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Wild Problems


A few years ago, a friend and I were out walking, and he told me that he and his wife were struggling with the decision of whether to have a child. He told me they had made a list of the costs and benefits of children, and after having done so, they still weren’t sure whether it was a good idea. My friend asked for my advice.


I told him that you don’t have a child because it’s “worth it.” I didn’t have much else to tell him. I didn’t think to ask him whether he and his wife thought they had any idea of what becoming a parent was really like. Before you have children, the costs you can imagine—less time for work and play, limited vacation options, money spent on diapers, clothes, food, education, and so on—dominate any imaginable benefits.


Having children might then seem irrational. Yet many parents, including myself, will tell you that their children are central to how they see themselves and how they experience life. Many parents would say that having children gives their lives meaning. How can we understand that disconnect?


Whether to have a child is what I call a wild problem—a fork in the road of life where knowing which path is the right one isn’t obvious, where the pleasure and pain from choosing one path over another are ultimately hidden from us, where the path we choose defines who we are and who we might become. Wild problems are the big decisions all of us have to deal with as we go through life.


A lot of wild problems can give us butterflies and make our hearts ache. Knowing which path is the best one can’t be answered until we arrive in that distant land known as the future, a land we know fully only when we arrive. That tends to unnerve us. Lacking nerve, we procrastinate.


How should we proceed, then, especially if we want to make a rational decision? An obvious strategy is to import help from other challenges we’ve faced and know how to solve. To beat the traffic or develop a vaccine against the coronavirus, for example, we rely on data, algorithms that can be tested, and experiments that can be replicated. For certain problems—I call them tame problems—the relentless application of science, engineering, and rational thought leads to steady progress.


But the big decisions we face in life, the wild problems—whether to marry, who to marry, whether to have children, what career path to follow, how much time to devote to friends and family, how to resolve daily ethical dilemmas—these big decisions can’t be made with data, or science, or the usual rational approaches.


I was trained as an economist at the University of Chicago. We were taught that economics is the guide to making rational choices in life. We were taught the importance of trade-offs and what is called opportunity cost—what we give up when we choose one thing over another. We were taught that everything has a price—everything involves giving up something to have something else. Nothing is of infinite value. I have come to believe that when it comes to the big decisions of life, those principles can lead us astray.


Carved into the wall of the building that houses the economics department when I was a graduate student at the University of Chicago is a quote from Lord Kelvin: “When you cannot measure, your knowledge is meager and unsatisfactory.” The modern world has taken Lord Kelvin to heart. First the sciences, and increasingly the social sciences and even the humanities, have embraced the idea that measuring—collecting data—and improving the process that produces the measurement, and using those measurements to get stronger, more productive, and healthier, is the road to a better life.


But wild problems resist measurement. What works for you might not work for me, and what worked for me yesterday might not work for me tomorrow. Wild problems are untamed, undomesticated, spontaneous, organic, complex. They’re a whole different beast compared to the tame problems where the standard techniques of rationality move us steadily forward.


Through most of human history, authority and tradition—the kings who ruled us, our parents, the religion we were born into, the culture surrounding us—tamed the wild problems we faced. The kings are dead. Religion’s hold steadily loosens. Tradition? We shuck it off and imagine ourselves as blank slates where we hold the chalk and can draw ourselves the way we’d like to be, free of all constraints.


 







	
Tame Problems




	
Wild Problems









	
Goals are clear and objectively assessed.




	
Goals are subjective and hard to measure.









	
How to get to Chicago from New York




	
Whether to go to Chicago









	
Techniques for success can be tested and verified. Recipes work.




	
There is no manual, road map, recipe, or algorithm for success.









	
Making an omelet




	
Writing Hamlet









	
Claims can be verified; results can be replicated.




	
Paths to success don’t replicate.









	
Science




	
Craft









	
Landing on the moon




	
Parenting









	
Increasing the battery life of a cell phone




	
Choosing a career









	
The secretary problem (see chapter 7)




	
Deciding who to marry









	
Checkmate in three moves




	
Life













 


What was once destiny is now a decision. That’s glorious, but it’s also challenging and often disquieting. Choice offers the potential for a better life. But how do we navigate this landscape of freedom when there’s no recipe or algorithm or app to tell us what to do?


One answer to the challenge of wild problems is to try to measure what you can, and do your best to quantify what you can’t. That seems better than nothing, and the very process of gathering more information settles your nerves. You’re making progress toward the right answer, you tell yourself. You’re taking a step in the right direction.


But it can be a step in the wrong direction. If you’re not careful, you’re like the person under the streetlight searching for lost keys. Did you lose them here? asks a passerby who volunteers to help. No, says the seeker, but the light’s better here. Using a flashlight to make the area under the streetlight even brighter might seem like a rational response, but if the keys are far from the light and deep in the shadows, you’re only fooling yourself into thinking you’re getting closer to finding them. By focusing on what you know about and can imagine, you’re ignoring the full range of choices open to you.


When I made a similar point on Twitter, one of my followers framed the challenge well with a question: If the important things are hard to measure, and the measurable things misleading, what kind of decision framework is left?


This book is my answer to that question. And it’s what I would have told my friend struggling with his wild problem of parenthood if the walk we took that day had been a lot longer.


I can’t tell you whether you should marry or have a child or go to law school. What I’ll do here is help you think about how to face these problems without forgetting what’s at stake. Drawing on insights from philosophers, economists, a football coach, some poets, maybe the greatest scientist of all time, and my housekeeper at Grand Teton National Park, I give you a philosophy for how to face the uncertainty that is our inevitable lot as humans.


Instead of spending more time trying to make the right decision, I show you that often there is no right decision in the way we usually think of the term. I give you advice on how to travel through life. Where you travel is up to you. The result is a set of guidelines not just for how to face decisions but for crafting a life well lived. And along the way, perhaps you’ll have fewer butterflies and a little more serenity.


Let’s start by looking at how one of the greatest scientists of all time dealt with his own wild problem.
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Darwin’s Dilemma


In 1838, Charles Darwin faced a wild problem. Nearing his thirtieth birthday, Darwin was trying to decide whether to marry—with the likelihood that children would be part of the package. Darwin made a list of the pluses and minuses related to the decision. And we actually have that list in his own handwriting from his journal.


Across the top of two pages he wrote “This is the Question,” a reference, perhaps, to Hamlet’s momentous question, the question Camus thought of as the fundamental question of philosophy—“to be or not to be.” For Darwin, the question was to marry or not to marry.


 







	
Marry




	
Not Marry









	
Children—(if it Please God)




	
No children, (no second life) no one to care for one in old age.









	
Constant companion, (& friend in old age) who will feel interested in one




	
What is the use of working without sympathy from near & dear friends—who are near & dear friends to the old, except relatives









	
Object to be beloved & played with—better than a dog anyhow




	
Freedom to go where one liked—Choice of Society & little of it. Conversation of clever men at clubs









	
Home, & someone to take care of house




	
Not forced to visit relatives, & to bend in every trifle.









	
Charms of music & female chit-chat.—These things are good for one’s health.




	
To have the expense & anxiety of children—perhaps quarelling. Loss of time—cannot read in the evenings—fatness & idleness—anxiety & responsibility—less money for books etc—if many children forced to gain one’s bread.









	
Forced to visit & receive relations but terrible loss of time




	
(But then it is very bad for one’s health to work too much)









	
 




	
Perhaps my wife won’t like London; then the sentence is banishment & degradation into indolent, idle fool













 


On the left-hand side he tried to imagine what it would be like to be married. On the right-hand side he tried to imagine what it would be like not to marry.


Darwin was trying to imagine the daily pluses and minuses of married life and how those pluses and minuses would feel when he experienced them in the future. My friend and his wife who were struggling to make a decision about having a child had done the same thing. This would seem to be the essence of rationality. Make your best estimate of your expected well-being from one decision versus another. Choose the one with the highest expected well-being. Sure, you can’t know how things will actually turn out. And surely it depends on who you end up marrying. But you do the best you can with the information you have.


Making a list of pluses and minuses seems like a good idea for dealing with any problem, wild or tame. Darwin didn’t invent the technique. It’s probably as old as Eve in the garden facing the wild problem of whether to eat that fruit. (Minuses—will annoy the Head Gardener, ignorance is bliss, gaining knowledge may come with unexpected downsides; Pluses—Snake seems like a pleasant fellow, forbidden fruit is sweetest, and so on.) But as we’ll see, the cost-benefit list that Darwin constructed threatens to lead him badly astray. Let’s take a look at his list.


The “terrible loss of time” suggests that Darwin was deeply worried about how marriage might reduce his scientific output. In his autobiography, Darwin speaks of the Baconian method—the scientific method that sprung from Francis Bacon’s writing. Bacon, though not widely read today, was lord chancellor to King James I and arguably the most brilliant man of his day; he was still well-known in Darwin’s England more than two centuries later. I wonder if Darwin was haunted by Bacon’s essay “Of Marriage and Single Life,” where Bacon argued that only the unmarried can achieve greatness.


He that hath wife and children hath given hostages to fortune; for they are impediments to great enterprises, either of virtue or mischief. Certainly the best works, and of greatest merit for the public, have proceeded from the unmarried or childless men; which, both in affection and means have married and endowed the public.


“Hostages to fortune.” Bacon was definitely onto something there. Once you are married with children, you lose a lot of control over your destiny. You are held hostage by the random, unavoidable events—what Bacon meant by “fortune”—that strike our loved ones. And of course the non-you members of your household have expectations about how you spend your time and money. You might find yourself abandoning the city you love for a more rural existence, just for starters.


Bacon, by the way, may not be the most reliable authority on married life. He didn’t marry until he was forty-five, marrying Alice Barnham around the time of her fourteenth birthday; he had first noticed her as a “handsome maiden to my liking” when she was an eleven-year-old. They never had children. A few months before his death, Bacon wrote Alice out of his will for “great and just causes.” Eleven days after Bacon’s death, Alice married her estate’s steward. You don’t have to be Sherlock Holmes to connect those dots. Bacon’s personal experience just might have colored his view of marriage.


But it was not unreasonable for Darwin to worry that married life—and especially married life with children—could be a drag on his scientific productivity. He rightly understood that marriage with children would reduce his autonomy. He shows no sign of being interested in children other than as a form of retirement insurance and the unavoidable collateral damage that came along with being married, describing them in his journal as a source of “expense and anxiety.”


Decades before Darwin’s marriage dilemma, Benjamin Franklin, who we often forget was an excellent scientist, suggested a technique for making a list like Darwin’s a little more practical.


In 1772, Joseph Priestley—who would go on to discover oxygen—was considering a career change that would give him a much higher standard of living. But it would involve having a wealthy patron whose friends and society were alien to him and his wife. It might turn out very badly. He turned to his friend Benjamin Franklin for advice. Franklin wrote to Priestley, saying that while he could not tell him the right choice, he could give him a method for making the decision, a way to make his wild problem a little bit tamer.


Franklin told Priestley to take a piece of paper and draw a line down the middle, creating two columns, one of pros and one of cons. The virtue of this technique, wrote Franklin, was that when we face a wild problem, our mind will sometimes focus on one set of effects and then later on another. By taking a few days to try to accumulate all the pluses and minuses, we can survey them all at the same time.


So far, it’s not much different from what Darwin did, but Franklin takes it a step further. He encourages Priestley to look at the pros and cons and “endeavour to estimate their respective Weights.” When he sees a pro that is of roughly the same magnitude as a con, or three pros that add up to two cons, they cancel each other out, and he should cross them out. And by doing so Priestley can find out “where the Balance lies” and thereby “come to a Determination accordingly.”


Franklin does concede that such an exercise has a large subjective component. He writes that “tho’ the Weight of Reasons cannot be taken with the Precision of Algebraic Quantities,” such a strategy reduces the odds of taking a “rash Step.” Franklin calls his framework “Moral or Prudential Algebra,” an early attempt to make decision-making mathematical and rigorous.


About two hundred years after Franklin, the Nobel laureate and psychologist Daniel Kahneman suggested doing something similar when you’re trying to decide on the best job candidate when you’re hiring someone. If you’re not careful, you might be charmed by someone’s personality or by a misleading first impression. Or a gut reaction to some attribute or another could cause you to overvalue a candidate. Better to decide in advance the top six attributes that are important to the job, and assign each candidate a score from 1 to 5 on each attribute based on the interview, conversations with references, a writing sample, and whatever else you have. Then add up the scores and hire the person with the highest score.


Here’s how the system would rate two candidates, Alice and Bob:


 







	
Attribute




	
Candidate A




	
Candidate B









	
Technical skill




	
5




	
3









	
Reliability




	
5




	
2









	
Sociability




	
2




	
3









	
Verbal ability




	
1




	
5









	
Writing ability




	
3




	
1









	
Work ethic




	
5




	
3









	
Total




	
21




	
17













 


Bob comes across much better in the interview—he has better verbal ability and social skills. But Alice has strengths that may not come through in the interview. Using the full array of characteristics that you care about, you can get a more objective measure of which candidate is best. And if you think the six skills are of different importance, you can weight them accordingly to produce a numerical score.


Such a system takes a complex human being and boils them down to a number. In mathematical terms, this system takes a matrix—an array of numbers, a table—and converts it into a simpler thing, a single number.


When you consider buying a house, you look at its location and how many bedrooms it has, the size of the kitchen, and so on. But every house has irregularities and different shapes. So we usually rely on a single number—the square footage—to figure out which one is bigger. I may care independently about the size of the kitchen because I love to cook (or don’t care about cooking at all), but the square footage sure beats a list of the different rooms and their respective sizes. The ability to boil complexity down to a single number so you can make comparisons is very powerful.


The mathematical name for a number that describes physical concepts like area is scalar. Its origin is the Latin word for ladder, “scala”—something that helps you to climb. It’s the same Latin word for scale—either a noun, to name things that help you measure, or a verb, as in to scale the highest peaks, to rise.


Scalars make it easy to put things on a single scale, to make them comparable. They simplify complicated things. We are really good, as humans, at heavier, higher, taller, shorter, bigger, smaller. We are really good at comparing numbers and deciding whether one is bigger, smaller, or the same as the other: 1,000 is bigger than 10; 17.3 is bigger than 17.1. Making these comparisons is so easy we do it without thinking.


Franklin’s advice to Priestley is essentially the same thing. By looking for combinations of pros and cons that are roughly equal, he’s implying there’s a scale that allows the pros and cons to be measured in some approximate way and assessed versus each other.


A matrix is messy. Its lessons are opaque. A scalar is clean and precise. The precision makes scalars seductive. But the usefulness and accuracy of a scalar depends on how many corners have to be cut to turn a complex set of information into a single number.


On the surface, Kahneman’s solution for hiring—forcing people to assign a number—makes the decision more accurate, precise, scientific. As Kahneman writes in Thinking, Fast and Slow, “Whenever we can replace human judgment by a formula, we should at least consider it.”


If we are not careful, we forget those last four words and mistakenly feel that whenever we can replace judgment with a formula, we should do so. We are always searching for a formula, a calculation that will remove the uncertainty. Formulas are simple. That’s a feature, but also a bug. Life is complicated.
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