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1.



THE INSIDE STORY: MASTERPLOT RECIPES


This is a book about stories. So it seems only fair that I start by telling you mine.


A couple of years ago, I finally landed my dream job as a professor at the University of Manchester. But when I started out, I struggled. In the world of academia, two things matter: publishing journal articles, and getting grants (money to cover the costs of doing research). I was failing on both fronts: journals didn’t want to publish my research, and funders didn’t want to support it financially.


Worst of all, I had no idea why. The studies that I was running were sound. The peer reviewers – for both journals and funders – said so. The methods were described in detail. The statistical analyses were kosher. But my work was met with an overwhelming ‘meh’.


After I’d been floundering for a while, a senior professor asked to take a look at my work. He put his finger on the problem almost immediately. ‘You’ve got to find the story,’ he said.


This was news to me. I had been working on the implicit assumption that only the content of my research mattered. Ironically for a psychologist, I was ignoring decades of psychology research on how our brains store and process information: as narratives. As social animals, we humans have evolved to think not in terms of facts and figures, but stories and gossip; not science and statistics, but who’s doing what to whom.


‘Find the story,’ my colleague told me. ‘Pick a narrative, and stick to it all the way through.’ I followed his advice, and it worked like magic. The research itself was the same, but once it was framed in terms of a story, the journal and funding-body reviewers could see what I was trying to do and why.


Which narrative did I use? That’s the beauty of it: over the years, storytellers have served up a menu of overarching narrative arcs, or ‘masterplots’, to choose from. Having studied these masterplots, I was able to choose the one that best fitted the research project in each case. One time, it might be the Quest masterplot (Chapter 2), where the intrepid hero (me!) sets out to capture some hard-won, valuable knowledge that will cause us to re-evaluate everything we thought we knew. Another time, it might be the Monster masterplot (Chapter 5), where we must arm ourselves with a new weapon, device or technique to overcome some deadly threat (such as a hostile journal reviewer). Another time, it might be the Feud masterplot (Chapter 6), where well-matched, mirror-imaged rivals (here, competing theories) battle to the death.


It took me the best part of twenty years, though, to realize the fundamental importance of masterplots to human existence. At first, I saw them as little more than tools for writing academic papers, or curiosities to bring up when I found myself in conversation with film or literature buffs. In fact, they are so much more. What I eventually came to realize – and what I’d like to show you over the next couple of hundred pages – is the following:




Whether we are aware of it or not, we humans attach the same set of predictable masterplots to just about all of the experiences that we go through in life, to the extent that we not only allow these masterplots to influence our decisions, but even – on occasion – manipulate them to achieve our goals.





So, what is a masterplot exactly? I hope you’ll forgive me for reheating a metaphor that is rapidly approaching its use-by date, but the best way to understand masterplots – as they have long been used in all kinds of fiction – is to think of them as recipes for building stories. A recipe for, say, a sponge cake consists of a list of ingredients, and instructions for combining them in a particular order. Neither have to be followed to the letter. If you don’t use exactly the right kind of sugar, or forget to sift the flour, your cake will still be edible. Certain ingredients (vanilla essence, lemon juice, a dusting of icing sugar) are optional, and an expert baker will often deviate from the recipe on purpose in order to achieve a particular result. But if you leave out one of the key ingredients, or put them together in a completely different order, you’ll end up with an inedible mess.


It’s the same for stories. The recipe for, say, an Underdog story (Chapter 7) consists of a list of ingredients (e.g. a put-upon hero from humble beginnings who eventually realizes their destiny) and instructions for combining them in a particular order (e.g. the humble beginnings at the start; the improbable, destiny-realizing triumph at the end).* Again, certain ingredients are optional (for example, the improbable triumph will often be a victory over a bitter rival, but it doesn’t have to be), and an expert storyteller will often deviate from the recipe on purpose in order to achieve a particular result. But, again, if you leave out one of the key ingredients (no improbable triumph), or put them together in a completely different order (the triumph at the beginning, rather than the end), you’ll end up not with an Underdog story, but an inedible mess. This story recipe – consisting of a list of familiar ingredients and instructions for combining them in a particular order – is what I’m calling a masterplot.


How many masterplots are there, and what are they? My answer is eight: Quest, Untangled, Icarus, Monster, Feud, Underdog, Sacrifice and Hole. But this isn’t the sort of question that has a single right answer. If we zoom in as close as we can go, there are as many plots as there are stories, since no two stories (or even two retellings of the same story) are identical. If we go to the other extreme, and zoom right out, looking down on all the world’s stories from a great height, we can make out a single meta-masterplot that unites them all: the main protagonist is at home minding their own business, something happens that upends the normal order of things, then finally, for better or for worse, this unstable situation is resolved. This ‘three-act structure’1 – with its key ingredients of set-up, confrontation and resolution, always in that order – is the general recipe that all individual masterplots follow (‘get the ingredients; mix them together; heat the mixture’).


Over the years, various people have proposed different numbers of masterplots: seven (the journalist and author Christopher Booker); six (sci-fi author Kurt Vonnegut, mathematician Andrew Regan, computer scientist Marco Del Vecchio); ten (screenwriter Blake Snyder); or even twenty (film studies professor Ronald Tobias). These are all perfectly good ways of cutting the cake, but I like to think my eight hit the sweet spot, neither lumping together masterplots that are too different, nor splitting hairs between those that are all but identical. And while Booker, Vonnegut and the rest are concerned with identifying masterplots in works of fiction, I have a different – and much more ambitious – goal: the eight masterplots I set out here – Quest, Untangled, Icarus, Monster, Feud, Underdog, Sacrifice and Hole – cover not just fiction, but real life, too.


Understand these eight masterplots, and you’ll go a long way to understanding many aspects of human behaviour, including your own. Why did he say that? What is she trying to prove here? Why is he so determined to treat her as an enemy? Why did they move there, and why then? Why did I treat them so badly – am I the baddie? Biologists have a saying: ‘Nothing in Biology makes sense except in the light of evolution.’ Well, this psychologist has a saying too: ‘Nothing in human psychology makes sense except in the light of masterplots.’


This is a bold claim, so before we get to the masterplots themselves, let me explain. Key to understanding the importance of masterplots is understanding where these recipes came from in the first place. Like culinary recipes, they weren’t handed down by God, or created by some lone genius. Instead, they emerged gradually in the collective human consciousness as storytellers, or ‘content creators’ as we might call them today, intuitively – and probably by luck as much as judgement – figured out what their listeners, or ‘consumers’, found both satisfying and delicious. The reason that these particular eight masterplots hit the sweet spot is that they capture, and distil to their essence, human experiences that were already familiar to the earliest listeners. Just like modern-day listeners – and perhaps even more so – these early listeners would have brought with them lived experience of feud, sacrifice, underdogs and all the rest. Thus, a story that has been crafted according to one of the eight masterplot recipes resonates deeply with us still, because it is – in a deep and personal sense – a story that we already know.


But why does this matter? Doesn’t familiarity breed contempt? Why do we prefer personally familiar, predictable stories to new and fantastical ones? There are two reasons, but both boil down – ultimately – to Darwinian evolution by natural selection (sometimes called ‘survival of the fittest’). First, stories – in the form of gossip – allow us to make (usually) accurate predictions about the behaviour of others; for example, that a particular individual doesn’t keep their promises. Individuals who memorize and internalize these stories, and use them to make correct predictions about the behaviour of others, are at a clear advantage when it comes to natural selection.


Second, recent discoveries in neuroscience2 have provided powerful support for an idea that can be traced back to the work of the German physicist Hermann von Helmholtz, writing in the 1860s: the brain is essentially a prediction machine.3 Whatever you’re doing – strolling around the park, having a conversation, listening to a story or a piece of music4 – your brain is constantly trying to predict, millisecond by millisecond, exactly what is going to happen next (e.g. ‘That dog looks friendly – I think he’s coming over to say hello’). When it gets it right, the brain rewards itself with a hit of pleasure,5 similar to that triggered by sex, food, winning a bet or just about any pleasurable activity.* Again, it’s all about natural selection: a brain that is constantly making incorrect predictions (‘That lion looks friendly’), or that sometimes fails to make any prediction at all, isn’t going to be around for long.


Masterplots, then, give the brain a helping hand. As soon as we recognize the type of plot that is unfolding, we can start to make predictions about what will happen next and how the story will ultimately end. We just can’t help ourselves from actively predicting the outcome, chasing the chemical hit that we get when we’re right. That’s why a 2011 study at the University of California, San Diego found that ‘Story Spoilers Don’t Spoil Stories’.6 That’s right – the researchers found that for mysteries, ironic-twist stories and ‘literary’ stories alike, readers actually gave higher enjoyment ratings when the stories had been ‘spoiled’ with a summary beforehand. Indeed, despite the modern preoccupation with ‘spoiler alerts’, it was well over a hundred years ago that Anton Chekhov offered the famous advice, ‘If in the first act you have hung a pistol on the wall, then in the following one it should be fired. Otherwise, don’t put it there.’


Our brains, then, love predictability. But there’s a twist: when something is too predictable, the pleasure hit is reduced.7 This, too, makes sense in evolutionary terms, because a brain whose predictions are correct 100 per cent of the time can’t learn anything. Just like a student in a classroom, your brain learns when it gets something wrong (‘7 x 6 = 40’) and is corrected by a teacher (‘No, it’s 42’), in your brain’s case, the teacher being unfolding events in the world. What we want in a story, then, is this sweet spot of ‘surprising familiarity’, of ‘unpredictable predictability’. We know what’s going to happen: the hero of our Quest (Chapter 2) is going to make it home. But we don’t know how it’s going to happen; the journey will be full of surprising, unpredictable events. If events are too predictable (the hero hops on the next direct flight home) or too unpredictable (they turn into a frog and leap off the face of the earth), they don’t make a satisfying story, in just the same way that no (edible!) recipe would consist solely of salt, flour and water, or a totally random selection of ingredients (ham, milk, peanut butter, flour and orange juice).


Masterplots, then, allow storytellers to create stories that are – in an important sense – already familiar to their listeners, and that have the perfect balance of neurochemically rewarding unpredictable predictability. But masterplot recipes aren’t just for fiction writers. All of us view real-life events through the lens of one or other of these eight masterplots, allowing them to manipulate us, and using them to manipulate others.


Why? The answer is that fictional and real-world plotlines are constantly reinforcing one another. We have already seen that these eight masterplots emerged in the first place because they retell stories that are already familiar to us from our real-world experience. Young children are – not to put too fine a point on it – terrible at both following narratives and constructing their own, but, as anyone who has read The Gruffalo hundreds of times to a four-year-old will testify, they love stories, and they love repeated stories.8 By the time we reach adulthood, we will each have internalized literally thousands of stories, between them exemplifying each of the eight masterplots. Precisely because these masterplots strike us as familiar and – surface details aside – true to life, we cannot help but interpret real-world events through their lenses.


None of this is news, of course, to propagandists who have long understood the importance of what we would today call ‘controlling the narrative’. Once you realize that masterplots shape your own behaviour, it is a short step to realizing that you can control other people’s behaviour by deliberately framing events according to whatever masterplot suits your goals. Beware the politician who casts himself as the hero of a Monster story, when it’s actually him that’s the monster; or the brand that tries to sell you an Underdog story, when their product sprang fully formed from a committee of rich execs. A particularly current and dramatic example, which we will explore in detail in the final masterplot chapter, is the ongoing battle over the narrative framing of climate change, a battle which – it is absolutely no exaggeration to say – will determine the future existence of our species.


But we are getting ahead of ourselves. Before we set sail with our first masterplot (Quest), I’d like to orient you with a brief road map. For each masterplot, we’ll start off by looking at a work of fiction that follows the relevant recipe more-or-less to the letter; it could be a novel, a play, a movie, a TV series or even a poem. We’ll then be in a position to set out The Masterplot Recipe, in terms of both the key ingredients, and when and where each must be added to the story. Next (in Stranger than Fiction), we’ll see the recipe in action in real life with a true story; it might be that of a musician, a politician, a CEO, a brand, a sports team or just an ordinary granny. With both fiction and non-fiction examples under our belt, we’ll delve into The Science Behind the Story, and investigate the psychological underpinnings of the relevant masterplot. Next and most crucially, in Under the Influence sections we’ll explore the effects of the masterplot on human behaviour, real-world cases where the relevant masterplot recipe doesn’t just describe human behaviour, but actively shapes it. This will lead us to consider cases in which the relevant masterplot has been abused, misused or perverted for nefarious ends: Plot Twisted. But it’s not all bad news; we’ll end our discussion of each masterplot on an upbeat note: Happy Endings. Yes, masterplots are tools for manipulating human behaviour, and like all tools they can be put to evil uses; but if we think bigger and brighter and better, they can be catalysts for human progress.


Because they distil the very essence of the human condition into super-concentrated form, masterplots can do anything. They can dupe, trick or mislead, but they can just as easily inspire. As I will show, they have already helped put a man on the moon (Quest), fight starvation (Sacrifice) and defeat addiction (Monster); they’ve ended blood feuds (Feud), given comfort to grieving parents (Icarus) and divorcing couples (Untangled), and helped a sports team triumph at odds of 5,000:1 (Underdog). But they can do so much more. If we can master their unique power, masterplots can help us push the boundaries of scientific discovery, fight for a just world, save lives and – just maybe (Hole) – prevent the impending extinction of the human race.


Right now, of course, you haven’t embarked on any of these adventures; you’re just sitting at home, reading a book, minding your own business, when you receive an intriguing invitation. Grab your keys and your phone, and put on your coat – we’re headed off on a Quest . . .












2.



QUEST


What’s the greatest story ever told?


When the BBC polled over a hundred literary critics, one story came out head and shoulders above the rest: The Odyssey.1 Even if, like most people, you haven’t read Homer’s epic, I’m sure you’re familiar with the general idea of an odyssey as an epic journey; from the Nintendo Switch game Super Mario Odyssey, perhaps, or the classic movie 2001: A Space Odyssey.


What’s so great about The Odyssey? It can’t be the writing. The original poem is written in Ancient Greek, and comes to modern readers in the form of translations that are criticized as either old-fashioned and stuffy or – as with Emily Wilson’s recent version – not old-fashioned and stuffy enough. No, what has kept this story at the top of the critics’ charts for almost three thousand years is just that: the story . . .


We join The Odyssey close to the end, with most of it told in flashback (a trick still used today, for example in Quentin Tarantino’s Once Upon a Time in Hollywood or Martin Scorsese’s The Irishman). Our hero, Odysseus, has finished fighting in the Trojan War, as documented in another Homerian epic, The Iliad (in which he plays a minor role, making The Odyssey something of a spin-off sequel; The II-iad, if you will). But, although ten years have passed, he still hasn’t made it home to Ithaca, where his son, Telemachus, and his loyal wife, Penelope, are waiting, the latter constantly fighting off suitors. As the story opens, Odysseus is living on the isolated island of Ogygia, as a prisoner of the goddess Calypso. She offers him immortality if he’ll marry her, but he refuses – although he sleeps with her, obviously (as Emily Wilson’s translation puts it, he’s what we would today call ‘a complicated man’). Eventually, the gods intervene: Athena pleads Odysseus’s case to the king of the gods, Zeus, who sends his messenger, Hermes, to tell Calypso to release our hero. She does, and he sails off, getting as far as Phaeacia, whose citizens make up the audience for the flashback retellings of his exploits . . .


First, he and his crew went to the island of the lotus-eaters, where this mysterious fruit proved so delicious that some crew members fell into a trance and had to be dragged back to the ship. Next, they wandered into the cave of a Cyclops – a one-eyed giant who started eating them. But Odysseus fooled him by giving his name as ‘Nobody’, then got the Cyclops drunk and attacked him with a wooden stake. When the neighbours turned up to see what all the fuss was about, the Cyclops shouted, ‘Nobody is attacking me’, and they went back to bed. Odysseus’s next run-in was with Circe, a witch-goddess who turned his men into pigs – although he still slept with her, obviously. For a year. Recognizing his weakness, Odysseus had his men tie him to the ship’s mast as they sailed past the island of the Sirens, famous for luring sailors to their death with their spellbinding song. Edging between a giant whirlpool (Charybdis) and a six-headed monster (Scylla), the crew steered too close to the latter and lost one member for each head. Having reached land at Thrinacia, the hungry sailors hunted cattle belonging to Helios, the god of the sun, and were all drowned as a result. Only Odysseus survived, and washed up on Ogygia with Calypso.


Impressed by these exploits, the Phaeacians take Odysseus back to Ithaca where, disguised as a beggar, he competes for Penelope’s hand in marriage in an archery contest. He wins with a shot that, famously, only Odysseus himself could have pulled off, firing his arrow through a row of twelve axes. Having thus revealed his true identity, he kills the suitors and is finally reunited with his wife and son. Phew!


THE MASTERPLOT RECIPE


As one of the oldest stories that is still read today, The Odyssey doesn’t just follow the Quest recipe:2 it played a major part – along with The Iliad – in establishing this recipe in the first place, which has been followed by just about every quest story since, from The Pilgrim’s Progress to The Super Mario Bros. Movie; from The Divine Comedy to Watership Down; from The Lord of the Rings to Barbie.


Although stories that follow the Quest recipe have a distinctive start and ending – which we’ll get to in a minute – most of the flavour comes from the ingredients that are added (in any order) during the main, central part of the story: the quest or voyage itself. A particularly key ingredient is our hero’s encounter with monsters (occasionally metaphorical; but most often literal). In The Odyssey, it’s the Cyclops; in The Super Mario Bros. Movie, it’s Bowser; in The Lord of the Rings, it’s Sauron, the Watcher, the Balrogs, the Fellbeasts (there are loads, OK?). More often than not, our hero will have to overcome some great temptation. The ring, as in Lord of the, is of course temptation personified (ring-ified?). For Barbie, the temptation is to get rid of her cellulite by – clunking metaphor alert – getting back into the box offered to her by Will Ferrell and the rest of the Mattel executives. For our ‘complicated’ hero Odysseus, the temptation is any female with a pulse (they don’t even have to be human). At some point, our hero is usually trapped between a rock and a hard place; forced to choose somehow between two options that are equally bad. Odysseus tries, and fails, to navigate his way in between the giant whirlpool and the six-headed monster. In The Pilgrim’s Progress, the titular Pilgrim – the imaginatively-named Christian – has to navigate his way between a ditch and a bog. The supernatural almost always makes an appearance at some point. Mario has his Super Star; Barbie has Weird Barbie; to say nothing of the quests – The Pilgrim’s Progress, The Lord of the Rings, The Odyssey – in which the examples are too numerous to mention. Helpers are also a particularly key ingredient in this recipe. In fact, I challenge you to come up with a single quest story in which our hero is unaided. Odysseus has both travelling companions that come along for the ride (like Frodo’s Samwise or Mario’s Luigi) and local helpers such as the Phaeacians (like Frodo’s Strider or Mario’s toads).


The final middle-of-the-story key ingredient – and the one that really gives the finished product its texture – is unworldliness. That is, the place that our hero goes to is weird. It might be a literal other world – the Mushroom Kingdom (Mario), the ‘real world’ (Barbie), Middle Earth (The Lord of the Rings), Wonderland (Alice’s Adventures in . . .), Oz (The Wizard of . . .); or it might be a remote island – Ogygia (The Odyssey), Lilliput (Gulliver’s Travels), The Island of Despair (Robinson Crusoe). The point is, it’s somewhere very different from home; somewhere where the rules – often, even the basic laws of physics – don’t apply. This is the part of the movie that they put in the trailer and on the poster. Just what would it be like to be . . . there?


While the ingredients we’ve tasted so far define the central part of the Quest masterplot – the quest itself – the recipe has three further ingredients that must each be added in exactly the right place. First of all (flashbacks notwithstanding) our hero must be summoned by a call to action. Our hero is just sitting around minding their own business when – wham – Zeus intervenes, Barbie’s feet go flat (you’ll have to watch the movie to get that one), or Mario and Luigi get sucked into a warp pipe (ditto). There is no indecision, no shilly-shallying around; the hero just has to go. Now.


Second, all of the action with the monsters, the temptations, the supernatural and so on must culminate in a final ordeal: Odysseus’s archery contest, Mario’s battle with Bowser, or Frodo’s with Sauron (or, some would argue, the ring itself). Third, the story ends not with – despite its name – the final ordeal, but with the life-renewing goal. Homer could have had Odysseus finish his journey in some fabulous unearthly paradise. But he doesn’t. Instead, he ends up back home with his wife and son. It’s the same in Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland, The Wizard of Oz, Robinson Crusoe, Watership Down . . . Even the exceptions prove the rule: having returned home to Brooklyn in triumph, Mario and Luigi move to the magic kingdom, but take jobs as plumbers. Although Frodo later heads off for the Undying Lands, he and the other Hobbits initially go back to the Shire, where Sam gets married. Barbie settles in the real world, but – at least in one respect (‘I’m here to see my gynaecologist’) – is unable to escape her plastic origins.


The point is, none of these fictional heroes simply ends up back where they started. Yes, Odysseus has come full circle. But he had to go away in order to come back, bringing with him something that would allow everything to start anew; something that would demonstrate that what he was really looking for had been there all along: the love of his wife and son. It’s not ‘as you were’ but ‘the new normal’; not simply repairing, but building back better.


STRANGER THAN FICTION


Karl Bushby – I don’t think he’ll mind me saying – is not a literary man. Having struggled with dyslexia, he left school at sixteen to join the army. Eleven years later, he left.


Drifting in the army, Karl got a birthday card from his father, a former army man himself, which mentioned in passing that a couple of Special Forces guys were planning to walk from London to New York over the Bering Strait. The Bering Strait is a narrow body of water – just over fifty miles wide at its narrowest point – which separates Siberia from Alaska. In winter, it freezes, at least partially, meaning that it is theoretically possible to walk, hop and swim from one side to the other. This was Karl’s irresistible call to action, or, as he put it to me, ‘the missing piece of the puzzle, connecting the Americas to Asia’. Karl had long had a vague ambition to walk around the world. Now this vague ambition was a theoretical possibility.


In November 1998, Karl set off on foot from Punta Arenas, on the southernmost tip of mainland Chile, for home: Hull, a city in the north of England. Yes, like Odysseus, and the hero of just about every quest story, Karl’s goal was – and, at the time of writing, still is – to return home.


Like many children of his generation, Karl grew up with Tolkien’s Middle Earth books, of which The Hobbit was a particular favourite. These books sparked what Karl calls a ‘yearning for journeys that had always been there’, and that, in fact, is probably there in most of us. Does any child, when hearing the Tolkien stories, not wish that they were heading off on such a quest themselves? The difference is that Karl actually acted on it.


While a fictional voyage-and-return story might have inspired Karl’s quest, for over two decades now he has been living one. What is so striking about Karl’s story – almost eerie, in fact – is the way that it incorporates just about every single ingredient in the masterplot recipe. The local helpers are the – by Karl’s estimation – 99.9 per cent of people he met along the way who didn’t know him, but were happy to offer him a meal, money or a place to sleep.


Travelling companions played little role in the first part of the trip – the trek through South, then Central, then North America – but became crucial when Karl finally reached the Bering Strait and teamed up with seasoned explorer Dimitri Kieffer. Together, in March 2006, the two successfully made the east–west crossing, and to date remain the only people in the world to have done so. Temptations? Sure, by my reckoning, Karl (helped along by his uncanny resemblance to Kurt Cobain) has had more romantic encounters than even Odysseus. And, just as for Odysseus, although these liaisons often held Karl up for a few weeks or months, they never came close to scuppering his return home. The supernatural made an appearance (sort of) in the deserts of Chile, where Karl saw a rotating, oscillating bright light hanging in the air, subtly changing shape. A UFO? Alas, no, just a white plastic bag caught in a thermal current between two hills. That said, like Odysseus, Karl had an underworld experience in Colombia, where he slept in a graveyard alongside open graves.


As far as monsters are concerned, Karl encountered plenty in the Darién Gap: a 100-km-long stretch of jungle that straddles Colombia and Panama, infested with wild animals, poachers, drug smugglers and the notorious FARC, the Revolutionary Armed Forces of Colombia: Communist guerrillas, perpetually at war with the Colombian Government, and big players in the drug business (who you might be familiar with from the Netflix series Narcos). Karl evaded the FARC by staying off the roads, floating down crocodile-infested rivers and slashing his way through thick jungle (clearly a large serving of unworldliness for a man who grew up in Hull). As if this wasn’t enough, Karl also had to dodge – at various points along the way – both snakes and polar bears. Yet he maintains that the real monsters in his story are governments and their agencies, particularly the Russian Federal Security Service, the FSB. When Karl and Dimitri became the first people to cross the Bering Strait into Russia, their reward was detention and, later, a five-year ban from the country altogether. The pair were released only when a deal was brokered between – you couldn’t make this up – John Prescott (the then Deputy Prime Minister of the UK, and MP for Karl’s home town of Hull) and former Chelsea Football Club owner Roman Abramovich (the then-governor of the Chukotka region). And even then, Karl’s ban on entering Russia remained in place until he flew back to the west coast of the United States and walked the breadth of the country to plead his case at the Russian Embassy in Washington DC.


When I first Zoomed with Karl back during Covid lockdown (now that was an otherworldly experience, right at home) he was trapped between his rock and a hard place (for Odysseus, Charybdis and Scylla). After crossing the Bering Strait and travelling west through Russia, Mongolia, China, Kyrgyzstan, Uzbekistan and most of Turkmenistan, Karl was unable to enter Iran, due to a combination of Covid restrictions and Western sanctions. If Iran was Karl’s Charybdis, then his Scylla was the alternative route via Uzbekistan, Kazakhstan and Russia, a country that has not only caused Karl no end of visa trouble, but has seemingly also leaned on its neighbour Kyrgyzstan to do likewise. In any case, any lingering possibility of travelling through Russia was well and truly quashed when Putin launched his invasion of Ukraine in 2022.


Undeterred (well, quite deterred, but definitely not giving up), Karl avoided both Iran and Russia by heading back into Uzbekistan (forgetting about Turkmenistan altogether) and up into Kazakhstan. The plan, at the time of writing, was for Karl to swim 259 km across the Caspian Sea to Azerbaijan;3 as Karl told me, ‘Not really something I signed on for at the beginning of this endeavour, but hey, whatever it takes, right?’ If this part comes off, though, Karl will be only around 5,000 km from home, with almost all of it on the home terrain of Europe. A final ordeal? We’ll have to see. Karl’s plan is to return to the UK by walking through the Channel Tunnel from France. Will Brexit Britain pull the necessary strings, or pull up the drawbridge? I’m sure Karl will swim the Channel if he has to.


But, as we’ve already seen, the final ingredient in the Quest recipe isn’t the final ordeal – it’s a denouement in which the hero returns to his old life, but on surer footing, having brought back something that allows him to begin anew. Karl’s life-renewing goal is to work full-time on a non-profit organization that he’s currently setting up to improve scientific literacy. What is Karl bringing back with him that will kick-start this new chapter? Two things: first, an appreciation of the size of the task facing him: ‘Travelling the world, you see it [scientific illiteracy] in every nook and cranny’. He calls the coronavirus pandemic a ‘classic case: It’s hard to work together and fight something on this scale when 40 per cent of a nation, let’s say for example the US, is not even willing to accept that it even exists’. Second, ‘a rediscovered faith in humanity’: ‘Having received so much kindness on the road . . . this trip has reaffirmed my love affair with humanity – we’re an incredible species and we just have so much potential. Humanity is just the most incredible thing if we just get it right.’


THE SCIENCE BEHIND THE STORY


Karl’s story raises an important question: why do we have to go away and come back to find the metaphorical holy grail that was eluding us? Why did Karl discover a passion for science communication only after he’d walked three quarters of the way around the world? More generally, one thing that’s distinctive about the Quest masterplot is the importance of place: the need to physically go somewhere. But why?


In the summer of 1997, having just completed my first year of university studying French and Russian, I set off on a month-long trip to Yaroslavl and St Petersburg, organized by the university to give our rudimentary Russian the kick-start it needed. I had the time of my life: drinking vodka in the park with Russian teenagers, being booted off the local five-a-side pitch by garishly tracksuited mafiosi, dancing in the most unfashionable nightclubs in the entire world (guarded by those same mafiosi), watching the local football team (Shinnik – the tyre-makers), eating mystery meat with writing on it . . . But as soon as I came back to England, I switched my university course from French and Russian to Psychology. Fantastic though my trip was, it made me realize that what I loved wasn’t so much Russian and Russia (or French and France), but the inner workings of our minds that made these languages possible (in fact, my high-school French teacher had always said that I should study linguistics). Having restarted university as a psychology student, I was quickly drawn to the area of psychology that looks at language – how we learn it as children and represent it as adults – where I have remained to this day. And that’s just my story. I’m sure if you think about it for a minute or two, you can think of a similar quest or ‘voyage of discovery’ that changed the course of your life story in some way.


Now, could I have come to this realization without my trip to Russia? Logically, yes, I could have: I had all the same information available to make the decision. But I wouldn’t have. So why do we need to go away and come back to make such decisions? The answer is that the particular location in which you find yourself isn’t just a backdrop to the actions taking place onstage; it’s a crucial part of the story itself. This was shown clearly in a famous 1975 study conducted at the University of Stirling in Scotland. Hardy members of the Clydebank, East Kilbride and Stirling diving clubs donned their gear and plunged into the chilly crystal-clear waters of the River Clyde. Once fully submerged, they either attempted to recall a set of words that they’d been taught on dry land or – vice versa – attempted to memorize a set of words for later recall once out of the water. The experiment did not always proceed smoothly. ‘One diver,’ notes the paper dryly, ‘was nearly run over during an underwater experimental session by an ex-army amphibious DUKW’. Nevertheless, the results were clear: words that had been learned on land were recalled better on land than underwater, and vice versa. In fact, switching the location reduced the number of words recalled by around a third.*


Why? The key is learned associations. Just as Pavlov’s dogs famously learned to associate a bell with the delivery of food, so these divers learned to associate the underwater environment with one set of words and the riverbank with another. As we saw in Chapter 1, the brain is a prediction machine. When presented with, for example, the word admit underwater, divers unconsciously learned that the surrounding cues – the water, the cold, the mud – predicted the appearance of that word, just like Pavlov’s bell predicted the arrival of food. When taking the recall test underwater, the divers used the water, cold and mud to predict – that is, to bring to mind – the word admit, just like Pavlov’s dogs used the bell to bring to mind the food. But when taking the recall test on dry land, they couldn’t use any of those cues.


In just the same way, when you’re on home turf, you can’t shake off well-learned associations. Your alarm goes off, so you pick up your phone to silence it, and check (depending on your age) TikTok, Instagram, Facebook, X (you know, Twitter), or whatever eventually kills it off (Bluesky? Mastodon? Surely not Threads?!). You feel the cold of the kitchen floor on your bare feet, which is your cue to fill the kettle. The sound of the running water is your cue to think about what you have planned for your day . . . Changing your routine isn’t impossible, of course, but it’s difficult and requires conscious effort. Now think about what happens when you go away. Say you’re on holiday, so you didn’t set an alarm. Maybe you don’t check your socials, but instead turn on the news. Instead of filling the kettle, you look on your phone for a local cafe. Once there, you get chatting to someone who suggests somewhere to go that day . . . suddenly, you’ve changed your whole routine without even trying.


And here’s the bonus: if you’re away for long enough, the new associations you’ve learned will start to chip away at the old. Can you recreate in your mind’s eye that feeling you get when you return from a long trip and look around your house with a kind of wide-eyed astonishment? Everything is entirely familiar, of course, but at the same time, somehow impossibly new. That’s what prediction error – those incorrect predictions that lead to learning – feels like. Now when you open the front door, your brain predicts the hallway of your holiday let, but what’s this? A completely surprising – though entirely familiar – hallway. Maybe waking up now predicts something other than checking your socials. Maybe the cold of the kitchen floor now predicts something other than running the kettle. You’re back where you were, but things have changed. And so have you. You had to go away to come back.


You might be thinking this sounds a bit far-fetched. Yes, of course it’s easy to slip into familiar habits, but can’t we change them with just a bit of mind over matter? Surely we don’t have to go to all the bother of going somewhere else entirely just for things to be a bit different when we come back?


In 1982, a Canadian psychologist named Shepard Siegel published the findings of a ground-breaking experiment conducted with rats.4 Every other day for fifteen days, each rat was injected with a dose of heroin (which, by all accounts, they thoroughly enjoyed). Finally, each rat was given a particularly large dose of heroin – almost double the biggest they had had so far. The twist is that half of the rats received this large dose in the same cage where they always got their fix; half received it in a different cage in another room. The rats who had this bigger dose in their familiar ‘drug-taking’ environment tolerated it relatively well, with more than two-thirds surviving. But the rats who had this bigger dose in a different environment weren’t so lucky, with around two-thirds of them dying from the overdose. In the familiar drug-taking cage, the brain uses the cues of that particular environment to predict – there’s that word again – that some heroin is coming, and begins to make the necessary adjustments. In the new cage, the brain is unable to predict the impending heroin, and doesn’t know what’s hit it until it’s too late. And it’s not just rats. Siegel’s study was inspired by reports of human heroin users overdosing after taking a quantity of the drug that they were well-accustomed to, but in surroundings to which they were not.


If learned associations, learned predictions, are strong enough to protect you against an otherwise fatal dose of heroin, we should not be surprised that they are strong enough to ‘protect’ you against your best efforts to change your routine. It’s only by changing the predictors – changing your surroundings – that your brain can start to learn new associations. With drug addictions, smoking and eating disorders, of course, this isn’t easy to do, because drugs, cigarettes and doughnuts have lots of different ‘cues’ or ‘predictors’, many of which can be difficult or impossible to avoid: the time of day, your own mental state, your family. But the more of these you can avoid, the better your chances of breaking the link; of breaking the prediction; of changing the narrative.


UNDER THE INFLUENCE


Perhaps more than any other, the Quest masterplot causes people to do things that would never have even occurred to them otherwise, purely out of a desire to be the hero of a real-world Quest story.


Walking the entire way around the world is painful. It’s dangerous. It’s expensive. Above all, it’s mind-numbingly tedious. It might sound exciting and glamorous to us outsiders but, as Karl told me, ‘When you’re the guy actually doing this, it gets incredibly monotonous. It’s an office job: another 30k down a road through Kazakhstan isn’t the most exciting lifestyle at all . . .’ And for what? A flight would get Karl home in a fraction of the time for a fraction of the cost. There is literally no point.


Except, of course, there is. It’s not just that Karl’s journey happens to follow the masterplot recipe. It’s not even that Karl uses the Quest masterplot to motivate himself. It’s much more: Karl’s walk is a Quest narrative; without that narrative, it’s nothing.


We see the same thing on a smaller scale all the time. Almost every local news bulletin features an item about a modern-day Odysseus who is climbing a mountain or traversing the length of the country for charity. Take, for example, Paul Taylor, who decided to tour the UK’s rudest place names. Starting at Shitterton in Yorkshire, he sampled the delights of Twatt in Orkney, Butthole Lane in Leicestershire and the New Forest’s Sandy Balls Holiday Park; or – posthumous controversies aside5 – Captain Tom Moore’s quest to walk 100 lengths of his garden during the UK Covid lockdown. For as long as there has been religion, there have been pilgrimages – literal quests that include most of the ingredients of the masterplot: the irresistible call to action, the supernatural, the companionship, the kindness of strangers and local helpers, the triumphant arrival, and finally the return home, changed for the better.


In fact, I would go so far as to suggest that our internalization of the Quest narrative largely determines why some feats strike us as admirable, while other equally challenging feats strike us as pointless. On the small-scale, everyday level, few of us would complain about donating to a friend or relative who is doing a sponsored walk, particularly if it takes in an exotic or far-flung location or, in one popular variant, involves travelling as far as possible with no money. But nobody would expect sponsorship for completing tasks that are just as difficult – and arguably worthier – such as learning Chinese characters or mastering algebra. The lack of identifiable Quest ingredients leaves us cold.


The same is true for feats on a grand scale. When asked why he wanted to climb Everest, the British mountaineer George Mallory is famously supposed to have replied, ‘Because it’s there.’ But an infinity of other challenges are ‘there’ too. Why this one? ‘We choose to do . . . [these] things not because they are easy, but because they are hard,’ said President John F. Kennedy in 1962, vowing to put a man on the moon. Well, yes, but ending racial discrimination or child poverty or world hunger are also hard things – why not those? What Kennedy grasped was that the more ingredients of the Quest narrative you can throw into the mix, the more the endeavour will capture the public imagination.


If you think ending racial discrimination, child poverty or world hunger are pie in the sky – not just hard, but impossible – contrast the moon landings with some things that we have achieved since: the first ‘test tube baby’ (Louise Brown in 1978), the eradication of smallpox (1979), the world wide web (1993), cloning a sheep (Dolly, in 1996), sequencing the human genome (completed in 2003), coming up with a chat-bot that shows human-like command of language (ChatGPT in 2022). These achievements have far bigger implications for our day-to-day existence than the moon landings, and the technical challenges involved were, for the most part, greater. For example, according to one estimate,6 training ChatGPT required 20,000 processing units each with 80 gigabytes of memory; 400,000,000,000 times more than the guidance computer used in the Apollo 11 mission (4 kilobytes). Yet none of these subsequent achievements captured the public’s imagination in the same way as the moon landings. And this is just the achievements that made the front pages. Other achievements that are equally impressive from a technological perspective7 – finding the Higgs boson (2012), detecting gravitational waves from black holes (2015), a vaccine for Ebola (2016) – barely got off the science pages.


The same is true for hypothetical future achievements; what do Elon Musk and the other tech bros say when they want attention? ‘We’re going to invest heavily in a range of technologies aimed at slowing climate change’? Boring. ‘We’re going to colonize Mars’? Now you’re talking. What the other achievements lack, but the moon landings (and hypothetical Mars colonies) have in abundance, are the key ingredients of the Quest masterplot, most obviously the ingredient of otherworldliness; travelling to a place that is nothing like Earth, where the usual rules – even gravity – don’t apply.


A few years ago, I had the opportunity to meet Peter Moore, then CEO of Liverpool Football Club. Although I hadn’t properly started work on this book, masterplots were very much on my mind, so I explained the general idea, and asked him if he’d ever found himself being influenced by one. His answer crystallized the power of masterplots to such an extent that I knew straight away I would have to write this book. Moore, originally from Liverpool, had moved to America when he was only just out of his teens, trying to make it as a professional footballer (the English kind) or – failing that – a coach. Eventually, he found his way into video games, leading the launch of the Sega Dreamcast and the Microsoft Xbox, before becoming Chief Operating Officer at Electronic Arts (makers of the FIFA games). In 2017, Liverpool FC came calling. It was a fantastic opportunity. But Moore was settled in California. His kids had been born there. They liked it. He liked it. How could he persuade them, and himself, that this was the right thing to do? He did it, Moore told me, by taking a conscious decision to reframe his move to Liverpool as a return home. He didn’t feel that way at first: sunny California, not rainy Liverpool, was home. But he knew he could succeed only by selling the move, to himself and his family, as the return leg of his Quest. He did, and oversaw the club’s most successful period since the 1980s, winning the Premier League, the Champions League and the FIFA Club World Cup. Such is the power of the Quest masterplot.


PLOT TWISTED


No wonder, then, that it’s a masterplot that is ripe for perversion. The Quest gone wrong is a fictional trope almost as old as the Quest itself. First published in the 1600s, Miguel de Cervantes’s Don Quixote (which gives us both the phrase ‘tilting at windmills’ and the adjective ‘quixotic’) is widely regarded as not just the first example of this genre, but the first modern novel of any kind.


Don Quixote de la Mancha, who starts out as plain old Alonso Quixano, loses his mind after reading too many books on ancient chivalry and decides (call to action) that he is a knight himself. He starts off at the local inn, which he decides is a castle (unworldliness), taking a local farm girl and a landlord to be – respectively – Lady Quixote and the lord of the castle. After recruiting his neighbour as his squire (travelling companions), he attacks the famous windmills, which he takes to be giants (monsters). He also attacks a pair of monks (between a rock and a hard place) whom he takes to be wizards holding a woman captive. Having picked up some nasty injuries in a fight at another castle (inn), our Don tends his wounds with a treatment of his own concoction, which of course only makes things worse. Next, he is tricked by a woman pretending to be a Guinean princess and (final ordeal) fights the giant who stole her kingdom (actually, some wineskins in yet another inn). The first book ends with Quixote – believing himself to be under a spell (the supernatural) – being dragged home by his friends. A sequel, in which he fights a fake Don Quixote who himself is from an unauthorized sequel (perhaps the first ever example of fan fiction) is – believe me – more of the same.


If he were alive today, rather than a fictional character from the 1600s, Don Quixote would presumably qualify for a diagnosis of what the American Psychiatric Association’s Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders calls ‘Schizophrenia Spectrum and Other Psychotic Disorders’, two major symptoms of which are delusions and hallucinations.8 Although Don Quixote may sound far-fetched, so powerful is the Quest masterplot that, given the right circumstances – or, perhaps more accurately, the wrong circumstances – the brain of a person experiencing psychosis will sometimes attach this narrative to a series of meaningless and quite unconnected effects. Tom Hartley, now a psychologist at the University of York, published a fascinating article describing an episode of psychosis that he had experienced thirty years earlier, when he was still a young student (though, fortunately, as for around half of those who experience such an episode, it was a one-off event, rather than the prelude to a condition such as schizophrenia).9


Interestingly, when I explained what I was up to with this book, and asked Hartley to pick out his favourite masterplot recipe from my menu of eight, it was Quest – alright, along with Underdog – that he chose. Is it too fanciful to suggest that, when presented with a series of unrelated events but somehow compelled to stitch them together into a narrative, we fall back on our favourites; those that feel the most comforting, the most familiar or just the most entertaining?


Hartley’s call to action was as dramatic as in any fictional Quest story:




One afternoon, I was in a pub with some friends when I thought I heard a stranger utter my name behind me. Whether real or not, it was the start of something. What began as a sense of unease turned within minutes to paranoia. I was sure that the other people in the pub were talking about me. I felt they wanted to kill me, and somehow I knew they had brought tools (chisels and sharpened screwdrivers) with them to do it.


I tried to behave normally, but I was very uncomfortable, I kept shifting around, and my friends agreed to go to a different pub. But the fear continued to build, and I decided I needed to get far away.





The familiar, yet now strange, world that Hartley felt himself in certainly had the Quest ingredient of otherworldliness:




Reality had taken on a much more urgent, florid vibe. Music was thumping everywhere I went. The city lights were flashing and pulsating.





There was even the sense, not of the supernatural per se – Hartley told me he is not a religious believer – but of that quasi-religious feeling of being an important part of something much bigger; of a set-up, Hartley told me, that required the participation of almost the entire city:




I wasn’t really seeing or hearing things, it was just that almost everything around me seemed to be endowed with a special significance, and it all related to me! Every traffic signal, every flickering streetlight was a sign meant just for me.





Hartley describes feeling as though he were the protagonist of a real-life spy scenario, with a secret mission. Everything he saw and heard was a coded message. He describes hearing the line ‘I met him at the candy store’ from the Shangri-Las’ song ‘Leader of the Pack’ in a real-life candy store, and taking it to be ‘an amazing coincidence, laden with meaning’; only later realizing that the store’s playlist consisted entirely of songs that mention candy. At the start of Act 2, as he put it, Hartley actually snuck into a courtroom and rifled through legal files, which he felt sure would hold – in coded form – the key to his mission.


But, they didn’t. Hartley’s Quest story just . . . petered out. As we chatted on Zoom, now more than thirty years after the event, what really came across was his – at the time – deflation at the way that his would-be Quest story failed to resolve itself. ‘I was literally expecting to get given a quest or a mission,’ he told me. ‘I was looking at those papers in the courtroom looking to see a mission. And I was disappointed because I couldn’t find it. It was like a plot hangover. James Bond on his day off. It’s not happening’. The early ingredients were there – the call to action, the monsters (the guys in the pub), but the final ordeal never came.


It’s interesting – and I think important – that the young Hartley experienced the curtailing of his Quest not as relief, but frustration. ‘I had a feeling that this quest isn’t emerging,’ he told me. ‘Where’s the ring? Where’s the volcano? It’s the sense that it wasn’t coalescing into a plot that was troubling and disappointing. It was the most boring and unresolved plot’. This only seems to confirm our need for masterplots. Even when experiencing psychosis, our need for a satisfying narrative – a story that follows one or other of our masterplot recipes – is always there. When I put this to Hartley, he not only agreed, but put it better than I ever could have done:




We’re all constructing a narrative, and trying to build a plot that makes sense. Everyone’s trying to make their life conform to a masterplot all the time. And psychosis forces you to come up with a new plot, and it makes it more obvious that the need for narrative is there.





He then made a point that’s so brilliant and insightful, I’m kind of jealous that I didn’t come up with it myself. Why is it so annoying, he wondered out loud, when – as in the famous shower scene from Dallas – we’re told that the events we’ve just seen were all a dream or a fabrication? I agreed, mentioning Life of Pi, which comes to much the same conclusion (or does it?!). Why do we react this way? We knew all along that none of this happened anyway; that we were watching a work of fiction. What does it matter – what does it even mean? – to be told that these fictional events ‘didn’t actually happen’?


The reason, Hartley suggested, is that when we watch a movie, we make a tacit agreement with the director to suspend disbelief; to commit wholeheartedly to the narrative. If we find out at the end that their commitment was half-hearted, we feel cheated. It’s the same, he continued, for the aborted Quest in which he found himself. Having set itself up for a quest – as a result of all the Quest stories it had imbibed over the years – Hartley’s brain felt short-changed when it ended up unable to provide itself with one. It was quite willing to suspend disbelief, to weave together just about any number of half-suitable events into a final ordeal; the universe just stubbornly failed to supply any.


Paradoxically, then, one of the strongest pieces of evidence for the fundamental importance of masterplots in understanding human behaviour is not the fact that the brain will always find a way to mix events together to create a coherent narrative – because it won’t – but the fact that when it fails to do so, it reacts by generating a feeling of disappointment, of having let its owner down.


Masterplots aren’t just a nicety; they’re a compulsion.


HAPPY ENDINGS


In this chapter, we’ve explored the Quest masterplot, with its key ingredients of a call to action, a final ordeal and a life-renewing goal; and of course, the quest itself – to somewhere otherworldly, beset by monsters, the supernatural and great temptations, where our hero is caught between a rock and a hard place, before eventually making it home with the help of travelling companions and local helpers. We’ve seen how this masterplot has shaped works of fiction from The Odyssey and The Pilgrim’s Progress to The Super Mario Bros. Movie and Barbie.


We’ve seen, too, how the Quest masterplot shapes real-life stories. Perhaps, in theory, Peter Moore could have learned his CEO skills without a quest to the USA, Karl Bushby could have become a science communicator without walking around most of the world, and I could have figured out my career choices without that trip to Russia. But we wouldn’t have. It’s the replacing of the old associations, the old predictions, with new ones – that otherworldliness – that changes everything, even when you’re, geographically at least, back where you started. The Quest masterplot has remained all but unchanged since Homer’s day, because it distils into its concentrated form our instinctive knowledge – which scientific evidence suggests is quite correct – that place matters: that moving to a different location changes us in some way, allowing us to break out of our ruts and to find that holy grail that we couldn’t find at home, even if – as in all true Quest stories – it was there all along.


And for that reason, the Quest masterplot – perhaps more than any other in this book, although we will meet some strong contenders – has the power to shape human behaviour for the better. Yes, the Quest narrative can occasionally – as for Don Quixote and Tom Hartley – trick us by pulling together random events and misapprehensions into a seemingly coherent story: delusion, a core symptom of psychosis. But it can just as easily inspire, such as when Peter Moore returned home from the US with his life-renewing goal to – like the Ancient Greeks – conquer the (footballing) world; or when JFK vowed to put a man on the moon. If the tech bros are right, and we humans do eventually colonize new worlds, it will be the Quest masterplot that put us there.
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