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Introduction

On a characteristically dreary Dutch winter day in 2016, the art dealer and Rembrandt expert Jan Six made a remarkable discovery. Maybe. That morning, while scanning a catalog for an upcoming Christie’s auction, Jan’s sixth sense fired as he came across a seventeenth-century portrait of a young man wearing a lace collar. Christie’s had attributed the painting, entitled Portrait of a Young Gentleman, to an artist in the “circle of Rembrandt”—which is to say, to one of the master’s disciples. But Six, a former head of the Old Masters department at Sotheby’s, had in the past studied each of the artist’s 341 known paintings. As he scrutinized the image staring back at him from the catalog, Six experienced a sense of déjà vu. The painting seemed strikingly familiar, and yet he felt sure he had never seen it before. From these contrasting impressions, a thrilling possibility occurred to him: this painting might not be from the hand of a disciple but from Rembrandt himself!

The big tell in Six’s mind was the young man’s lace collar. This type of collar was fashionable in portraiture for only a few short years during the early to mid-1630s. Afterward, it largely disappeared. Based on the collar, Six deduced that the work must have been painted between 1633 and 1635. But Rembrandt had yet to make it big by that time, which means that his disciples had yet to arrive on the scene. After viewing the painting and comparing the intricate lacework to an authenticated Rembrandt, Six concluded that Portrait of a Young Gentleman was indeed an original, one previously unknown to the art world, and the first Rembrandt to have been discovered in decades.

If Six was correct—or, more precisely, if he could convince art world insiders of his opinion—he would massively boost the painting’s market value. Operating under the assumption that one of Rembrandt’s disciplines had painted it, Christie’s pre-sale estimate for the painting was $19,000 to $25,000. At the auction itself, Six purchased the portrait for $185,000 after competition from another buyer jacked up the price. Just a year earlier, however, a pair of authentic Rembrandt portraits from the mid-1630s had sold for $174 million.

As of this writing, recognized authorities in the art world have yet to reach an “official” finding that the painting is a Rembrandt. Some influential experts have agreed with Six, while others have declined to offer a decisive opinion based on the available information. Six vehemently argued for the painting’s authenticity, going so far as to publish a book making his case. If a consensus eventually emerges that Rembrandt painted Portrait of a Young Gentleman, Six’s purchase will turn out to be quite a shrewd investment.1


Snubbing of a Scientist

That a possibly authentic Rembrandt had gone unnoticed for so long is curious, but there’s a much more profound mystery to be unraveled here. If not painted by Rembrandt himself, Portrait of a Young Gentleman is so similar in technique, style, materials, and everything else that the world’s most knowledgeable experts can’t distinguish it from an actual Rembrandt. Why, then, would the painting be more than 1,000 times more valuable simply because a small handful of these experts publicly confer their stamp of authenticity on it? How did these experts come to wield such influence in the creation of market value? For that matter, who elevated Rembrandt’s status to the point that it so drastically amplifies the value of his work in the first place? Why is it that the value of a painting hinges not on artistic merit but on the prestige, or lack thereof, of the name of the artist who (supposedly) created it?

This phenomenon extends far beyond the art world. In 1886, a gentleman named John William Strutt submitted a manuscript for publication in a prestigious scientific journal, the British Association for the Advancement of Science. The paper described some ideas in electrodynamics, an emerging field at the time. Due to a clerical error, the author’s name was inadvertently left off the manuscript. Ignorant of its author’s identity, the journal’s editorial team read and decisively rejected the article, believing that it came nowhere near the journal’s high standards for quality and scientific relevance. Worse, the editors deemed the paper to be the work of a “paradoxer”—a pseudoscientist—and said as much in a letter addressed to the anonymous author.

That, it turned out, was a cringeworthy mistake. Strutt, also known as Lord Rayleigh, was a big name in physics—in fact, one of the all-time biggest. Over a long and distinguished career, he collected nearly every major award a scientist could win, including the Nobel Prize. If Isaac Newton explained why an apple falls from the tree, Lord Rayleigh explained why the sky is blue. Labeling Rayleigh a pseudoscientist was on par with calling Michael Jordan an amateur basketball player or Taylor Swift a wannabe pop star.

After realizing their error, the journal’s editorial board reversed course. The journal accepted the article and rushed it into publication, but not because Rayleigh had revised the paper. The editors had simply reunited the cover page with the article, discovering in the process that the paper was in fact his work. They were so embarrassed that they apologized profusely to the distinguished scientist.

Here again, we encounter the strange notion that an object’s value depends not on its inherent merit but on its creator. The editorial board hated the paper until they realized who wrote it. Merely attaching the name “Rayleigh” to the article transformed it from unpublishable junk into top-notch science. As for other qualified scientists doing important work who didn’t have such a distinguished name gracing their paper submission, this episode suggests that they were quite likely out of luck.2 Since the journal could only publish a fixed number of articles, giving pages over to Rayleigh meant turning down another, potentially quite worthy scientist’s work.




The Status Cloud

Social status is the respect or honor that members of a group display to an individual. All of us have either granted such respect to others or had it granted to us virtually since the day we were born. Many of us also have experienced what it’s like to have it withheld. Social status is a unique type of resource in that it is in fact social: we can’t acquire it or put it to use in isolation from others. If you’re stranded on a deserted tropical island, you can breathe the air, drink the rainwater, and eat the coconuts without assistance from others. But no matter how prominent you might have been before your boat capsized and you washed ashore, you possess no social status on the island because no social group exists to award it to you. Recognition of someone’s higher status occurs when that person is paid respect or esteem, so a status system definitionally requires a minimum of two actors.

All of us become acutely aware of our status at certain moments, such as when we feel snubbed by someone higher up the status ladder. If you learn that some of your friends attended a blowout party last weekend but you didn’t make the invite list, or when you speak up at work and the head honcho ignores you, you’ll come away with a keener sense of how much status you do—or do not—possess in others’ eyes. Conversely, many of us would feel a twinge of guilt for receiving something of value, such as an award that someone else deserved more, based on our vaunted status rather than our actual merit.

Hierarchies rooted in social status are fundamental to the human condition. We find them far back in time and all over the world. The Code of Hammurabi, a Babylonian legal text from around 1750 BC, slotted individuals into a pecking order of superiors, hoi polloi, and slaves. Before the modern era, European societies such as pre-revolution France had a three-tiered estate system comprising clergy, nobility, and commoners. Each estate enjoyed different legal rights, responsibilities, and privileges. A social hierarchy underpins the caste systems of India and many other communities in Southeast Asia and Africa.

Status is so fundamental to social life that an ability to sense our own position in a status ordering appears to be imprinted, via evolution, into the machinery of our minds. Hierarchies pop up in groups of children as young as two years of age. At age four, children can assess their friends and report accurately which ones hold more influence.3 A large body of research demonstrates that in newly formed social groups, even those that exist for a brief period (like those convened in a workshop or yoga retreat), group members almost immediately and without prompting begin identifying one another as possessing more or less prestige. After just a few milliseconds of observation, in fact, we assess one another’s status, changing our behavior accordingly and giving rise to a hierarchical order of social positions.4 Like other primates, we tend toward certain cues, such as gender and physical strength, to make status judgments, and we also size up sociocultural status cues like attire, job title, and educational attainment. We might not know one another’s life stories, but we almost instantly know who the big kahuna in the group is—as well as the lesser ones.

Wherever we are in a social setting, we become immersed in a dense, swirling, high-velocity cloud of status-related judgments. Each of us is the object of constant appraisals, and we’re endlessly judging others, evaluating them for their qualities and actions and for how well they live up to expected social norms. In each encounter, we appraise others’ smiles, demeanors, clothing, confidence, humility, aptitude, kindness, patience—you name it. Based on these judgments, we decide how much respect to show them and how much deference they deserve relative to other people, including ourselves.

We’re not the only ones on the planet doing this: most animal societies also distinguish among group members by internally assigning them positions in a hierarchy. Have you ever wondered where the phrase “pecking order” comes from? The Norwegian scientist Thorleif Schjelderup-Ebbe coined the term to describe a social hierarchy he observed in a group of fowl.5 If you have a chance, visit a chicken coop and watch the action. You might see an aggressive hen pecking others into submission. To a casual observer, the seemingly gratuitous violence might appear like a scene from a Quentin Tarantino film, but this behavior is in fact essential to the maintenance of a social hierarchy. Likewise, in primate societies an alpha male leads the crew, supported by a cadre of informal alliance partners. Jane Goodall’s research on chimpanzee societies provides an astonishing window into the complex social structures in these troops. Among a great deal else, her work shows that male chimps dedicate a considerable amount of time to ascending or being knocked down the chimpanzee social ladder.6 Hierarchy as a social structure and a means of preserving social order is widespread in the animal kingdom.




The Power to Anoint

To make the abstract notion of status more tangible, and to denote a related concept, the acts of assigning and receiving status, I often invoke a classic example. Some three thousand years ago, a party of ancient Israelites trekked to a natural spring outside what is now the Old City of Jerusalem. This wasn’t your ordinary group of locals looking for water to lug back to their homes. The members of this party included Solomon, son of David, the Israelite king; a holy priest named Zadok; the Hebrew prophet Nathan; a senior military officer; and members of the king’s royal guard. Their agenda was a serious one with world-historical implications: Solomon’s crowning as his father’s successor to the throne.

Per his father’s orders, Solomon rode to the spring of Gihon on David’s own mule, a gesture of his favor. Upon reaching the spring, Solomon dismounted and stood near Zadok. As the prophet Nathan looked on, the priest Zadok filled a ram’s horn with oil, spilled some of it on Solomon’s head, and rubbed the oil into Solomon’s scalp. Thus it became official: Solomon was now king. Someone in attendance blew a celebratory trumpet, and everyone shouted, “Long live King Solomon!” At this point, an epic party—Old Testament–style—broke out. As the book of Kings describes it, “And all the people went up after him, and the people were playing on flutes and rejoicing with great joy, so that the earth shook at their noise.”7

The ritual of spilling oil on someone’s head may have surrendered to modernity, but in biblical times it was common. Anointment, as it was called, was a symbolic act that publicly set a person or object apart as special, holy, and close to God. The act of anointment inaugurated kings into royal office, welcomed priests into the clergy, and returned the sick to good health. Physical objects were also anointed with oil to render them worthy of service to the Lord. Occasionally God directly instructed individuals to perform the sacred act of anointment, but most times a priest, prophet, or someone else in a position of authority performed the ritual on their own accord. In the Old Testament, becoming anointed separated a person from his past in some profound manner: it catapulted recipients into positions of greater influence, power, importance, happiness, or well-being.

Anointment rituals continue to exist today. In any number of contexts, we find people or institutions of high regard ritually initiating others into high office or ceremoniously marking their transition to a more elevated status. The chief justice of the Supreme Court publicly consecrates new presidents by swearing them in, with the president-to-be placing their hand on a Bible. At high school and college graduations, dignitaries in colorful robes and ridiculous hats call out the names of graduates, shaking their hands as they collect their diplomas. Before strutting across the stage and turning the tassels on their caps, students have one status. Afterward they enjoy another, higher one.

These examples are outliers in our lives; they are special occasions that mark rites of passage. The phenomenon of anointment is much broader than these discrete, formal rituals: it is also a ubiquitous process in which a person or institution of high regard confers status on someone or something else either explicitly or simply by association. Just think of all the figures in society whose authority derives from their attachment to some other institution widely regarded as elite: the Harvard-educated lawyer, the New York Times reporter, the U.S. Navy SEAL, the Goldman Sachs banker, the Google engineer, the Michelin-starred chef, the Metropolitan Opera soloist, the Cannes-winning director, to name but a handful. We can say that these individuals are “anointed” by their respective institutions. In turn, these individuals gain the power to endorse other people and objects, granting them a higher status as well and establishing a vast web of prestige-granting affiliations. If you have friends who are Met Opera singers or Harvard lawyers, your status may take flight because you’ve built relationships with these prominent individuals. As this spidery web of endorsements evolves, status flows from those who have prestige to those on their way up.

Similarly, if you work for a company, attend a university, live in a community, play on a team, or belong to some other social group that has a locally prominent name—and if your reputation benefits from the association—then you’ve also been anointed. Anointment doesn’t only occur in rarefied settings. As anyone who has attended middle school knows, “popular” kids can elevate shy, nerdy types to a higher status merely by hanging out with them at lunch. A similar dynamic occurs in workplaces and friendship groups, just as it does inside prisons, psychiatric hospitals, and nursing homes. In practically any group setting, we encounter people who possess an elevated status because of some connection they have with a prestigious other.




The Big Shift

Many of us might have the good fortune to become anointed in some way or to some extent, but all of us participate in the status system that anoints certain people and institutions but not others. We do this whenever we behave according to society’s norms. These norms are prescriptive codes of conduct that dictate which behaviors are expected, permitted, or forbidden, and they tend to tie back to a foundational status hierarchy. It might be smart, for instance, to let your boss speak first at a business luncheon, since that’s often an important form of deference. In pausing to wait for your boss to kick off the conversation, you’re implicitly confirming their higher status. If you think about it, the status hierarchy dictates so many of the smaller norms of interaction, including who interrupts whom, who listens attentively, who uses formal titles and who doesn’t, who wears what clothing, and so on.

Likewise, we all both rely on and affirm the prior anointment of people and objects when we make decisions in our everyday lives. To a remarkable extent, our evaluations of how good we think something is—how much we talk about it, tweet about it, admire it, desire it, pay attention to it, allocate our resources to it—depend not on an object’s own qualities, attributes, or intrinsic merit but on the prestige of the individuals or institutions that we most associate with it. Many times a day, in the ordinary course of our completely routine and habitual behaviors, we assign value based on who a creator is and what we think of them rather than how good the object is. We do this so often that we’re completely blind to the fact that it is part of our mental operating system. We generally don’t even notice the difference between determining something’s worth based on the prestige of people or organizations affiliated with it rather than its own virtue. This shortcut is so pervasive that I have a name for it: the Big Shift.


The Big Shift

The act of determining the worth of an object not by assessing its own, intrinsic virtue but rather by relying on the prestige of people or groups or organizations affiliated with it. In other words, defining something’s value in terms of the identity of the person (or organization) tied to it rather than its merit.



The tendency to evaluate the “who” rather than the “what” seems innocent enough, but the consequences are actually radical. Thanks to the prevalence of the Big Shift, the workings of anointment come to determine how our economic markets and social interactions function and even how individual fortunes are acquired or depleted. As we will see, the Big Shift can create a self-fulfilling prophecy that nearly guarantees the anointed will maintain their vaunted social positions. It also can lead to some perverse outcomes, most notably extreme inequality in contexts where you might not expect it. The underlying social processes don’t simply elevate some people to a higher status; they also consign many others to a permanently lower one.

The fundamental truth to understand about anointment is that prestigious individuals—those at the higher rungs of the social hierarchy—very often gain access to more and better opportunities than others. These advantages don’t necessarily arise just because the anointed are very good at what they do. They sometimes occur because prestige itself confers an edge in the competition to become anointed. We often assume something is great simply because an elite creator produced it, but we then grant the creator additional status for having made something special. See the circularity? Acquiring additional prestige when you’re already near the top of the pecking order is sort of like winning a race when you’ve been given a large head start. The Big Shift will do this for you: with enough people evaluating your actions based on your existing status, you’ll have a built-in advantage if you already enjoy high status. In this way, our widespread proclivity to enact the Big Shift causes anointment to become a self-fulfilling prophecy.

Think about our favorite physicist again. Since Lord Rayleigh was Lord Rayleigh (due to his previous anointment), a prestigious journal was far more inclined to publish his work than that of someone without his name. When a world-renowned journal chose to publish him, it added luster to his already stellar reputation. With another publication added to a long and strong résumé, Lord Rayleigh would have an even easier time becoming published in the future. He’d win more prestigious prizes, receive more professional appointments, attract more mentees, and amass more financial resources to invest in his scientific inquiries. Thanks to the Big Shift driving the anointment dynamic, his lofty social status becomes more entrenched over time, not less. But also, as I’ve suggested, because a famous journal chose to publish him, the editorial team also chose not to publish someone else. This is what we often forget. Because resources are finite—the journal will only publish a fixed number of papers—the already anointed generally consume the resources that would otherwise flow to those on lower rungs of the status hierarchy. Literally, the editorial board’s choice to reverse their original decision cost some other scientist his shot at a published paper. Lord Rayleigh, when he benefited from the Big Shift, crowded someone else out.

Despite all the talk recently about privilege, generational poverty, and the like, many of us deep down still hang on to the notion that people prosper mostly because of their hard work and initiative. But that’s an incomplete picture of how things work. The more prominent we are, the more others give us the benefit of the doubt, creating opportunities for us to become even more prominent. If we’re at the bottom of the hierarchy, people presume we’re less capable. As we encounter these low expectations repeatedly over time, our own self-confidence wanes, undermining our chances of success. In addition, having the deck constantly stacked against us discourages us and others from investing in our future, making it even more likely that we’ll remain relegated to a lower status.




About This Book

I first felt the urge to write a book about anointment after an unusual experience suddenly made me more aware of my own professional status. It came at a rough time in my life: I was going through a divorce and had just moved to a small, under-heated apartment during an atypically gray and cold fall in Boston. Out of nowhere I received a call from a senior partner at one of the bluest of the blue-chip law firms. She wanted to discuss one of the big news stories then playing out in the business press.

The tech behemoth Microsoft had offered to acquire the Wall Street darling Yahoo in one of the largest takeover attempts in history. Yahoo’s founder and CEO and the company’s board of directors flat out rejected the offer. Unbowed, Steve Ballmer, Microsoft’s mercurial CEO, turned to a hardball tactic: Microsoft would assemble a slate of ten individuals and nominate them to replace Yahoo’s existing board of directors. If Yahoo’s shareholders voted them in, this new board would presumably be much more open to Microsoft’s acquisition of the company.

With this background in mind, the senior partner had an offer for me: Would I be interested in joining the Microsoft-sponsored slate of directors? I was flattered, to be sure, but also baffled. At that time, I had yet to serve on a corporate board. I also had never run a company. I had no firsthand experience with a mega-scale acquisition of a publicly traded company or the tricky corporate governance matters that arise in these situations. Sure, as a business professor who had taught at several elite schools, I was well-versed in many management issues and had consulted with many executives. But there’s a big difference between reading, teaching, and opining about something and actually doing it. On the basis of my skills and experience, I did not consider myself to be an ideal candidate to dive straight into the corporate governance of a big-time tech company in the midst of a high-profile takeover attempt.

As I quickly surmised, however, this offer wasn’t really about my skills and experience. It was about my credentials. It was about anointment. The partner at this law firm wasn’t recruiting me; she was recruiting the titles and university names on my résumé. Because of those credentials, the decision-makers assumed that I’d quickly master the complexities of the job. Meanwhile, it helped a great deal that my associations with these universities would come to adorn the new board. Company documents would list my credentials alongside my name, allowing the prestigious university names on my résumé to pass through to Yahoo. When this occurs, it is a quiet form of imprimatur: it is as if the universities themselves endorsed the company.

In the end, Microsoft elected to drop its takeover attempt, and I never actually joined Yahoo’s board. Still, it was equal parts exciting and sobering to land the offer. Receiving an invitation that felt unearned made me uneasy, and it prompted me to reflect more deeply on what perpetuates the inequalities that exist in society. Offers like the one I received are dispensed every day. Companies, universities, cultural institutions, governments, and many others bestow opportunities not on the most qualified recipients but on the already anointed. The other side of the coin, though, is that the individuals and groups who don’t happen to have the right names on their résumés or possess other markers of status—the right skin color, gender, cultural capital, pedigree, and so on—become sidelined given this system of allocating resources. And it is that: the status system is a central means by which our society allocates scarce resources. I realized that I needed to write a book that helped to explain how status dynamics underlie many forms of inequality and also why they’re so quietly pervasive.

A great deal of work already documents the evolution and extent of inequality in modern societies. Books such as The Triumph of Injustice, Caste, The Meritocracy Trap, and Invisible Women—to name but a tiny handful—have presented extensive evidence about the presence and persistence of income inequality, the extent of intergenerational social mobility, and the presence of implicit biases or overt sexism and racism.8 Anointed addresses these subjects (and many others) but in a different and, I hope, illuminating way. I aim to dive deeply into how societies operate, exploring the foundational dynamics that decouple a person’s social status from their merit and, in the process, allocate opportunities in ways that diminish equality. It’s certainty vital to understand the historical, institutional, cultural, and economic dynamics of sexism, racism, classism, and other “isms” directly, but we can’t fully understand social and economic outcomes today unless we also unravel anointment’s unique—and uniquely fascinating—logic.

In fact, the status system sheds light not just on implicit racial or gender bias but on all kinds of inequalities that permeate the world around us. Anointment explains why Beyoncé and Garth Brooks have thousands of times more downloads than other great singers even though their singing isn’t (in most sane people’s estimation) thousands of times better. Why a bottle of Premier Cru will set you back more than $1,000 even though few buyers can identify the content of the bottle without seeing the label and very good bottles of wine are available for $25. Why an authentic Rembrandt can fetch hundreds of millions while a nearly identical painting by his most talented disciple goes for a tiny fraction of that. Why Yale, Princeton, and Oxford Universities are inundated with far more applicants than the public universities next door. And on and on.

One point you’ll take from the book is that we all practice a form of snobbery as a consequence of living in society, even if we are not all cognizant of it. Regardless of whatever more specific biases we have, we make judgments and decisions throughout our lives based on social status—from our personal relationships and careers to how we behave in social and work settings to the specific tastes and aesthetic preferences we form. This behavior has massive consequences for ourselves and others, often leading to outcomes that may offend our sense of fairness and justice. It’s really not possible to grasp present-day economies and societies without appreciating how the dynamics around anointment are constantly at work in the background to shape the choices we make and the outcomes they create.

As you read the following chapters, I hope anointment will no longer seem like a veiled, mysterious force operating out of view. With a better understanding of our winner-takes-most world, I hope you’ll be able to engage more insightfully with some of today’s most pressing social questions. Most of all, I hope that a new understanding of anointment and its workings will enable more empathy both individually and collectively. If you occupy high social status, perhaps the book may prompt greater humility—to be more conscious of the advantages you’ve received, more grateful for them, and more inclined toward generosity for others who haven’t benefited from anointment’s helping hand.

It’s time that we come to grips with the phenomenon of anointment and its impact and consider whether, as a society, we might be able to do things differently.









1. The Other Uncertainty Principle


On September 7, 2021, NASA’s Perseverance rover, a metric ton of insanely ingenious robot created to scour the surface of Mars for evidence of ancient life, successfully drilled a hole into a rock. On Mars. Specifically, into the Jezero crater, a 3.9 billion-year-old lake bed. Perseverance extracted a small sample, which it gingerly tucked into a storage compartment in its own belly. Some years down the road, NASA plans to send another spacecraft to retrieve the sample and others, fly them back to Earth, and then examine them for the presence of microfossils that could prove the existence of past life on Mars. The ETA for the sample’s return voyage: 2033.

Let’s pause for a moment to marvel at Perseverance’s journey. Many of us feel groggy after a six-hundred-mile road trip. When the rover touched down in the crater in February 2021, it had traveled 292.5 million miles and then completed a final, dizzying, seven-minute-long parachute ride through the Martian atmosphere. Perseverance entered the atmosphere at a speed of 12,000 miles an hour and endured 2,500-degree temperatures on its final plunge. After all that, the rover landed exactly where and precisely when NASA’s mission team had planned. It hit a landing area of just a few square miles on a planetary body that itself flies through space at about 54,000 miles an hour while also rotating around its axis.

NASA pulled off such an amazing feat because, when it comes to understanding the physical world, human beings have become incredibly smart. We know the exact speeds and trajectories of planetary orbits, the precise moment of the minimum distance between Earth and Mars, the strength of the sun’s gravitational pull, the topology of the Martian surface. Our remarkable ability to understand the physical world and its natural laws has not only allowed us to send rockets to Mars; it’s also how we produce thumbnail-sized semiconductor chips that contain a trillion circuits and store gigabytes of data. It’s how we generated a full map of the human genome. It’s how we created cars that can do nearly everything except fly you to work—though soon enough they will do even that.1

Before we get too high on ourselves, I’ve got some sobering news: although we’re wizards at understanding the physical world, we’re demonstrably thickheaded when it comes to predicting the social world, and we’re often inept at choosing what to do when human judgments and interpersonal relationships are involved. Even when highly trained experts try to make predictions about areas they know well, they miss. Often. The Scottish novelist Robert Louis Stevenson eloquently captured the difficulty of anticipating the future of human activity this way: “The worst historian has a clearer view of the period he studies than the best of us can hope to form of that in which we live. The obscurest epoch is to-day…”2

You would think experienced publishing professionals would be able to reliably spot the next massive bestseller. In fact, authors like J. K. Rowling and John Grisham withstood numerous rejections before finding success.3 In a tragic example, John Kennedy Toole ended his life after multiple publishers rejected his novel, A Confederacy of Dunces. When his mother submitted the manuscript posthumously, the book went on to sell millions of copies and win the Pulitzer Prize in literature. Or take the indie rock band R.E.M.’s biggest hit, “Losing My Religion.” As one critic wrote, “Nobody would expect a five-minute song with no chorus and a mandolin being the lead instrument to be played on the radio at all—much less become a worldwide number-one hit. It was just crazy. Anybody that says they saw that coming is lying to you.”4 The veteran producers and judges of talent-spotting television shows like American Idol or The Voice also make big mistakes, passing over musicians that later go on to win Grammy awards.5

In the venture capital industry, where firms amass fortunes for their partners and investors by sourcing and selecting the best investment opportunities, highly paid pros routinely pass over pitches from founders that create world-changing companies. At Bessemer Venture Partners, one of the VC industry’s most storied names, the list of cringe-worthy misses includes Google, Apple, Tesla, Airbnb, Intel, and FedEx. Visionary leaders, too, often get the future wrong.6 David Sarnoff, the longtime CEO of RCA, wrote an editorial in the New York Times in 1939 predicting, “TV will never be a serious competitor for radio because people must sit and keep their eyes glued on a screen; the average American family hasn’t time for it.” And Steve Ballmer, the aforementioned CEO of Microsoft, once confidently declared, “There’s no chance that the iPhone is going to get any significant market share. No chance. It’s a $500 subsidized item.”7 Oops.

We routinely fail at predicting the future because of its inherent, oftentimes irreducible uncertainty. Which of the three pairs of shoes that you just tried on would you actually wear most often? Will the majority of cars produced in 2035 drive themselves? When, if ever, will we discover evidence that there is life on another planet? Will the stock market rise or fall next week, month, or year? Will a meaningful relationship begin for us or will one come to an end? If we’re being honest, the answer to so many interesting questions we might ask about the future is something along the lines of “Who the hell knows” or “That’s beyond my pay grade.” When it comes to the future, we face a sense of doubt that blocks or delays us from taking action—which is a good working definition of uncertainty, according to decision theorists.8 We always possess imperfect knowledge about what the future will look like. We also lack a full understanding of how our current-day choices will impact our futures.

Even when we’re not directly prognosticating about the future, uncertainty remains one of life’s most consequential and inescapable realities. You’ve heard, no doubt, of Heisenberg’s uncertainty principle, the notion in quantum physics that we can know either the exact location of a tiny particle or its speed, but not both at the same time.9 I’d like to propose another uncertainty principle, one that applies to people, not electrons. This principle says that we’re confronted with uncertainty at practically every moment and in practically every dimension of our daily lives—that life, in essence, is a high-speed ride through clouds of maybes and what-ifs.

Uncertainty’s omnipresence can leave us not only scratching our heads but feeling like we’re standing knee-deep in mental quicksand. Fortunately, we’ve developed individual and collective approaches that help us get a grip. Foremost among them is the dynamic of anointment, which dramatically reduces the number of options at our disposal, making the act of choosing much easier. To understand why the workings of status pervade our decision-making processes, we must think about what they do for us. And one of the most important things they do is help us navigate a social world that otherwise would be far more mystifying, paralyzing, chaotic, and, frankly, dangerous than it already is.


The Other Uncertainty Principle

Uncertainty—defined as a sense of doubt that blocks or delays us from taking action—is one of the most consequential, inescapable, and potentially debilitating realities of social life.




Three Flavors of Uncertainty

The future looms as a generic source of uncertainty, but to grasp the extent of the complexity of choice, it helps to more deeply consider some specific realms in which most of us experience a pervasive sense of doubt. Three forms of uncertainty are perhaps most salient. One is uncertainty about what we should consume, broadly defined: what we purchase, read, watch, and so forth. The second is uncertainty about how other people appraise us, how to behave around them, and how their actions affect us. The third is uncertainty about how we, as members of a group, should allocate our collective resources.

As consumers, we’re kept off-balance by our imperfect understanding of the future: what we’ll want, how we’ll feel, what we’ll be able to afford, and so on. We also regularly hesitate to act because we are incapacitated by the proliferation of available choices. We all know how many varieties of tomato sauce or potato chips await us in the grocery aisle and how many smartphone cases there are on Amazon; how can we possibly evaluate all of them?

The profusion of choices is hardly limited to consumer products. In every moment of life, we must choose to be doing or thinking about one thing as opposed to something else. Even if you’re sitting in a prison cell, there is always something else you could be doing. I have just chosen to write this sentence, but there are more options than I can fathom for how I could have spent the last moment. And how I can spend the next. Our endless optionality leads in turn to limitless choice. Consider the options before you when you open your eyes in the morning: Check your phone? Turn on music? Shower? Eat breakfast? What’s for breakfast? Get dressed? What to wear? The gym? Well done; now which exercises? Straight to email?

Various internet sources estimate that an adult makes about 35,000 conscious decisions each day.10 As ludicrous as this number sounds, Cornell University researchers claim that we make 227 decisions each day about food alone.11 A list of options for how one might spend their first waking hour could fill this entire chapter, and we’d still only scratch the surface of possibility. Furthermore, say you decide to spend your hour reading. Now you’re faced with a different form of a consumption choice: What to read? Do you open a magazine, a book, Twitter, your email, Instagram, Reddit, the local newspaper, a national newspaper, Apple News, or whatever headlines Google serves up just for you? The options never end.

Psychologists inform us that one of the more difficult tasks of human consciousness is to filter out extraneous information and rule out countless options. If we attempt to consider all our options at all times, we would be instantly and always overwhelmed. We would spend all our time sorting through options and doing absolutely nothing else. These days, even if we shrank our options down to I’m going to spend the next six hours sitting on the sofa and scrolling on my phone, we’d have to confront the fact that there are more than 2 million apps in the Apple app store, at least a few billion websites we could choose to visit, and perhaps a trillion sections within them. Because human civilization has progressed so far, most of us need not spend our time seeing directly to our basic needs for food and shelter. Instead, depending of course on our circumstances, many of us can spend lots of time as we wish, grappling with this problem of infinite consumer choice.

Other factors make consumer decisions even trickier to resolve. As social scientists have observed, we can’t know in advance what to think of some goods and services. Should I try a scoop of avocado ice cream? I tasted it at a restaurant recently and regret the decision, but I couldn’t know that until I’d already tried it (which is why many ice cream parlors give out samples on tiny spoons). Ditto for haircuts: sure, the stylist’s plan to give me a buzz cut when I sit down in the chair sounds good, but seeing is believing.

These “experience goods,” as scholars call them, are challenging enough to evaluate, but a subset of goods and services, which we call “credence goods,” defy judgment even after we’ve experienced them. Was the lawyer you hired to resolve a legal matter a good one? Bad lawyers sometimes achieve good outcomes, and great attorneys occasionally end up with poor results. Even after knowing the outcome, we can’t necessarily discern the quality of our legal counsel, as the outcome could have hinged on any number of other factors. Likewise, did the real estate agent you chose to sell your house get you the best deal? When the auto mechanic informed you it was necessary to replace an expensive part in your vehicle, was it really? Is that piece of modern art you bought really any good? What is “good” in these realms is either so subjective or impossible for nonexperts to discern that most of us come away from consumption experiences struggling to understand their quality.

In addition to consumer decision-making, most of us struggle to make choices in a second realm: social behavior. Interacting with others in everyday contexts is one of the most inherently unpredictable acts we undertake. Minute to minute, we’re never completely certain how others, even close friends and family members, will respond to us. If we tell a raunchy joke, will our audience laugh or be offended? If we confide in someone, will that person keep our secret? If we attempt small talk with a stranger in a coffee shop, will they reciprocate? Likewise, we often misinterpret social discourse’s subtle hints, not least because of differences in communication styles, values, and cultural backgrounds. What did our colleague intend with a particular tone of voice or facial expression? Did they intend anything at all? And how should you respond? Mix in our nearly universal anxiety around being misunderstood, judged, or rejected in some way, and it’s easy to see how the uncertainty of social interaction becomes a challenge for many of us.

Moving from the individual to the group level, we encounter another, sometimes threatening form of uncertainty: lack of clarity about who gets what in society. Let’s say a group of people comes together to see to their collective survival. Lacking access to a grocery store or other modern amenities, they might hunt, farm, and build shelter together. One way or another, they will have to determine how to allocate scarce resources, such as food, and craft some government-like structure to formalize and enforce the rules. Without a clear system governing the distribution of resources, group members will compete among themselves. “I want the nice red apples from that tree,” one person will say. “No, I want them,” another will rejoin. Before you know it, the situation risks flaring out of control and the group has a WWE-style brawl on its hands. If disputes become physical, group members will run a constant risk of injury or worse. The group as a whole will become much less likely to survive.

One of the most influential and extreme depictions of what we might call resource allocation uncertainty was offered by the seventeenth-century British philosopher and distinguished pessimist Thomas Hobbes. Describing a hypothetical “state of nature” bereft of any government structure, Hobbes believed that humans would descend into perpetual conflict over the means of survival. There would be “no arts; no letters; no society; and which is worst of all, continual fear, and danger of violent death; and the life of man, solitary, poor, nasty, brutish, and short.”12 We see this kind of drama playing out in muted form on reality show competitions like The Bachelor and Survivor. Imagine that such a reality defined all of life but without the show’s producer ready to step in when the cat fighting escalated. Actually, any number of dystopian fictions about human life after the collapse of modern society have imagined it—and it makes for pretty sobering entertainment.

There also are many contexts in which the choice we wish to make hinges on decisions other people make. This is true of fads and fashions. When we attend a party, some of us would like to wear what everyone else does; some of us prefer to wear what no one else does; and others of us target a style that represents a moderate degree of distinctiveness from other attendees. But to choose our point on this spectrum, we need to resolve the uncertainty about what other people will wear. Likewise, in the early days of electric vehicles, would you have bought one? That probably depends on whether at the time you believed other people would purchase one. If many people made that choice, you’d be able to count on the availability of spare parts and service and a growing network of charging stations, but like many product or technology adoption decisions, if you misread what other people will choose to do, you’re likely to end up with an item you wish you hadn’t selected.

As we will soon see, anointment reduces all three forms of uncertainty.


Three Forms of Uncertainty

Consumer choice

Which among the vast options available do I select?

Behavioral choice

How do I behave in life’s diverse social situations?

Group resource allocation choice

Who gets what?






Uncertainty Trumps Reason

Given how pervasive uncertainty is, what might be a rational approach for grappling with it? How do we even begin to resolve the issue? Researchers in the field of decision theory have come up with frameworks for how we should proceed with decision-making under uncertainty. One three-step model has the pithy acronym RQP. First, you Reduce the number of options before you as much as you can by exhaustively gathering information to disqualify some choices. Second, you Quantify the remaining uncertainty by assigning probabilities to the options still under consideration. And third, you Plug the relevant quantities into a quantitative algorithm that takes into account your preferences and objectives.13 Simple, right? Ha.

Consider the first step: gathering information to reduce uncertainty. This seems reasonable, but, in real life, collecting more information doesn’t always get you very far. Information can be ambiguous, and searching for more of it can just amplify your confusion. Let’s say you’re interested in understanding the relationship between dietary changes and health. Is bacon and eggs a healthy breakfast, or are you better off going with quinoa and kale? Whole-grain toast or gluten-free? Full-fat or nonfat yogurt? Look hard enough and you’ll find reputable information that supports all views.

Likewise, if you’re planning the destination for your next overseas holiday, the deeper you dig into the details, the more convoluted your decisions may become. The cost of flights; the options for accommodations; the culinary and cultural experiences on offer; the nightlife and the availability of outdoor activities; the likelihood of good weather—it’s a lot to think about. You can find yourself swimming in detail, asking yourself question after question about which factors are most relevant, what is worth paying for, and so on.

Gathering more information can also increase uncertainty by surfacing new options, which can further overwhelm us. In one clever study to illustrate the point, the psychologists Sheena Iyengar and Mark Lepper persuaded a local supermarket to run an experiment: reduce the number of options presented to customers to six items and track how many customers made purchases. It turned out that a much greater percentage of shoppers bought jam when they had only a few options to choose from. Faced with additional choices, people get bogged down; with fewer choices, people are more likely to actually make one.14

Once we’ve searched exhaustively for information and disqualified some options, the rational model would then have us determine how likely each remaining option is to deliver our desired objective. Then, using a systematic approach, it would have us sort the options according to our preferences.

But in the real world many of us aren’t even exactly sure what we would prefer. When choosing a new home, do we care more about the location, the size of the backyard, the light, or the quality of the finishes? And even if we know what we care about now, do we know we will care about those same things five years into the future? We aren’t great at anticipating our own future preferences, and we often don’t behave consistently over time. When choosing a career path, do we value higher pay, greater schedule flexibility, or more meaningful work? A recent law school graduate might believe they want the prestige and salary of a big corporate firm, only to discover years later that they find the work unfulfilling. Parents agonize over school choices for their children, weighing academics against social environment against proximity to home, often second-guessing which of these priorities truly align with a child’s best interests. Even in smaller decisions, like choosing a gym membership, we struggle to predict whether we’ll prefer the convenience of a nearby basic facility or someplace that’s farther away from home but filled with better amenities. Of course, there’s an even more basic issue: the ambitious fitness goals we set in January rarely match our actual behaviors by March. Our tastes, interests, and follow-through in many things evolve in ways we just don’t foresee.




The Ultimate Shortcut

If strictly rational ways of coming to a decision in the face of uncertainty fail us, we have two other options: consign ourselves to being endlessly mired in decision mode or devise work-arounds. Humanity has consistently chosen the second route, embracing a set of strategies that Nobel Prize–winning economist Herbert A. Simon called “bounded rationality.” Rather than getting bogged down evaluating countless options, Simon argued that people instead employ simplifying rules of thumb to search for an option that, while imperfect, will do the job. We opt for “good enough” and move on, putting practical bounds on our rational decision-making.15 In fact, one theory of happiness posits that those who are quick to make good enough decisions, therefore avoiding the prodigious and relentless challenge of arriving at an optimal choice, are the most content.16

Bounded rationality aligns with research in psychology that affirms our tendency to use our cognitive resources sparingly when making decisions. To cope with the world’s complexity, our impressive but overmatched brains are programmed to behave in a miserly way. Rather than expend precious brainpower parsing out every last option, we invoke mental shortcuts, relying on biases and heuristics to simplify the world for us.

Maybe you’ve heard of the confirmation bias, whereby we embrace information that confirms what we already think and selectively ignore all the inconvenient facts that contradict our beliefs. This is one such shortcut. Likewise, you’ve undoubtedly deployed the representativeness heuristic, a cognitive shortcut that relies on (frequently harmful) stereotypes to quickly size things up. For example, we presume that someone wearing Hermès is rich.

These biases, along with many others, often contribute to inequity in our world, but their root cause is harmless enough: our brains’ inherent tendency to conserve cognitive resources and seek efficiency in the face of daunting complexity. Confronted with the Other Uncertainty Principle, our minds are always looking for ways to avoid getting swept into uncertainty’s labyrinth. A great deal of research in psychology suggests that stereotypes allow us to draw inferences quickly and move forward, albeit at the expense of accuracy. If we cross paths with a Canadian, many of us assume they’re going to be nice, and if we’re in an animated conversation with an Italian, we anticipate a flurry of hand gestures.

We also rely on personal habits to reduce uncertainty and make life more manageable. Once we develop a routine or a way of handling a task that seems efficient, we often stick to it out of habit. We use these routines to mindlessly plow through many of our daily activities, from brushing our teeth (Left to right? Lower, then upper?) to the way we towel off after showering. (For me: hair first, then face, left leg, right leg, chest, right arm, left arm, and back, then wrap around waist.) We might find a route home each day that we default to or a particular way we prefer our coffee served. Without even thinking about it, we make these same choices again and again. Rather than stopping and considering our many options every morning at the café, we fall back on a preset selection and move on.

Like biases, stereotypes, and habits, the process of anointment drastically simplifies the social world for us. Indeed, it is an unusually pervasive, powerful, and versatile mechanism for navigating uncertainty—so much so that we can plausibly think of it as (cue dramatic music) the Ultimate Shortcut. Confronted with an inscrutable set of options and a complex social landscape, status hierarchies simplify decision-making, usually on an unconscious basis. Anointment is often subtle, operating just below the surface. But if for some reason we suddenly lacked its presence in our lives, boy, would we feel it.




That Little Black Dress

To grasp anointment’s simplifying power, let’s revisit the three forms of uncertainty described above. We begin with consumer choice and, in particular, a dilemma that many face every day: deciding what to wear. If you have an overstuffed closet, or if you’ve ever perused rack after rack of shirts at a department store, you know this challenge.

As difficult as consumer choices might be, they would be a whole lot more challenging were it not for anointment’s invisible hand. Unbeknownst to us, anointment suppresses most of the variety available to us before we even consider our options, thus reducing the complexity of the choice. Think about how many color shades there are, how many types and patterns of fabric, how many ways of cutting a garment, of stitching it, of fitting it. The combinatorics are vast! And yet our closets only have so many hangers, the department store so many racks. Perhaps without us realizing it, the many middlemen of the fashion industry, informed and influenced by status, have already massively curated our fashion choices for us so that we can select within a much-narrowed range. That’s a big service the status hierarchy performs for us: it delimits and determines the options we consider in the first place.

Depending on your gender identity, you might have a little black dress, or “LBD,” that you trot out for cocktail parties or everyday occasions. How did this particular item land in your wardrobe?

No one wore form-hugging little black dresses until the mid 1920s when Coco Chanel’s eponymous fashion house popularized the style. By the time the LBD made its debut, Chanel had not only achieved considerable commercial success; she had also become a revered creative force in French fashion. She’d even begun to hobnob with the era’s prominent avant-garde artists, collaborating with them on projects and in some cases backing them financially.17

Chanel had been anointed by Parisian elites as a bold, stylish, forward-thinking designer. As such, it was a virtual certainty that her LBD would draw attention. In October 1926, the cover of Vogue featured a drawing of a woman in a simple, elegant black dress. The magazine labeled the design “Chanel’s Ford,” likening the dress to the Model T, which through innovations in mass production and reductions in customization became known for its low price point and its color: black. The LBD’s familiarity today belies how radical the design was in its time. Back then, black was reserved for servants or people in mourning. Haute couture typically featured bright colors.

Vogue predicted that the LBD would constitute a staple in women’s wardrobes, a “sort of uniform for all women of taste.” Sure enough, the dress appealed to women of different social classes and went on to become a timeless essential—nearly unheard-of in fashion circles. Its status reached further heights after Audrey Hepburn’s spectacular embodiment of Holly Golightly in the 1961 cinematic masterpiece Breakfast at Tiffany’s. Bedecked in Givenchy’s interpretation of the LBD, Hepburn’s outfit became the 1960s version of a viral fashion trend. With the likes of Marilyn Monroe, Princess Diana, Elizabeth Taylor, Victoria Beckham, and Kate Moss following suit, the little black dress earned its hanger in closets around the world.

If you have an LBD or any other garment in your closet today, you probably recognize that it’s not because you methodically considered the endless array of potential apparel options before rationally deciding what suits you best. Rather, anointment did most of the legwork for you.

Think of it like this: two things must happen before you make any consumption choice. First, you must become aware of the option. These days, advertising, word of mouth, and social media all influence what products, services, and experiences you learn about, but so do an industry’s movers and shakers. Designers, marquee brands, magazine editors, celebrities, and influencers all sift through many options for you, dramatically winnowing your consideration set.

Second, you must perceive the option as relevant to your needs, preferences, or goals. Here, familiarity helps. People feel drawn to an option if they have experienced it in the past, recognize a brand, or have some general knowledge about the option. The ever-present, flowing force of social influence also comes into play. We’re massively influenced by our friends, family, coworkers, and people we admire or think are wise or cool, as well as broader societal and class-based preferences.18 If someone we know or admire endorses an option, that means a great deal to us.

Anointment often is the operative force underlying both our awareness of options and our interest in pursuing them. In the case of the LBD, Chanel’s vaunted status as a creative force in the industry endowed her with the influence to popularize a bold design choice. And because many eyes were on Chanel in 1926, the LBD drew immediate attention from the industry’s eminent players, distinguishing it from countless other stylistic options. Vogue’s endorsement added heft to the LBD, as have the generations of celebrity endorsers continuing to the present day. This is hardly an isolated occurrence. When high-status creatives establish new trends that take off, the process produces a limiting force—a stylistic gravitational pull, if you will—that constrains the options that the majority of us consider.

In this way, the anointment dynamic works a lot like having your own personal stylist, albeit one that doesn’t charge by the hour. Members of the elite exert influence to preselect which fashions we learn about in the first place. Then, because many of us take our cues from the Audrey Hepburns of the world when making choices, the number of relevant options in our consideration set shrinks even further. Thank goodness for this two-part process. In fashion and many other areas of our lives as consumers, we need a way around the maddening diversity of options. The anointed shrink our decision horizons—in a good way.




The Power of Deference

Anointment also lends a hand in dealing with uncertainty about how to behave in social or work settings. Much like it does with consumer decisions, anointment helps us in social interactions by restricting the range of behavioral choices at our disposal. We don’t simply behave minute to minute in ways that are unfettered or random. Rather, as I suggested in the introduction, we tend to shape our behavior to acknowledge other people’s social rank or to reinforce our own position. In other words, we behave in ways that show deference to others or that lead us to expect it from them.

In Catholic tradition, the faithful might pay homage to the pope by bowing down to kiss his ring. In everyday situations, acts of deference are subtler but far more profuse. We see deference in nods of affirmation and minor praises sprinkled through our interactions as well as the order in which members of a group speak, who approaches whom, who interrupts whom, who apologizes to whom, and so on.19 Each of these little acts is inherently asymmetric: inequality is baked into them. On many occasions we’re aware of deferring to another person, deciding consciously to acknowledge that someone is higher than we are in the pecking order. But in most instances small acts of deference—facial expressions, glances, slight shifts in posture—are habitual or involuntary responses of which we’re only dimly aware, if at all. As a result, we scarcely notice the status dynamics that animate them.

We don’t always think about it, but our use of language also is rife with deference. We recognize status differences in the pitch and intonation we use, in our choice of words, and even in the confidence with which we express ourselves. A doctor might address patients by their first names, whereas patients will often show respect for the doctor’s position by calling them by their title. In a courtroom, attorneys don’t call the judge “Janice” or “Waleed.” They call them “Your Honor.”

As these last examples suggest, we often affirm status distinctions by the actions we don’t take. We might show respect for a celebrity’s social stature by not approaching them in a restaurant and asking for their autograph. In high schools, unpopular kids often steer clear of the popular ones. Likewise, we might refrain from using vulgar words out of respect for someone in a position of authority, just as we might refrain from casually slapping them on the back.

We’re constantly evaluating others’ qualities and actions, and they ours. We scour our social environments, seeking out verbal, tonal, visual, facial, and body language cues that help us grasp the group’s social map.20 We’re sensitive to whether we and others are behaving in ways that conform to or depart from the norms that apply in specific situations and to specific positions in the hierarchy. Are we dressed properly? Are we showing enough confidence, humility, aptitude, kindness, sincerity, modesty, or patience given the social context and the person with whom we’re interacting? Are we demonstrating too much of these traits? In any given moment, the outcome of all of these snap judgments is our recognition or denial of someone else’s status.
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