t give points for prescience – saying, ‘Oh, this trait is kind of a hindrance now, but it’ll come in really useful for my descendants in a million years’ time, trust me’ cuts absolutely no ice. Evolution gets results not by planning ahead, but rather by simply hurling a ridiculously large number of hungry, horny organisms at a dangerous and unforgiving world and seeing who fails least.

			This means that our brains aren’t the result of a meticulous design process aimed at creating the best possible thinking machines; instead they’re a loose collection of hacks and bodges and shortcuts that made our distant ancestors 2 per cent better at finding food, or 3 per cent better at communicating the concept ‘oh shit, watch out, it’s a lion’.

			Those mental shortcuts (they’re called ‘heuristics’, if you want to get technical) are absolutely necessary for surviving, for interacting with others and for learning from experience: you can’t sit down and work out everything you need to do from first principles. If we had to conduct the cognitive equivalent of a large­-scale randomised control trial every time we wanted to avoid being shocked by the sun rising in the morning, we’d never have got anywhere as a species. It’s a lot more sensible for your brain to go, ‘Oh yeah, sun rises’ after you’ve seen it happen a few times. Likewise, if Jeff tells you that eating the purple berries from that bush by the lake made him violently ill, it’s probably best to just believe him, rather than try it out for yourself.

			But this is also where the problems begin. As useful as they are, our mental shortcuts (like all shortcuts) will sometimes lead us down the wrong path. And in a world where the issues we have to deal with are a lot more complex than ‘should I eat the purple berries?’, they get it wrong a lot. To be blunt, much of the time your brain (and my brain, and basically everybody’s brain) is a massive idiot.

			For a start, there’s that ability to spot patterns. The problem here is that our brains are so into spotting patterns that they start seeing them all over the place – even where they don’t exist. That’s not a huge problem when it just means stuff like pointing at the stars in the night sky and going, ‘Ooh, look, it’s a fox chasing a llama.’ But once the imaginary pattern you’re seeing is something like ‘most crimes are committed by one particular ethnic group’, it’s … well, it’s a really big problem.

			There are a bunch of terms for this kind of faulty pattern­-spotting – things like ‘illusory correlation’ and the ‘clustering illusion’. During World War II, many people in London became convinced that German V­-1 and V­-2 missiles (an already pretty terrifying new technology) were falling on the city in targeted clusters – leading Londoners to seek shelter in supposedly safer parts of the city, or suspect that certain seemingly untouched neighbourhoods housed German spies. This was concerning enough that the British government got a statistician named R. D. Clarke to check whether it was true. 

			His conclusion? The ‘clusters’ were no more than our minds playing tricks on us, the illusory ghosts of pattern­-matching. The Germans hadn’t made a dramatic breakthrough in guided missile technology after all, and Clerkenwell was not a hotbed of Wehrmacht secret agents; the doodlebugs were just being lobbed in the general direction of the city entirely at random. People only saw patterns because that’s what our brains do.

			Even skilled professionals can fall victim to these types of illusions. For example, plenty of medical workers will tell you with certainty that a full moon invariably leads to a bad night in the A&E ward – a surge of patients, bizarre injuries and psychotic behaviour. The only trouble is that studies have looked at this, and as far as they can tell, it’s just not true: there’s no link between the phases of the moon and how busy emergency rooms get. And yet a bunch of talented, experienced professionals will swear blind that there is a connection.

			Why? Well, the belief doesn’t come from nowhere. The idea that the moon makes people go weird is one that’s been around for centuries. It’s literally where the word ‘lunacy’ comes from; it’s why we have werewolf mythology. (It may also be related to the supposed correlation between the phases of the moon and women’s menstrual cycles.) And the thing is, it actually might have been sort of true at one time! Before the invention of artificial lighting – street lighting especially – the light of the moon had a much greater effect on people’s lives. One theory suggests that homeless people sleeping outdoors would have been kept awake by the full moon, with sleeplessness exacerbating any mental health problems they had. (Because I like theories that involve beer, I’d also float an alternative suggestion: people probably got way more drunk on evenings when they knew they could see their way home and so were less worried about getting lost, or robbed, or tripping over and dying in a ditch.) 

			Wherever it comes from, it’s an idea that’s been fixed in culture for a long time. And once you’ve been told about the idea that the full moon means crazytime, you’re much more likely to remember all the times that it did happen – and forget the times it didn’t. Without meaning to, your brain has created a pattern out of randomness.

			Again, this is because of those mental shortcuts our brains use. Two of the main shortcuts are the ‘anchoring heuristic’ and the ‘availability heuristic’, and they both cause us no end of bother. 

			Anchoring means that when you make up your mind about something, especially if you don’t have much to go on, you’re disproportionately influenced by the first piece of information you hear. For example, imagine you’re asked to estimate how much something costs, in a situation where you’re unlikely to have the knowledge to make a fully informed judgement – say, a house you’re shown a picture of. (Note for millennials: houses are those big things made of bricks you’ll never be able to buy.) Without anything else to go on, you might just look at the picture, see roughly how fancy it looks and make a wild stab in the dark. But your guess can be dramatically skewed if you’re given a suggested figure to begin with – for example, in the form of a preceding question such as ‘Do you think this house is worth more or less than £400,000?’ Now, it’s important to realise that question hasn’t actually given you any useful information at all (it’s not like, say, being told what other houses in the area have recently sold for). And yet people who get prompted with a figure of £600,000 will end up estimating the house’s value much higher on average than people who are prompted with £200,000. Even though the preceding question isn’t informative at all, it still affects your judgement, because you’ve been given an ‘anchor’ – your brain seizes on it as a starting point for making its guess, and adjusts from there. 

			We do this to an almost ridiculous degree: the piece of information we use as an anchor can be as explicitly unhelpful as a randomly generated number, and our brains will still latch onto it and skew our decisions towards it. This can get frankly worrying; in his book Thinking, Fast and Slow, Daniel Kahneman gives the example of a 2006 experiment on a group of highly experienced German judges. They were shown details of a court case in which a woman was found guilty of shoplifting. They were then asked to roll a pair of dice, which (unknown to them) were weighted to only ever produce a total of 3 or 9. Then they were asked if the woman should be sentenced to more or fewer months than the figure produced by the dice, before finally being asked to provide their best recommendation for how long her sentence should be.

			You can pretty much guess the result: the judges who rolled the higher figure on the dice sentenced her to much longer in prison than the ones who rolled low. On average, the roll of the dice would have seen the woman spend an extra three months in jail. This is not comforting.

			Availability, meanwhile, means that you make judgement calls on the basis of whatever information comes to mind easiest, rather than deeply considering all the possible information that might be available to you. And that means we’re hugely biased towards basing our world view on stuff that’s happened most recently, or things that are particularly dramatic and memorable, while all the old, mundane stuff that’s probably a more accurate representation of everyday reality just sort of … fades away. 

			It’s why sensational news stories about horrible crimes make us think that crime levels are higher than they are, while dry stories about falling crime statistics don’t have anywhere near as much impact in the opposite direction. It’s one reason why many people are more scared of plane crashes (rare, dramatic) than they are of car crashes (more common and as such a bit less exciting). And it’s why terrorism can produce instant knee­-jerk responses from the public and politicians alike, while far more deadly but also more humdrum threats to life get brushed aside. More people were killed by lawnmowers than by terrorism in the USA in the decade between 2007 and 2017, but at the time of writing, the US government has yet to launch a War on Lawnmowers. (Although, let’s be honest, given recent events you wouldn’t rule it out.)

			Working together, the anchoring heuristic and the availability heuristic are both really useful for making snap judgements in moments of crisis, or making all those small, everyday decisions that don’t have much impact. But if you want to make a more informed decision that takes into account all the complexity of the modern world, they can be a bit of a nightmare. Your brain will keep trying to slide back to its evidential comfort zone of whatever you heard first, or whatever comes to mind most quickly. 

			They’re also part of the reason why we’re terrible at judging risk and correctly predicting which of the many options available to us is the one least likely to lead to catastrophe. We actually have two separate systems in our minds that help us judge the danger of something: the quick, instinctive one and a slow, considered one. The problems start when these conflict. One part of your brain is quietly saying, ‘I’ve analysed all the evidence and it appears that Option 1 is the riskiest alternative,’ while another part of your brain is shouting, ‘Yes, but Option 2 SEEMS scary.’ 

			Sure, you might think, but luckily we’re smarter than that. We can force our brains out of that comfort zone, can’t we? We can ignore the instinctive voice and amplify the considered voice, and so objectively consider our situation, right? Unfortunately, that doesn’t take confirmation bias into account. 

			Before I began researching this book, I thought that confirmation bias was a major problem, and everything I’ve read since then convinces me that I was right. Which is exactly the problem: our brains hate finding out that they’re wrong. Confirmation bias is our annoying habit of zeroing in like a laser­-guided missile on any scrap of evidence that supports what we already believe, and blithely ignoring the possibly much, much larger piles of evidence that suggest we might have been completely misguided. At its mildest, this helps explain why we prefer to get our news from an outlet that broadly agrees with our political views. In a more extreme instance, it’s why you can’t argue a conspiracy theorist out of their beliefs, because we cherry­-pick the events that back up our version of reality and discard the ones that don’t.

			Again, this is quite helpful in some ways: the world is complex and messy and doesn’t reveal its rules to us in nice, simple PowerPoint presentations with easy­-to­-read bullet points. Coming up with any kind of mental model of the world means discarding useless information and focusing on the right clues. It’s just that working out what information is the stuff worth paying attention to is a bit of a cognitive crapshoot.

			It gets worse, though. Our brain’s resistance to the idea that it might have screwed up goes deeper. You’d think that once we’d made a decision, put it into action and actually seen it start to go horribly wrong, we would then at least become a bit better at changing our minds. Hahaha, no. There’s a thing called ‘choice­-supportive bias’, which basically means that once we’ve committed to a course of action, we cling onto the idea that it was the right choice like a drowning sailor clinging to a plank. We even replay our memories of how and why we made that choice in an attempt to back ourselves up. In its mild form, this is why you end up hobbling round in agony after buying a new pair of shoes, insisting to everybody that ‘they make me look POWERFUL yet ALLURING’. In a stronger form, it is why government ministers continue to insist that the negotiations are going very well and a lot of progress has been made even as it becomes increasingly apparent that everything is going quite profoundly to shit. The choice has been made, so it must have been the right one, because we made it.

			There’s even some evidence that, in certain circumstances, the very act of telling people they’re wrong – even if you patiently show them the evidence that clearly demonstrates why this is the case – can actually make them believe the wrong thing more. Faced with what they perceive as opposition, they double down and entrench their beliefs even more strongly. This is why arguing with your racist uncle on Facebook, or deciding to go into journalism, may be an ultimately doomed venture that will only leave you despondent and make everybody else very angry with you.

			None of this means that people can never take sensible and well­-informed decisions: very obviously they can. I mean, you’re reading this book, after all. Congratulations, you excellent choice­-maker! It’s just that our brains often put a remarkably large number of obstacles in the way, all the time thinking they’re being helpful.

			Of course, if we’re bad at making decisions on our own, it can get even worse when we make decisions along with other people. We’re a social animal, and we reeeaaalllly don’t like the feeling of being the odd one out in a group. Which is why we frequently go against all our better instincts in an effort to fit in. 

			That’s why we get groupthink – when the dominant idea in a group overwhelms all the others, dissent being dismissed or never voiced thanks to the social pressure to not be the one saying, ‘Uh, I’m not sure this is the greatest idea?’ It’s also why we jump on bandwagons with wild abandon: the very act of seeing other people do or believe a thing increases our desire to match them, to be part of the crowd. When your mum asked you as a kid, ‘Oh, and if the other kids jumped off a bridge, would you do that too?,’ the honest answer was, ‘Actually, there’s a pretty good chance, yeah.’

			And finally, there’s the fact that – bluntly – we think we’re pretty great when we are not, in fact, all that. Call it hubris, call it arrogance, call it being a bit of a pillock: research shows that we wildly overestimate our own competence. If you ask a group of students to predict how high up the class they’ll finish, the overwhelming majority will put themselves in the top 20 per cent. Hardly any will say, ‘Oh yeah, I’m probably below average.’ (The most common answer is actually outside the top 10 per cent, but inside the top 20 per cent, like a boastful version of ordering the second­-cheapest glass of wine.)

			There’s a well­-known cognitive problem called the Dunning–Kruger effect, and beyond sounding like an excellent name for a seventies prog rock band, it may be the patron saint of this book. First described by the psychologists David Dunning and Justin Kruger in their paper ‘Unskilled and Unaware of It: How Difficulties in Recognizing One’s Own Incompetence Lead to Inflated Self­-Assessments’, it provides evidence for something that every one of us can recognise from our own lives. People who are actually good at any particular skill tend to be modest about their own abilities; meanwhile, people with no skills or talent in the field wildly overestimate their own competence at it. We literally don’t know enough about our own failings to recognise how bad we are at them. And so we blunder on, overconfident and blissfully optimistic about whatever it is we’re about to get horribly, horribly wrong. (As the rest of this book will show, of all the mistakes our brains make, ‘confidence’ and ‘optimism’ may well be the most dangerous.)

			All of these cognitive failures, piled one on top of the other in the form of society, lead us to make the same types of mistakes over and over again. Below are just a few of them: think of this like a spotter’s guide for the rest of the book. 

			For starters, our desire to understand the world and discern patterns in it means that we spend quite a lot of our time convincing ourselves that the world works a certain way when in fact it absolutely doesn’t work like that. This can encompass everything from small personal superstitions to completely inaccurate scientific theories, and explains why we fall for propaganda and ‘fake news’ so readily. The real fun starts when somebody manages to convince large numbers of other people that their pet theory about how the world works is true, which gives you religion and ideology and all those other Big Ideas that have proved so entertaining over the course of human history.

			Humans are also very bad at risk assessment and planning ahead. That’s partly because the art of prediction is notoriously difficult, especially if you’re trying to make predictions about a highly complex system, like the weather or financial markets or human society. But it’s also because once we’ve imagined a possible future that pleases us in some way (often because it fits with our pre­-existing beliefs), we’ll cheerfully ignore any contrary evidence and refuse to listen to anybody who suggests we might be wrong. 

			One of the strongest motivators for this kind of wishful­-thinking approach to planning is, of course, greed. The prospect of quick riches is one that’s guaranteed to make people lose all sense – it turns out we’re very bad at doing a cost–benefit analysis when the lure of the benefit is too strong. Not only will humans cross oceans and climb mountains for the (often fanciful) promise of wealth, we’ll also happily cast aside any notion of morality or propriety as we do it. 

			Greed and selfishness also play into another common mistake: that of us collectively ruining things for everybody because we each wanted to get an advantage for ourselves. In social science, this category of screw-ups goes by names like the ‘social trap’ or the ‘tragedy of the commons’, which is basically when a group of people all do things that on their own would be absolutely fine in the short term, but when lots of people do them together, it all goes horribly wrong in the long term. Often this means destroying a shared resource because we exploit it too much: for example; fishing an area of water so much the fish stocks can’t replenish themselves. There’s also a related concept in economics known as a ‘negative externality’ – basically a transaction where both parties do well out of it, but there’s a cost that’s paid elsewhere, by someone who wasn’t even part of the transaction. Pollution is the classic example of that; if you buy something from a factory, that’s a win for both you and the manufacturer, but it might be a loss for the people who live downstream of the toxic waste the factory pours out.

			This group of related mistakes are behind a really large proportion of human fuck­-ups – in systems from capitalism to cooperatives, and from issues that can be as vast as climate change or as small as splitting the bill in a restaurant. We know that it’s a bad idea for everyone to underplay how much they owe, but if everyone else is doing it, we don’t want to be the ones to lose out by not doing it. And so we shrug, and say ‘not my problem, mate’.

			Another one of our most common mistakes is prejudice: our tendency to split the world into ‘us’ and ‘them’ and quickly believe the worst thing possible about whoever ‘them’ is. This is where all our cognitive biases get together and have a bigotry party: we divide the world up according to patterns that might not exist, we make snap judgements based on the first thing to come to mind, we cherry­-pick evidence that backs up our beliefs, we desperately try to fit in to groups and we confidently believe in our own superiority for no particularly good reason. 

			(This is reflected in the book in more ways than one: while this is a history of humanity’s failures, with a couple of exceptions it’s really a history of failures by men; and more often than not, white men. That’s because they were often the only ones who were given the chance to fail. Generally it’s not a good thing for history books to focus almost exclusively on the deeds of old white guys, but given the subject matter of this one, I think it’s probably a fair cop.)

			And finally, our desire to fit in with a crowd means that we’re extremely prone to fads, crazes and manias of all kinds – brief, flaring obsessions that grip society and send rationality out of the window. These take many different forms. Some can be purely physical, like the inexplicable dancing manias that periodically gripped Europe for about seven centuries in the Middle Ages, in which hundreds of thousands of people would become infected with a sudden and irresistible urge to dance, sometimes to death. 

			Others manias are financial, as our desire for money combines with our eagerness to be part of a crowd and to believe the stories of whatever get­-rich­-quick scheme is going around. (In London in 1720, there was such a frenzy of interest in investing in the South Sea that one group of chancers managed to sell stock described as ‘a company for carrying out an undertaking of great advantage, but nobody to know what it is’.) This is how we get financial bubbles – when the perceived value of something far outstrips its actual value. People start investing in the thing not because they necessarily think it has any intrinsic worth, but simply because as long as enough other people think it’s worth something, you can still make money. Of course, eventually reality kicks back in, a lot of people lose a lot of money, and sometimes the entire economy goes down the pan.

			Yet other manias are mass panics, often founded on rumours that play on our fears. That’s why witch­-hunts in one form or another have happened at some point in history in virtually every culture around the world (an estimated 50,000 people died across Europe during the witch manias that lasted from the sixteenth to the eighteenth centuries). 

			These are just some of the mistakes that recur with wearying predictability throughout the history of human civilisation. But, of course, before we could start making them in earnest, we had to invent civilisation first. 

			5 OF THE WEIRDEST MANIAS IN HISTORY

			Dancing Manias

			Outbreaks of inexplicable, uncontrollable dancing were common in much of Europe between the 1300s and the 1600s, sometimes involving thousands of people. Nobody’s entirely sure why.

			Well Poisoning

			Around the same time, mass panic at false rumours of wells being poisoned were also common – normally blamed on Jews. Some panics led to riots and Jewish homes being burned.

			Penis Theft

			Outbreaks of panic that malign forces are stealing or shrinking men’s penises appear all around the world – blamed on witches in medieval Europe, on poisoned food in Asia, or on sorcerers in Africa.

			Laughing Epidemics

			Since the 1960s, epidemics of unstoppable laughter have occurred in many African schools – one famous outbreak in Tanzania in 1962 lasted a year and a half, forcing schools to temporarily close.

			The Red Scare

			A classic ‘moral panic’, a wave of anti­-communist hysteria swept the USA in the 1940s and 1950s, as the media and populist politicians spread the exaggerated belief that communist agents had infiltrated every part of US society.
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