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  Further praise for Wilful Blindness


  ‘Entertaining and compellingly argued.’ Sunday Times


  ‘Wilful Blindness makes a convincing case that while we are supposedly better informed than ever, we are guilty of frequent and self-destructive acts . . . Full of juicy, awkward stories . . . Given how so many of us wander around in the warm fug of distortion, it is good to be beaten to attention every now and again.’ Financial Times


  ‘Writing in clear, flowing prose, [Heffernan] draws on psychological and neurological studies and interviews with executives, whistle-blowers and white-collar criminals. The book made me think long and hard about how the pace and priorities of our daily lives can hinder our ability to live as decently and as truthfully as we can.’ New York Times


  ‘An engaging read, packed with cautionary tales . . . With deft prose and page after page of keen insights, Heffernan shows why we close our eyes to facts that threaten our families, our livelihood, and our self-image – and, even better, she points the way out of the darkness.’ Daniel H. Pink, author of Drive and A Whole New Mind


  ‘A remarkable book . . . It is a tour de force of brilliant insights, broad span applications and written in the most engaging style.’ Philip Zimbardo


  ‘Uniquely broad in scope, insightfully analyzed, and engagingly written. This in-depth look at wilful blindness is an excellent read.’ Albert Bandura


  ‘An amazing book, which highlights beautifully the potential for organisational denial.’ Alan Corbett, psychotherapist


  ‘A thoughtful and entertaining treatise on the seductiveness – and consequences – of ignoring what’s right in front of our eyes . . . Heffernan’s cogent, riveting look at how we behave at our worst encourages us to strive for our best.’ US Publishers’ Weekly


  ‘My eyes are now open to the many ways we all choose not to see reality even when it is painfully obvious. Why do we choose to turn a blind eye to the truth? . . . Heffernan clearly asks the important questions about why we delude ourselves.’ Forbes
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INTRODUCTION



  This book was inspired by a coincidence: I was writing two plays for the BBC about the collapse of Enron just as the banks started to fail. Both debacles attracted eerily similar narratives: nobody could have seen the disaster coming. But that narrative was false. In both cases, experts, economists and ordinary citizens had all identified the danger and tried to sound the alarm. The problem was not that nobody knew what was happening; the real failure was the refusal to pay attention. I called that wilful blindness.


  Almost as soon as the book came out, wilful blindness was used in Parliament as an explanation of phone hacking by News Corporation; how could so many phones have been hacked without someone in the executive knowing? Wilful blindness explained Fukushima, the horrors discovered about Jimmy Savile, at Mid Staffordshire NHS Trust, Winterbourne View, Rotherham, FIFA, Tesco, General Motors, Volkswagen, BHS, Hillsborough, Two Sisters, Wells Fargo, Grenfell Tower, Carillion, Harvey Weinstein, Larry Nassar, Barry Bennell, Oxfam, Facebook, Windrush. So many, perhaps even most, of the worst crimes had been committed not in the dark, hidden where no one could see them – but in full view of hundreds or thousands of people who simply chose not to look. And when we woke amazed by the results of the EU referendum and the election of Donald Trump, we came face to face with what we had tried so hard not to see. Meanwhile, for the last three decades, the known threat of climate change has been ignored with such consistency that it now seems implausible we will be able to meet even the modest ambitions of the belated Paris Accord.


  I had first encountered the concept of wilful blindness in the transcript of the trial of Enron CEO Jeffrey Skilling and Chairman Kenneth Lay. Instructing the jury, Judge Simeon Lake explained:


  

    

      You may find that a defendant had knowledge of a fact if you find that the defendant deliberately closed his eyes to what would otherwise have been obvious to him. Knowledge can be inferred if the defendant deliberately blinded himself to the existence of a fact.1


    


  


  Lake was applying a fundamental legal principle: you are responsible if you could have known, and should have known, something that instead you strove not to see. Skilling and Lay were found guilty because they could have known, and had the opportunity to know, just how rotten their company was. Their claim not to know was no excuse.


  Reading this, a chill went down my spine. Having run businesses myself, I knew that there had been times when I had not known everything I could have, and should have. And as the months passed, I continued to see wilful blindness all around me. After the bank bailouts, it was easier to talk about a banking crisis than to acknowledge its rapid evolution into an economic crisis, and then that proved easier to discuss than the fact that we were heading into a full-blown democratic crisis.


  It wasn’t just business and institutions. Wilful blindness was evident in domestic lives too – in failing marriages: why had she never asked about all those business trips? In hospitals: why had he skipped his check-up? Why had she started smoking? At home: how could so many people have got themselves so deeply into debt? Why was child abuse mostly found in families and perpetrated not by strangers but by familiar people seen every day?


  When I mentioned wilful blindness to friends and colleagues, their eyes lit up: they knew exactly what I was talking about. Doctors described unnecessary treatments their patients demanded and got. Lawyers recounted their struggles to forget information their clients should never have shared. Prison workers talked about suicides and accountants all knew that business collapses are preceded by a clean audit. Intelligence chiefs told me they had not connected the dots that led to 9/11 or the Arab Spring, while executives confided that the hardest part of their job, even in a small company, was knowing what was going on. Almost everyone mentioned the Iraq War and global warming: big public threats caused or exacerbated by a reluctance to face uncomfortable facts.


  Creative souls also saw that wilful blindness occurs not just when awful choices are made but when imaginative opportunities are overlooked. Technologists expressed their amazement that Microsoft hadn’t seen the internet coming, and Google had been blindsided by social networking. Why did people who were so creative at home turn out to be so constrained in their thinking at work? How could seasoned hospitality professionals fail to see the promise implicit in Airbnb? Wilful blindness didn’t have to involve a crime, just a criminal waste of opportunity.


  Wilful blindness first emerged as a legal concept in the nineteenth century. A judge in Regina vs Sleep ruled that an accused could not be convicted for possession of government property unless the jury found that he either knew the goods came from government stores or had ‘wilfully shut his eyes to the fact’. Thereafter, English judicial authorities referred to the state of mind that accompanied one who ‘wilfully shut his eyes’ as ‘connivance’ or ‘constructive knowledge’.2 Since then, lots of other phrases came into play – deliberate or wilful ignorance, conscious avoidance and deliberate indifference. What they all have in common is the idea that there is an opportunity for knowledge, and a responsibility to be informed, but it is shirked. Nowadays, the law is most often applied in cases of money laundering and drug trafficking: if you’ve been paid a large amount of money to carry a suitcase, then you are being wilfully blind if you don’t check what is inside.


  The law doesn’t care why you remain ignorant, only that you do. But I am interested in why we choose to keep ourselves in the dark. What are the forces at work that make us deny the open secrets that stare us in the face? What stops us from seeing that burying knowledge only makes it more powerful, and us so much more vulnerable? Why, after any major failure or calamity, do voices always emerge saying they’d seen the danger, warned about the risk – but their warnings went unheeded? And why, as individuals, companies and countries do we so regularly look in the mirror and howl: how could we have been so blind?


  As I’ve investigated the causes and patterns of wilful blindness, from our daily lives to the boardrooms of global corporations, I could have confined myself to business alone; there’s no shortage of material. But it struck me that one source of our blindness at work is the artificial divide between personal and working lives. Business often acts, but doesn’t in fact exist, in a vacuum. Every workforce is a conglomeration of individuals whose behaviours and habits started well before they were hired. Individuals, singly and in groups, are equally susceptible to wilful blindness; what makes organisations different is the scale of damage they can cause. The rules and rituals that separate domestic life from work just make it easier to turn a blind eye.


  Whether individual or collective, wilful blindness doesn’t have a single driver, but many. We can’t notice and know everything: the cognitive limits of our brain simply won’t let us. That means we have to filter or edit what we take in. So what we choose to let through and to leave out is crucial. We mostly admit the information that makes us feel great about ourselves, while conveniently filtering out whatever unsettles our fragile egos and vital beliefs. It’s a truism that love is blind; what’s less obvious is just how much evidence it can ignore. Ideology and orthodoxies powerfully mask what, to the uncaptivated mind, is obvious, dangerous or absurd, and there’s much about how and even where we live that leaves us in the dark. Fear of conflict, fear of change keeps us that way: almost all employees believe their bosses do not want to hear the truth. An unconscious (and much denied) impulse to obey and conform shields us from confrontation and crowds provide friendly alibis for our inertia. And money has the power to blind us, even (or especially) to our better selves.


  In the surprise results of the EU referendum and US presidential election in 2016, all the hallmarks of wilful blindness were evident: citizens ensconced in an echo chamber of like-minded individuals who amplified biases; ideologies prizing confirmation over curiosity and complexity; a lack of constructive conflict; peer pressure to stay silent; power hierarchies that rewarded blind obedience and conformity; metrics that supported an overwhelming preference for the simple over the true. When the world awoke, stunned with surprise, we scarcely recognised ourselves: what had we been missing all along? Since then, the open secret of sexual harassment – in the entertainment industry, in sport, in education, in politics – revealed what we’d preferred to ignore: that sex is a weapon used by the powerful, not just in war but at work.


  Of course, wilful blindness isn’t always disastrous. Such a behaviour is unlikely to have endured without conferring some evolutionary benefit. Turning a blind eye can oil the wheels of social intercourse when we don’t see the spot on a silk tie, the girlfriend’s acne or a neighbour’s squalor. Ignoring political differences may contribute to office calm. In times of national emergency, blindness can be positively helpful. During the London Blitz, morale was better sustained by dancing and partygoing than by acknowledging the possibility of defeat. And it’s far easier for all of us to maintain optimism and momentum by ignoring our own mortality.


  Perhaps it is the sheer utility of wilful blindness that sucks us into the habit in the first place. It seems innocuous and feels efficient. But the mechanisms that make us blind to the world also put us in peril. The children who grow up among abusive parents come to maturity feeling crazy, confused and anxious because their reality has been consistently denied. Ideologues, refusing to see data and events that challenge their theories, doom themselves to irrelevance. Companies full of compliant employees take on levels of risk beyond their ability to recover. And all the time that these perils go unacknowledged, they grow more powerful and more dangerous.


  Fake news is a convenient scapegoat. It makes it harder to distinguish fact from fiction and offers an alibi for apathy. But the fact that wilful blindness is so pervasive does not mean that it is inevitable. Since the book first appeared, I’ve been heartened by the many organisations that have taken my thesis to heart, running wilful blindness workshops and thinking hard about mitigating its greatest risks. Most companies are now attempting transformations that aim to reduce the hierarchies, bureaucracies and inequality in which wilful blindness runs rampant. And the most inspiring people in this book have found in themselves the courage to look, a fierce determination to see. That is what makes them remarkable. They aren’t especially knowledgeable, powerful or talented and they’re not heroes; they’re human. But their courage in daring to see reveals a central truth about wilful blindness: we may think being blind makes us safer, when in fact it leaves us crippled, vulnerable and powerless. But when we confront facts and fears, we achieve real power and unleash our capacity for change.


  


  



  
1. AFFINITY AND BEYOND



  

    

      In life one and one don’t make two. One and one make one.


      And I’m looking for that free ride to me: I’m looking for you.


      ‘Bargain’, The Who


    


  


  Meet Rebecca.


  The first thing you will notice is that she is very tall – just under six foot. Mid-thirties. Healthy, wholesome and, even today when she’s had to bring her two children into work with her, she has plenty of energy.


  Meet Robert.


  He’s tall too – just over six foot. Mid-thirties. Handsome, clean-cut and, despite some looming deadlines, unfailingly polite.


  If you meet Rebecca and Robert together, you will notice what all their friends comment on: they look very alike. Not the same, of course; they’re not twins. They’re husband and wife. And their looks are not deceptive.


  ‘Amazing similarities,’ Robert concedes. ‘Similarities in background that I didn’t notice, but I like more and more. Not rich, not poor. Went to the same university, both in broadcasting, both Christian. But then there are more nuanced things, like the way we both think about family and friends, and believing in hard work. And of course we work in the same industry and,’ he looks over at Rebecca and beams, ‘wear the unofficial uniform: neat jeans, crisp shirt.’ They both laugh.


  Rebecca and Robert enjoy the fact that they are similar, because it makes them feel comfortable, safe, located within each other.


  ‘It isn’t that we like all the same things,’ says Rebecca when she’s on her own. ‘I love going for walks – and Robert’s had to learn to like them! But the skeleton of our lives, that’s what we have in common. Very settled home lives, parents still together, parents who were always very encouraging. We didn’t think consciously about these things when we started going out, but you look back and see these things, these patterns.’


  However, Rebecca and Robert have very little sense that their similarity limits them, narrows their perspective on life or blinds them to a wide array of opinions, experiences and different ways of thinking and being. But the fundamental human preference that they exemplify – for the familiar over the alien, the known over the unknown, and the comfortable over the dissonant – has insidious but important consequences. Embedded within our self-definition, we build relationships, institutions, cities, systems and cultures that, in reaffirming our values, blind us to alternatives. This is where our wilful blindness originates: in the innate human desire for familiarity, for likeness, that is fundamental to the ways our minds work.


  Because for all that their similarities are so pronounced, in fact Rebecca and Robert are typical. Most people marry other people very like themselves: similar height, weight, age, background, IQ, nationality, ethnicity. We may think that opposites attract, but they don’t get married. Sociologists and psychologists, who have studied this phenomenon for decades, call it ‘positive assortative mating’1 – which really just means that we marry people like ourselves. When it comes to love, we don’t scan a very broad horizon.


  Gian Gonzaga used to work as a senior research scientist before leaving to join eHarmony, not an online dating site, it insists, but an online ‘relationship site’. It depends on the ‘science of compatibility’ consisting of ‘29 Dimensions™ that predict great relationships’. But this is not romance, it’s business. So eHarmony stands or falls on its success in finding people who really will like each other. Since its inception in 1997, the world of online matchmaking has grown considerably and is now one of the most common ways for couples to meet. In addition, there’s growing evidence that the marriages resulting from online dating have a slightly lower rate of breakup.2


  ‘We know that people select for appearances, which is why you upload your picture. But our questionnaire goes a lot deeper and that’s really based on what we know works. So we ask lots of questions about personality – how neat you are, how punctual – and about values: do you value religion, altruism, volunteering? Values are the things you hold on to even in tough times and they are the things you most want validated by others. Of course interests count too, but they change. You can learn to love walking, but values are really sticky.’


  When it comes to marriage, there are cultural differences of course. Married people in the United Kingdom consistently express greater satisfaction than in the US with the amount of consensus they experience in their marriage. They’re more satisfied with their family relationship, the way they make decisions and how they take care of household chores. And this striking degree of consensus even affects their sex life: compared with the US and Australia, British couples are the least likely to report that being too tired for sex is a problem for the marriage. All couples, according to eHarmony, want to agree with each other about career decisions, friendships, leisure activities and friendships, but British couples in particular care about family, sharing household tasks equally and about definitions of proper behaviour.


  Gonzaga and his wife, Heather Setrakian, don’t just practise what they preach – they are what they preach. They met while working as academic researchers in UCLA’s marriage lab, they’re both in their thirties, dark-haired and, according to their friends, both brilliant, witty and wise. The eHarmony system could have matched them, Gonzaga says, except that when his wife filled out her questionnaire she said she wanted someone two years younger.


  That questionnaire certainly tests for patience and endurance. It takes at least half an hour to complete – longer if you’re seriously committed to finding a mate. The questions are all designed to identify your key values and attitudes – those twenty-nine dimensions – and to match them up with someone else whose dimensions are as close to yours as possible. It may be software but it is, quite literally, matchmaking. It is not looking for opposites or quirky combinations.


  ‘People may have an interest in people who are different from themselves,’ said Gonzaga. ‘But they don’t marry them. They’re looking for confirmation, for comfort.’


  Gonzaga based his claims on data from 25 million questionnaires. What these tell him is that, whether you’re using the wiring in your brain or the software underneath eHarmony’s site, we go through life looking for people who make us comfortable because they’re so much like us. We may be intrigued by difference – but, ultimately, we reject it.


  ‘For a while, I went out with women who looked different,’ Robert told me. ‘And women who really were different – sometimes very different indeed. But the turbulence of those relationships really drew me back to the centre. You’d think it would widen the circle but it really didn’t. I tried but I found I really didn’t love Albanian women! Clearly some Albanian women are wonderful – I have nothing against the Albanians! But I think I learned that you’re given a centre of gravity that is immutable. You’ve been given a set of rules that you return to almost without thinking.’


  It isn’t that Robert wasn’t curious about other kinds of people and other cultures; he was. He wanted, more than many people, to explore beyond his own immediate knowledge and experience. But ultimately he did what most of us do most of the time: he rejected a difference that just felt too great. That puzzled him enough to make him think about it, but not enough to change his mind.


  ‘I wonder if I might feel I am looking at myself when I look at Rebecca,’ Robert said. ‘Have I chosen myself?’


  Robert and Rebecca are well educated and sceptical. They aren’t inclined to take much at face value. What makes them unusual is that they were prepared to analyse and talk about the powerful influence that their similarity has had on their relationship. They both acknowledge that it is a source of delight and comfort, but worry that sticking to their own kind narrows their experience of life. By choosing to live and work among people like themselves, are they restricting what they see?


  These findings – that we mostly marry and live with people very like ourselves – always annoy people. Confronted by the data, the most common response is a challenge: I’m not like that, my husband’s not like that. Why are we so affronted? Because we all want to feel that we have made our own choices, that they weren’t predictable, that we aren’t so vain as to choose ourselves, and that we are freer spirits, with a broader, more eclectic range of taste than the data imply. We don’t like to feel that we’re blind to the allure of those who are not like us; we don’t like the sense of being trapped by our own identity.


  But our minds operate somewhat like eHarmony’s software: we go through life searching for good matches and, when we find one, it feels good; the more something is like us, the more we’re inclined to like it. And that habit of mind pertains equally to things that really matter (like choosing a partner) and to things that don’t matter at all. So when subjects in an experiment were led to believe that they shared a birthday with Rasputin, they were far more lenient in judging the mad monk than those who had nothing in common with him. Just the thought that they shared a birthday made people like him more.


  Even when it’s something as trivial as our own initials, we stick to what we know best. A meta-analysis of the most severe hurricanes between 1998 and 2005 showed that people were more likely to donate to relief funds if the hurricane’s name shared their first initial – so Kate and Katherine were more likely to donate to Hurricane Katrina relief than Zoe was.3 I’ve always been baffled by monogrammed towels and shirts (do we really not know who owns the towels in our own homes?) but clearly these familiar letters mean a lot to us.


  In other experiments, asked to choose a preferred letter from several pairs of letters, subjects tended, quite reliably, to opt for letters from their own names. What’s so interesting about these findings is that the letters themselves are meaningless – nothing will happen as a result of the choices made. Yet still the participants gravitated towards letters they see, and sign, every day.


  When you take this out of the lab and into the real world, the same pattern emerges. Carol, it seems, is more likely to drink Coke while Pete will choose Pepsi.4 Leo likes Listerine but Catherine prefers Colgate. And while those choices may seem unimportant, it appears that life choices too may be influenced by those initials we love so much. Dentists are overrepresented by people whose names begin with ‘D’ and there are more people named George than you should expect to find living in Georgia.


  Familiarity, it turns out, does not breed contempt. It breeds comfort. In a series of experiments at the University of Michigan in the 1980s,5 one group of sixty-four students was shown photographs of a male college student once a week for four weeks; the other group of sixty-four saw different faces each week. After the four weeks were up, the two groups were asked to assess how much they thought they would like the people whose faces they’d seen if they were to meet them in the future. They were also asked how far they believed those people to be similar to themselves.


  The students who had seen the same face for four weeks believed more strongly that this was a person they would like in real life. They also believed (on no evidence except the photograph) that the face belonged to someone who was similar to themselves. In other words, the familiar face – with no supporting evidence – felt better. Women responded to the experiment in exactly the same way as men. A similar experiment, using irregular octagons, generated the same pattern of responses. What is familiar makes us feel secure and comfortable.


  This pertains even when we go looking for emotional experiences, as when we listen to music. It can be hard fully to enjoy a new piece the first time you listen to it; only after repeated hearings does it become a favourite. Part of that may be because if you’re trying out, say, Mahler’s 8th Symphony for the first time, there is a lot to take in: two orchestras, two choirs and eight soloists over eighty minutes won’t create an instant impression. And listening to music is a hugely complex cognitive exercise.6 Even the White Stripes’ ‘Seven Nation Army’ can take some getting used to. But once we’ve heard it a few times, we’re used to it, like it, can chant it. And then we don’t want something different; we want more of the same.


  ‘We score hundreds of attributes of every song and then we find the matches between those songs – and then that’s what we recommend to you. Because we know that if you liked one piece of music, you are very, very likely to like another one that shares the same characteristics.’


  Tim Westergren isn’t talking about dating, but about his company, Pandora Radio. It does for music what eHarmony does for dating. Each song is scored manually by musicians for 400 attributes; there are thirty for the voice alone, capturing everything from timbre to layers of the voice to vibrato. Then that ‘score’ is matched to other songs that have scores that are as closely similar as possible. Pandora software is doing to music what we do when we meet people: looking for matches. And, when it finds them, people feel very happy.


  ‘God, I love Pandora!’ said Joe Clayton, a music fan in Boston. ‘I love it. I’m always finding new bands, new stuff that I just couldn’t find otherwise – certainly not in any music store. And it’s kinda creepy – but in a good way – because they almost never give me something I don’t like. Almost never.’


  Pandora does, in essence, exactly what Spotify does and what Amazon’s and Netflix’s and all personalisation software tries to do: to match what it knows about you to what it knows about others like you. But what none of these will do is come up with that serendipitous suggestion that introduces you to something completely different from anything you’ve ever heard before. I like Bruce Springsteen, Frank Zappa and the White Stripes – but I also adore Handel. And, given my first three preferences, not Spotify or Amazon or Pandora would offer me Handel.


  Westergren acknowledges that limitation. ‘It’s about broadening your selection – but narrowing your taste. If you like jazz, you like more jazz. If you like hip-hop, you like more hip-hop. But Pandora is never going to take you from Springsteen to Handel.’


  All personalisation software aims to make our lives easier by reducing overwhelming choice. And they do it the same way that our brain does: by building a profile and searching for matches. It’s as though, online and offline, our life is one gigantic game of Snap! This is immensely efficient, a triumphant evolutionary solution to the problem of load balancing. Your brain could not function if it could not segment and prioritise what’s familiar (and therefore demanding of less scrutiny) from what’s unfamiliar and needs a lot of close attention. This bifurcation allows your brain to take shortcuts, giving an easy pass to what is familiar and concentrating on what’s new, different, demanding and even potentially dangerous. So when we find what we like, what’s familiar, part of our pleasure is the joy of recognition.


  As Westergren says, we are narrowing our taste, reducing the music or books or people that might widen our horizons. Our brains aren’t designed to draw us into experiences that are wild and different; there would be little evolutionary advantage in doing something so risky. And so, by focusing in one direction and excluding others, we become blind to the experiences that don’t match.


  This is not to say that strange, serendipitous things never flow into our lives. Of course they do. You meet someone at work who introduces you to Handel and you develop a love of baroque music. Or – more likely – your son introduces you to Four Tet. But these encounters are random and risky. Remember Robert’s problem with Albanian women.


  There’s a circle here: we like ourselves, not least because we are known and familiar to ourselves. Ours is the face we see in the mirror each morning, ours is the voice we hear all day long. So we like people who look and sound like us. They feel familiar and safe. And those feelings of familiarity and security make us like ourselves more because we aren’t anxious. We belong. Our self-esteem rises. We feel happy. Human beings want to feel good about themselves and to feel safe, and being surrounded by familiarity and similarity satisfies those needs very efficiently.


  The problem with this is that everything outside that warm, safe circle is our blind spot.


  We aren’t just rejecting music that doesn’t match; we use these same processes to make important decisions in our everyday lives. When I had my first opportunity, as an ambitious young producer at the BBC, to choose my own team, I hoped to hire people who would challenge me and each other and who would invest the entire project with intellectual richness and vigour. With all that firmly in mind, I selected liberal-arts graduates who were all female, spoke several languages, were under five-foot-seven and had birthdays within the same week in June. In other words, they were all like me.


  Did I consciously intend to do that? Of course not. Like hiring managers the world over, I intended to recruit only the best and the brightest and that’s what I thought I was looking for. But did I also want people I’d feel comfortable working with, enjoy spending late hours with, people who shared the values of the project? Well, yes.


  I was biased, in favour of those just like me. Everyone is biased. But just as we are affronted when told that we’re likely to marry and associate with those very similar to ourselves, so most people vehemently reject the idea that they are biased: others may be, but not us. And we consider the people who disagree with us to be the most biased of all.7


  The recognition that we all fall into these traps, that we are all biased, has led many organisations to adopt ‘unconscious bias training’. Such courses hope that making bias conscious will eliminate it. Unsurprisingly, there’s no compelling evidence that this works, and some think it exacerbates rather than remediates bias. We’ve certainly seen no substantive change; despite a great deal of expenditure, articulated goodwill and equality legislation, we still see so few women and ethnic minorities in top roles or in receipt of venture capital and so few male midwives, nurses and teachers. Stereotypes are energy-saving devices – they let us make shortcuts that feel just fine.8 That’s why they’re so pervasive and so persistent.


  The famous development of blind auditions for new symphony members provided graphic illustration of this point. Harvard economist Claudia Goldin and Princeton’s Cecilia Rouse found that when musicians were allowed to audition behind screens, where their gender could not influence the evaluation of their music, women’s chances of making it through the first round increased by 50 per cent – and in the final rounds by 300 per cent. Blind auditions have now become standard in the US, with the result that the number of female players in major orchestras has increased from 5 per cent to 36 per cent. Eliminating names and photographs from job applications is a more recent attempt to replicate this impact within other industries where those details alone can determine whose CV gets attention and whose gets binned. The automation of these processes – taking the human element out – might seem to offer real hope here, but it might also just make it cheaper and faster to select with impunity the prevailing stereotype of success.


  The financial services industry used to be the poster child for this kind of discrimination, but it has now been supplanted by high tech as the world’s centre for power, money – and bias. As venture capitalists started investing vast sums into new businesses, the environment that developed became one, according to Melinda Gates, of ‘white male nerds who’ve dropped out of Harvard and Stanford’.9 The majority of start-ups were founded by young men with their male friends who hired their male friends to develop business propositions eagerly understood and backed by investors just like them. By 2016, just 7 per cent of partners in VC firms were female and just 2 per cent of their funding went to female entrepreneurs.10


  And just as German and Austrian orchestras used to insist that Asians could never fully comprehend or perform classical music, the capacity and talent of women in high tech is frequently invisible. Erica Joy Baker recalled one experience when she worked at Google, providing tech support to senior executives. When CEO Eric Schmidt came into the tech support room, he asked for Baker’s teammate Frank. When told Frank was otherwise engaged, Schmidt described his technical issue and asked that Baker pass the message along to Frank. What’s remarkable about the story is that Erica Joy was sitting in the tech support room because she was tech support – and fully capable of resolving Schmidt’s issue. But he of course was blind to her abilities: the black woman did not look like the white man’s mental model of technical expertise.11


  The voices arguing in favour of diversity in recent years have not been motivated only, or even primarily, by notions of social justice. The argument for diversity is that if you bring together lots of different kinds of people, with a wide range of education and experience, they can identify more solutions, see more alternatives to problems, be more creative together than any single person, or homogenous group, ever could. But as our biases keep informing whom we hire and promote, whom we are prepared to listen to and take seriously, whom we respect and whom we denigrate, we weed out that diversity and are left with corporate headquarters and sometimes entire industries full of people who perpetuate existing power structures. They aren’t exposed to other ways of seeing the world, they lack different experiences to exchange, they don’t see other faces or hear other voices. They can’t celebrate difference because they are blind to it. Underpowered and overconfident, monocultural institutions and industries fail to serve the world because they don’t reflect the world, only the biases of those already in power. From Hollywood to Westminster, Silicon Valley to Shoreditch and from the City of London to Washington DC, this means that they perpetuate their risk of being blindsided – and feel super-comfortable doing so. Which may help explain why Kensington and Chelsea council didn’t see that there might be a problem in not fitting sprinklers in Grenfell Tower: no one in the room at the time the decision was made actually lived there. It may also explain why it was so easy to destroy papers relating to the arrival of the Windrush generation: because nobody from Windrush families was involved in the destruction.


  What happens at work doesn’t stay at work. Just as we choose jobs with people very like ourselves, we choose to live among them also. Opposites don’t attract. The psychologist David Myers says that the way we move around and build neighbourhoods mirrors the way we choose our spouses.


  ‘Mobility enables the sociological equivalent of “assortative mating”,’ he says. Now that many of us have a great deal of freedom to move around, choosing the jobs we like, we also choose the communities we like. And, by and large, we choose ‘those places and people that are comfortably akin to ourselves’.12


  In the United States, Bill Bishop studied this pattern and found that, over the last thirty years, most Americans had been engaged in moving towards more homogenous ways of living, ‘clustering in communities of like-mindedness’. He calls this ‘the big sort’ and what strikes him is how well defended these communities can be. When a lone Republican neighbour, living in a staunchly Democratic part of Austin, Texas, dared to articulate his political opinion in a local listserv, the response he got was unambiguous: ‘I’m really not interested [in] being surprised by right-wing e-mail in my inbox, no matter what its guise. It makes me feel bad, and I don’t like it.’13 At first, I thought this was a specifically American phenomenon – until a mother at my children’s school dared to send an email to other mothers during the 2010 election campaign. Criticising the local MP provoked a vociferous response: pleas for lost games kit might be fine but an exchange of political views was not welcomed.


  ‘The London neighbourhood where we live,’ Rebecca says, ‘is lovely. The neighbours are lovely. The family on the other side of us, Paul and Juliet – they are us! Mid-thirties, two boys. Slightly younger but exactly parallel. Juliet doesn’t work, but I’m only part-time. The street is full of people like us. Each house is a carbon copy of the same kinds of people.’


  When they were house-hunting, Rebecca recalls that they were driven by price, proximity to work, choice of schools. All her neighbours were using the same parameters, so perhaps it isn’t so surprising that they’d all end up together. ‘I guess you could say that,’ Rebecca concedes. ‘But there were other places that would have fit the bill. But when we came here, it was more than just functionality. We liked it here – we still like it here. It feels right for us.’


  The clustering of likeminded people was visible when I lived in Stockwell, south London, which estate agents at the time called ‘a mixed area’ – meaning an ethnically mixed and sometimes volatile combination of early Victorian terraces and 1960s council housing. You didn’t see much traffic between those two architectures, not a lot of cups of sugar being borrowed. Teachers, professors, business people and TV producers lived in elegant stucco homes; single, sometimes teenage, parents lived across from them. At least we could see each other, but that was about as far as it ever went. It was little different from more recent London housing developments that deliberately provide separate doors, bike storage, rubbish facilities and post boxes: one set is for the rich and one set for the poor, ensuring they never encounter one another.14 Economic inequality is manifested physically in a single, segregated development.


  Now we live in Somerset and I’m struck by the polarisation between city and country. My village neighbours rarely travel to London, and they mostly go as tourists, critical and a little intimidated. But this cuts both ways. An esteemed British playwright wrinkled up her nose, telling me about her sojourn in Dorset. She cut short her time there because, while she liked the scenery, not enough of her city friends came to visit at the weekends. What she’d aspired to was her London life but with roses around the door. She wanted to live in the country, not engage with it. And every year, as more Londoners move down to the country, I watch as they search out fellow émigrés who are so much easier to make friends with than the locals.


  By following our instincts to cluster together in like-minded communities, walking through our separate doors, we reduce our exposure to different people, values and experiences. We slowly but surely focus on what we know, losing sight of everything else. We may have more choices than ever before, but our narrow tastes have become better defended.


  This is trivial when it comes to choosing between Coke and Pepsi. It’s dangerous when it comes to like-minded people vigorously amplifying each other’s biases in large corporations. It can be fatal when it comes to spending decisions on housing that councillors don’t live in and have no connection with. What this means is that bias – that you can’t see and don’t feel – is profoundly destabilising when it comes to democracy. The Brexit referendum in 2016 showed all of us aspects of Britain we had previously been blind to, none more than the degree to which we were all in bubbles of our own making and design, frequently unaware of and isolated from those who had different experiences and opinions from our own. Like so many, my son was horrified to realise he’d had no serious debates about the referendum because he didn’t know anyone who wanted to leave the EU. He was just typical of his age group: 73 per cent of 18–29-year-olds and 70 per cent of university graduates – people just like him – wanted to remain in the EU.


  Perhaps more shocking was the revelation that people whose business it is to study and understand community were no less blind. Alexander Betts describes himself as a ‘liberal internationalist’. A successful academic, deemed a ‘young global leader’ by the World Economic Forum and ‘one of the top global thinkers of 2016’, he confessed himself amazed to recognise that, of the top fifty areas with the strongest leave vote, he had spent ‘a combined total of four days in those areas . . . People like me who think of ourselves as inclusive, open and tolerant perhaps don’t know our own countries and societies nearly as well as we like to believe.’15


  Betts is exceptional only in being so open about his own blindness. And the problem is not unique to Britain. The small town in Texas where my father grew up has just one paved street and a small, broken-down convenience store. It has no other facilities and most housing now consists of mobile homes parked on breeze blocks. Such poverty is not new in America and neither is it hard to find; in the richest country in the world, 51 per cent of adult Americans can expect to spend at least a year below the poverty line.16 But, until Trump’s surprise election, almost nobody wrote about it or thought about it. The galvanic shocks of 2016 revealed the same truth: that by living with like-minded people, exchanging views in what is more of an echo than a debating chamber, we have become blind to the needs, concerns, fears and hope, anger and expectation of people not like ourselves. That Brexit, Trump and the 2016 election were such surprises revealed the epic scope of our wilful blindness.


  Media companies – old, new and social – understand this perfectly and always have. Readers have always chosen media that they broadly agree with; the business model depends on advertisers being able to match products with specific audiences and outlets. When we buy a newspaper or a magazine, or watch the news, we aren’t looking for a fight. Trump voters are no more likely to watch CNN for a challenge than his opponents are to dip into Fox News. All that is new about so-called social media is its capacity to amplify that effect – and to narrow even more drastically what we see and read and hear. Our Facebook pages are littered with amplification and endorsement; they are both a bad place and a lame format for anything approaching discussion or debate. We select both old and new media knowingly, because we feel delight in being disseminated and applauded, surrounded by those who cheer who we are, and what and how we think.


  And while this is natural, we now see that it isn’t neutral. In what he calls the ‘group polarisation effect’, legal scholar Cass Sunstein found that when groups of like-minded people get together, they do not just not challenge one another, they make each other’s views more extreme.17 (It is worth noting that Sunstein, a professor at Harvard, is married to Samantha Power, also a professor at Harvard, and both served the Obama administration. Even people who write about this behaviour aren’t immune to it and being aware of it provides no inoculation against it.) Just as eHarmony reduces your choices, and Spotify and Pandora narrow your taste, like-minded people have the same impact on opinions.


  In 2005, Sunstein and some of his colleagues brought together two groups of like-minded people: liberals from Boulder, Colorado, and conservatives from Colorado Springs. In their respective groups, each was asked to deliberate on three topics: civil partnerships, affirmative action and climate change. But before the discussions began, individual participants recorded their private opinions on each topic. And then the groups were mixed up and encouraged to discuss their views.


  The group deliberations were consistently respectful, engaged and substantive, but when they were finished, almost every member ended up with more extreme positions than they had held at the start. Conservatives from Colorado Springs who had been neutral on a climate-change treaty now opposed it. Boulder liberals who had felt somewhat positive about civil partnerships became firmly convinced of their merit. What small diversity each group might have had at the outset was, says Sunstein, ‘squelched’, while the rift between them had grown larger.


  Even when presented with a wide range of data and arguments, Sunstein’s work demonstrated that when individuals read, they focus on the information that supports their current opinion, paying less attention to anything that challenges their views. Overall, people are about twice as likely to seek information that supports their own point of view as they are to consider an opposing idea.18 Rather than broadening their attitudes, the very process of discussion renders them blind to alternatives. Just as Robert stopped going out with Albanian women, we stop looking at places or jobs or information or people that will prove too uncomfortable, too tumultuous for our closely held beliefs. We choose the Guardian or the Daily Mail because they confirm our view of the world, not because they challenge it. We watch the news on Sky or the news on Channel 4 for the same reason. We may think we want to be challenged, but we really don’t. Our intellectual, even our moral and ethical homes are just as self-selected and exclusive as our physical homes.


  In theory, the internet was supposed to change all of this. Access to the world’s store of knowledge was supposed to broaden our horizons and open our minds. After all, online you can meet anyone from anywhere. But while it’s true that all of us now have access to more information than ever before in history, for the most part we don’t choose to use it. Just like newspapers, we read the blogs that we agree with – Breitbart UK or The Canary – but there we encounter a virtually infinite echo chamber, as 85 per cent of blogs link to other blogs (and ads) with the same political inclination.19 The transition of the internet, from the PC to mobile phones, has just exacerbated this trend. Reliance on phone apps means that the information we consume is filtered more finely than ever.


  In fact, while early founders celebrated the capacity of the internet to bring together those who were far apart in every sense, what makes money online is affinity: bringing together like-minded people whose identity is so specific that they are a well-defined market for higher-priced advertising. What is useful to individuals makes billions for companies profiling and exploiting narrowly defined identities; this is the business model of the internet. It can, of course, be benevolent and pacific. Wherever you live, whatever your age, whether you love orchids, aikido or ideology, you can find and connect to like-minded enthusiasts. In doing so, you gain access to shortcuts: information from people who you trust to be reliable. If you don’t know how to lift and split your orchids, orchid aficionados will save you a lot of money and grief. But the same applies to sourcing prohibited drugs, making explosive devices or sharing extremist content. We cling together because it feels comfortable but also because it’s efficient. We don’t have to learn everything ourselves, the hard, slow way. And we aren’t encouraged to have doubts.


  Shortcuts reward us in many ways but they lead us astray, because the comfort they produce discourages us from questioning, from thinking for ourselves. Which is what happened when the fraudster Bernard Madoff tapped into a community of investors, all very much alike and eager to pass on what they knew.


  ‘I inherited my account from my dad,’ said Irvin Stalbe. I didn’t know much about it. I got it when my parents died. They weren’t wealthy, they just put a little aside every year. I’d tried investing for myself but I wasn’t that good at it, and I just thought: it’s steady and it works.’


  We spoke in Stalbe’s modest apartment in Pompano Beach, Florida. He retired there when he was fifty-five, but had continued to work part-time in a bank, just for the companionship. The money he made from his inherited Madoff account was for extras – vacations, a little gambling – and to pay for his grandchildren’s education. What chiefly delighted him was that the financial returns were so stable and regular, there were no surprises. Even though this is never true of any stock market, Stalbe’s Madoff fund seemed to be a dream come true.


  ‘When I brought the paperwork to my accountant and he saw the income, he said he’d like to add money to it. So we worked out a way we’d issue statements to anyone who put money in. In the end, I had forty friends and family in the account.’


  Did the accountant, did anyone, do any research before they joined, I wondered.


  ‘No, not really. We were in it for twenty-five years, my parents twenty years before me! Over the years, we brought in friends, grandkids, all under my name. For many years, it was wonderful. Of course what I realise now is I should have remembered the golden rule: never put all your money in one place. But at the time, I mean, everyone was in it. We didn’t have to worry.’


  Madoff’s was an affinity crime. He found new victims from old ones, preying on people like himself who knew people like themselves, who didn’t ask questions because their level of comfort with each other was so high that they felt they didn’t need to do research – they could take shortcuts. Sitting with Stalbe and his family in their Florida sitting room, it’s clear that these aren’t greedy people. They just wanted the safety of a reliable return and they believed they’d found that in an investment vehicle that they all validated for each other. It is the kind of shortcut we take every day, though few of us pay such a high price for it.


  ‘I’m okay,’ Stalbe says. ‘I still have some income and I work at my son’s take-out restaurant, cleaning tables, working behind the counter. I like to talk to people. But my sister, she’s devastated, she has nothing. My sister-in-law, the same thing: ninety per cent of her money was in there. Because of me.’


  These days, what distresses Stalbe most isn’t his own loss but the fact that he drew in so many others. He’s angry with himself because his confidence is what gave them confidence. Everyone felt so at home with each other, they all had so much in common, that no one ever asked any questions. It’s that affinity too that allowed Madoff’s fraud to reach such astronomic proportions.


  Shortcuts can be very pragmatic but, when you take them, you miss a lot along the way: that’s what shortcuts are for. Living, working and making decisions with people like ourselves brings us comfort and efficiencies, but it also makes us far narrower in how we think and what we see. The more tightly we focus, the more we leave out. For while it’s been fashionable lately to blame all of this on the internet, Bernard Madoff (like generations of fraudsters before him) didn’t need technology to perpetrate his crime. He had human biology on his side.


  These blind spots have a physical reality in the brain. Robert Burton used to be chief of neurology at Mount Zion-UCSF hospital. He has a restless mind and is almost allergic to the certainty that our biases give us. He’s highly aware that, in its endless search for matches, our brain rejects the information that might broaden our outlook, widen our gaze or make us just a little less certain.


  ‘Neural networks,’ said Burton, ‘don’t give you a direct route from, say, a flash of light straight to your consciousness. There are all kinds of committees that vote along the way, whether that flash of light is going to go straight to your consciousness or not. And if there are enough “yes” votes, then yes you can see it. If there aren’t, you could miss it.


  ‘But here’s the thing: what does your brain like? What gets the “yes” vote? It likes the stuff it already recognises. It likes what is familiar. So you will see the familiar stuff right away. The other stuff may take longer, or it may never impinge on your consciousness. You just won’t see it.’


  We were talking on a beautiful morning in Sausalito, California, overlooking the harbour. It was early, there weren’t many people about, but there were a few. Even before his first coffee, Burton eagerly scanned the horizon.


  ‘I’m aware of people moving around, the town starting to wake up,’ Burton continued. ‘But it’s a kind of fuzzy background, it doesn’t get much attention from me. But if someone I knew walked across the street, I’d see that at once. Zip – straight into my consciousness, “yes” votes all the way. A perfect match.’


  Burton is wary of our love for matches and craving for certainty. It goes against the spirit of enquiry to which, as a scientist, he’s dedicated. But mostly he’s suspicious of it because he thinks it stops us seeing so much. For him, the development of the neural networks in our brain is similar to the creation of a riverbed.


  ‘Imagine the gradual formation of a riverbed. The initial flow of water might be completely random – there are no preferred routes in the beginning. But once a creek is formed, water is more likely to follow this newly created path of least resistance. As the water continues, the creek deepens and a river develops.’


  Burton’s is a beautiful metaphor, and a useful one too. The longer we live, and the more we accumulate similar experiences, friends and ideas, the faster and more easily the water flows. There’s less and less resistance. That absence of resistance gives us a sense of ease, of comfort, of certainty. Yet, at the same time, the higher the sides of the riverbed grow. As we pursue like-minded people, in like-minded communities, doing similar jobs in homogenous corporate cultures, the riverbed sinks deeper and deeper, its sides climb higher and higher. It feels good; the flow is efficient and unimpeded. You just can’t see much.


  This is how wilful blindness begins, not in conscious, deliberate choices to be blind, but in a skein of decisions that slowly but surely restricts our view. We don’t sense our perspective closing in and might prefer that it stay broad and rich. But our blindness grows out of the small, daily decisions that we make, which embed us more snugly inside our affirming thoughts and values. And what’s most frightening about this process is that, as we see less and less, we feel more comfort and greater certainty. We think we see more – even as the landscape shrinks.


  



  
2. LOVE IS BLIND



  

    

      Love to faults is always blind,


      Always is to joy inclin’d,


      William Blake


    


  


  The vaccine for German measles was first introduced in 1970 but, in the years before that, getting German measles when pregnant was dangerous for both mother and child. Michael’s mother knew this – there were so many doctors in the family – but there was nothing she could do. So Michael was born in 1948 with a congenital heart defect.


  Growing up, he was frail and allowed not to do sports. But, as though he knew that his future must depend on brain not brawn, he was so very clever. All his Jesuit teachers knew he was a student to cherish: bound to do well in exams and get into a top university, maybe even become a priest himself. They were disappointed in the last ambition but not the rest, as Michael grew up to be one of those individuals you knew, almost at first sight, was electrifyingly brilliant. That he was also very funny was a necessary saving grace.


  On leaving university, he worked in broadcasting, first in radio and then in television. But TV was too stressful and his time there coincided with his first heart valve replacement. Typically, he confronted the event with bravura that masked fear. Open-heart surgery wasn’t something most men in their twenties had to contemplate. Afterwards, when kids in the public swimming pool marvelled at the thick red scar that ran down his chest, he would impress them – and intimidate them a little – by explaining he was a bionic man, with just one little piece of clicking plastic keeping him alive.


  Like tuberculars in the nineteenth century, the closeness of death made Michael more alive than other people. Each experience was so vivid, every encounter so vital. When the plastic valve started to fail and another operation was needed, he wasn’t so afraid because he knew the drill. For friends, sitting by his hospital bed being regaled with tales of the long-fingered, Porsche-loving heart surgeon Magdi Yacoub was one of the best social scenes in town. But it was becoming clear that, as far as marriage and a family went, Michael wasn’t a great proposition. However much women might find him charismatic, attentive and insightful, he was a bad bet. By the third operation, his girlfriend of nine years’ standing, Leslie, decided it was time to move on. She took him to tea to explain that, however much she might love him, she had a long life to consider. Walking back to work after their conversation, he thought about the different ways a heart can fail.


  But a few years later, back in radio, he fell in love with a colleague, was married and for a time had everything he had ever dreamed of: a good marriage, a stimulating job that earned him respect and the company of writers, artists and musicians who all enjoyed his courage and his wit. He began to think of starting a family, but then became ill again. This time he would need a heart transplant but, before it could be arranged, Michael died at the age of thirty-eight.


  Was I wilfully blind when I married Michael? Of course I was. I knew about his heart condition – everyone did. But I fell in love with him and decided it didn’t matter. We were going to live for ever, somehow. Now I know that the fact that we had the same initials, were both expatriates, had gone to the same university and were of medium build made the relationship highly determined. But I might have done the research and discovered his short life expectancy or talked to psychologists about the pain of grieving or read books about the sadness of widowhood. But I didn’t do any of those things. I looked away from those sad certainties and pretended that they weren’t there.


  Love is blind, not, as in mythology, because Cupid’s arrows are random but because, once struck by them, we are left blind. When we love someone, we see them as smarter, wittier, prettier, stronger than anyone else sees them. To us, a beloved parent, partner or child has endlessly more talent, potential and virtue than mere strangers can ever discern. Being loved, when we are born, keeps us alive; without a mother’s love for her child, how could any new mother manage or any child survive? And if we grow up surrounded by love, we feel secure in the knowledge that others believe in us, will champion and defend us. That confidence – that we are loved and therefore lovable – is an essential building block of our identity and self-confidence. We believe in ourselves, at least in part, because others believe in us and we depend mightily on their belief.


  As human beings, we are highly driven to find and to protect the relationships that make us feel good about ourselves and that make us feel safe. That’s why we marry people like us, live in neighbourhoods full of people like us and work with people like us: each one of those mirrors confirms our sense of self-worth. Love does the same thing but with infinitely more passion and drive. We think well of ourselves because we are loved and we will fight fiercely to protect the key relationships on which our esteem depends. And that seems to be just as true even if our love is based on illusion. Indeed, there seems to be some evidence, not only that all love is based on illusion – but that love positively requires illusion in order to endure.


  When psychologists studied young dating couples, they analysed each partner’s view of their beloved, and then compared that with the beloved’s own view of him- or herself. What they found was not only that there was a big disconnect – the lover thought better of her beloved than he did of himself – but the relationships were more likely to persist where that idealisation occurred. Individuals were more satisfied in their relationships when they saw virtues in their partners that their partners did not see in themselves. In other words, idealising the loved one helped the relationship endure.1


  The beneficial effect of these positive illusions went even further. When you love someone, they may even start to adapt to your illusion of them. So there is a kind of virtuous circle: you think better of your beloved, who starts to live up to your illusions and so you love them more. It sounds a little like a fairy tale but kissing frogs may really make them act like princes or princesses. It is indeed a kind of magic: illusions transforming reality. We don’t have to love people for who they are but for who we think they are, or need them to be.


  So I married a man whom I did not think of as an invalid, and one reason we were happy together was because we lived as though there was nothing wrong with him. This was a benign blindness, without which the relationship stood no chance. And even when it isn’t a matter of life and death, this is something everyone does: overlooks the flaws, discounts the disappointments, focuses on what works. Our love for each other allows us, even compels us, to see the best in each other.


  This doesn’t mean we don’t have doubts; of course we do. But such doubts tend to surface only after we have already invested a great deal in a relationship. And that investment – although it is very cold-blooded to call it that – is like our other investments: as the behavioural economists Kahneman and Tversky found, losses loom very much larger than corresponding gains.2 What that means when you apply it to love life (instead of the stock market) is that when a relationship starts to sour, our fear of losing it may far outweigh any hopes we might cherish of freedom and release. If things go wrong in a relationship, we hang on, trying hard to adapt, or we try to trivialise our worries. We find excuses (he’s had a horrible day, or a horrible childhood), we weave alternative interpretations (she didn’t really mean it, I must have misunderstood) or we may just minimise the disappointment (it’s not a big birthday). We use considerable ingenuity to sustain our illusions, blind ourselves to inconvenient or painful facts. We protect our life with our illusions.


  Because our identity and security depend so much on our loved ones, we don’t want to see anything that threatens them. So, most of the time that I was married to Michael, I didn’t think about his frailty or his heart. We went on walking trips and swam a great deal. I might rationalise that, in keeping him fit, I was keeping him healthy, and perhaps I was. But I was also acting as though my husband were just as strong and fit as anyone else my age. I had to believe that.


  Mine was perhaps an extreme case of love masking all physical realities. But even the most educated and logical can be amazed by how little impact rational understanding makes when love is involved.


  ‘I remember my mother calling me up and explaining about the pains she was having in her arm and her stomach that had lasted about twenty minutes,’ Dick told me one evening. Dick is a highly experienced, level-headed physician not known for pulling his punches. Like many doctors, he loves the intellectual puzzle of diagnosis and isn’t easily second-guessed. ‘And she said to me perhaps it was something she ate. And I said, instantly, yes, it must have been something you ate. And I put the phone down.’


  As he tells this story, Dick’s wife, Lindsey, looks on, bemused. She is also a doctor, but it isn’t her parents we’re talking about.


  ‘So I hung up the phone and told Lindsey about the conversation and she looks at me and says, “No, it isn’t what she ate. She’s having a heart attack.” And of course she was right! So I was straight back on the phone to her.’


  Dick tells his story with wry amusement that he could have got something so simple so wrong. But of course that is why physicians aren’t supposed to treat family members – because love blinds them to the realities of the case. This doesn’t, unfortunately, stop family members from asking for advice and even, on occasion, free care. And it has proved impossible for professional organisations to prevent doctors treating their own families. The dangers are twofold: either a tendency to underplay the problem (I love you and can’t bear for you to be ill) or to overplay the problem (I couldn’t bear to lose you so will treat the tiniest symptom). Every doctor I’ve met has experienced one of those responses; they know they can’t do a proper diagnosis and they also know that that isn’t a reflection of their clinical expertise.


  Our identity depends critically on the people we love, and a central function of family life is to preserve our positive illusions about one another. That is what families are for. The fictional poster child for love blindness in families must be Carmela Soprano, who hovers between knowing and not knowing that her husband is a murderous, adulterous gangster. How can she acknowledge the truth? It would destroy everything she loves: her family, her home, her children, her sense of herself as a good person. For the children, Meadow and Anthony Jr, facing facts is easier; they did not choose their father and don’t feel their identity wholly depends on his. But Carmela chose Tony, so for her the cost of facing what she has condoned is too high: not just Catholic guilt but responsibility for ‘terrible acts’ that she cannot bring herself to imagine. She so desperately wants Tony to be a good father, for her family to be the archetypal American happy family, that most of her physical and psychic energy is devoted to maintaining the illusions that make her life worth living. She is blind to Tony’s criminal activity because she has to be.


  Carmela’s dilemma is extreme but it is also something everyone can relate to; that’s why it’s great television. So many couples find themselves in predicaments where they fear something bad is happening but prefer not to know. Like Carmela, it feels easier to turn a blind eye and act as if everything is normal. In this respect, fiction is not so different from fact. Although far from the glamorous and affluent wife that Carmela struggles to represent, Primrose Shipman appears, by all accounts, to have denied that her husband Harold was the worst serial killer in British criminal history. She has always maintained his innocence, despite the overwhelming evidence that found him guilty. At the inquiry that followed her husband’s conviction, she answered ‘I don’t know’ over a hundred times. Yet no one thought she was being disingenuous. Dame Janet Smith, who chaired the inquiry, described Primrose as ‘honest and straightforward’. She had been present at, or immediately after, the death of three of Shipman’s patients and had stood by one – Irene Chapman – while her husband went to see another patient. Yet all indications are that she did not see what was going on.


  While neighbours were surprised and disgusted by her loyalty, other observers were not. The only psychiatrist to have interviewed Shipman, Dr Richard Badcock, described his tremendous need for control and in his wife he had found a perfectly subservient subject. Primrose Shipman was, after all, entirely dependent on her husband. Cut off by her parents when she became pregnant by Shipman at the age of seventeen, the hasty wedding was the last time she ever saw her father; her mother did not even attend. Barely literate, she earned a little money as a childminder and running a sandwich shop, but, with four children to look after, she was emotionally and financially dependent on Shipman. There’s no evidence she had close friendships or other relationships that could have given her the sense of role and place that her marriage, however abusive, provided. At no point in her life does she appear to have had the strength or the independence to be able to see what was happening in front of her eyes.


  Most of us will never have to deal with the scale of denial Primrose Shipman needed to survive. The secret we are more likely to uncover is infidelity. Although rates of couples having affairs are notoriously difficult to pin down (for obvious reasons) estimates run between 30 and 60 per cent of marriages.3 At the time of divorce, 24 per cent of divorces cite infidelity as a proven fact.


  ‘In couples when someone is having an affair, nobody really wants to know,’ says Emily Brown. Brown is a marriage therapist whose deep knowledge and study of marital infidelity doesn’t seem to have damaged her optimism. In her mid-fifties, she dresses in warm but vibrant colours. In an office crammed with books and artwork, only a pottery jar labelled ‘Cognitive Overload’ hints that sometimes knowledge can be a burden.


  In her professional practice, Brown works with couples and individuals whose marriages are threatened by affairs. By the time her clients come to her, the affair has usually been discovered and part of what she sees is the rage that betrayed spouses feel at not having noticed what was going on.


  ‘They may have had their suspicions,’ says Brown. ‘But even in marriages where one spouse has suspicions, how can you ask and have things remain the same? If the other partner is not having an affair, you’ve created doubt and hostility. If the other partner is having an affair and denies it, now he or she has been rumbled. If the other partner is having an affair and admits it, everything starts to fall apart. So there is no way to ask and have things remain the same.’


  That state – of knowing and not knowing – is extremely painful and can last for months or for years. The sheer routine of daily life makes blindness easier, less dramatic, less traumatic.


  ‘So I see people thinking: I should ask. I won’t ask. It’s self-protection. Many of my clients have grown up in families where no one ever talked about risky topics – there’s plenty of polite conversation but nothing meaningful – so they don’t know how to have the conversation in the first place. But then they think: if we’re talking about it that means it could be real. So they try to make it disappear by not saying anything.’


  In Brown’s experience, the blindness is on both sides: the unfaithful spouse is blind to the possibility of being found out, refusing to see what the consequences might be and preferring to maintain the illusion that no one will get hurt. This isn’t stupidity; it’s a genuine desire that the affair and the family can peacefully co-exist. And on the other side, the betrayed spouse resolutely refuses to connect the dots because, as long as they’re just dots, nothing is happening, nothing has to change, and love remains.


  ‘I had one case,’ Brown recalled, ‘where the husband had had an affair and his wife hadn’t guessed. And his wife had got a sexually transmitted disease and had gone to the doctor about it. When she told her husband, he just brushed it off, saying, “You must have got that when you were camping with the kids.” So she thought no more about it.


  ‘Ten years later, she’s at the hairdresser’s and she’s reading a magazine article about STDs and she figures it out! And only then did she confront her husband. Now, in that case, there was a double blindness: he was blind to being caught and she was blind to what was going on.’


  Most people, according to Brown, do intuit that something is amiss. One reason these marriages are so hard to repair is that the betrayed spouse feels so angry, not just with their partner but with themselves; they feel like they are watching a jigsaw puzzle self-assemble: all the pieces snap together, creating a hideous picture that no one wants to see. Self-esteem, that precious self-worth that has been fed by the illusions that sustain love, is destroyed as the truth emerges.


  That we will fight so hard to protect our self-esteem is a universal. It doesn’t matter how successful or wealthy people are. They all need to feel that they’re good people, even – or especially – when they’re bad.


  ‘I knew my actions were wrong but I convinced myself normal rules didn’t apply. I thought I could get away with whatever I wanted to.’ Even Tiger Woods was wilfully blind when it came to his own marriage.4


  ‘Success confers its own blindness,’ says Brown. ‘Successful people believe they can get away with it. I talked once to a group of men who’d all become millionaires before the age of forty and who’d had affairs. They don’t even see the danger! It isn’t a love of risk. They think: the wives will never know, so where’s the harm? Everything else in their lives has worked out, so they think they have some kind of magic, that their success has meant that they can have everything they want and they’re invulnerable. And they were completely blind to the harm that they had done. They just couldn’t conceive that, as good men, they’d done something bad.’


  Talking with Brown, she feels like a veteran, her consulting room a battlefield where wives and husbands have waged titanic battles to preserve their self-respect. Blindness helps them do that, she says. And where children are involved, adulterous spouses can be especially blind. They convince themselves that kids, of any age, know nothing, notice nothing, that just by dint of being children they couldn’t have any insight into the lives of grown-ups. It’s a comforting fallacy often bolstered by the kids themselves, who say nothing because they are trying so hard to keep the family together. Everyone colludes in the collective fantasy that the family is fine.


  ‘One couple I’ve worked with, they’re semi-separated,’ Brown recalls. ‘They had a lot of fights in front of their kids and the husband moved out into an apartment that was above the garage. And they got together for one of the kids’ birthdays. But both the husband and the wife said they thought the kids didn’t suspect a thing. Well, their kids are thirteen and ten and Dad isn’t living at home any more . . .’


  Talking to Brown, it’s clear that this kind of blindness is so common that it no longer surprises her. But she also thinks that the blindness that accompanies affairs often started very much earlier. One of the many downsides of living in communities where we are always surrounded by people like ourselves is that we experience very little conflict. That means we don’t develop the tools we need to manage it and we lack confidence in our ability to do so. We persuade ourselves that the absence of conflict is the same as happiness, but that trade-off leaves us strangely powerless.


  ‘In many cases, affairs start because people are conflictaverse or intimacy-averse. People stay away from stuff that needs to be dealt with; they think that they mustn’t ever say anything negative – they don’t know how to articulate criticism or doubts in a way that won’t feel like an attack. So then when they finally articulate their discomfort, via the affair, it does come out as an attack and provokes more attacks. A lot of this derives from not dealing with emotions, not understanding one’s own feelings. It feels easier to be blind than to deal with uncomfortable feelings.’ Running throughout Brown’s conversation, and the experience she’s had in her practice, is a belief that we become blind because we are so afraid of what we might see and what we might feel. Our identity and sense of self-worth depend on the people we love, to the extent that we cling to them even though they do us harm.


  ‘We want our parents to love us and one way to do that is to be what they want us to be,’ recalled Louise Miller.


  Miller was a client of Brown’s, coming to her for advice and therapy after years of an abusive marriage in which she had worked hard not to notice what was going on around her. Miller was so eager to please the people she loved, she says, that she never really dared to question anything.


  ‘I got married in my early twenties – I really didn’t want to but I thought that was what you do. I was dating, I was the right age to get married, I got married. Then, in my thirties, I had kids and I thought: I’ll have this perfect life according to my parents’ thinking. I had a beautiful huge home with a big garden in a nice neighbourhood and I thought: now I will have my nice life. I didn’t see me until I was forty. All those years I was trying to do what my parents wanted, what my husband wanted. I thought, if they were happy, I’d be happy. But I was just blind to myself!’


  So anxious was Louise to secure the approval and love of her parents and her husband, by sticking to her ‘cookie cutter’ idea of what happiness and family life should look like, that she was too scared to ask any serious questions about what was happening around her.


  ‘When I was growing up, there was never any alcohol in the house – not even for cooking. So when I met my husband, I had no way of knowing he was an alcoholic. I met him in university, and when he was a little wild, I just thought that was party behaviour and he’d grow out of it. But he never did. And I’d complain but he couldn’t stop. Then one day his father said to me, “Do you know you’re married to an alcoholic?” I was in my forties! How can you be in a relationship with an alcoholic and never even see it?’


  In a desperate attempt to break free from everyone else’s expectations for her, Louise had an affair with a colleague at work.


  ‘I never thought anything would happen. I became very depressed and guilty and one night I told my husband. I thought that, once I told him, we could reconnect and fall in love again! And that’s when we went to see Emily. And I really hoped she would know the end of the story and everything would be all right. It took me a long time to see that I had choices. And that it was my life.’


  As Louise tells me her story, it feels as though layers upon layers of blinders are being removed, one at a time – the love for her parents, the love she had for her husband, the love she has for her children. She had struggled so hard to cling on to these because for years she simply did not believe that she was anybody without them. Emily says how amazed she is at how far Louise has come. But her journey is one she could never have made without daring to confront the truth about herself and her marriage.


  Tales of marital blindness are legion, the stuff of high drama and low comedy alike. From Othello to Pierre Bezukhov to Mad Men’s Betty Draper, we can identify with characters who won’t see the truth, because they let us explore our deepest fears, that we might be wrong about each other or wrong about ourselves. We laugh with relief because it isn’t us, and we weep because it so easily could be.


  Nowhere is that drama more intense or more threatening than in families damaged by child abuse. Although we are all so conscious of ‘stranger danger’ and go to great lengths to ensure that our children keep well away from anyone unknown or suspicious, it remains the case that most child abuse occurs within families or involves perpetrators known to the children. According to the NSPCC, fully 16 per cent of children experience sexual abuse before they reach sixteen years old. With numbers like those, you have to wonder: how can it be that, within such a small unit as a family, abuse goes unnoticed?


  ‘In the majority of cases of child abuse, it is family members or friends who are responsible,’ says Chris Cloke, head of Child Protection Awareness for the NSPCC. ‘It’s often very hard to see because there’s often a great deal of love – for the family, for the child – which just doesn’t want to acknowledge what’s going on. Lots of people don’t even want to acknowledge that child abuse exists at all – and they’d far prefer to think of stranger danger than of the fact that it mostly occurs within families.’
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