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For Mino, and everything she thinks

In memory of Iradj Bagherzade





We don’t see things as they are, we see things as we are

Anaïs Nin






Introduction


People don’t have ideas, ideas have people

Carl Jung



I was brought up in what some people might call a mystical tradition, others a spiritual community, and still others would just call ‘the Seventies’.

My parents followed a Sufi teacher. To his many followers, he was known as Agha or ‘master’. Handsome even in old age and with an excellent sense of humour, he came from a long line of distinguished Indo-Afghan diplomats, writers and soldiers. Even I, as a little boy, could tell he had uncommon presence.

Sufism is the mystical branch of Islam, much like the Cabbalistic tradition in Judaism or certain forms of Hindu bhakti. It focuses on the individual’s inward, spiritual journey towards truth and the divine. I was raised with Sufi poetry, magical parables set in the landscapes of Iran and the Central Asian steppe, Persian proverbs, Arab teaching stories and beautiful verses from the Qur’an.

We spent summer holidays on a gigantic campsite in the south of Spain, nearly 2,000 of us from around the world – psychologists from South America, software developers from India, art dealers from Europe, dancers and musicians from Eastern Europe, storytellers from West Africa and carpet-makers from Turkey. As children and adolescents, we played games, flirted with each other, talked late into the night about life, death and the hereafter, and meditated, sometimes in a beautiful octagonal prayer chamber built for the purpose on the campsite – repeating the ninety-nine names of God, trying to empty ourselves of our ‘self’ to catch a glimpse of the oneness of the universe.

I loved it. I made friends from all walks of life in the ‘Tradition’, as it was called, and it gave me a language through which to ask the big questions: Where do we come from? What is our purpose here? How do you live a good life? I felt at the time, and still feel, that much of what I read and learned was beautiful and profound, and useful.

But from the age of fourteen or so, I started having doubts. Was there really a finite amount of spiritual energy in the universe that was carefully monitored and directed by a network of wise men, who took upon themselves the sins and troubles of the world? Did Agha truly have the key to a source of universal wisdom handed down through the generations of his family? On a group trip to Istanbul, I watched a Russian follower faint as she approached the tomb of the Prophet Muhammad’s standard-bearer – had she really felt his presence, or was it the power of suggestion? But most importantly, I just couldn’t square my experience of the world, nor everything I was discovering in science and history, with the existence of God.

It was painful holding those two alternate frames in my mind all the time. I tried to look for God, or spirituality, elsewhere. I read the Tao and collections of Zen koans, I read Christian mystics like Meister Eckhart and George Herbert, and even thought Bob Dylan might get me part of the way. I fell in love with a girl who believed fervently, perhaps partly to hold on to the belief that was leaving me. And then finally, during my first year of university, just after the difficult death of my grandfather, something snapped. It hit me: what if the problem wasn’t me – my incapacity to trace the workings of the divine in the world around me? What if the problem was it? What if there was nothing to trace? I stepped through a kind of looking glass. It felt like a physical transformation – a lightening, a tremendous existential relief.

Psychologists call this a ‘Gestalt shift’ – a paradigm switch in our perspective. Gestalt shifts are rare; we spend most of our time happily ensconced within the frames of mind we’re used to and comfortable with. But when they happen, they’re both exciting and destabilising. We’ve all had them to various degrees – whether it’s unlocking the meaning of a poem, or figuring out how fractions work – and there’s a thrill, almost a physical pleasure, in the experience. The Anglo-Russian philosopher Isaiah Berlin described the feeling as intellectual joy. Our world expands a little as new ideas tilt, ever so slightly, the axis of our understanding. I’d felt the same – a kind of mini ontological shock. My world – pulled inside out – finally made sense to me.

To anyone brought up in the post-religious Western mainstream, that might simply sound like I’d seen the light – a perfectly understandable triumph of reason over superstition. And you might read it that way. I, however, could not. I had a problem. I couldn’t fully trust my secular ‘road to Damascus’ moment because – about twenty years before – my parents had had exactly the same extraordinary, life-altering Gestalt shift as I had, except for them it had happened the other way around.

My mother was brought up culturally (but not religiously) Jewish, and my father was brought up in the quasi-secular Anglicanism of post-war England. It’s not as if they hadn’t heard of Charles Darwin, Marie Curie and Albert Einstein – nor did they reject them. At a visceral, existential level, they both simply felt there had to be something more. It was meeting Agha – their Sufi teacher – that helped them step through their own looking glass. Still today, when I ask my parents about their belief in God, they quote Carl Jung: ‘I don’t need to believe; I know.’

How can we know that what we think is true, when we can only ever see the truth from our own perspective? We can’t know whether the opinions and beliefs we hold exist as truths beyond ourselves. The philosopher Amia Srinivasan writes: ‘Unfortunately, we are a mind in the world, and not just in the world generally, but a very specific world, a particular world for each person … I think that’s part of the pain: it’s the pain of wanting to transcend and being thrown back on our localness and finitude.’1 Rather than trying to compare my version of truth with my parents’, I wondered what it was that had tripped me into one paradigm and them into another. Why, I asked myself, do I think one thing and them another?

It’s the question that goes to the heart of this book. Tossed on a bewildering ocean of news and social media, pulled between ever-more entrenched and intransigent political factions, brazened to claim the truth is simply ‘what we believe’, it asks not what you think but why.

In questions not of fact but of judgement – where there isn’t a ‘right answer’ – why is it that some of us lean religious, some atheist, and others agnostic? In matters of ethics, where there is no logical ‘truth’, why do some of us favour mercy and others favour justice? In politics, what makes one person progressive, another conservative, and still others libertarian, anarchist or authoritarian?

This book is an attempt to offer an answer. It’s a journey through culture, biology, geography, history and psychology to try to decode why it is that we think what we think.

The opinion startup

In 2016, in the aftermath of the Brexit referendum and the US election, I realised we had a problem. It wasn’t the political outcomes, so much as the tone of the arguments. US politics has always been fractious – I remember the Democrats’ spitting contempt for George W. Bush, and the Republicans’ disgust for Bill Clinton – but the Hillary/Donald contest took the vitriol to another level. Britain, usually far more placid in its political divisions, was meanwhile going haywire over Brexit. Remainers spoke of Leavers as mentally and morally disabled – as cretins, hicks and saps. Leavers said Remainers were elitist and defeatist, in thrall to a corrupt bureaucratic blob. It felt like the country was pulling itself apart. I’m an entrepreneur. My natural instinct was to wonder whether I could build a fix.

It took me three years, but in 2019, along with my partner, the designer J. Paul Neeley, we raised money from some brave venture capitalists to build nothing less than an encyclopedia of opinion, a complete map of the landscape of human argument, a comprehensive catalogue of ideas. I hoped it might help us understand our own minds better, might cool the heat of argument if we could see our opponents’ beliefs expressed in clear, calm, concise prose – that it might lead to better thinking. We called it ‘Parlia’, a nod to the ‘parley’ of pirates, and the importance of conversation even between enemies.

On the surface, the project looked quite mad. Who plans to map the entire universe of human opinions? And isn’t the number of opinions infinite? But as we looked, it became clear that on everything from abortion to the ethics of keeping animals in zoos, the number of real arguments was in fact pretty limited. Even for a debate as complex and polarising as ‘what’s the best political system’ or ‘what happens to us after we die’, we found there were really only a half-dozen major arguments on either side.

To understand what arguments are and how argument works, we spent time with people from the Centre for Argument Technology at the University of Dundee, who were mapping arguments algorithmically. We spoke with the team at IBM’s Project Debater – the first AI system that was able to debate humans on complex topics (something ChatGTP has made commonplace). And we got a grant to build argument-mining tools with the University of Liverpool. We spent months working on the design of the opinion encyclopedia, and ran brainstorming sessions at the Royal College of Art to visualise new information models, until we finally devised what we thought was the perfect knowledge taxonomy.

Together with a team of brilliant British and American volunteers, we mapped over 1,000 questions, amongst them ‘Are plants conscious?’, ‘Should bullfighting be banned?’, ‘Is eating meat ethical?’, ‘Is gender binary?’, ‘Can white people be victims of racism?’ Each question was then divided up into distinct positions. For example, if the question was ‘What is love?’, the positions might be ‘love is biological’, ‘love is spiritual’, ‘love is a social construct’, and so on. Each of those positions was backed up by separate, individual arguments. Across the site, we had over 7,000 arguments – each explained in 500 words, each including a detailed breakdown of premises, a list of proponents, counterarguments, references, and links to the argument elsewhere on the web.2

For the question ‘Does God exist?’ we mapped thirteen different arguments. The ontological claim for His existence based on St Anselm’s eleventh-century logic that God, being ‘that than which nothing greater can be conceived’, must exist in reality because existence in reality is greater than existence in the mind alone; the argument against God’s existence based on the problem of evil – that an all-powerful, all-knowing and perfectly good God would not allow unnecessary suffering or evil to exist, yet evil does exist, meaning that such a God cannot exist; the argument for His existence from intelligent design, etc….

[image: A flowchart addressing the question ‘Does God Exist?’ It presents three positions: Yes, No, and We can’t know. Each position offers two arguments. Under ‘Yes,’ it lists ‘Argument from Intelligent Design’ and ‘Saint Anselm’s Ontological Proof.’ Under ‘No,’ it includes ‘The problem of the existence of evil’ and ‘Absence of any proven evidence.’ Under ‘We can’t know,’ it states ‘Agnostic Undisprovability’ and ‘God would be inconceivable.’]
Encyclopedia of Opinion taxonomy

Gender, euthanasia, adultery, the existence of ghosts, the value of art, constitutional monarchies, pornography, the authorship of Shakespeare, whether Cristiano Ronaldo is better than Lionel Messi … we covered them all – millions of words of detailed, careful, balanced, descriptive, articulate, intelligent argument.

We thought that if we laid out all the arguments, we’d become something like the footnotes of the internet – anchoring all the discussions on the web with facts, reasoning and examples. We’d advance the cause of human knowledge, accelerate debate, put bad arguments to bed once and for all, and help people see each other’s point of view. We’d calm all the shouting and ease the political polarisation we saw bubbling up around the world.

But despite covering the most controversial topics, teasing the conspiracy theorists, engaging with the full spread of political positions from the most reactionary to the most woke, and sailing deep into the culture wars, it didn’t take off.

The site had visitors, mostly high school students prepping for essays, but nobody really stuck around to explore, let alone sign up and contribute themselves. We’d hoped to build a movement, a giant community of contributors – like Wikipedia – but we had very few members to show for it. We redesigned the site. Twice. We launched newsletters, published beautiful ‘opinion maps’ that showed how people split on things like Covid lockdowns or genderless bathrooms, wrote in the press, and tried endless experiments to get people to sign up, contribute, draft more arguments, ask more questions, add more premises and proponents – but nothing worked. And then, as another experiment, we decided to add a ‘VOTE’ button. Few contributed questions, even fewer took the time to draft new arguments or counterarguments, but boy did they vote – over a million times in our first six months.

Does who we are explain what we think?

When people sign up to Parlia.com, we ask them a few questions about themselves: their gender, religion and sexuality, where they live, how old they are, whether they have kids, how much they earn, and where they stand politically. We started to notice some interesting correlations between who they were and what they thought.

Some correlations don’t take much explaining. The group most likely to agree with the opinion ‘If you can avoid tax, you should’ turned out to be those earning over $200,000. It figures …

But some were more intriguing. Why are political centrists most likely to agree that ‘Ignorance is bliss’? Why is there such a huge difference between men (67 per cent) and women (45 per cent) who believe ‘There are only two genders’? Why does belief that ‘Aliens exist’ increase with every generation?

[image: Bar chart titled ‘Aliens Exist’ showing survey results by generation. Silent: 33% strongly disagree. Baby Boomer: 26% agree. Gen X: 30% agree. Millennial: 32% agree. Gen Z: 40% agree.]
Rather than looking at all the thousands of explicit arguments on Parlia, I started asking what I could learn from the data. What is it about men that makes them more likely to think ‘Immigrants should assimilate’? Is there something about Shintoism that makes its followers less likely to believe ‘There are no coincidences’? How come people who identify as gay or bisexual have a stronger belief in fortune-tellers? Ignoring the complex philosophical arguments for and against free will, why do Americans believe in it so much more than Brits?

I stopped trying to find justification for an argument in what people said they thought, and tried to imagine instead what it was about who they were that pushed them one way or another. It wasn’t that I didn’t believe the arguments people made for the opinions they held, or didn’t think they were sincere. I just began to wonder how important those arguments really were. Whether, in fact, the reasons we give for our views are more like after-the-fact rationalisations. Whether we are even sincerely aware of why we hold our opinions. Whether our beliefs are really ‘gut feelings’. Do people believe in God (or not) because they just do? Do we lean liberal or conservative or centrist because it just feels right?

We started Parlia to get the world to question their own ideas, but ended up with a much bigger question ourselves: why do people have those ideas in the first place?

Deep in the coronavirus lockdown, I launched a podcast series called On Opinion to answer that question. I spoke with political philosophers, behavioural economists, clinical psychologists, artists, mediators, social psychologists, data scientists, pollsters, sceptics, epistemologists, journalists and policy analysts in an attempt to understand where our opinions really come from. It turned out our hunch was right: the reasons we give for the things we believe are only a tiny fraction of the real ‘why’.

To be clear, I mean the term ‘opinion’ in the sense we all most commonly understand it – a viewpoint, belief, attitude or idea that cannot be proved factually. That Charles Windsor – at the time of writing – is King of the United Kingdom of Great Britain and Northern Ireland, Head of the Commonwealth, and Supreme Governor of the Church of England is a matter of fact. Whether you, I or any of his millions of subjects approve of that constitutional arrangement is a matter of opinion. Facts are verifiable, proven to be true. Opinions are subjective beliefs, thoughts to which we attach values and perspectives on reality – which is why they cannot be ‘right’ or ‘wrong’ in an absolute sense. An opinion is a value proposition, and they vary from person to person. Those perspectives can be more or less accurate, and more or less useful, but they are always judgements rather than objective truths.

So how do we settle on our own?

Most of us think that we come to our opinions based on a mix of reasoning and environmental influence. We arrive at our views on the world in part on the basis of evidence and logic, and in part from what we all accept is the influence of the environment upon us: how we were brought up, our friends and family, the media we consume, the life experiences we have. The standard model for understanding why we think what we think, therefore, is reason and the environment (the latter is sometimes called ‘socialisation’ – the idea that our opinions are formed through social contact). As the eighteenth-century philosopher David Hume put it: ‘All the materials of thinking are derived either from our outward [senses] or inward sentiment: the mixture and composition of these belongs alone to the mind and will.’3 Environment + Reason = Opinion. That standard model is, in part, correct.

We do make our way to conclusions on the basis of evidence, and a balance of judgement. We are able to change our minds when faced with contradictory facts; we can accept the evidence of deeply counterintuitive ideas. Our capacity for methodical, structured thought is one of the most miraculous things about being human. There’s evidence that even year-old infants display signs of rationality.4

Reason is innate to humans, and it’s a beautiful thing. It has given us the pyramids, the polio vaccine, put a mega-computer the size of a chocolate bar in our pockets, and is fast on the way towards developing AI that may be even more reasonable than the people who invented it. Reason and debate have given us the scientific method. Reason and debate are the basis of democracy. And we, humans, are good at them.

The other half of the model is socialisation – the idea that our beliefs are informed by the time in which we live and the important people in our lives. To make the point, I did some highly unscientific polling outside Stamford Bridge, Chelsea Football Club’s ground, before one of their home matches. I asked fifty-odd fans draped in Chelsea blue whether their parents also supported Chelsea, and of those who didn’t glare or swear at me, close to 70 per cent said they did.5 We inherit our teams from our parents, as well as a host of other beliefs – from the religions that we follow to the art that we admire.6

Socialisation explains how we pick up our opinions from our friends and our colleagues.7 How our economic conditions and our social context inform our views.8 Why rich and poor often have different attitudes, and why there are often big differences between the politics of the dominant majority in any society and those of ethnic, sexual or religious minority groups. Socialisation helps us understand how the experience of gender influences our opinions – which explains why there is such a huge male/female divide across politics in almost all democratic nations,9 and why fathers with daughters become more feminist.10 Socialisation explains how ‘viral’ movements like #MeToo can explode across culture. Attitudes, ideas and behaviours spread much like epidemics – via ‘social contagion’.11 Obesity, smoking, alcohol consumption, happiness, loneliness, depression, insomnia, drug use, divorce, food consumption, cooperative behaviour, sexuality and sexual orientation, as well – of course – as our tastes in music, books and movies, are all, in some way, catching. And it shows how culture – our education, our media, the technology we use, and the broader cultural and historical context in which we live – plays a critical role in the ways in which we perceive the world and form attitudes to explain it.12

Socialisation is real and well documented as an influence on our opinions and beliefs. It also chimes with our experience. We aren’t surprised that our Indian friend is Hindu, but we might be if he were Dutch; we aren’t surprised that our Catalan colleague supports Barcelona, but we would be if she supported Real Madrid. We intuitively understand how our social context influences and forms our beliefs and opinions.

But reason and socialisation are, it turns out, just a part of the puzzle. There are deeper influences on our thinking, the implications of which may change the way we understand ourselves and force us to rethink the fundaments of politics, or argument, or even of reason itself.

Our minds are ‘encumbered’

One of the more peculiar sets of correlations I discovered on Parlia was between politics and food preferences. On the question of whether pineapple should, in fact, go on pizza, almost half of liberals say it should, compared to only a third of conservatives. There is, amongst both UK and US voters, a noticeable right-wing leaning to the people who prefer Burger King over McDonald’s. Centrists, unlike anyone else, say they sometimes bite into ice cream. Conservatives are less likely than liberals to like spicy foods – our polling showed they really don’t like hot sauce on their avocado toast.

The politics/food preference correlation has been widely studied. Pollsters have long noticed there was a connection, and Cambridge Analytica, the nefarious organisation that marshalled illegally sourced Facebook data in an attempt to swing the 2016 US election for Trump, used elements of it in their political targeting: if someone had been to an ethnic restaurant in the last month, it was a pretty good predictor they were a Democrat.

Why don’t Republicans go to Indian or Mexican restaurants? Is it racism? Is it distrust of novelty? Is it because Indian and Mexican chefs don’t set up shop in Republican districts? Might it be a touch of jingoism? Possibly all of the above. Could it also be because, for some reason, people who tend to vote Republican also actually tend not to like that kind of food as a simple matter of taste?

In 2020, a paper came out of Cornell University that asked whether ‘gustatory sensitivity’ – how sensitive your taste buds are – might correlate with your politics. Sure enough, they found that high ‘fungiform papillae density’ – having more taste buds on the tongue – predicts conservatism.13

As I ransacked the social and behavioural science literature, I found more and more of these seemingly inexplicable correlations. I discovered that a simple AI trained on image recognition can predict your politics from your social media profile picture with up to 91 per cent accuracy.14 That tall men and women with symmetrical faces tend to be conservative. That men with high natural upper-body strength tend more conservative still, and that men with gym-built upper-body strength are the most conservative of all. I learned that wider eyes and greater facial expressiveness in both sexes predict liberalism. Liberals literally use more muscles in their faces.15

I discovered that brain scans can predict your political preference with over 70 per cent confidence. The amygdala, which responds to emotions like fear and threat, tends to be more active in conservatives; the prefrontal cortex, which helps us parse ambiguous information, is more active in liberals. And conservatives, on average, have stronger physical reactions to loud, shocking noises. When they’re surprised, they emit measurably more sweat than liberals – their skin conducts electricity better.

I found that women tend more towards anthropomorphism – the tendency to attribute human-like qualities to non-human entities, like waves or forests or machines,16 which in turn predicts their greater support for environmental causes. Asians have greater spatial awareness than Westerners in general and Americans in particular, which has an impact on how they behave in public and may explain why they often perceive Westerners as rude. There may even be a partially genetic basis for optimism, rooted in the hormone oxytocin.17

There is a correlation between hot, humid places, where diseases can easily spread, and authoritarian politics. The descendants of rice farmers and the descendants of grain farmers tend to have fundamentally different social values – the former more collectivist, the latter individualist.

The tidiness of your bedroom is a good predictor of how you vote – more tidy, more likely to vote conservative. The same is true of how you decorate your walls. Conservatives, who are on average more conscientious, tend to own more wall clocks than liberals. And liberals, perhaps because they like discovering new things, love maps.18 Your sexual preferences and your sexual history are also good predictors of your politics – liberals tend to be freer in their sexual experimentation, and have more sexual partners, but conservatives tend to rate their sexual satisfaction higher than liberals.19

Our personality traits, which are largely genetically inherited and stable throughout our lifetimes, also predict a raft of attitudes. We can and do change our minds about a great many things, but certain key ‘attitudinal leanings’ really don’t shift much over our lifetimes. Personality is mapped along five traits, often acronymed as OCEAN – for Openness to experience, Conscientiousness, Extroversion, Agreeableness and Neuroticism. People high in Openness tend towards universalism – the belief that some ideas have universal application. People high in Conscientiousness skew religious. People high in Agreeableness are more likely to be swayed by the dominant opinion in the room. Those high in Neuroticism are more likely to follow radical ideologies, either left or right. Extroversion correlates with the desire to join a political party, because – who knew? – extroverts like parties …

Our opinions are not predetermined. But as the philosopher Bernard Williams says, nor are we ‘unencumbered intelligences’.20 We are not predestined to have certain ideas, but nor do we come to our opinions in a rational vacuum. A host of peculiar and extraneous factors unconsciously affect what and how we think.

This poses an interesting problem. If some of our beliefs are, in part, dependent on what we look like, or the personalities we were born with, or when and where we were brought up, or even the genetics we inherit from our parents, then those beliefs are dependent on what the philosopher Miriam Schoenfield describes as ‘unreliable’ influences. It doesn’t stop those beliefs being socially, emotionally and psychologically important, but it doesn’t do much to confirm their veracity. Believing in Catholicism or Cabbalism because your parents are Catholics or Cabbalists may be perfectly understandable, but it is not a good justification for Catholicism or Cabbalism being true. Your parents’ influence on your religious beliefs, from a purely rational standpoint, is an unreliable influence – it is irrelevant to the truth of the belief.

All of which means it is difficult to put things in their proper perspective: when we’re asked – or we ask ourselves – why we believe in something, is the rational justification the most important one? You may think you’re an economic conservative because you spent years studying Milton Friedman and Karl Marx, but the fact that you’re handsome might be just as important. You may think you believe in open borders because you’ve read evidence it has a positive impact on the economy. But perhaps that is just post hoc justification, and you happen to come from a relatively cool climate. You may think your atheism or your belief in God is the hard-won result of careful, profound meditation on the nature of the universe, but could those beliefs be rooted, in part, in your genes?

The book is divided into two parts.

Part 1 is a tour of the ‘encumbrances’ that unconsciously inform our thinking. It seeks to answer the core question of the book’s title: why do we think what we think? A big part of the answer is reason. Humans are excellent at following arguments, evaluating evidence and coming to rational conclusions. Humans are excellent at reasoning. But that’s the comforting bit we all know and would love to believe is the whole answer. Part 1 of this book will look at all the other reasons. It is a catalogue of some of the more peculiar unreliable influences on our opinions, via (in order) climate, geology, culture, neurology, genetics, emotion and the social imperative.

Chapters 1 and 2 look at our physical environment: how temperature, humidity, extreme weather patterns, and geology and topography affect our beliefs. Chapter 3 looks at how history, going back sometimes thousands of years, continues to play out in the arguments we have today. Chapter 4 examines how our bodies – from the width of our shoulders to the reactivity of our brains – influence our beliefs. Chapter 5 steps into the murky waters of the gene pool and shows how studies of twins have changed our understanding of the influence of genes on our attitudes. Chapter 6 explores the powerful ways our feelings influence our thinking. And chapter 7 will look at some of our stranger beliefs not as ideas, but as functions: we hold many of our views not because they’re true, but because they do important social work for us.

Quite apart from being interesting new ways to understand the landscape of human opinion, there’s a humbling lesson here too. Loath as we are to admit it, we hold some of our strongest beliefs and deepest convictions for no good reason at all. Your deep-seated libertarianism, his belief in the paranormal, their radical environmentalism may owe more to quirks of ancient history or climate or biology than to your, his or their careful reasoning or detailed study of the evidence.

If our opinions are in part dependent on external factors like ambient temperature or our food staples (which they are), if many of our convictions are influenced by internal characteristics over which we have no control like our brain shapes and our genes (which they are), if some of our deepest beliefs are merely social strategies (which they also are!), if – in other words – we hold many of our opinions for no rational reasons, and some of our beliefs and convictions are simply the product of random circumstance, it should make it just that little bit harder to be absolutist about them. I would say that, of course. The tests I’ve taken to understand my own underlying opinion biases – biases over which I have little control and which are also in part the product of circumstance – tell me I’m a pathological agnostic with high curiosity and low conviction: an old-fashioned and unfashionable centrist. But the factual evidence bears me out. We are profoundly rational creatures, capable of extraordinary mental agency. But accepting that our deeply held views are also the product not of reason, but of happenstance, should remind us to take them with a pinch of salt.

Perhaps even more importantly, it might also change the way we engage with people whose opinions we disagree with, or even despise. In different circumstances, how can you know you wouldn’t believe the same things as them? It’s harder to be so furiously judgemental of people we disagree with when we realise what separates us isn’t necessarily their quality of reasoning or quality of character, but chance. They’re not less sincere in their beliefs, or less diligent in their research, or less intellectually capable than you. They’re just starting from a different perspective. We’re mostly aware that had we been born at a different time or in a different place, we’d likely hold different views. The same is true of our bodies and brains.

If Part 1 explores some of the many reasons we hold differing opinions, Part 2 makes the case for disagreement itself.

We tend to think of disagreement – particularly political or religious disagreement – as just another exhausting instance of humankind’s inexhaustible capacity to fight. We’re wrong. Disagreement – when it’s done with a common goal – is not a fight so much as a collaboration. Disagreement, as we will see, is in fact the very foundation of humanity’s success. The great variety of our views and beliefs are really just tools to help us cope with the different challenges we face. The conflicts we so often eschew, the arguments we so diligently try to avoid, are in fact the way humanity evolved to reason. ‘Argument’ comes from the Latin verb arguere, which means ‘to prove, or to make clear’. Truth is forged in the smelter of disagreement.

Chapter 8 explores the core discoveries of biopolitics, showing that left and right are innate and evolved responses to different environments. Why would nature condemn us to eternal argument? How on earth could being constantly at each other’s throats confer an evolutionary advantage to our species? As Rose McDermott, professor of Political Science at Brown University, puts it: ‘The reason we evolved stable traits on both the right and the left is because both traits were needed for survival.’21 Sometimes we need the warriors, and sometimes we need the traders. Sometimes it’s best to make love, and sometimes it’s best to make war. For human society to survive and flourish, we need the full spread of our political instincts (left, right and centre, as well as all the other colourful political variants and combinations) to coexist and work together.

Chapter 9 revisits reason – that cherished human faculty that, while noting everything we have covered above, still plays a central role in why we think what we think. Our standard model for understanding reason is Rodin’s sculpture The Thinker, depicting a man alone with his thoughts. That model only tells part of the story. Humans evolved to think together; reasoning is interactive. We need the other side, because it is only by arguing with them that we hone our own thinking. We evolved to disagree, because argument itself is the best form of reasoning. Argument – the clash of ideas – is how humans evolved to think.

Politics has returned. The long age of consensus following the end of the Cold War is over.

Globalisation is now creaking under the weight of its many discontents, battered by the body blows of economic protectionism and furious anti-immigrant sentiment. The culture wars – around pronouns, transgender issues, feminism, sexuality and masculinity, to name just a few – continue to drown our social media and our political debates in invective and hatred. Populism – anti-pluralist, morally exclusive, claiming to speak for the ‘people’ against anyone who would disagree – has taken hold of politics across the world’s democracies. Unbridled climate change threatens not just the lives and livelihoods of millions, but the stability of a world unprepared for mass migration and displacement. That’s before we face the frightening return of great power politics, as the US, Russia and China jockey for a share of global influence – and the rest of the world realigns itself in response. As the stakes rise, so opinions diverge. Numerous studies show that we – Americans, Africans, Europeans, Indians, Asians, Latin Americans – are becoming more polarised and more illiberal, increasingly intolerant of the ideas of others.22 The left has, for years, been accused of intolerance and censorship of ideas that go against progressive orthodoxy. Now the right, empowered across numerous Western nations, is taking its revenge. Our politics are radicalising.

This needn’t be a wholly bad thing – consensus can often mean groupthink. Ideas need challenging to keep them fresh; culture can stagnate without competition. There is tremendous value in attacking the status quo, to imagine bigger, better, faster, or – at least – different. But it comes with dangers.

As our values clash, sometimes violently, we are sorting into ‘opinion communities’ that no longer seek to defeat the other side but to silence it. In the UK and US, for example, the left hounded academics out of universities for questioning the progressive line on transgender rights. Now, in the US, the right is doing the same with those who question Israel, or those who promote diversity, equity and inclusion. And across several European countries like Hungary, Poland and Bulgaria, there is a ban on discussing homosexuality in schools.

We don’t just do it across the political aisle, we do it inside our own camps too. Left-wing social media can be a McCarthyite witch hunt of performative politics, in which users whip each other into ever-more competitive frenzies of virtue-signalling. Right-wing politics is equally self-policing and censorious. Think of the RINO (Republican In Name Only) tag with which MAGA activists tar their treacherous, not-right-wing-enough party colleagues.

All those trends existed before Trump brought authoritarianism to the White House – and to the very heart of contemporary global politics. But the stakes have risen dramatically. Trump is not a danger because of his ideas – this book is a paean to the importance of differences of opinion and belief. He, like all authoritarians, is a threat because he uses power to crush or co-opt those who disagree with him. Authoritarians are dangerous because of the ways they treat the ideas of others.

Authoritarianism is not only an existential threat to democracy, but to human flourishing. Freedom of expression is the cauldron of progress. Humanity advances only in the give and take of debate, in the negotiation of difference.

We are silencing dissent – outside and within – forgetting that dissent is the engine of progress. If we fail to engage with the other side, we lose all the benefits their different ideas bring to ours. We turn politics into a zero-sum game rather than one in which everyone gains from the competition of opposing ideas and debate. Silencing dissent is a form of self-harm.

There have been countless suggestions for how to deal with this ‘illiberal’ moment in Western politics – all deeply well meant, and many workable. In Germany, a political ‘dating’ app will allow you to have coffee with someone from the other side of the spectrum. In the US, mediation groups bring opposing communities together to humanise their perspectives. Some have suggested we ration our political discussions. Others have suggested we change voting systems to ensure the polarising two-party split of US and UK politics is abolished.23

Some of this may work. But beliefs are powerful. To tame a force so strong, we must first fully understand it – or we are condemned to be its slaves. We are subject to its laws, rather than subjecting it to ours. To make our ideas work for us, we must ask the simplest question: what are they, and where do they come from?

By rethinking what opinions are, we can advance the cause of civil debate, better understand ourselves at a time when many of us feel disoriented by the seismic shifts in our political realities, and perhaps equip ourselves with the tools necessary to avoid an ideological civil war.

The loyal opposition

In the early nineteenth century, the British Parliament coined the address ‘His Majesty’s Loyal Opposition’. The phrase is still used today. It’s a powerful notion, because it frames each side as a partner in the same collective project. But it also implies opposition might be a form of loyalty in itself.

When Roger Federer retired from tennis in September 2022, he held the hand of his greatest rival, Rafael Nadal, as both men sobbed. They owed their extraordinary careers, perhaps unmatched in the history of the sport, to each other. Their rivalry had improved them both, but it also improved the game: they played for the good of tennis. They played against each other, but ultimately they played together.

When you’re in the thick of argument with your ultra-religious or atheist cousin, or you’re maddened with rage at the politics of your left- or right-wing colleague, it’s a tough sell, I know. But the way to think of the other side is as the Nadal to your Federer – a partner, a colleague, a teammate, not an enemy. As our politics radicalise, it’s of the utmost urgency that we rethink the way we see the other side.

When the truth of a proposition seems self-evident and yet your counterpart refuses to see it, it is all too easy to believe they must be lying, or obtuse, or morally corrupt. But if your only explanation for her beliefs is that she’s mad or dangerous, the problem lies with you. We must stop instinctively attributing dark motives to those we disagree with. Your opponents – more often than not, and just like you – are sincere in their beliefs. Liberal and conservative, believer and heathen, capitalist and socialist, traditional and progressive, defenders of freedom and fighters for equality hold, for the most part, their opinions in good faith. They, like you, are simply trying to explain the world to themselves. They, like you, are trying to think their way to a better society. It’s a form of paranoia to assume otherwise.

Politics, like all argument, is the joint labour of opposing forces on the same ultimate team: in politics, to find the best solution to the problems of society; in argument, to get closer to the truth. We need to argue, because participating in the collective argument is our contribution to better thinking and better politics. That is why we must resist authoritarianism and protect the right to disagree. The wildly varied landscape of our moral and political attitudes is nature’s toolkit to help us confront the world and everything it might throw at us. Arguing makes us better thinkers, because argument is a partnership – a dance of reason.

But recognising the deep unconscious forces that influence our own opinions does something even more magical. When we’re aware of the social forces that drive our thinking, when we recognise the deep historical roots of our ideas and acknowledge the powerful biological undertow that pulls at our beliefs, we’re a very small step closer to freeing ourselves from their constraints. We can’t counter the force of Miriam Schoenfield’s ‘unreliable’ influences until we see them. Understanding why we think what we think is a step towards escaping the bounds of our own particular perspective – and towards achieving intellectual independence from our selves.




Part I



WHY WE THINK WHAT WE THINK


It is only natural, of course, that each man should think his own opinions best: the crow loves his fledgling, and the ape his cub

Thomas More, Utopia






CHAPTER 1

The Climate of Opinion

Dictator weather, patriarchal temperatures and the meteorology of monotheism

‘Wafanyakazi wa dunia, unganani!’ is the rallying cry of The Communist Manifesto in Swahili. In Italian, it’s ‘Lavoratori del mondo, unitevi!’ Pronounce them out loud – roll the vowels and consonants around in your mouth. Now try ‘Proletarii vsekh stran, soedinyaytes’!’ which is ‘Workers of the world, unite!’ but in Russian. Or ‘Maailman työläiset, yhdistykää!’ which is the same in Finnish.

If you listen to each of the phrases as noises, however much you might have mangled the pronunciation, there’s a phonetic difference between the first pair and the second pair. Swahili and Italian have big open-mouthed vowels, while Russian and Finnish are a minuet of pinched double-vowel diphthongs, like ‘oe’, ‘yay’ or ‘yö’.

Start somewhere on the Equator in Africa, and as you head up towards the Arctic Circle you’ll find the sounds of the languages you encounter along the way get somehow tighter, sharper and more constrained. Southern languages like Hausa, Arabic, Spanish and Greek have generous vowels, which as you head towards Sweden or Iceland become miserly umlauts and accents pronounced through pursed lips. French, straddling north and south, with its open vowels like avoir and amour and its unpronounceable nasals like un bon vin blanc, covers both.

The other key phonetic distinction between languages is syllable shape. Here again, there’s a big difference between north and south. In the south, you find more consonant-vowel syllables, like in the word pomodoro (‘tomato’ in Italian) which has four: po-mo-do-ro. In the north, far more complex combinations exist, like the word ‘twelfths’, which is a consonant-consonant-vowel-consonant-consonant-consonant-consonant tongue-twister.

The differences are down to climate. The way we speak depends on how much time we spend outside.1

Scandinavia has –20°C winters. If you want to chat, you will understandably wait until you’ve closed the front door behind you. Gossip, heart-to-hearts, setting the world to rights with an old friend are not outdoor activities in Viking weather. It’s a whole different proposition in, say, Addis Ababa, on a bench under a bower in the sun.

If you’re spending most of your day outside, and outside is where you’re working – doing business, arguing, buying and selling – you need more audio cut-through to project across distances and compete with all the ambient noise around you. Hence the sonorous vowels. If you’re waiting to do your talking until you’re huddled by a fire indoors, you can permit yourself to use less expressive vowel sounds because you’re that much closer to each other. Hence the umlauts and diphthongs. The reason southern languages have more consonant-vowel syllables (like pomodoro) is because they’re more powerful – they travel further and more clearly than consonant-vowel-consonant-etc. syllables (like ‘twelfths’). ‘Twelfths’ is hard enough to pronounce in one’s own head, let alone across a field.

Climate affects language in other ways too. Places with higher levels of humidity tend to have languages with a higher proportion of vowels, for the same reason that tonal languages like Chinese (where the same sound can have different meanings depending on its pitch) emerge in humid climates. To hit the right tonalities, the vocal folds require more humidity – there are many tonal words you simply couldn’t pronounce in the Sahara. The language groups that you find in areas of dense plant cover have the most sonorous vowels of all, because they have to fight their way through all that foliage. People who live at high altitude have more ejective consonants (which sound a little like the breathy, percussive noises made by beatboxers) because the lower air pressure makes ejectives easier to pronounce.2

Climate drives language evolution. But it does more than that. Climate also drives the evolution of human beliefs.3

Hot and bothered

Sixty years ago, Singapore was a developing country. At independence in 1965, Singapore’s GDP was around $900 million, roughly on a par with Uganda, and a little less than Afghanistan. Today, it stands at around $500 billion, with the fifth-highest GDP per capita in the world – above the US, above Qatar, and far above the UK, France, Germany and Japan. It has been a tremendous economic success story, matched also by its achievements in a host of other spheres. Singapore ranks ninth in the UN’s Human Development Index, which measures nations’ health, education, income and living conditions. It has the second-lowest child mortality rate in the world, is in the top ten for gender equality, and people born in Singapore are the citizens of the world most likely to reach their full professional and personal potential. Despite being a city-state of skyscrapers, nearly half of its land area is under green cover, and Singapore sits seventeenth in the list of most ecological cities in the world. Singapore, with a population of 5.5 million people, has more than fifty Michelin-starred restaurants and ranks seventh in the world for Michelin stars per capita.

On each of these measures, Singapore invariably sits in a small cluster of almost exclusively Western states – the Swedens, Switzerlands and New Zealands of this world. On child mortality, its closest neighbours are Iceland and Slovenia. On gender equality, it is huddled with the Netherlands, Denmark and Finland. On GDP per capita, it is sandwiched between the US and Norway. If you looked purely at the data, you might wonder whether Singapore was really a Scandinavian country that had floated off into the Malacca Strait. Which is why Singapore is so flummoxing to Western political observers. Across all measures, Singapore looks like a (very successful) Western country, except on one rather important issue – the issue much of the West likes to think of as its defining feature. Political liberty.

Singapore is to all practical effects an authoritarian state. There are strict limits to freedom of expression. The government controls the media. Defamation laws are used to block opposition voices. A powerful Public Order Act radically limits the rights of citizens to stage protests. There are strict limits on personal freedom too: it is illegal to walk around one’s house in the nude if you might be seen, littering is a serious offence, and you can be fined for posting explicit pictures of yourself on social media. Chewing gum, scourge of pavements and civilised conversation, is banned across the entire territory. The death penalty is still in use: Singapore executed sixteen people in 2023, and nine in 2024.

While it operates as a parliamentary democracy, on a political level Singapore is a single-party state. Since the country’s founding, only the People’s Action Party (PAP) has ever held power. Between 1965 and 1981, they held every single seat in parliament, and until today have never held less than 80 per cent of them. The PAP was founded in 1954 by Lee Kwan Yew, who in 1959 became Singapore’s first prime minister – a role he held for thirty-one years, until 1990. His eldest son, Lee Hsien Loong, took up the same post in 2004 and held it for twenty years himself, only stepping down in May 2024.

Singapore confuses Western political observers because we always assume that the development of opportunity and wealth go hand in hand with the development of freedom – ‘free market, free people’ goes the capitalist mantra. Singapore isn’t quite Equatorial Guinea, Belarus or North Korea, but on yet another of these country leader boards, Freedom House – a Washington, DC-based non-profit organisation working on democracy, political freedom, and human rights – ranks Singapore in the bottom half of the globe, wedged between Honduras and the Ivory Coast. And yet, while the People’s Action Party do control the media, and fiddle with the constitution to ensure their candidates get elected, and have not always been above using government laws to silence the opposition, they are also actually popular. Extremely popular, it turns out: most Singaporeans (82 per cent in late 2024) seem pretty happy with their political set-up.

Singapore is both a boomtown of wealth and opportunity and insidiously totalitarian. Some people explain this away by calling Singapore a young democracy in which the people haven’t quite got the hang of the rules yet. Others say that citizens everywhere will put up with authoritarian rulers as long as the economy grows. Both arguments are likely correct. It might, however, also have something to do with the weather.

The first person to conjecture that climate has an impact on attitudes was the polymath Charles Louis de Secondat, Baron de Montesquieu – judge, political philosopher and natural scientist. In The Spirit of Law, he wrote: ‘I have been to the opera in England and in Italy, where I have seen the same pieces and the same performers, and yet the same music produces such different effects on the two nations; one is so cold and phlegmatic, and the other so lively and enraptured, that it seems almost inconceivable.’4 Montesquieu may not have been the first European to have been confused by the English stiff upper lip or charmed by Latin passion, but he was almost certainly the first to link those cultural phenomena to the weather, and attempt to do so scientifically.

Montesquieu turned to sheep to explain the difference between the British and Italian responses to opera. The outermost part of a sheep’s tongue is covered with papillae. ‘I caused the half of this tongue to be frozen,’ he wrote, ‘and, observing it with the naked eye, I found the papillæ considerably diminished; some rows of them were even sunk into their sheath.’ Montesquieu thought he had proved that taste buds shrink in the cold, which would explain why the English didn’t appreciate opera: their nerves were dulled by the cold temperatures. ‘In cold countries, the nervous glands are less expanded … consequently they have not such lively sensations. In cold countries they have very little sensibility for pleasure; in temperate countries they have more; in warm countries their sensibility is exquisite.’

Montesquieu’s belief that the cold cauterises our emotions doesn’t cut it with modern science. But he had hit on something fundamental. The climate around us may not numb our emotional nerve endings, but it does have an indirect impact on our perceptions, our attitudes and our beliefs. Hot climates, particularly hot and humid climates like Singapore’s, have a bearing on our opinions because of the other things they allow to flourish: microbes, germs and pathogens.

Pathogens are microorganisms such as bacteria, viruses, fungi, protozoa, worms and parasites that cause disease. Hot, humid places are a paradise for life forms. Lots of sun and water means lots of vegetation, which provides high-end accommodation and nutrition for all sorts of creatures, some of which are very dangerous to humans. There’s nothing a malarial mosquito likes more than warm pools of stagnant water. But the real threat is even smaller than a mosquito. Hot and humid climates are a paradise for bacteria – nowhere does food rot, wounds fester, and infections spread as fast.

Humans have two defence mechanisms against infection. The first is biological. Faced with infection, the body’s immune system – our white blood cells, organs and tissue – goes into overdrive to defeat the germs inside us. The second is behavioural. During the Covid-19 pandemic, we quickly developed a behavioural toolset designed to fight the spread of the virus: lockdowns, wearing masks, and dousing ourselves in hand sanitiser. All of those behavioural responses were forms of social distancing – they severed the physical links we had with other people. Collective social distancing was our behavioural immune system kicking in.

Covid and our radical collective response to it came as a tremendous shock – we’d never experienced anything like it before. But ‘behavioural immunity’ is an evolutionary strategy we have used since the beginnings of human history. Over thousands of years we have developed social norms – collective modes of behaviour relating to attitudes and behaviours – that guard against infection. For the most part, we don’t greet strangers by kissing them on the mouth. And with the exception of certain cheeses, when our food starts to grow a life of its own, we tend to throw it out.

Our behavioural immunity includes the things we do or don’t do, but also the things we believe. We can build behavioural immunity with ideas. These attitudes and ideologies are tools: they inform how we engage with others, and with the world around us. Just like languages evolve out of the climate where they’re spoken, so communities develop attitudes that are best adapted to their environments.

This partly explains why societies in hot, humid, pathogen-rich environments – just like Singapore – will develop cultures that set much more store by behaviours that mitigate infection. They have strong social norms and a low tolerance of deviant behaviour, especially around hygiene, sanitation and sex – no chewing gum or explicit Instagram pics, please. They tend to be more distrustful of foreigners and outgroups (people they identify as unlike themselves) who might bring disease; despite being a multiracial and multicultural country that has flourished by importing talent and capital, Singapore has a troubling history of episodes of nationwide xenophobia, like the race riots of 1964 or the ‘Little India’ riot of 2013. Societies in hot, humid, pathogen-rich environments also tend to be more disposed towards hierarchy, authoritarianism and collectivism (putting the welfare of the group above the rights of the individual), since high-stress environments require a higher degree of social order and cohesion.5 You need fewer rules and can enforce them less strictly when the consequences of breaking those rules are less serious.

Antiviral virtues
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