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Invitation from the RSA Academy
The RSA Academy opened in September 2008. It is based in Tipton, West Midlands, just
north-west of Birmingham and has 1150 students including some 50 post-16 students. We are
looking for imaginative and effective ways of offering Fellows the opportunity to work with the
Academy, in ways that impact directly on students’ learning.
Now, perhaps more than ever, we need to broaden our students’ horizons, raise their
expectations and aspirations and provide the experiences which will give them
an understanding of global issues. This is where Fellows could help us.
The Academy would like to develop a programme of work experience and
work-related learning opportunities for all of our students – and to extend it
further afield than the Academy’s surrounding area. Ideally, we would like this
programme to reach national and international placements, although we recognise
that this will take care and substantial planning. Students and those offering
placements will have to be sure that both are being supported (and agreed by
all parties beforehand); that their work experience/placement will be carefully
monitored by the Academy and that it will be assessed and evaluated by both
the Academy and the host organisation. Such placements would offer students
opportunities to apply their classroom learning in a real-world environment.
We are extending an invitation to our Fellows to help us with this important
programme. If you and/or your organisation are in a position to get involved
with this, or if you would simply like to discuss our plans, please get in touch.
If you would like to support the students’ learning in other ways, perhaps by
providing guest speakers for seminars – in person or by video conferencing – I
would also be very pleased to hear from you.

Lesley James
RSA Education and RSA Academy Director of Business Development
lesley.james@rsa.org.uk
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future and our capability to meet it
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resent time is the hardest to understand. We
may not be able to predict the future, but
we can endlessly speculate on the impact of
current trends. As for the past, historians offer us
rich and diverse interpretations from which to choose.
But now we are in the dark. As we live through a
period of dislocation which will surely come to be
seen as one of the most significant turns in the road
of modernity, how do we get a handle on today?
At the heart of the question is whether the
economic collapse is an accident or a revelation.
From the former perspective, this is a specific failure
with a clear diagnosis: the combination of new, global
financial instruments, weak regulation and human
nature led to a contagion and now we have embarked
on a painful process of recovery following which
we can, basically, resume the long march of freemarket liberalism.
The alternative interpretation sees the credit
crunch as the collapse of a monstrous edifice built on
the foundations of neo-liberal orthodoxy. From this
viewpoint, what is now being exposed are a variety of
deceptions and misconceptions that go to the heart of
who we are, and who we have to be, as human beings.
Market globalisation, turbo-consumerism, the
fetishising of economic growth, indifference to
inequality, scepticism towards the state and even the
very idea that human beings are best understood
as rational, self-interested, individuals: all these
aspects of what some in the UK might loosely call
the neo-liberal inheritance are now subject to a
concerted critique.
In this debate, the RSA is able to claim a consistent
position, drawing on our traditions, renewed before
the economic crisis and powerfully relevant now. Our
view, simply expressed, is that human beings need
to function at a different, higher level if we are to
survive and thrive in tomorrow’s world.
As I argued in my first annual lecture back in 2007,
this involves a citizenry that is more fully engaged
in collective decision-making, that lives more self

illustration: Seb jarnot
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8 John Adam Street,
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Comment/Matthew Taylor
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sufficiently and that is more inclined to be altruistic
in its attitudes and actions. That speech asserted
the need for ‘pro-social’ behaviour. But since then,
through our events and projects, we have delved
more deeply into the nature of human capability
and agency. These issues were anyway of central
importance to our work on education and design.
New projects are now developing: the Social Brain,
seeking to develop new ways of understanding and
influencing human decision-making, and Connected
Communities, exploring the basis for collective
efficacy, particularly in deprived communities.
The recession has also been the spur for us to return
to themes of enterprise and even manufacturing. A
project on entrepreneurialism in a cold climate is
in the pipeline, and a pamphlet and speech on new
forms of manufacturing have been commissioned.
The task is to maintain the RSA’s diversity of
interests and networks while closing in on a stronger
core proposition: human beings must and can operate
at a different level. And, as always, the RSA aims not
just to interpret the world but to change it.
By combining new thinking with practical projects
of experimentation and collaboration, and by, above
all, bringing our Fellowship ever closer to the heart
of the organisation, the RSA offers an organisational
form that combines the best practice of debating
societies, think-tanks, NGOs and social enterprises.
In the course of our 255 years of existence,
the RSA has sometimes been at the heart of
contemporary debate while, at others, has retreated
to the quiet backwaters. We were there in the first
flush of the Enlightenment. It is time now for a
new enlightenment: enthusiastic about the future,
committed to science, creativity and enterprise,
but also to using the tools of modernity in aid of a
more rounded, more credible, and ultimately more
ambitious understanding of human capability.
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News

Update
The latest news from the RSA

Manchester curriculum is launched

RSA engaging ‘users’ in projects
Current and former drug users are to help
with research for an RSA project aimed at
producing an innovative range of new
end-to-end drug services. The RSA’s new
research director, Steve Broome, will
oversee a detailed survey conducted by,
and of, current and former drug users.
The project approach came out of
recommendations drawn from the
RSA’s Commission into Illegal Drugs,
Communities and Public Policy in 2007.
Having secured funding support from
the Wates Foundation and the Tudor Trust,
the RSA will be working with the West
Sussex Drug and Alcohol Action Team and
the drug treatment charity Addaction to
pilot new approaches to delivering the
complex services drug users often require.
“Drug users will be trained and
supported in undertaking much of the

primary research for the project,” said
Broome, who joined the RSA in October
last year. “We believe this approach has
two advantages: it empowers those
conducting the research and enables us to
get the kind of feedback and access that
traditional research methods would
struggle to secure. Our researchers will
also form the basis of a user reference
group that will provide ongoing advice to
the project.
“The fieldwork will explore drivers and
barriers to services, particularly for problem
drug users,” continued Broome. “It will also
investigate the potential for individual
budgets for drug users to buy bespoke
packages of treatment and support, in line
with the government’s approach to
providing more personalised provision
across public-sector services.” In general,

RSA projects strive to engage a broad
range of people, both Fellows as well as
those most affected by the changes they
are exploring. The Prison Learning
Network, which will wrap up this year, has
brought together key players within the
criminal justice system with the aim of
improving the quality of prison learning.
“We also undertook a series of focus
groups with women, adult male and young
offenders,” said Rebecca Daddow, the
project’s co-ordinator. “This helped to test
and add to some of our emerging findings
and has enabled us to prioritise for the
future.” In addition, Tezira O’Lalobo joined
the RSA project team as an intern while
she was still servicing her prison sentence.
O’Lalobo has worked on researching and
writing up case studies which will be used
in the final report, due out this spring.

RSA Education is launching an Area Based
Curriculum project, which aims to raise levels
of aspiration and achievement by engaging
young people in the life of their community.
The pilot area for this scheme is Manchester,
where three schools are currently participating
in a new learning approach that is rooted in
the social and historical context of the area
and that aims to see pupils taking an active
interest in local issues.
“It’s about making young people part of a
larger community of learning so that they can
have a real impact on the world,” explained Ian
McGimpsey, senior manager for education at
the RSA. The schools involved are North
Manchester High School for Boys, Parklands
and Whalley Range high schools. As part of
this new ‘Manchester curriculum’, North
Manchester High has partnered with the BBC
to offer its pupils the chance to produce a film
called What makes Manchester great?. Over a

Design Directions challenge students to innovate
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Luke Johnson is RSA’s new chairman

experiences. Reflecting this emphasis on user consultation, the
12 shortlisted Design Directions Plus finalists will benefit from a
mentoring session with either Engine or ThinkPublic, two of the
UK’s most successful service design consultancies.
This session prepares the finalists for a half-day workshop on
their proposal with a group of stakeholders and users, including
front-line public service workers,
relevant experts, professionals
and representatives from
voluntary organisations
and charities.
Shortlisted proposals
include a system that
rewards prisoners by allocating them a visiting pod
commensurate with the ‘host’ status they have attained; a service
in which young people both refurbish used computers for use by
older people and coach their seniors in how to use them; and a
network that deliberately brings together society’s two most
isolated groups: older people and new mothers.
The Design Directions winners will be announced in April. For
further information, visit www.RSAdesigndirections.org
Spring issue 2009
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The RSA’s Design Directions student competition has
introduced two ‘super briefs’ this year. These have been issued
under the Design Directions Plus moniker, challenging
entrants to tackle issues relating to prison visits and social
exclusion among older people.
Action for Age, supported by the Calouste Gulbenkian
Foundation and GlaxoSmithKline, asks design students to
propose services to ease the social isolation and loneliness
of older people. The Visit, supported by private prisons
provider Kalyx, asks for proposals for the improvement of
prison visiting services.
The annual competition asks design students to create
innovative solutions to a range of briefs, covering areas
including product design, socially beneficial services, graphic
design and technology. The categories aim to explore the
role design can play in response to key challenges in
contemporary life.
The emerging discipline of service design has a different
focus from that of conventional product design. Designers are
encouraged to engage users in the design process in order to
produce results that respond sensitively to their needs and

three-week period, 90 pupils will explore this
theme on film, with the best extracts of their
work being broadcast at a special screening
in Manchester’s Exchange Square.
Dave Magrath, deputy head of North
Manchester High, believes that the
Manchester curriculum is the ideal vehicle for
pupils to develop skills that will help them in
the world outside school. “The immediacy of
the locality is of interest and stimulates pupils
to further their involvement in the project and
therefore the city itself,” he said. Thanks to
partnerships with local bodies, such as
Manchester University, Manchester Transport
and Manchester Fayre, pupils are being given
the opportunity to get involved in the many
aspects of civic life.
It is hoped that the pilot scheme will provide
a model for the project to be rolled out to
other UK cities. For further information, visit
www.theRSA.org/education

Luke Johnson has been appointed chair of the RSA for 2009, taking over
from Gerry Acher on 1 April. Johnson has been chairman of Channel 4
Television since 2004 and principal of private equity firm Risk Capital
Partners since 2000. He was previously responsible for the expansion of
the Pizza Express chain and now owns several businesses, including
Giraffe restaurants and teacher recruitment company Synarbor.
“The RSA has an outstanding team, a remarkable heritage and a
fantastic resource in its Fellows,” said Johnson. “I believe it has a vital
role to play in stimulating enterprises of every dimension.”
A former governor of the University of the Arts London, he is also
an experienced journalist. “Luke is well known for the quality of his
ideas and his entrepreneurial zeal,” said Matthew Taylor, RSA chief
executive. “I look forward to working with him as we take the RSA
forward.” Taylor added, “It’s been fantastic working with Gerry –
I could not imagine a wiser and more supportive chair to
guide me through my first two years here.”

CORRECTION: In Lynsey Hanley’s piece ‘Crossing the class divide’ (Journal Winter 2008)
we mistakenly indicated that Nassim Nicholas Taleb’s book The Black Swan was called The
Child Who Would Do Well Anyway. Apologies.
www.theRSA.org

Spring issue 2009               

NEWS IN BRIEF

Gould honour
The RSA was delighted to
award this year’s prestigious
Benjamin Franklin medal to
Professor Elizabeth Gould for
her groundbreaking work on
neurogenesis. Her research
into the effect of environments
on the neuronal composition of
the brain has profound and farreaching societal implications.
RSA chief executive Matthew
Taylor interviews her in the
eJournal. Watch the video at
www.theRSA.org/journal

A fair return
A newly published paper by
Sir John Banham blames the
poor performance of the UK
fund management industry on
Britons’ propensity for risk
avoidance, ‘little Englander’
attitudes to investment fund
allocation, and ineffective
regulation. The paper urges
institutions to put themselves
in the shoes of their ultimate
client: people saving for
retirement. Read ‘Decent
Pensions Returns in Turbulent
Times’ at www.theRSA.org/
TomorrowsInvestor

President’s
Lecture
The RSA President’s Lecture
2009 is by Professor Quintin
McKellar, principal of the Royal
Veterinary College. His talk will
take place at RSA House on
Tuesday 5 May.
RSA JOURNAL
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Profile

What is collaborative leadership and
how did you arrive at this idea?
Collaborative leaders are people
who can share control and trust a
partner to deliver even if they operate
in a completely different way from
themselves. These leaders have the
ability to produce results across
boundaries, such as formal contracts
or informal agreements, by making
relationships work more efficiently.
The theory was born out of my, and
my business partner Alex Cameron’s,
practical experience. We were both
working as consultants on either side
of the public-private partnership at
London Underground as it was being
created. We watched over the weeks as
a large room was filled with the pages
of the contract. This mandated how
maintenance of the track would be
done and rail services delivered, but
also how light bulbs should be changed
– every conceivable permutation was
being covered. We met to discuss
how things were developing and
decided there were better ways of
completing complex projects. So we
set out to research best practice in a
range of organisations and discovered
that collaboration provided the most
efficient solutions.
Contemporary collaborations usually
involve the internet – is technology
central to your ideas?
I’d describe myself as technology
neutral. The web can shrink distance
and size, so it can enable people to
collaborate across thousands of miles
8
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Together
we stand
and also get large organisations to
connect with small ones. But delivering
results successfully over time is about
building relationships. The web can
actually weaken this connection and
make things very transactional. For
example, I’ll buy a book from Amazon,
but if Borders had a better offer I’d
buy it there – I’ve got no loyalty to,
or relationship with, Amazon. Some
web-centred collaborations seem to
work – such as the communities around
Wikipedia and Linux – because they
are about more than a transaction.
Isn’t it true that the majority of
people are drawn to those they
perceive as strong and decisive?
There are lots of reasons why people
may be drawn to powerful figures,
but it does not mean they are the best
leaders. Humans are tribal animals
and tend towards a mindset that says
‘look after my own tribe first’. The
definition of your tribe might be a
family, a company or the national
interest, but this is a route that leads
to protectionism. We depend on other
countries for energy supplies and we
rely on their companies for elements
of our manufacturing. We live in an
interconnected world and we’ve just
got to accept that. There is a myth that
as a leader of a company, or country,
you can control your own destiny, but
we need to build relationships to solve
commercial and political problems.
A collaborative leader accepts what
Michael Thompson describes as
the ‘plural rationality’ of beliefs (see

‘Beyond boom and bust’, Winter 2008
Journal): different groups may have
separate agendas but a leader must
find a common purpose and handle
the kind of conflicts that will inevitably
occur. ‘Strong’ leaders are the ones who
don’t dictate a one-answer solution.
But does this not lead to decisionmaking by a series of committees?
No, because leadership of the process is
vitally important. You still need leaders
with energy and drive who will say
‘OK, we’ve got two hours in this room
and then we need a decision’.
Approaches to management come
and go. Why is your approach not
just another fad?
Because it responds to what is
happening in society now and how
we anticipate the future to develop.
Upcoming trends, such as the growth
of the Asian economies, means leaders
need to cope with external change while
retaining a network of relationships.
The current economic crisis has
highlighted how interconnected we
all are and that is going to increase.
Collaborative leaders will be those best
placed to respond to these challenges.
Collaborative Leadership by David
Archer and Alex Cameron is out now.

Interactive
Read David Archer’s article about
how collaborative leadership works
in practice in the eJournal, at
www.theRSA.org/journal
Spring issue 2009
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David Archer believes
the future of leadership
lies in collaboration. Here
he explains why ‘strong’
characters are not always
the best bosses

Events

Preview: Spring 2009
Abi Stephenson, RSA Event development officer, selects her highlights
1. RSA/WWF Series on Global Challenges and the Values We Live By
Preeminent bioethicist and philosopher Peter Singer gives the final lecture in the
RSA/WWF series and asks: how can we establish a clearer common ethical basis to
engagement on a range of civil society concerns, including human rights, poverty,
human development and environmentalism?
Where: RSA, London
When: 30 March at 6pm

2. RSA Thursday – The Fat Tail
Just how fat is the ‘tail’ of extreme political instability, and what does that mean for the
international economy? Ian Bremmer, president of the Eurasia Group and author of the
groundbreaking book The Fat Tail, joins us to explain how, when it comes to global
markets, politics matters at least as much as the economic fundamentals.
Where: RSA, London
When: 2 April at 1pm

3. RSA Thursday – The Pleasures and Sorrows of Work
Alain de Botton, renowned essayist, philosopher and founder of ‘The School of Life’,
will be examining the nature and function of work in this thought-provoking lecture.
Most of our waking hours are spent at work, and yet we rarely challenge the basic
assumptions that lie behind this time-consuming, life-altering activity.
Where: RSA, London
When: 9 April at 1pm

4. The Many Avatars of the Indian Creative Mind
Is multiplicity a particularly Indian trait? Literary giant Vikram Seth will join
eminent economist Amartya Sen and a panel of notable speakers to discuss this
intriguing question in an exclusive event held in association with Penguin Press and
the British Council.
Where: RSA, London
When: 20 April at 6.45pm

5. RSA Thursday – Neuroscience, Free Will and Responsibility
Is free will an illusion? Distinguished neuroscientist Professor Christopher Frith details
recent research on the neural underpinnings of choice, and explains how the
experience of free will is critical for cultural understanding, moral frameworks and
responsibility to the self and others.
Where: RSA, London
When: 23 April at 1pm
The highlights above are just a small selection of events coming up on the RSA lecture programme. For full events listings and free
audio downloads, please visit: www.theRSA.org/events
www.theRSA.org
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Opinion/Economics
Illustrations by Shibuya

Reversal
of fortunes
Amid scepticism over the free-market consensus, the financial
crisis has paved the way for a Keynesian resurgence. But, warns
Oliver Kamm, this is not the time for grandiose ideological theses

“T

he State,” wrote John Maynard Keynes in 1936,
“will have to exercise a guiding influence on the
propensity to consume partly through its scheme
of taxation, partly by fixing the rate of interest, and partly, perhaps,
in other ways.”
The shift in economic thinking in the 1930s had the feeling
almost of religious revival. Keynes had uncovered and remedied
a crucial defect of the capitalist economy: that equilibrium might
be achieved at a level in which capitalists would refrain from
investing. This liquidity trap was not self-correcting: it would lock
the economy into stagnation. Government action was needed to
fill the gap and stimulate demand.
Keynes’s arguments had enormous political traction, but fell into
disfavour in the great inflation of the 1970s. Restrictive monetary
policy, monetary targeting, privatisation, fiscal retrenchment and
curbs on trade union power became part of the programmes of
resurgent conservatism – especially in the UK, under Margaret
Thatcher, and with the Reagan administration in the US. But quite
suddenly, with the financial crisis that turned into full-scale panic
in the autumn of 2007, the politics of Keynesianism returned.
Governments throughout the advanced industrial economies are
mounting big fiscal stimulus packages, aggressive monetary easing
– and even nationalisation of the banks.
To some, this represents a welcome supersession of dogmatic
free-market ideas of the type popularly associated with the
Thatcher Governments. Less plausibly – and a view I shall
discount – is the notion that the whole crisis has been caused not
by an absence of regulation, but by government attempts in the US
to direct mortgage lending to higher-risk (or subprime) borrowers.
Aside from these ideological theses, it is highly tempting also to
infer, from the deep recession and economic damage precipitated
by the financial crisis, that policy tends to go in cycles. On this
argument, there was too much intervention in the Keynesian
era, culminating in the exercise of power by interest groups in
the corporatist 1970s. Inflation and trade
Oliver Kamm is a
union power then had to be tamed in
leader writer for
reaction, but the era of deregulation and
The Times
10
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“Much more stringent
regulation is needed to
anticipate and prevent
future disasters”
markets may now too be ending. None of these interpretations of
the current predicament quite covers it, however.
The explanation that I favour takes something enduring from
the shift to economic liberalism – among social democratic
governments as well as conservative ones – in the 1980s and 1990s.
This is not so much an argument for markets as for transparency,
rules and economic openness.
The limits of these approaches are reached, however, when
considering the financial system. Asset prices and exchange rates
are not prices like any other. They can overshoot fundamental
values, in both directions. There is a strong case – one that is not
being observed by today’s policymakers – for open-border policies
regarding the movement of goods and labour. But the case for
the free movement of capital flows is different, and weaker. In
principle, financial markets allocate capital to the most productive
uses. In practice, capital flows will be disruptive if the banking
system is not sufficiently developed to cope. That is what has
happened in today’s financial crisis.
Comparisons between today’s crisis and the Great Depression
of 1929–33 are misleading and, in any case, there is a common
misconception about Keynes’s analysis of the causes of the
Depression. This is not a crisis of capitalism so much as a crisis of
one particular segment of the market economy: the
financial system. It is true, however, that the crisis
was born and amplified in the private sector. Much
more stringent regulation is needed to anticipate
Spring issue 2009
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and prevent future such disasters.
One problem with imagining that there is
a Keynesian precedent that augurs now for a
Keynesian resurrection is that the Great Depression
was not strictly caused by a deficiency of aggregate demand. It was
driven rather by an idée fixe of adherence to the Gold Standard.
Monetary policy in the 1930s aimed to defend convertibility of
the dollar into gold (from 1879 to 1933 there was a fixed price of
one ounce of gold for $20.67). Adherence to the gold standard
reflected a belief that money had to be backed by some asset,
otherwise confidence in the currency and in the solvency of the
Government would be undermined. It was a bizarre notion and
a destructive one. It meant that the Federal Reserve could not
properly act as lender of last resort to the banking system, because
it had to take account of the demand for gold. (If it lent money to
banks, then there would be more money in circulation, thereby
reducing the credibility of the Fed’s guarantee to exchange paper
currency for gold.) Consequently monetary policy was kept
cripplingly tight.
A second problem with the Keynesian parallel is that today’s
crisis is likewise not a fundamental problem with the real economy.
The global economy has been pulled into a deep recession by
failings in a dysfunctional financial system. It is true that financial
deregulation was advanced as part of the wider liberalising impulse
of the 1980s. But there were sound reasons for, say, abolishing
fixed commissions in the stock market (which reduced the costs
of trading) and encouraging financial innovation (which allowed
companies to manage their risks better, and investors to diversify
their portfolios more efficiently). The real danger was that, as the
securities industry devised ever more complex products, the risks
to the wider financial system were overlooked.
Lessons from the Asian crisis
A better parallel for today’s crisis is not the Great Depression but
the Asian currency crisis of 1997–8. That crisis was admittedly
on a regional and much smaller scale, but the causes and remedies
have similarities. The region had experienced rapid growth
through borrowing short-term, in overseas markets, and lending
long-term, for capital projects. The crisis had a proximate spark –
panic in international markets as Russia defaulted on its sovereign
debt – which led to a contagious loss in confidence in the emerging
economies. The Asian economies, with underdeveloped banking
systems, experienced a collapse in their currencies. Their foreigncurrency liabilities became a crippling burden. Deep recession
and intense hardship followed.
Yet the region – with the notable exception of Malaysia, which
imposed capital controls and whose political leadership advanced
bizarre anti-semitic explanations of the crisis – kept its ties to the
global economy and its place in the international trading system.
Growth eventually resumed. The determination of Asian leaders
– especially in China, which had not been caught up in these
12
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“The last thing the global
economy needs is a
resumption of the policies
of protectionism”
ructions – never again to be so vulnerable to turmoil in the foreign
exchange markets in fact contributed to the long expansion of the
global economy in the 2000s. A huge glut of Asian savings was
built up and recycled in the western advanced industrial economies.
The US current account deficit was sustained by massive capital
flows from Asian into US Treasuries. There was so much capital
sloshing around the western economies that interest rates were
kept below market clearing levels – and an unsustainable boom in
asset prices and expansion of credit were the consequences.
This is a simplistic and schematic background but it is, I believe,
a more convincing explanation for today’s economic turmoil than
grandiose ideological theses. This is a not a crisis of capitalism
or the undermining of the principles of economic liberalism. It
is a severe malfunctioning of one part of the capitalist economy,
its financial sector. Banking crises are a periodic hazard because
banks are tied to each other through the wholesale lending market.
A combination of factors has caused that market to freeze up.
Policymakers kept interest rates too low, and – partly owing to
an inflation-targeting approach that made no attempt to prick
asset-price bubbles – presided over a massive explosion of
credit. Regulation in the banking sector, and especially capital
requirements, paid too little attention to the need for liquidity.
When a shock occurred in the banking sector, namely a realisation
that an entire class of asset-backed securities was impossible to
value accurately, then banks hoarded cash and refused to lend.
Hence the vertiginous collapse in economic activity. Whereas
there are numerous historical cases of collapses in the prices
of particular assets or asset classes, this is a collapse of a credit
bubble – and credit, being the lifeblood of the economy, needs to
be restored.
It would be a mistake to interpret the crisis measures undertaken
by governments as a refutation of the principles advanced in
the preceding two or three decades, precisely because they are
limited to repairing the financial system. Keynesian stabilisation
policy is premised on the idea that capitalism is cyclically unstable
and requires the operation of automatic stabilisers – monetary
and fiscal policy.
The counter-revolution in economic thought at the end of the
20th century had no difficulty assimilating this insight in practice.
Governments are unable to abolish the business cycle, and need
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to moderate its fluctuations. That does not imply, however,
that government has any particular expertise or role in taking
command of important segments of the economy.
Finance is different, because it is not an industry that makes
products so much as an essential utility that pervades the entire
economy. It cannot be left to fail, because it will bring the entire
economy down with it. Where the financial regime failed in recent
years was a misalignment of incentives and poor regulation.
Bankers had scant conception of the risks they were taking on;
and given that finance is above all a discipline of the efficient
management of risk, this was a huge systemic failing. The
significant but limited sense in which the neo-liberal consensus
of the late 20th century failed was in its indulgence of perverse
incentives in the financial sector. Financial markets rewarded
companies that reorganised themselves – whose executives saw the
constituent businesses as a portfolio of assets to be traded. Hence,
for example, the disastrous business strategy of Royal Bank of
Scotland, which extended to buying a Dutch bank, ABN Amro,
at a hugely inflated price at the top of the market, and building up
a US banking network with punishing exposure to a collapsing
housing market.
Economic and political liberalism needs to come to terms with
these failures rather than reinvent itself wholesale. The system
it haltingly replaced in the 1980s and 1990s had misunderstood
the limits of human knowledge and wastefulness of attempts
at government planning. The poor regulation and misaligned
incentives of today’s financial system are an indication not of a
renewed statism but of the importance of a framework of rules. In
macroeconomic policy, the need for transparency and openness
remains an important lesson. The last thing the global economy
needs at this time is a resumption of the self-defeating policies of
protectionism and the imposition of barriers to immigration. And
the worst inference that politics could draw is that the role of the
state is to plan and command rather than to stabilise.
There are three huge tasks ahead for policymakers and economic
agents. First, monetary easing needs to be radical enough to stem
any incipient deflationary pressures. Secondly, there needs to be
a fiscal stimulus on the part of the US that is big enough to fill
the gap left by a collapse in private consumption and investment.
Thirdly, there needs to be a decisive and painful writedown
of assets in the banking system; bad debts must be purged
from the system, and the bankers who presided over these failures
need to be replaced.
But as with Asia in the 1990s, adherence to the principles of
economic openness is the only long-term solution to catastrophic
failures born in the financial system. These are difficult times.
The global economy faces its sternest test since the 1970s, and
possibly since the 1930s. But the levers of economic policy are
now better understood. There will be a swing in the regulatory
system, and probably an overreaction. But a rebirth of dirigisme
and state control would be neither likely nor desirable.
www.theRSA.org
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The descent
of rational man
From the ‘herding instincts’ of traders to our unselfish
approach to transactions, behavioural science is turning the
economic orthodoxy of rational self-interest on its head.
Pete Lunn explains what this means for consumer policy
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rguably the single most telling utterance of this global
economic crisis is “shocked disbelief”. The phrase
is Alan Greenspan’s. As the man who once seemed
to personify our modern-day understanding of the capitalist
economy, Greenspan settled upon these words to describe his
mental state as he watched that economy calamitously unravel.
History is peppered with instances of great minds getting it
wrong, yet those same minds don’t always confess to the magnitude
of their error. So Greenspan should be credited for his honesty.
Very many economists are in shocked disbelief, even if not all of
them admit it. Orthodox economics has been humiliated.
Families bought houses they could not pay for, often with
drastic consequences. Consumers, egged on by cheap credit, made
purchases they would later regret. Sophisticated financial minds
hopelessly miscalculated the value of assets. Top investment banks
took ruinous commercial decisions. These mistakes were replicated
and repeated. Orthodox economics, meanwhile, says economic
agents take independent, rational decisions that maximise their
own self-interest. Oops.
Shocks have the capacity to change beliefs irrevocably and we
should hope this one does exactly that. For orthodox economics
has acted like a vice on the mind of our
Pete Lunn is an
economist at the
political elite. For several decades, the
Economic and Social
assumption that people behave as rational,
Research Institute
in Dublin
self-interested individuals spread and
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“Shocks have the capacity
to change beliefs irrevocably
and we should hope this
one does exactly that”
embedded itself in all manner of policies. It became the accepted
basis of much consumer and competition policy; a driving
force of public service reforms and privatisations; the excuse
for skyrocketing executive salaries; a core belief behind the
‘flexible’ labour market mantra; a conservative influence on taxes,
environmental policy and the regulation of business activity.
Textbook economics installed itself in our political operating
system. The economic crisis may well be the moment when we
finally decide that our system is overdue an update.
In fact, long before the present crisis developed, the standard
assumptions of economics were being undermined by scientific
findings. Quietly, undetected by policymakers and pundits, unseen
even by most economists, a disparate group of scientists were
busy finding ways to test the core assumptions of neo-classical
economics, through economic experiments and field studies.
From its genesis in the late 1970s, ‘behavioural economics’ grew
from a peripheral curiosity into a thriving sub-discipline. Now, it
is almost a mainstream movement. For its adherents, such as me,
behavioural economics is causing nothing short of a revolution in
economic thought.
Scientific revolutions are typically fairly slow. They are
generational processes of gradual intellectual discovery and
enlightenment. But significant events can be catalytic,
speeding up the revolutionary process. For economics,
the present crisis has shown the old ideas to be
scarily unsound and simultaneously provided
credibility to new approaches that seem to give a better
account of what has occurred. Some
of the smartest and most ambitious
politicians, Barack Obama included,
are hungry for new economic ideas
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to replace now unpalatable old ones. They are
latching on to behavioural economics.
It is important not to overstate the case.
Behavioural economists, like the rest of the
profession, did not foresee the scale and severity of the crisis. As
a behavioural economist, I possessed no alternative model of the
economy that began flashing a red alert in 2004. But nor do I
share Alan Greenspan’s feelings of shocked disbelief. By studying
real economic behaviour, I have come to believe that markets
do not work in the efficient way the textbook asserts. So when
events make that painfully apparent, I am neither shocked nor
disbelieving. Knowledge of people’s economic instincts helps to
understand how this crisis happened.
There are now hundreds of studies showing that people are
prone to systematic biases when making economic decisions.
They frequently fail to take the option that is apparently most
beneficial to themselves. Examples include valuing the same object
more highly when it belongs to them, getting disproportionately
influenced by the first suggestion they encounter and being very
sensitive to seemingly irrelevant contextual details. These biases
and mistakes appear to be very deep. A number of animal species
are known to trade favours and food, and many of the biases
first found in human decision-making have now been observed
in primates and other mammals. They are most likely to crop up
when there is doubt about the value of what is being traded, which
was probably the norm for economic activity throughout most of
human evolution.
One such bias is that when individuals try to decide what
something is worth, they tend towards the valuations of everyone
else. Marketing professionals know this well, which is why they
prize ‘testimonial’ adverts in which real consumers talk about
mundane household products like they’ve just fallen in love for
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the first time. It seems almost bizarre to think that supposedly
sophisticated traders in the world’s largest financial institutions
could fall prey to such simple human frailty, but they did. Once
some traders enthusiastically led the way in buying up innovative
and complicated mortgage-backed securities, the herd followed.
More and more bright, numerate financial professionals started
buying what appeared, back then, to be financial hot cakes, but
what we now refer to as toxic assets.
The herd was so enticing that it attracted more than one
species: credit rating agencies and regulators joined it too. To a
behavioural economist, the cleverest financial professionals in the
world behaving as irrationally as consumers hearing stories about
the brilliance of the latest washing powder, is not a surprise. Clever
people are still instinctively human.
Behavioural economists are also inclined to distinguish between
‘risk’ and ‘uncertainty’, because experiments show that people
instinctively react differently to each. The distinction is that when
facing risk you know the odds you are up against, but when facing
uncertainty, you do not. A risk is playing roulette; uncertainty
is playing roulette without knowing how many red and black
numbers are on the wheel. In the build up to the crisis, traders
relied on increasingly sophisticated risk management models,
which balanced risk across different assets in a mathematically
sound manner, but started from the assumption that accurate
probabilities could be assigned to returns on each asset. In truth,
the probabilities were incalculable. Historical patterns permitted
an educated guess, but that was all. This hubris, the belief that
the risk models were accurate representations of an uncertain
world, was a big factor in the subsequent collapse of these firms
of international pedigree.
Interestingly, once it became apparent that the calculations of
default probabilities were hopeless, perceptions changed. Nobody
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“Hundreds of studies show
that people are prone to
systematic biases when
making economic decisions”
knew which firms were holding the most toxic assets. Traders
suddenly decided that the task of calculating the odds of default
for their fellow banks was impossible. Having perceived lending
money to poor people to buy houses as a manageable risk, the
markets stopped lending to the biggest financial institutions in
the world, because they perceived uncertainty. This behaviour
is utterly irrational, but quite understandable if you know how
people typically perceive and react to risk and uncertainty.
Behavioural economics therefore offers an account of the
behaviour of financial market traders that illuminates causes of
the crisis. It also has much to say about the contribution to the
crisis of consumers and house buyers.
There have actually been more than 40 house price bubbles
across the OECD countries over the past 50 years. The economic
instincts that cause bubbles are quite well understood. Countless
studies show that people value the immediate future too highly (see
Jonah Lehrer’s article on page 22), and that they are excessively
influenced by the most recent trends. Behavioural economists have
even learned to generate mini-bubbles in the laboratory among
people playing trading games. Subjects in these experiments
buy and sell tokens, the future value of which is probabilistic.
The subjects respond too strongly to trends, causing bubbles and
crashes in the price. Bubbles are a scientifically replicable and,
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frankly, fascinating piece of human behaviour.
The examples above are titbits of behavioural economics that
can assist those who are watching current events and asking “but
how can this happen?”. There are many, many more findings that
help us to understand why things frequently don’t work out as
orthodox economics says they should. For instance, after years of
policy prioritising consumer choice and information, behavioural
economists have shown that people actually take worse decisions
if they have too much choice and information. This explains why
the hard evidence reveals that a significant proportion of those
people who put in the time and effort to switch utility providers,
having listened to all that consumer advice about shopping around,
actually end up paying higher bills.
Findings such as these had begun to grab the attention of
policymakers before the crisis hit; one of the better-known
examples being the introduction of Britain’s new ‘personal
accounts’, which aim to raise saving for retirement by making
joining the pension scheme the default option for workers. Now,
with Barack Obama in the White House, US economic policy
is becoming behaviourally informed. For example, behavioural
economists have shown that lump sum payments are more likely
to be saved, while instalments spread more evenly over time are
more likely to be spent. Irrational, perhaps, but that’s people for
you. So, in an attempt to get US consumers spending again,
Obama’s new tax rebate is spread across pay-packets. Back when
Obama was merely a candidate for the Democratic nomination,
a few economic commentators who were in the know highlighted
the presence of behavioural economists in his advisory team.
There was some debate about whether, should the
young candidate for change actually manage to
get elected, the behaviourally inspired ideas would
ever become anything more than merely ideas. He
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did and they have, with the crisis playing a part in
both. The economic climate is so receptive to new
thinking that some radical interventionist solutions,
unthinkable just two years ago, are being discussed.
One idea is to use our bias towards default options to try to prevent
credit bubbles. Every company offering mortgages or credit cards
would be required to offer a standardised default product, clearly
identifiable as such, in addition to any more innovative offerings.
The scheme would cost companies very little, but might mean
that couples being offered a 100% mortgage for over four times
combined salary, or being invited to apply for a platinum card that
could stretch to the CEO’s convertible, would not be fooled into
thinking that such behaviour was normal.
Following the work of Richard Thaler and Cass Sunstein, these
kind of policy interventions, in which no options are closed off
to people, but certain options are presented more favourably,
have become known as ‘nudges’. In more academic writing, the
somewhat less catchy phrase is ‘libertarian paternalism’. The idea
is that the state does not tell you what you can or cannot do, but
rather nudges you in the direction it thinks is best for you, while
ultimately leaving you to decide. A whole new policy jargon is
emerging, with references to ‘asymmetric choice architecture’ and
the like. David Cameron has expressed his enthusiasm for this
approach, which, given the uneasy marriage between libertarians
and paternalists in the post-Thatcher Conservative Party, is
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perhaps not particularly surprising.
If the impact of behavioural economics turns out to be no more
than a series of polite nudges from the government, then my claim
of a revolution in economic thought falls. But, in my view, while
nudges may prove very helpful, the notion is but a staging post
in an ongoing journey of economic thought. Our susceptibility
to nudges and the scientific results that underpin them are
symptomatic of something much deeper. Behavioural economics
shows not only that our economic decision-making is apparently
irrational, but that it is powerfully influenced by other people.
Many of the nudges work not because they suddenly illuminate the
rational option, but because they provide information about how
our fellow citizens behave in the same situation. Which prompts
the question: why are we so easily influenced by others?
Here is a classic behavioural finding that helps to make the
point. Suppose I give you £10 and tell you that you can either

“Fairness and common
purpose prevail over
selfishness, even between
anonymous strangers”
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simply keep it, or you can give some (or all) of it to an anonymous
stranger. Whatever you give I will treble. I will then give the
stranger the option to return some of the resulting sum to you.
Alternatively, they can simply walk away with it. What would you
do? Now suppose, instead, that you are in the role of the stranger.
Someone donates all of their £10, which I treble. How much of
the £30 would you return?
This is, rather appropriately, called the ‘Trust Game’. Standard
economics, with its assumption of self-interest, predicts that money
would not change hands in the Trust Game. But when the game
is played for real, most people donate money to the anonymous
stranger and their trust is usually rewarded by at least that much
being returned. A sense of fairness and common purpose prevails
over selfishness, even between anonymous strangers.
This economic game has been played the world over and
the outcome is fairly universal. That said, when the results are
compared across countries, the amounts transferred between
the two players turn out to be somewhat higher in developed
market economies than in less developed ones. The American
anthropologist, Joseph Henrich, led a team that conducted similar
games in 15 small-scale societies (the anthropologically correct
term for tribes), ranging from the Quichua of Ecuador to the
Sangu of Tanzania. In every society, they discovered that fairness
and trust dominated selfishness, but there were some differences
between the tribes. The highest levels of mutual trust were found
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in those societies where there was greater everyday cooperation
between non-family members. But perhaps more surprisingly,
trust was also greater in societies that featured more regular
market transactions.
These studies are a small sample of what has become a rapidly
advancing scientific research frontier, the results of which are
profound. Successful economic transactions are underpinned
by mutual trust, cooperation and a sense of fairness. Societies in
which transactions work most efficiently are those in which these
social forces are strongest.
This may sound like common sense, but it is scientifically
revelatory. Since Adam Smith, economists have taught that an
economic agent who, as Smith put it, “intends only his own gain”
is “led by an invisible hand” to produce what “may be of greatest
value”. But it is a logical error to confuse the notion that trade
between self-interested individuals may nevertheless be socially
beneficial, with the claim that trade is most beneficial when
conducted between self-interested individuals. What behavioural
economics is showing is that the most beneficial trade may occur
between mutually supportive and trusting individuals. Suspecting
as much, the late American economist, Arthur Okun, rather
brilliantly coined the phrase the ‘invisible handshake’.
We have arrived at what is truly shaking up economics. The
atom of economics is the transaction. Scientific results are showing
that this fundamental particle has properties previously unseen
and not understood. This is why behavioural economics is driving
a revolution in economic thought.
Returning to the current crisis, it is not hard to relate these
findings to the unsuccessful transactions between lenders and
borrowers that have produced such dire consequences. The
financial services industry, awash with money from years of
continuous growth, became greedy. Selling families mortgages that
anyone with a financial training can see they would be better off
without, undermines trust between buyer and seller. It destabilises
the economic atom. Little wonder that so many people, on both
sides, now regret that such transactions ever took place. It will take
time to re-establish that trust and the associated loss of market
efficiency will be with us for years. Orthodox economics is not
only humiliated by current events, but refuted by current science.
In the face of these happenings and results, it is increasingly
absurd to cling to the view that economic behaviour
is even approximately described by exchanges
between independent, rational economic agents out
to maximise their own self-interest.
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This is not to say that we now understand the
transaction fully – we do not. Behavioural economics
has shown that people’s behaviour in transactions
appears irrational, depends on the behaviour of
others and involves generosity and mutual trust – the more so,
the more successful the market. But unifying these findings into
an alternative economic model, one that can rival neo-classical
economics for simplicity and applicability, while trumping it for
truth, is a major intellectual task. For me, it is the biggest scientific
challenge facing my profession.
In the meantime, while the boffins must work on more
behaviourally realistic models, economic policy must go on.
We have to operate in an environment where we know the old
way of thinking doesn’t work, where the new way of thinking
is not fully formed, and where the deteriorating situation means
we need ideas fast. Jobs are leaking out of our economy at a
frightening rate.
The old way of thinking says that because there is lower demand
for labour and, as more people become unemployed, higher supply
of idle labour, the market will make wages fall. Yet we know from
past recessions that this process does not occur as theory says
it should and that unemployment can become very high and
persistent. Governments are opting to go Keynesian, borrowing
and pumping money into the economy to raise demand, but we
know that doesn’t always work either.
At the atomic level, behavioural economics has uncovered
some relevant properties of the transaction between employer and
employee. Wages do not move to match supply and demand in
the labour market because downward revisions in wages are akin
to the employer reneging on the deal. Experiments and fieldwork
show that workers, having previously been told that their work
was worth a certain wage, get upset if that wage is subsequently
lowered by the employer. It is perceived as unfair. Managers find
it better for morale and efficiency to let people go than to try to
reduce wages, so they often don’t even try. In a rapid recession,
the result is mass unemployment.
Understanding this new thinking, what might a policymaker
do? Part of the problem is that workers cannot know how unfair
a reduction in their wages truly is: is the company in genuine
trouble or are they screwing me? This is one reason why executive
salaries matter. Mutual trust in the transaction is much easier to
come by if sacrifices are made on both sides, and very hard to
come by where members of the boss-class get 50 times the salary
of the foot soldiers. Would it be possible for government to assist
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in restoring trust? Might the availability of an independent agency
specifically designed to intervene in such circumstances work? It
will take the development of better theories and much trial and
error in policy development to generate good solutions, but the
new thinking at least raises the right question.
This is but one example, albeit urgent, where a more
behaviourally realistic understanding of economics suggests
possible new policies. There are many other policy areas where
behavioural thinking can overturn economic orthodoxy. One
associated area is the inflation target. Because it is reductions in
nominal wages that are perceived as reneging on the deal, a little
inflation actually gives companies more flexibility on real wages,
which is what affects their profitability. Would a somewhat higher
inflation target therefore be good for employment?

“The implications of
behavioural economics
are presently dawning
on consumer agencies.
Enlightenment has begun”
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By offering a more sophisticated view of the transaction,
behavioural economics also suggests radical new takes on: how
organisational pay schemes affect productivity; why globalised
transactions across great distances are likely to be less efficient; why
profitable companies still appear to discriminate against minorities;
and why market mechanisms fail to price environmentally
preferable solutions highly enough. As our understanding of the
economic atom changes, so does our understanding of every
market, because all markets consist of transactions.
The ultimate impact of this new science on consumer policy is
therefore likely to be particularly dramatic. The old model dictated
that policy should merely ensure that consumers were adequately
informed about products and prices – the market would look after
the rest. We now know this to be wrong.
Behavioural economics is revealing phenomena that bias
consumer decisions and can be exploited by marketing techniques,
making everyday markets less efficient; potentially very much
so. This knowledge justifies much greater consumer protection.
There is a strong case for stricter regulation and for taxes on
marketing activity. These implications of behavioural economics
are presently dawning on consumer agencies in Europe and
America; enlightenment has begun.
The almost two decades of steady economic growth that
preceded this crisis were not a period when such radical ideas
received much airplay. Even the present turmoil may not be
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sufficient to sweep away the old thinking and the vested interests
that benefit from it. But things really have changed. Back in
1998, one of the pioneers of behavioural economics, Berkeley’s
Matthew Rabin, wrote in a leading journal that the attitude of
some economist colleagues towards his sub-discipline was one
of “aggressive uncuriosity” – a phrase that stayed with me. I met
Rabin recently, at a European Commission conference intended to
spread the word about the importance of behavioural economics
for consumer policy, and where our sub-discipline was swimming
in the influential mainstream. I asked him if the phrase still
applied. His answer was: “Not any more”.
Pete Lunn’s latest book Basic Instincts: Human Nature and the
New Economics (published by Marshall Cavendish) is available from
the RSA Bookshop: www.RSABookshop.co.uk

The Social Brain
The RSA’s Social Brain project brings together researchers
from neuroscience and the social and behavioural sciences to
collaborate on producing a credible and holistic account of
human decision-making.
This account will provide both thought leadership and inform
fresh practice in the areas of behaviour change and civic
innovation.
Engage in the debate at: http://socialbrain.rsablogs.org.uk
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The
science
of spending
Impulse buying, ever-increasing credit card balances and other irrational financial
behaviours aren’t just driven by greed and short-sightedness. Jonah Lehrer examines
the psychology and brain chemistry behind our escalating levels of debt

H

erman Palmer is a financial counsellor in the Bronx,
in New York City. He has spent the past nine years
working for Greenpath, a non-profit organisation that
helps people deal with their debt problems. His small office is a
spare affair, with a desk so clean that it looks uninhabited. The
only thing on the desk is a large glass jar, but it’s not stuffed
with jelly beans or miniature candy bars. Instead, it’s filled
with the cut-up shards of hundreds of credit cards. The plastic
pieces make for a pretty collage – the iridescent security stickers
glittering in the light – but Palmer doesn’t keep the jar around
for aesthetic reasons.
“I use it as a kind of shock treatment,” he says. “I’ll ask a client
for their cards and just cut them up right in front of them. And
then I just add the cards to the jar. I want people to see that they
are not alone, that so many people have the exact same problem.”
That problem is credit card debt.
For the most part, Palmer’s clients are from the neighbourhood,
a working-class area of terraced houses that were once singlefamily dwellings but are now apartment buildings, with numerous
buzzers and postboxes grafted onto the front door. Many of the
homes have fallen into a state of disrepair, with peeling siding and
graffiti that has yet to be painted over. There aren’t any grocery
stores nearby, but there are plenty of corner
Author Jonah Lehrer is
also editor-at-large for
shops and off-licences. A little farther down
Seed magazine. His
the block, there are two pawnshops and
latest book is The
Decisive Moment
three cheque-cashing operations. Every

22

RSA JOURNAL

few minutes, another number six subway train rumbles directly
overhead, shrieking to a stop near the Greenpath office. It’s the
last stop on the line.
Most of the people who come to see Palmer tell the same basic
story. One day, they get a credit card offer in the mail. (US credit
card companies sent out 5.3 billion solicitations in 2007, which
means the average adult got 15 offers.) The card seems like such
a good deal. In big bold print it advertises a low introductory rate
along with something about getting cash back or frequent flier
miles or free movie tickets. And so they sign up.
They fill out the one-page form and then, a few weeks later,
get a new credit card in the mail. At first, they don’t use it much.
Then one day they forget to get cash, and so they use the new
credit card to pay for food at the supermarket. Or maybe the
refrigerator breaks, and they need a little help buying a new one.
For the first few months, they always manage to pay off the full
bill. “Almost nobody gets a credit card and says ‘I’m going to use
this to buy things I can’t afford,’” Palmer says. “But it rarely stays
like that for long.”
He believes that the big problem with credit cards – the reason
he enjoys cutting them up so much – is that they cause people to
make stupid financial choices. They make it harder for us to resist
temptation, so that we spend money we don’t have.
“I’ve seen it happen to the most intelligent people,”
he says. “I’ll look at their credit card bill and I’ll see
a charge for $50 (£35) at a department store. I’ll
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ask them what they bought. They’ll say, ‘It was a
pair of shoes, Palmer, but it was on sale.’ Or they’ll
tell me that they bought another pair of jeans but
the jeans were 50% off. It was such a good deal that
it would have been dumb not to buy it. I always laugh when I hear
that one. I then have them add up all the interest they are going to
pay on those jeans or that pair of shoes. For a lot of these people,
it will be around 25% a month. And you know what? Then it’s
not such a good deal any more.”
These people aren’t in denial. They know they have serious debt
problems and that they’re paying a lot of interest on their debt.
That’s why they’re visiting a financial adviser. And yet, they still
bought the pair of shoes on sale. Palmer is all too familiar with the
problem: “I always ask people, ‘Would you have bought the item
if you had to pay cash? If you had to go to an ATM and feel the
money in your hands and then hand it over?’ Most of the time,
they think about it for a minute and then they say no.”
Palmer’s observations capture an important reality about credit
cards. Paying with plastic fundamentally changes the way we spend
money, altering the calculus of our financial decisions. When we
buy something with cash, the purchase involves an actual loss
– our wallet is literally lighter. Credit cards, however, make the
transaction abstract, so that we don’t really feel the downside of
spending money. Brain imaging experiments suggest that paying
with credit cards actually reduces activity in the insula, a brain
region associated with negative feelings.
As George Loewenstein, a neuroeconomist at Carnegie Mellon
University says: “The nature of credit cards ensures that your
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brain is anaesthetised against the pain of payment.”
Spending money doesn’t feel bad, so you spend
more money.
Consider this experiment: Drazen Prelec and
Duncan Simester, two business professors at MIT,
organised a real-life, sealed-bid auction for tickets to a Boston
Celtics basketball game. Half the participants in the auction were
informed that they had to pay with cash; the other half had to pay
with a credit card. Prelec and Simester then averaged the bids
for the two different groups. Lo and behold, the average credit
card bid was twice as high as the average cash bid. When people
used their card, their bids were much more reckless. They could
no longer constrain their desire, and so they spent way beyond
their means.
This is what’s happened to American and British consumers
over the past few decades. The statistics are bleak: the average
American household currently owes more than $9,000 in credit
card debt – the average Briton owes more than $7,000 – with
the average cardholder carrying about 8.5 credit cards. In 2006,
American consumers spent more than $17 billion just on creditcard penalty fees.
At first glance, this behaviour makes no sense. Given the
exorbitant interest rates charged by most credit card companies
– rates of 25% or more are common – a rational consumer would
only accumulate credit card debt as a last resort. And yet, the
majority of credit card users carry a balance on their cards.
“The people who have credit card debt are the same people
who drive an extra mile to save two cents on a gallon of gas,”
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Palmer says. “They are the same people who clip coupons and
comparison shop. Many of these people are normally very good
with their money. But then they bring me their credit card bill
and they say, ‘I don’t know what happened. I don’t know how I
spent all this money’.”
The problem with credit cards is that they take advantage of
a dangerous flaw built into our brain. This failing is rooted in
our emotions, which tend to overvalue immediate gains (like a
new pair of shoes) at the expense of future costs (high interest
rates). The emotional brain just doesn’t understand things like
interest rates or debt payments or finance charges. As a result,
areas like the insula don’t react to transactions involving a Visa or
Mastercard. Because our impulsivity encounters little resistance,
we swipe our card and buy whatever we want. We’ll figure out
how to pay for it later.
This sort of short-sighted decision-making isn’t just dangerous
for people with too many credit cards in their wallet. In recent years,
Palmer has seen a new financial scourge in the neighbourhood:
subprime mortgages.
“I still remember the first subprime mortgage I dealt with,”
he says. “I remember thinking: ‘This is a really bad deal. These
people just bought a house that’s way too expensive for them, and
they don’t even know it yet.’ And that’s when I knew that I’d be
seeing a lot of these loans in the future.”
The most common type of subprime mortgage that Palmer
deals with is the 2/28 loan, which comes with a low, fixed-interest
rate for the first two years and a much higher, adjustable rate for
the next 28. In other words, the loan works a lot like a credit card:
it lets people get a home for virtually nothing up front, but then
hits the borrower with high interest payments at some point in
the distant future. By the time the housing market went bust in
the summer of 2007, subprime loans like the 2/28 accounted for
almost 20% of all mortgages. (Poorer neighbourhoods like the
Bronx fared much worse, with more than 60% of all mortgages
falling into the subprime category.)
Unfortunately, this popularity comes with a steep cost. The
structure of the loan ensures that subprime borrowers are five
times more likely to default than other borrowers. Once the rates
start to rise – and they always do – many people can no longer
afford the monthly mortgage payment. By the end of 2007, a
whopping 93% of completed foreclosures involved adjustable rate
loans that had recently been adjusted. While 2/28 loans tempt
consumers with low initial payments, that temptation turns out
to be extremely expensive. In fact, subprime loans even proved
tempting for people with credit scores that qualified them for
conventional loans with far better financial terms. During the
peak of the housing boom, 55% of all 2/28 mortgages were sold
to homeowners who could have got prime mortgages. Although
prime mortgages would have saved them lots of money over the
long term, these people just couldn’t resist the allure of those
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“Even when we are
committed to our
long-term goals, like
saving for retirement,
we are led astray by
momentary temptations”

low initial payments. Their feelings tricked them into making
a foolish financial decision. The pervasive reach of credit cards
and subprime loans reveals our irrationality. Even when we are
committed to our long-term goals, like saving for retirement, we
are led astray by momentary temptations. Our impulsive emotions
make us buy what we can’t afford. As Plato might have put it, the
horses are pulling the rider against his will.
Understanding the circuitry of temptation is one of the practical
ambitions of scientists studying decision-making. Jonathan Cohen,
a neuroscientist at Princeton University, has made some important
progress. He’s begun to diagnose the specific brain regions
responsible for the allure of credit cards and subprime loans. One
of his recent experiments involved putting people in an fMRI
machine and making them decide between a small Amazon.com
gift card that they could have right away, or a slightly larger gift
card that they’d receive in two or four weeks. Cohen discovered
that these two options activated very different neural systems.
When subjects contemplated gift cards in the distant future, brain
areas associated with rational planning, like the prefrontal cortex,
were more active. These cortical regions urge us to be patient, to
wait a few extra weeks for the bigger gain.
On the other hand, when subjects started thinking about getting
a gift card straight away, brain areas associated with emotion –
like the midbrain dopamine system and nucleus accumbens – were
turned on. These are the cells that tell us to take out
a mortgage we can’t afford, or run up credit card
debt when we should be saving for retirement. All
they want is a reward, and they want it now.
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“Understanding the errors
of the emotional brain will
help policymakers develop
plans that help us make
better decisions”

By manipulating the amount of money on offer
in each situation, Cohen and his collaborators could
watch this neural tug of war unfold. They saw the
fierce argument between reason and feeling, as
our mind was pulled in contradictory directions. Our ultimate
decision – to save for the future or to indulge in the present – was
determined by whichever region showed greater activation. The
people who couldn’t wait for the bigger gift certificate – and most
people couldn’t wait – were led astray by their feelings. More
emotions meant more impulsivity. On the other hand, subjects
who chose the larger gift card showed increased activity in the
prefrontal cortex, which allowed them to do the maths and select
the ‘rational’ option.
This discovery has important implications. For starters, it

locates the neural source for many of our financial errors. When
self-control breaks down and we opt for the reward we can’t
afford, it’s because the rational brain has lost the neural tug of
war. As David Laibson, an economist at Harvard University and
co-author on the paper, notes: “Our emotional brain wants to max
out the credit card, order dessert and smoke a cigarette. When it
sees something it wants, it has difficulty waiting to get it.”
Corporations have learned to take advantage of this limbic
impatience. Consider the teaser rates offered in credit card
solicitations. In order to entice new customers, lenders will
typically advertise their low introductory charges. These alluring
offers expire within a few short months, leaving customers stuck
with lots of debt on a credit card with high interest rates. The
bad news is that our emotional brain is routinely duped by these
tempting (but financially foolish) advertisements. “I always tell
people to only read the fine print,” Palmer says. “The bigger the
print, the less it matters.”
Unfortunately, most people don’t follow his advice. Lawrence
Ausubel, an economist at the University of Maryland, analysed the
responses of consumers to two different credit card promotions
used by actual credit card companies. The first card offered a
six-month teaser rate of 4.9%, followed by a lifetime at 16%.
The second card had a slightly higher teaser rate – 6.9% – but a
significantly lower lifetime rate (14%).
If consumers were rational, they would almost always choose
the card with the lower lifetime rate, since that’s the rate that
will be applied to most of their debt. Of course, this isn’t what
happens. Ausubel found that the credit offer with the 4.9% teaser
rate was almost three times as likely to be chosen by consumers.
Over the long term, this impatience leads to significantly higher
interest payments.
When we opt for a bad credit card, or choose a 2/28 mortgage,
or fail to put money in our 401(k) (US retirement savings
plan), we are acting just like experimental subjects choosing the
wrong gift card. Because the emotional parts of our brain
reliably undervalue the future – life is short and we want pleasure

Brain battles: feelings v reason
Examples of how this ‘neural tug of war’ between the
emotional and the rational brain may negatively impact our
ability to make the best decisions include:
Loss aversion: It seems that we share with other primates
decision-making processes that dispose us to fear loss more
than we prize gain. Investors will often rationalise and hold on
to losing positions longer than they should in order to avoid
admitting they’ve made a loss.
Temporal discounting: Another seemingly cross-primate
feature of the brain is its propensity to value immediate reward
over delayed gratification. People will be motivated to buy a
coat reduced from £110 to £100 tomorrow, but if asked about
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the same saving in a year’s time will barely care.
Control and optimism: Neuroimaging studies of dread
suggest that we avoid contemplating aversive outcomes
because feeling in control of our lives contributes to our sense
of wellbeing. This may explain why people sometimes delay
action on their health or pensions – they prefer not to think
about being ill or old.
Herd behaviour: Studies in social cognition show that mirror
neurons dispose us to copy the behaviour of those around us.
This may take place at the simple level of body postures, but
more cognitively complex imitation may also occur, such as
financial traders aligning their decisions.
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now – we end up spending too much money today and delaying
saving until tomorrow (and tomorrow and tomorrow). Loewenstein
thinks that understanding the errors of the emotional brain will
help policymakers develop plans that encourage us to make better
decisions. “Our emotions are like software programs that evolved
to solve important and recurring problems in our distant past,” he
says. “They are not always well suited to the decisions we make
in modern life. It’s important to know how our emotions lead us
astray so that we can find ways to compensate for these flaws.”
Some economists are already doing just that. They are using
this brain imaging data in support of a new political philosophy
known as ‘asymmetric paternalism’. That’s a fancy name for
what’s really a simple idea: creating policies and incentives that
make it easier for people to triumph over their irrational impulses,
so that we can make better, more prudent decisions.
Shlomo Benartzi and Richard Thaler, for example, designed
a 401(k) programme that takes our irrationality into account.
Their plan, called ‘Save More Tomorrow’, neatly sidesteps our
limbic system. It works like this: instead of asking people whether
they want to start saving right away – this is the standard pitch
for a 401(k) – companies in the programme ask their employees
if they want to opt into a savings plan in a few months. Since this
allows people to make decisions about the distant future without
contemplating the present, it bypasses their impulsive emotional
brain. Trial studies of this program have been a resounding
success: after three years, the average savings rate has gone from
3.5% to 13.6%.
Programmes like Save More Tomorrow illuminate the
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potential applications of this new research. Because we can finally
understand why we consistently make bad decisions, we can take
steps to prevent these mistakes from occurring in the first place.
Sometimes, these cognitive fixes will come in the form of ‘choice
architecture’, in which people make better decisions because of
how their options are presented. But an even more powerful tool is
self-awareness. Once we know that our brain is subject to certain
hard-wired flaws, we can learn to outsmart these flaws.
Palmer’s advice is straightforward. “Cut up the damn cards,”
he says. “Or put them in a block of ice in the freezer. Learn to pay
with cash.” He knows from experience that, unless people get rid
of their credit cards, they won’t be able to stay on a fiscally sound
spending plan: “I’ve seen people who have more debt than you
can believe, and they’ll still make irresponsible shopping decisions
if they can charge it.” It’s not easy for our brain to choose the
long-term gain over the immediate reward – such a decision takes
cognitive effort – which is why getting rid of anything that makes
it even harder (like credit cards) is so important.
“Everybody knows about temptation,” Palmer says. “Everybody
wants that new pair of shoes and the big house. But sometimes
you have to say no to yourself.” He then quotes a famous song
by the Rolling Stones. He can’t quite remember the lyrics, but
the message is simple: you can’t always get what you want, but
sometimes not getting what you want is just what you need.
Jonah Lehrer’s latest book The Decisive Moment (published
by Canongate Books) is available from the RSA Bookshop:
www.RSABookshop.co.uk
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Debate/Kindness

Left: Traders work the ‘oil pit’ on the
floor of the New York Mercantile
Exchange and Iceland’s new prime
minister, Johanna Sigurdardottir, receives
the keys to her office
Right: Little Girl with a Doll and Her Nurse,
(1896), by Christian Pram Henningsen, and
Charity (1777), by Pierre Alexandre Wille

The fairer sex?
W

omen have been recruited to rescue Iceland. In
October the Icelandic government nationalised two
of the country’s desperately over-leveraged banks.
The male bosses were slung out and replaced by women. Before
they crashed, these banks had one woman executive between
them. There wasn’t enough ‘femininity’ in their boardrooms,
the Financial Times reported. “Now women are taking over,” a
government minister commented. “It’s typical, men make the
mess, then women come in to clean it up.”
In November the Icelandic singer Björk announced the creation
of a women-run investment fund to help restore the country’s
fortunes. Now a woman, Johanna Sigurdardottir, has become
Iceland’s first female prime minister, presiding over a cabinet half
of whose members are women. Sigurdardottir – ‘Saint Johanna’
as some call her – is a gay Social Democrat who is very popular
with the electorate. “It’s a question of trust, people believe she
actually cares about people,” an Icelandic political analyst told
the Guardian.
These are significant developments. As the Barbara Taylor is a
financial crisis deepens, increasing numbers of historian. Her latest
book, written with
people, and not just in Iceland, are blaming it Adam Phillips, is
on men. Politicians and media commentators On Kindness
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finger ‘piratical male egos’ for the meltdown. Newspapers report
a recent Harvard study of investment practices showing a strong
correlation between high testosterone levels and ‘irrational risktaking’. Even male-authored economic commentary is lambasted
(by the Observer’s business editor) as “dehumanising, aggressive
and militaristic”. The blogosphere rings with fierce debates over
whether men are greedier than women, likelier to put their own
interests ahead of company or nation. One exasperated Icelander
wants all male politicians replaced by women. “Women are more
altruistic than men; they’re likelier to get us back on our feet.”
Are women more caring than men? Certainly they have long
been associated with the warmer emotions. The kind-hearted
woman is a familiar character in western culture. But she is
also an ambiguous figure with an uncertain reality status and a
complex history.
Pre-modern European attitudes to female kindness were highly
equivocal. The Judaeo-Christian celebration of the virtuous
woman in whose “tongue is the law of kindness” (Proverbs 31)
was offset by contemptuous representations of feminine kindness
as mindlessly emotive and narrowly ‘partial’, that is, directed
solely at family and other intimates. Male kindness, by contrast,
was depicted as a judicious magnanimity capable of encompassing
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Barbara Taylor examines the history of the archetypal kind-hearted female and asks
whether women are the answer to our current economic woes

humanity at large as well as one’s immediate circle. Moderate
affection and compassion were regarded as excellent in both sexes,
but to be overwhelmed by sympathetic feelings was a feminine
failing. “For one’s mind to yield to pity is an effect of affability,
gentleness and softness,” the French essayist Michel de Montaigne
wrote in 1580. “That is why weaker natures such as women are
more subject to them.”
This negative attitude to women’s kindness was part of a wider
hostility to the emotions – the ‘passions’ as they were known –
that characterised post-Augustinian Christianity. Dogmas about
mankind’s fallen, depraved state made all spontaneous feelings
appear inherently vicious, female feelings above all. To be kind
was to transcend human nature, not to express it. Kindness was
not a natural virtue but a divine bestowal: people were kind only
by God’s grace.
But the coming of Enlightenment brought a sea change.
Enlightenment philosophers took a much more benign view of
human nature than their predecessors. Eschewing doctrines
of original sin, they portrayed humanity as naturally inclined
to virtue and benevolence. People were sociable, sympathetic
creatures whose greatest happiness lay in promoting the wellbeing
of others. Enlightened scientists provided physical evidence for
this, describing people’s nervous systems as responding sensitively
to the feelings of those around them, while philosophers such as
Lord Shaftesbury and Frances Hutcheson posited the existence of
an altruistic instinct or sense on par with the other natural senses.
‘Sensibility’ became the cardinal virtue of the age, giving rise to
a vogue for empathic emotionality (‘sentimentality’), which by
www.theRSA.org
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the mid 18th century had permeated British intellectual culture.
Novels and poems were crammed with tenderhearted individuals.
Conduct books sang the praises of ‘complaisance’ (the desire to
please others), while arguments for political rights were couched
in terms of the natural sympathies that bound individuals together
in political communities.
This cult of kindness encompassed both sexes, but its
feminine bias was widely acknowledged. Soon women moved to
the forefront, and by the end of the 18th century kindness had
become a largely female prerogative. Historians have attributed
this to the rise of ‘domestic ideology’, which in consigning women
to the home foisted on them all those kinder emotions associated
with family life. But the story is more complicated than this.
What was at stake in the figure of the kindly woman was not just
a normative femininity, but the fate of kindness under capitalism.
Could kindness survive in a competitive market society?
The rise of ‘commercial society’, as capitalism was known in
the 18th century, was accompanied by intense anxieties about the
cultural and moral impact of possessive individualism. Old-guard
moralists thundered against avarice and ‘luxury’, and warned that
a tide of acquisitive selfishness was swamping the nation. Newwave theorists like David Hume and Adam Smith sought to allay
these fears by insisting on the resilience of human benevolence.
“How selfish soever man may be supposed,” Smith wrote in
the famous opening lines to his Theory of Moral
Sentiments, “there are evidently some principles
in his nature, which interest him in the fortunes
of others, and render their happiness necessary
RSA JOURNAL
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Left: Florence Nightingale and
Gerald Spencer Pryse’s Labour Party
poster from 1919 – a year after women
got the vote in Britain

to him, though he derives nothing from it except
the pleasure of seeing it.” These ‘principles’ – pity,
compassion, sympathy – were ones traditionally
associated with women and, although philosophers
like Smith and Hume tried hard to purge such associations, the
recourse to femininity as a social adhesive was easily detectable.
Some historians and analysts of western modernity made it
explicit. Tracing a path of human progress from barbarism to
‘civilisation’, writers such as John Millar and Antoine Thomas
described it as an evolution away from male brutishness and
egoism to female refinement and sympathy. As primary bearers
of the ‘social affections’, it was women who civilised men,
transforming that rude and bellicose sex into good citizens and
polite gentlemen. In a rapidly commercialising age, feminine
kindness was perceived as the great socialising force, repairing
communal ties frayed by masculine greed and individualism.
Women’s virtues, Thomas declared in his hugely influential 1772
Essay on Women, “are to ordinary life what ready money is to
commerce… Generally speaking, one may say that women correct
that which an excess of passions has made a bit hard in commerce
among men. Their delicate hand softens, so to speak, and polishes
society’s springs.” In an increasingly egoistic world, women had
become the guardians of altruism.
Popularised by a host of moral didacts – conduct-book writers,
pulp theologians, novelists, journalists – the idea gradually became
cultural orthodoxy. Grossly idealised images of women, especially
of mothers, proliferated until, by the Victorian period, the kindly
woman had become the prototype of human sociality – as she has
remained more or less ever since. Women themselves contributed
to this development, including many feminists who framed their
30
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case in altruistic terms. For Josephine Butler, the leading women’s
rights campaigner, the aim of feminism was to extend as widely as
possible that “sympathy and insight which are peculiarly female”.
Her fellow activist, Barbara Bodichon, advocated women’s political
rights as a way of offsetting the selfishness prevalent in civic life. “I
know of no better means … of counteracting the tendency to prefer
narrow private ends to the public good,” Bodichon wrote in 1866,
“than of giving to all women … a direct participation in political
affairs.” The demand for the vote was constantly posed in these
terms, as a method of bringing women’s ‘intelligent sympathy’
into the public domain, to militate against male individualism
and create a kinder, fairer Britain. But by the end of the 20th
century this altruistic agenda had weakened. The self-abnegating
woman whose chief value lay in her utility to others was looked
upon with increasing disfavour. The altruistic feminine ideal was
condemned as a gender stereotype. Today attitudes are equivocal.
The successful businesswoman is widely admired, yet mothers
remain avatars of natural kindness, and women continue to
dominate the caring professions. Some feminists dismiss talk of
superior female empathy and kindness as ‘essentialist’ ideology,
but others are not so sure. Women tend to be popularly perceived
as nicer than men, although what this kindness amounts to is not
very clear. Has the kind woman become a dispensable myth, or
is there more to her than that?
The notion that women are always, everywhere, kinder than
men is indeed a myth. But if we think about kindness in a way
that is interesting rather than merely sentimental – that is, not just
as people being nice to each other, but as the sympathetic relations
that mould human subjectivity – then the possibility that women
experience these relations differently from men is certainly worth
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Right: Margaret Thatcher with her two
children in 1961 and Angela Merkel
among the Eurogroup heads of state
and government at Elysée Palace,
Paris, in October 2008, ahead of a
financial crisis summit meeting

considering. Human beings are interdependent; the self is no
isolate but sociable to the core, originating and surviving through
its attachments. No woman is an island. But this interdependence,
this enmeshing of self with other, is a fraught affair, involving high
levels of vulnerability and anxiety. Feeling with and for others
can be acutely uncomfortable; the open heart is very exposed.
Myths about gender are a way of imagining – and resisting –
this interdependence. They are attempts to manage our needs
and feelings for each other: by idealising them, denying them,
parcelling them up in gender packages. These myths work for
us because they are not just cultural impositions but feelings and
fantasies with powerful personal and inter-personal effects. What
are the private myths of which the myth of female kindness has
been the public expression?
Every one of us, at the beginning of our lives, is wholly
dependent on maternal kindness: a fantasy of perfect nurturance
is part of everyone’s psychic inheritance. Every person, as she
or he gets older, replaces an absolute dependence with relative
dependence: a transition that is also a movement away from being
exclusively an object of kindness to being a person capable of
kindly feelings for others. Sympathetic identifications with caregivers are the pathway to this transition, but each sex follows this
route differently. A little girl’s identification with her mother’s
maternal capacities provides a foundation for feminine subjectivity
in which care-giving plays a major role. The same is true for
little boys, but boys face a daunting challenge that girls do not: of
eventually giving up their maternal identification while retaining
its caring aspects. Many boys don’t manage this, and the legacies
of this failure are everywhere apparent.
For both sexes, becoming kind entails confronting their own
www.theRSA.org
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and other people’s hatred, greed and aggression, which is a
difficult task – so difficult that both sexes, throughout life, are
prone to retreating into sentimental fantasies of kindness for
which the kindly woman is the prototype, leaving men stranded
inside a defensive egoism while women struggle to reconcile their
aggression and hate with mythic femininity. Nonetheless, the type
of kindness involved in successful mothering – that complex blend
of devotion and resentment, love and hate, aroused by infantile
dependence – lends an unsentimental toughness to female
kindness that is not merely mythical.
If the capacity for kindness, as the psychoanalyst Donald
Winnicott once put it, depends on the ability to imagine oneself
in someone else’s shoes, while still keeping one’s own feet on the
ground, then women, one might suggest, are the demonstrably
better-grounded sex. “Credibly compassionate” is how one
political rival describes Iceland’s new female prime minister,
which, unlike the sentimental feminine ideal of the past, has
a definite ring of plausibility. So are Icelanders right to want
women to run their country?
The notion that men qua men are responsible for our current
economic predicament seems to me implausible – although
certainly lots of individual men should be examining their
consciences. I doubt that female bankers would have done much
differently. Investment banking attracts people who like to spend
their days making money with money, which is not in fact how
most of us like to spend our time. The real issue is how much
power we allow to such people, whatever their sex. People who
enjoy caring about other people are possibly better people to have
in charge. In Iceland many now seem to think so – maybe it’s time
the rest of us started thinking so too.
RSA JOURNAL
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End of the road

“A world without cars will be
a cleaner, safer place, but also
a more boring one”

Cultural commentator Stephen Bayley laments the passing of the
motor car as a symbol of technical and aesthetic extravagance
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he car is a terrible paradox. Evidence of man’s restless
ingenuity, it is also a witness to his destructive avarice
and folly. Henry Ford created the “gasoline buggy”
to escape the crushing tedium of life on a mid-West farm. It’s
that same spirit of freedom and that vista of opportunity that
still make cars so covetable, even as their polluting ubiquity robs
us of freedom and opportunity wherever they are used. It was,
tragically, Henry Ford’s own Detroit that was strangulated as a
viable city when the 1956 Highways Act built freeways cutting off
life from the city centre.
The car ruined city centres everywhere, while powering and
justifying the building of lifeless suburbs from Birmingham to
Calgary to Sydney. The suburb and the car were in a Faustian
pact without a happy ending. But there is something so powerful,
if delusory, in the idea of power-driven personal freedom, that
once the genie of ‘auto-mobility’ is out of the bottle, who is going
to force it back in and replace the bung? There are very strong
environmental and practical pressures in the west for us to stop
using cars, but who – now that Wilfred Thesiger is dead – is going
to tell one billion Chinese, yearning to be free, that they must be
forever condemned to the tedium of life on the farm?
For a century, from Ford’s Model-T of 1908 to the Crash of
2008, the car was the greatest symbol of industrialised capitalism.
No other manufactured product has quite the same rich mix of
art and investment. No other manufactured product has quite
the grip on the customer’s cupidity. No other manufactured

product is quite so desirable. The car may not be art, but in its
democratisation of beauty, its secure grip on symbolism, its sheer
sculptural heft, it has effortlessly usurped the role of art.
Cars, maintained Roland Barthes, run over by a laundry truck
in Paris in 1980, “are our cathedrals”. He was being ironic, but
the essential truth – that cars are everyday objects, created by
anonymous artisans that exercise a magical influence on the
public – is valid. The United States has no Chartres, but it does
have a 1959 Cadillac Eldorado. Vulgar, absurd, ridiculous? Yes,
of course, but surely magnificent too? Whatever epicene taste
judgements we might employ to condemn the pink Cadillac, it is
beautifully true that a civilisation capable of producing it could
believe in... anything. At least for a while.
And now Detroit is a city of the dead and Ford’s touching dream
is redundant. Electric cars may claim some residual romance, but
the adventure of the automobile is over. There is speculation that
manufacturers will, in future, sell the batteries and give away the
car, rather as King C Gillette did with blades and razors. The
disposable car? If that happens, it will mean an end to all the
absurdly rich symbolism of prestige and pleasure and preferment
that was the history of car design.
A world without cars will be a cleaner, safer place, but also a
more boring one. There is something essentially tragic in the rise
and fall of the automobile.
Stephen Bayley’s latest book, Cars, is published by Conran Octopus
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I

n the past decade the ability of governments to cooperate has
radically declined. Unfortunately, this decline has collided
with the recognition that there are major problems that can
only be addressed effectively by common international responses.
This disturbing divergence of capacity from need demands our
concerned attention. Beyond concern, it requires an innovative
approach that rises above the clichés of conventional thinking.
The evidence of the decline in the ability of governments
to cooperate has been too abundant to be disputable. To my mind
the clearest evidence comes not from the periodic front page
fracas over Iraq, but from a failure that, though costly, is usually
reported only on the business pages. The collapse of the Doha
Round of trade negotiations is striking evidence of a decline in
cooperation because governments have been doing these rounds
for fifty years. Each round has had a similar structure: there is
the potential for large mutual gains and negotiators haggle until
they find a deal which, though not perfect for anyone, they all
recognise as an improvement. The Doha Round, which has been
going on for far longer than any other round and is now effectively
dead, is the first complete failure. Somehow, against a background
of repeated success in international cooperation, governments
have lost the plot.
The global food crisis of 2008 was a further damaging instance
of the decline in inter-government cooperation. It rapidly exploded
into a trade war in Lilliput: most of the major grain-exporting
developing countries imposed export bans. Such bans have the
immaculately dysfunctional effects of
Paul Collier is a
professor of economics
driving up global prices in the short term
at Oxford University
and reducing investment in grain
and author of Wars,
production in the longer term. The victims
Guns and Votes

were the urban poor in low-income countries: typically, half the
household budget of these people goes on food, so the rash of food
riots was as unsurprising as it was unproductive.
A final example of the decline in inter-government cooperation
is the initial responses within Europe to the global financial
and economic crises. During the onset of the financial crisis
individual governments offered deposit guarantees to their
banks, inadvertently inducing depositors to shift from those banks
whose governments had not offered guarantees. Similarly,
during the onset of the economic crisis, Britain in particular
diverted demand from its neighbours by a massive devaluation of
the currency. Each of these tactics was beggar-thy-neighbour.
They are in marked contrast with the achievements of
macroeconomic cooperation a decade previously, namely the
Stability Pact and the Euro.
So, while governmental cooperation has declined, there has
been an acknowledgement that global problems can only be
addressed by common responses.
I will start with a couple of examples that are the stuff of
headlines and then focus on a third, which is my own principle
concern. The first headline issue is the relationship between the
emission of carbon and global warming. Although this relationship
has been posited for many decades, only recently has it been
widely accepted as something that is sufficiently serious to warrant
action. Unfortunately, carbon emissions are a global public bad:
emissions anywhere on the planet are equally detrimental, and so
the ideal would be a common, global response. Conversely, since
reductions anywhere are equally valuable, individually, countries
have an incentive to free-ride on the efforts of others. Without
cooperation the future will fry.

Our common
purpose
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The worldwide recession, the food crisis and climate change have demonstrated the
limitations of top-down, inter-government rule. Paul Collier argues that a bottom-up
approach, driven by informed citizens, offers our best hope of addressing global problems

The other headline issue is the global economic crisis which has
demonstrated how remarkably interconnected national economies
have become. A problem initially generated primarily by the
careless financing of housing bubbles in America and Britain has
led to a global collapse in demand. Common approaches are
evidently needed, both to prevent rogue governments from
encouraging these financial bubbles and, more urgently, to
countering the dangerous dynamics of deflation.
Now I turn to the issue that, while making fewer headlines,
matters even more than these two giants. Evidence has gradually
accumulated that the problems faced by the poorest societies are
not going to be self-correcting. Some 60 countries, with a
combined population of one billion people, have stagnated during
the past three decades. They have failed to participate in the
unprecedented global prosperity that has given China, India and
most other societies, credible prospects of an end to millennia of
poverty. The ‘bottom billion’ are stuck in a series of traps that
require international effort to overcome and what is needed is not
just a matter of more aid. The Gleneagles agenda of doubling aid
to Africa would not have been effective in addressing the problem
even if it had been implemented. Although the failure to implement
it was yet another demonstration of the decline in cooperation
between governments.
Ordinary people in the societies that make up the bottom billion
lack a whole range of ‘public goods’ that in other societies are
supplied by their government. Their societies are too diverse, with
insufficient sense of common identity, for the cooperation needed
for public goods, and their economies are too small to reap the
scale economies that are characteristic of public goods provision.
Some of these public goods are so fundamental that, without
them, no society can develop and so these particular goods will
necessarily have to be supplied internationally. Sometimes this will
be uncontroversial: few object that a malaria vaccine for use in the
South will be developed in the North.
But there are two overarching public goods without which
development cannot get started and where international supply
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collides with sovereignty. One is security: many of the societies of
the bottom billion are insecure, facing high risks of rebellions and
coups. The other is accountability: often, the government is not
effectively accountable to citizens.
Citizens of the bottom billion need international cooperation
far more than the rest of us. Yet, ironically, their governments have
shown themselves to be even less able to cooperate than our own.
Compare the largest country in Europe, Germany; the largest
state in America, California; and one of the smallest countries in
Africa, Burundi. It has a much smaller economy and fewer people,
than either Germany or California. Yet only the government of
Burundi has insisted on retaining sovereignty over its currency,
its courts, its trade policy, its fiscal policy and its security policy.
In Europe and America, people have learnt the advantages of
pooling sovereignty, whereas in Africa, which needs the
internationalisation of sovereignty far more acutely, governments
have been highly resistant. This has been painfully apparent in
the failure of the region to respond to the crisis in Zimbabwe.
Common international responses are getting both more difficult
and yet more necessary, so what can be done? It is tempting to
diagnose past failures as being entirely attributable to the
dysfunctional Bush Administration and to expect the Obama
Administration to usher in an era in which cooperation will be
easy. Armed with this interpretation, there will surely be a plethora
of schemes for strong global governance: a reformed United
Nations with new powers; a new global authority to assign
internationally marketable rights to carbon emissions; a new global
regulatory authority for the financial system. I do not expect
anything so dramatic to succeed.
Reform of the Security Council has been blocked for decades
by the governments of those regional powers that do not want to
see their rivals getting representation: Italy blocks Germany,
Korea blocks Japan, and Indonesia blocks India.
There is no new architecture for global governance
that would satisfy China and yet enshrine principles
of democracy. Although the United Nations
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managed, in the wake of Rwanda, to introduce a
Responsibility to Protect, which could overrule
national sovereignty in certain extreme conditions,
in practice the block vote of misgoverned states is
large enough to frustrate its implementation. The roots of the
decline in cooperation between governments are far deeper than
the choices of the Bush Administration.
Fortunately, while the ability of governments to cooperate has
declined, the ability of citizens to cooperate has increased. The
Obama campaign was a spectacular demonstration of this at the
national level, but there are also examples internationally. It may
be that cooperation at the level of civil society can be a substitute
for that between governments in introducing common responses
to global problems.
One recent example is the social movement to improve the
governance of natural resource extraction. Most societies in the
bottom billion probably possess natural resources that are
sufficiently valuable to be transformative, yet to date they have
been grossly mismanaged. Since the 1970s two huge commodity
booms have gone to waste: these revenues completely dwarf aid
yet receive far less attention.
The small NGO Global Witness ran a campaign, Publish What
You Pay, which pioneered the idea of an international standard
for reporting revenues. That campaign has now evolved into an
international organisation, the Extractive Industries Transparency
Initiative (EITI). The organisation is run by a consortium of
stakeholders and sets voluntary standards that governments can
adopt. Although EITI is a recent organisation, already more than
20 governments have signed up.
Currently, the EITI is being complemented by an initiative that
has taken up the idea for a ‘Natural Resource Charter’. The
Charter, produced by a consortium of academics and practitioners,
spells out the entire decision chain involved in harnessing natural
resources for development. Each step in the chain is covered by a
‘Precept’, which sets out why the decision matters and the
principles by which the benefit to society can be maximised.

Because harnessing natural resources for development is intrinsically
a long-term process, there is no substitute for an informed society.
It is not enough to have one wise Minister of Finance: decisions
are needed across a wide range of policies and must be sustained
over decades. Reflecting this, the Charter is designed as a website
accessible to all. Once informed about the key decision points,
citizens can better hold government to account.
More generally, if citizens in each country are armed with
common and pertinent information their pressure, country-bycountry, can deliver the same outcome as a top-down internationally
enforced inter-government rule. For the better use of natural
resource wealth there is no prospect whatsoever of a top-down
rule. The reason is simply that the international community has
no power over the governments of resource-rich countries.
Bottom-up citizen power is the only chance of harnessing the best
opportunity that the bottom billion have for development.
Now, consider possible approaches to global warming. The topdown approach, which depends upon international cooperation
between governments, is for a global assignment of rights to emit
carbon, matched by the creation of a global market in which these
rights can be traded between countries – in effect, an echo of the
medieval system of ‘indulgences’. In practice, there are many
obstacles to reaching such a global agreement between
governments. One is that there is no non-arbitrary basis for
assigning such rights. For example, if each person on the globe
were to be given the same notional rights to emit, in practice these
rights would accrue to governments not to citizens.
Should President Mugabe be rewarded with large revenues
from the sale of carbon rights as a result of having so ruined his
country that it now emits little carbon? Should the rights accrue
not per capita, but per unit of GDP, so encouraging people to
minimise emissions per unit of income rather than to reduce
income itself? In this case, Africa would be a net payer because
its economic activities are carbon-intensive relative to the income
they generate. In short, the assignment of rights is a quagmire.
The second problem is that the rights would be quite astoundingly

Top down
cooperation
in freefall
• The collapse of the
Doha Round of
trade negotiations
• The global
economic meltdown
• The worldwide
food crisis
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“For the foreseeable future, the key to addressing global

valuable: international transfers resulting from these rights would
dwarf aid flows and so be fought over. Finally, governments would
have a powerful incentive and considerable scope to negotiate over
whatever incentives were offered. As those societies that were
paying huge sums realised that what they were buying was often
fraudulent, the willingness to pay would collapse.
To date, what has proved more effective than this top-down
approach has been the bottom-up approach of providing common
information about the problem to ordinary citizens around the
globe. With astonishing speed this has changed the political
landscape. First in Europe, and more recently in America, a
critical mass of ordinary citizens has realised that decent national
behaviour requires their society to limit carbon emissions. They
have pressured government to impose a mixture of carbon taxation
and limits on emissions. European governments, and now the
Obama Administration, have adopted these proposals for national
schemes. Superficially, it might appear that the change in
American policy is due simply to the switch from Bush to Obama,
but this would be to attribute too much to leadership. For example,
prior to the change in administration, the Republican Governor
of California, Arnold Schwarzenegger, detected a shift in sentiment
towards carbon emissions in the Californian electorate and
radically changed state-level policies. Changes in national
government policy have followed, not led, developments in citizen
understanding. As with the management of natural resources,
as long as individual governments respond to common
pressures from their own citizens, formal international
cooperation between governments becomes redundant, or at least
much less important.
Hence, for the foreseeable future, the key to addressing global
problems is the building of informed citizenries, country-bycountry. Citizens in each country will pressure their governments
into policies that are similar, simply because they share the same
global information. However, while this bottom-up approach is
more promising than re-engineering the architecture for intergovernment cooperation, it has its own difficulties. On some

emotive issues citizens are easily duped into nationalistic or
romantic stances: the danger for the bottom-up approach comes
from populism.
Above, I described the populist responses to the food crisis –
bans on the export of food. But the real tragedy of the food crisis
was not the responses to the crisis but its origins. They came from
two recent policy follies, one in America and the other in Europe.
Both follies depended upon the exploitation of popular ignorance
for private gain.
The American folly is the diversion of huge quantities of grain
from food markets to biofuels, causing a large decline in global
food supply. The diversion was induced by huge subsidies to
farmers, the underlying politics being a standard piece of
agricultural subsidy-hunting on the grand scale. While biofuels
sometimes make sense, the right strategy is to grow them in
countries such as Brazil rather than divert American grain. Yet
this hugely wasteful policy was sold to the American public on the
spurious rationale of energy independence from Middle East oil.
The equivalent European folly is the banning of genetically
modified crops. This has led to a creeping loss of productivity
which has cumulatively reduced European grain output by around
15 percent relative to what it would otherwise have been. As
in America, the underlying motivation for this policy was an alltoo-familiar piece of agricultural protectionism. It was sold to
European populations on the scientifically spurious grounds
of health risks. Recall that the victims of these follies are the
urban poor of the bottom billion who face increased food prices
that they cannot afford: plenty of health risks there. Hence, while
a bottom-up approach to global problems is our best hope
of addressing them, it depends upon enough citizens behaving
responsibly and surmounting the self-serving discourses fed
to us by greedy lobbies.
Paul Collier’s latest book Wars, Guns and Votes (published
by Bodley Head) is available from the RSA Bookshop:
www.RSABookshop.co.uk

Bottom up cooperation
gaining ground
• Extractive Industries
Transparency Initiative, a
stakeholder-run organisation
that aims to improve the
accountability of natural
resource extraction
• Californian electorate,
whose push for a reduction
in CO2 emissions led to a
change in US national policy
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The
regeneration
game
Steve Broome, director of research at the RSA, asks how we can gain a better
understanding of community networks and capitalise on a predicted upturn in the overall
stock of social capital during the current economic downturn

T

he decline in membership of and trust in some of
our older institutions is well documented. With the
reduction in the number of us joining political parties,
churches and trade unions is a corresponding loss of traditional
stocks of social capital. To some extent, this is being replaced
by more individualistic forms of social capital such as single
issue campaigns (environmental groups, for example). These
replace face-to-face social contact with less tangible connections
and commitments, such as direct debits and virtual networks.
The form of this change varies, however: Australia and the US,
with the UK seemingly following, are experiencing what David
Halpern, director of research at the Institute for Government,
calls ‘egoistic individualism’ and its consequent fragmenting effect
on society. Other countries, such as Sweden, are seeing what Bo
Rothstein, professor of political science at Gothenburg University,
calls ‘solidaristic individualism’. This constructively allows for
individual expression that maintains social ties. In this model,
people support each other while recognising their differences,
and expect support back for their own individual interests and
objectives. But even here, there is a sense that these looser social
connections may not allow for collaboration towards shared goals
as easily as traditional forms of organising and acting together.
So one problem appears to be not individualism per se, but
the particular form it takes and the level to which it dominates.
Experimental research by Austrian economist Ernst Fehr
suggests that, in fact, most people are ‘conditional altruists’:
they will cooperate if they believe others will reciprocate,
which connects to Rothstein’s concept of Left: A series of scenes
solidaristic individualism. But of course, from London’s New
Cross Gate community.
populations are diverse and contain their These include, top left,
share of ‘egoists’, who tend not to prioritise Yvonne McFarlane,
manager at the 999
collaboration and strongly influence the Club, a drop-in centre
likelihood of others cooperating. Analytical for the homeless
www.theRSA.org
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sociologist Peter Hedstrom shows that, with just 5% of a population
acting as ‘egoists’, social interaction effects between them and
conditional altruists can lower the rate of overall cooperation in a
network by about 40%. He therefore suggests we should always
see our outcomes as the product of individual actions taking place
in social networks.
The RSA subscribes to this network analysis. Based on this, and
ideas presented to us by Fellows, we are now working to develop
more integrated and sophisticated ways of understanding social
change and addressing social issues. Over the next year, we will
be working to better understand the impact of networks on social
outcomes at the individual and neighbourhood level and how we
might encourage and enrich them for social progress.
A new approach to community regeneration
The design of area-based initiatives over the past few decades,
from City Challenge through the Single Regeneration Budget,
culminating in New Deal for Communities (NDC), has
increasingly put communities at the heart of the regeneration
process. Partnership approaches to social change involve what
cultural theorists would see as the three active modes for social
relations: the hierarchical, the individualistic and the egalitarian.
Indeed, these different modes of operating are a characteristic
feature of NDC research, problem solving and decision-making.
It is a model that our own action research will build on.
Here I should come clean about my own bias: before joining
the RSA I worked on an NDC programme for four years and
am often asked if this approach has been a success. It is of course
notoriously difficult to evaluate programmes of this kind given
their complexity and the amount of external noise
that obscures cause and effect. Nonetheless, I
believe we can draw several top-line conclusions.
Firstly, there are many successes. NDCs are
RSA JOURNAL
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peppered with innovations. New Cross Gate
Trust, for example, where we will be launching
our first Connected Communities action research
project, established itself as a restorative justice
neighbourhood, developed new models of speech and language
therapy embedded in schools, and pioneered community-led
planning and design processes. Shoreditch Trust’s Acorn House
Restaurant illustrates NDCs’ comprehensive approach, combining
high-quality sustainable design, a healthy living menu, accredited
training places for local residents, and profits that are recycled
back into community regeneration.
Through capital schemes such as mixed-use healthy-living
centres, NDCs have also constructed asset bases that provide
both badly needed facilities and revenue streams through which
local Trusts can continue regeneration once grant funding
expires. Part of NDC’s raison d’être was to experiment with new
approaches, but innovation has been strengthened by analysis
and creative problem-solving that tries to make better use of
local understanding, and by the sharing of risks between different
partners through collaborative and transparent decision-making
and governance (see box, right).
Longitudinal data on the impact of NDCs shows absolute
improvements on 80% of key performance indicators, including
community safety, employment, education, health, and physical
environment. In some cases, however, particularly around
increasing the employment rate, improvements have been small
(Ipsos-MORI, 2008). Overall, though, thousands of people
have had their lives and opportunities bettered through various
training, employment and health initiatives.
This is not to say there are not problems with the NDC model. It
has suffered from the difficulties that have dogged the communitycentred approach for years: unrealistic expectations about what
can be achieved; shallow and unrepresentative local engagement;
and burnout of the small core of community activists.
But here I want to focus on one seemingly perverse finding
to emerge from recent data: at an aggregate level, it appears that
some indicators of social capital have declined relative to other
similarly deprived neighbourhoods. Given NDCs’ comprehensive
approach, and the research evidence on the importance of social
capital in affecting economic performance, crime, health and
education – all NDC priorities – this is a challenging finding.
One possible explanation lies in how we think about
communities. Much of the approach is contained within specific
Area-Based Initiatives (ABIs) – publicly funded pilot programmes
targeting areas of social or economic disadvantage. These aim to
improve the quality of life of residents across multiple outcomes,
including employment, skills development, health and crime. In an
overcrowded regeneration landscape cluttered with programmes
and agencies, there is a danger of initiative and participation fatigue
and a perception that resident interaction requires some form of
‘professional’ public or third-sector brokerage. In parachuting
40
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“We need to reinvigorate
interest and participation in
representative democracy”
into local communities, ABIs often do not have enough time and
resources to understand and pay sufficient regard to existing social
networks and how their communities function. With no ‘Year
Zero’ to develop this understanding and an immediate pressure
to spend money to annual budget cycles, there are tendencies to
build new infrastructure and delivery arrangements on top of
the old. These are then marginalised and retreat to more closed
networks, where group members look to themselves rather than
the wider community.
Some area-based initiatives with tightly defined and protected
geographical boundaries can reinforce isolation and fail to facilitate
the bridges across social and economic divides that have been
shown to positively affect economic performance. Social networks
can be further eroded through the competition for funding
between local stakeholders, unrealistically high expectations and
high levels of population churn that often characterise target
neighbourhoods. The proportion of residents who have lived in
New Cross Gate for less than a year, for example, is about 25%
higher than the national average.
Despite this, community empowerment and engagement
pushes on, with a firm emphasis on civic participation. Of
course, we need to reinvigorate interest and participation in
representative democracy, and to explore the potential of things
like ward assemblies, participatory budgeting and community
Dragons’ Den-style pilots, but the approach needs widening and
our understanding of the relationship between social networks and
community improvements deepening. Local authority boundaries
and shared residential areas afford some common ties, but there
are many other connections between people. Those not willing to
engage in the local safer neighbourhood forum, for example, may
take part in social clubs, have children at the local school, share
communal gardens and so on. Despite cynicism and resistance
to formally organised means of addressing social problems,
‘disengaged’ people have social ties within their communities
through a variety of channels.
This is important because research shows networks to have
dynamic qualities through which a range of emotional states,
conditions and influence spread and cluster in quite specific ways.
For example, we know that obesity, smoking and some measures
of ‘happiness’ spread through components of networks, but only
so far and with varying strength and longevity
according to the type of social connection. In the
case of happiness, the degree to which people are
central to their own social networks, and have direct
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On the ground: Clive Wilson FRSA on New Cross Gate
Was there a time when everyone in the street left their doors
unlocked and neighbours looked out for each other? People
say it happened, but I suspect that for many places it has
never been safe to do so.
Yet there is a feeling that our modern society is more
impersonal, that people can be lonely in a crowd, and that
everyone is after whatever they can get for themselves and
devil take the hindmost. However, the experience I have had
working for the past six years in New Cross Gate as part of
the New Deal for Communities Team has given me a
completely different perception. I am constantly seeing
examples of people who do look out for others, who care
passionately about their community and who constantly put
their interest behind the interest of others.
Our regeneration programme enables our team to get
involved with different sections of the local community in lots
of different ways. Everywhere I look, I see the human
resources available through the activities of members of the
community who give their time for nothing and seek no reward.
Examples are numerous: from our locally elected board
www.theRSA.org
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members, who develop the strategy for, and oversee, the
implementation of the programme; to our Young Advisers, who
ensure services are designed with and for young people; to
tenant and resident association activists, who ensure that local
voices lead estate redevelopment planning; to residents, who
give up their time to sit on theme groups, lead community
safety forums and deliver volunteer services to older people.
Government policy has recognised the importance of
tapping into this resource, and recent legislation brings
councils and other public bodies a new duty to involve
citizens. Politicians anxious to legitimise their right to govern
are seeking new ways to involve the community in government
to redress what is seen as the democratic deficit. It may be
that these initiatives will help to establish new bridges
between the governed and the governors, but the reality is that
people will probably continue what they do for their own
reasons rather than because the government has legislated for
it. There is no doubt that the ability to tap into the resources of
local communities could bring huge social dividends. Are we a
society of selfish and individualistic people? I think the answer
to that question will depend on where, and how, you look.
RSA JOURNAL
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Mapping a community: Stephen Feber FRSA
Last year I approached the RSA with some ideas of
how to map and develop social capital in organisations
and communities. I’ve had a long term involvement in
redevelopment and regeneration, during which I’d completed
a lot of work for Yorkshire Forward’s Renaissance Programme,
which is aimed at regenerating market towns in the region.
The programme has been mostly economically and spatially
focused and I felt too little attention was paid to social capital.
After all, people and their relationships are the lifeblood
of communities, even though in some places it flows as a
sluggish trickle.
Working with geographers, architects, planners and an
economist, I ran a five-day ‘Immersion Planning Workshop’
in three South Yorkshire former coal villages. Using social
network analysis (SNA) software, Google Earth, GIS systems,
photography and video, I began to map social capital
networks and their relationships to organisations and place.
I wanted to test some of Robert Putnam’s theses about

and indirect social ties, all influence an individual’s
happiness. Our knowledge of network properties is
increasing rapidly: the number of studies published
on various aspects of social networks has roughly
tripled in the past five years across the social sciences, bringing
new opportunities for thinking about community regeneration.
Once communities are conceived and mapped as networks, it
becomes possible to better identify various types of social and
economic exclusion. It also opens a new spectrum of existing
potential delivery mechanisms that can affect social change and
can foster the kind of qualities the notion of an RSA Connected
Community might display and recognise in itself: altruism, trust,
kindness and collaboration, as well as the more formal expressions
of civic participation. Our own exploratory research hints that
the process of visualising networks through participatory methods
– getting people to map their own community connections, for
example – can in itself increase the strength of connections in
local communities (see box, above).
If we are right and are able to develop distinct methods that
deliver a double win through process and outcome, this suggests
the potential for more cost-effective interventions. With current
economic and environmental pressures, and the consequences
for private development and retail led models of regeneration,
developing people-centric network approaches is more pressing
than ever. The move to greater personalisation of public services
is already beginning to seek to understand individuals’ social
networks and to help end-users use them in delivering bespoke
care and support.
Connected Communities, a new RSA action research
programme for 2009-10, will explore this potential and extend the
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strengths and consequences of bonds and bridges in the
networks. The work proved illuminating.
It showed (post-pit closure) the rapid decline of traditional
social capital centres, such as working men’s clubs, the
weakness of education-to-business links and the flourishing
of (often short-term) grant-aided social enterprise projects. An
interesting finding to emerge was that through participating in
the workshops, local residents began to perceive themselves
– and others – as part of a network and could also see where
they and others were included, or not. This led to people
seeking to strengthen and broaden their ties in the community
on a self-organising basis, something that offers great potential
in community regeneration terms.
Although I want to re-run an improved version of Immersion
Workshop, the work with the RSA is about something much
more ambitious: to create a new methodology for developing,
planning and sustaining communities by mapping and enriching
their human networks.

utility of what we know about social capital
and networks – and how they evolve – to
plan for and foster the kind of sustainable
communities we want to live in. This will
aid our understanding of the conditions under which a new spirit
of collectivism may emerge – one that is organic, spontaneous and
bottom up. Our programme will include working with communities
to visualise and map social networks (with contextualising data
from surveys and the physical environment) and then co-produce
social capital strategies to regenerate neighbourhoods in inclusive
and efficient ways.
Robert Putnam, in his seminal work on social capital, Bowling
Alone, conjectured that a resurgence in civic participation might
follow from “a palpable national crisis, like war or depression or
natural disaster”. In these recessionary times, we might therefore
look forward to an upturn in the overall stock of social capital. As
free-market, individualistic approaches and attitudes are being
condemned, so more egalitarian thinking is advocated. However,
more exclusive, problematic forms of social capital are emerging
too: economic protectionism and wildcat strikes over foreign
labour being recent cases in point.
We may have an opportunity to foster social capital in the
economic downturn, but we will need to take care to try to foster
the right form.
Right: The New Cross
Gate community
includes adult education
workshops, credit unions
and community wardens

Get involved
For more information on this project, please visit
www.theRSA.org/connected-communities. If you wish to
contribute visit www.theRSA.org/networksplatform/projects/
connected-communities
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The opportunities
in uncertainty
1

The Obama future – in
the light of the past
28 January 2009

In this extract from his lecture
on the changing face of
America, Professor David
Reynolds argues that, Obama
symbolises the complexity
of his country’s future
Although Obama is often described as the
first black president of the United States,
I prefer to think of him as the first mixedrace president and I want to explain why.
In 2008, people who call themselves
white amount to two-thirds of the American
population, according to the US Census
Bureau. Of the rest, 15% call themselves
Hispanic, 13% black and 5% Asian. By
2050, however, it is estimated that whites
will make up less than half of the US
population – a huge change. I found a
rather arresting quote from a demographer
at the Brookings Institution: “Obama is
America in 2050, multi-racial, multi-ethnic.
By then, the term Hispanic and the term
white will have no meaning because there
will be so much inter-mixing.”
The whole character of America will be
fundamentally different by 2050 and that,
for me, is what is exciting about Obama.
That complicated background – Kenyan,

American, raised in Hawaii, raised in
Indonesia – represents the kind of pluralist,
complicated world that we will be living in.
The colour-coded American history will
be a thing of the past. Standing there at
his inaugural address, behind a lectern
emblazoned with the seal of the president
of the United States, Obama conveyed
a very powerful message.
One of the lines that particularly struck
me in the address was this one: “We will
extend a hand if you are willing to unclench
your fist”. Obama is saying that, although
he is abandoning the rhetoric of George
Bush’s war on terror, the issue of terrorism
is going to be addressed firmly – while
also trying to bridge the gap between the
Muslim world and America.
“God calls on us to shape an uncertain
destiny.” Here, Obama is calling on his
countrymen to shape that destiny, putting
a great deal of emphasis on service, on
responsibility, on people taking on the
burdens of citizenship.
One of the comments made about
American society in the past 20 years is
that it has become more individualistic,
more self-centred and less communityspirited. The kinds of organisations that
were at the heart of the fabric of local
life have tended to lose their support in
recent years, and it may be that Obama
sees reviving them as an essential part of
reinvigorating a society and of getting back
a sense of belonging to a community.

David Reynolds

2

So, America has a destiny – but it is
a destiny that has to be shaped by the
people as well as by the president, and it
is an uncertain destiny. Part of what I find
attractive about Obama is this mixture of
great confidence and great vulnerability.
During the course of the 20th century,
America changed “from an empire of
production into an empire of consumption”,
to use the phrase of the historian Charles
Meyer at Harvard.
At the beginning of the 20th century,
it was the powerhouse of the world
economy, producing something like
a third of the world’s manufactured goods,
whereas now it is a debtor nation. In recent
years, it has continued to function because
of the willingness of the rest of the world
to invest in the United States and to take
up American bonds.
The important question in a world
recession is whether those patterns
of capital flow will continue. Obama’s
emphasis on service, citizenship and the
energy of the community is a recognition
of the importance of getting people back to
work for their country before it’s too late.
In Obama’s inaugural speech, he not only
spoke about interdependency within his
country, but also about an interdependent
world. He has an intense sense that the
uncertain destiny of America is tied up with
the uncertain destiny of our world.
So, good wishes to the 44th president
– he has a lot on his plate.

The Romantic
economist
29 January 2009

Modern economists could
learn a lot from the Romantics,
claims Richard Bronk in this
extract from his talk on the
power of the imagination
It was CP Snow who talked about the twocultures divide in the 1950s, saying it was
a sheer loss to us all: the divide between
the romantic and rationalist outlook or the
literary and scientific outlook.
And it seems to me that this two-cultures
divide has been part of the explanation
for why economists have largely ignored
the role of imagination and sentiment in
economic behaviour and the role
of metaphor in structuring the way we
look at the world.
Perhaps the most important lesson
of Romanticism is that there is no one
definitive and objective way of looking
at the world. None of us have some
unmediated perception of the facts around
us. Your mind doesn’t just passively receive
and record the facts out there. Rather, if
you are going to make sense of the chaos
around us, and there is a lot of it, you must
supply an intellectual framework, to help
you make sense of it.

Richard Bronk

As Wordsworth put it, “we half create
the world we see”. Your mind is a creator
and a receiver both. When you make
an observation, it is a joint product of both
the sense data that your mind receives and
the intellectual framework that you project
to make sense of that data.
Metaphors and theories are, as
Coleridge would put it, lanterns, which
show you how to arrange the facts in the
world and see which ones are significant.
You cannot do without metaphors and
theories to make sense of the world any
more than you can do without a light in the
darkness to see where you are going.
But the trouble with lights, and theories
and metaphors for that matter, is that the
light they cast is limited. And if you only use
one lantern or one theory or one metaphor,
then you are going to keep stumbling on
aspects of reality that your lantern didn’t
allow you to see, that your theory didn’t
allow you to make sense of. It is this
that makes theoretical dogmatism – just
using one theory, relying on one metaphor
to understand the world – so dangerous.
Behind the current crisis, it seems to me,
lies an intellectual failure to understand the
impact of creativity and innovation on the
prevalence of uncertainty.
Uncertainty is the inevitable by-product
of innovation and the human capacity
to imagine new options. A novel idea,
an innovation, always injects something
entirely new into the equations of life.

Peter Mandelson

Vivienne Westwood

Think of the impacts of the invention of
the internal combustion engine, or of the
PC, or of the Internet. It changed the ways
the economy worked in ways that would
have been almost entirely unpredictable to
people looking at the economy five years
before that invention.
Novelty and imagination then create
uncertainty because they break the
predictable links between the past and the
future. There is often just no logical way
in which the various possible outcomes
can be defined in advance of a piece of
innovation or the creation of a new product.
I think the most important tool for coping
with uncertainty is imagination. Imagination
helps to cause uncertainty, but it is also our
best tool for coping with it. Where there
isn’t a firm basis for rational expectations,
we must look to the imagination to provide
us with the working assumptions and
expectations of the future that we use.
Indeed, we could do worse than rely on
what John Keats called ‘negative capability’.
I am not sure I am going to get very far
trying to persuade Gordon Brown that
negative capability is what he needs to use,
but it is what Keats described as “being
in uncertainties, in mysteries and doubts
without any irritable reaching after fact and
reason, being willing to remain content with
half-knowledge”. It seems to me that this
receptiveness to suggestions about what is
going on in uncertainty is our greatest gift
as imaginative economic beings.

The following is a selection of
recent events from the RSA events
programme. All of these, and
many more, are available as
audio downloads at
www.theRSA.org/audio
Full national and regional events
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listings are available at
www.theRSA.org/events
The events programme aims
to reflect and anticipate current
preoccupations. Last quarter,
one of its main themes was

the debate around the current
economic malaise.
Peter Mandelson spoke about
his vision for securing Britain’s
economic future, while leading
economist John Kay explored
personal finance and investment.

Lord Smith proposed a ‘green
New Deal’ and Alan Davey shared
his three-year vision for arts
funding. The neural basis for social,
economic, and individual
decision-making is a strong RSA
interest and many key thinkers on
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More from the events programme
the subject have spoken as part of
the events programme.
Leading neuroscience academic
Sarah-Jayne Blakemore
discussed the implications of
brain development for lifelong
learning and renowned behavioural

www.theRSA.org

economist Colin Camerer outlined
the neurobiological bases for
decision-making.
Dr Norman Doidge presented
the latest exciting research on
neuroplasticity, or the ‘changing
brain’. While creativity expert Ken
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Robinson described ‘The Element’;
the point where natural talent meets
passion, James Boyle urged us
to ward against the closing of the
‘commons of the mind’. James
Lovelock, the groundbreaking
originator of Gaia theory, visited with

dire warnings about the future of the
planet, while Elenira Mendes, the
daughter of assassinated Brazilian
activist Chico Mendes, discussed
environmental activism and the arts
with a panel that included Dame
Vivienne Westwood.

RSA JOURNAL

45

Fellowship

Networks

Fellow Simon Berry’s simple plan,
to utilise Coca-Cola’s distribution
network to aid local communities in
developing nations, has overcome
many obstacles. Below is a
prototype of the ‘aidpod’ and Coke
on sale in Tanzania

Fellow’s idea
is the real thing
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“Can an ‘aidpod’ be included in
deliveries of Coke to help people
in developing countries?”
and suggested his idea to Radio 4’s
iPM. For a while he still got nowhere,
until, within months, ‘friends’ of the site
reached 5,000, from ordinary people to
aid organisations, frontline groups and
activists from across the world.
“It was really heartening to get such
an enthusiastic response,” says Berry.
“I used the influence of this group to
continue to lobby Coca-Cola and gain
PR.” A small group of activists joined a
Google group to help with contacts, ideas
and expertise.
One, Kate Andrews, who recently
became a Fellow, has helped with PR;
another Facebook Group member, Dave
Briggs, well-known in ‘digerati’ circles,
set up the ColaLife website. Following

Get involved
ColaLife:
www.colalife.org/getinvolved
RSA Networks:
www.theRSA.org/networksplatform

the Facebook campaign, BBC Radio
4’s iPM programme picked up the
story and interviewed Berry. “They’ve
been fantastic,” he says, “they doggedly
pursued Coke until they eventually
agreed to speak to me.” iPM’s approach
included recruiting Eve Graham, the
singer from the iconic Coca-Cola ad ‘I’d
like to teach the world to sing’, to record
a new version extolling the virtues of
Berry’s idea.
The person who finally took his call
at Coca-Cola was Salvatore Gabola, the
Global Head of Stakeholder Relations,
and, following a meeting in Brussels,
Berry was invited to visit Coke’s Manual
Distribution Centres in Tanzania. “This
was incredibly useful on a number of
levels,” he says. “By speaking to local
people working at the centres, it helped
crystallise ideas about what shape the
aidpod should be to fit most effectively
into the crates.
“Talking to the community also
Spring issue 2009
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Ever had an idea that you thought
could change the world? Fellow Simon
Berry did and, unlike many of our
own best intentions, he is close to
making it a reality.
His simple idea is to add a vital
‘aidpod’ to crates of Coca-Cola
that are distributed in developing
countries. The germ of the scheme
was formed 20 years ago.
“I left university to work for the
British aid programme and worked
for 12 years in South America, the
Caribbean and Africa,” he says. “In
1988, I was in a very remote part
of Zambia – there was no telephone
or fax – but I noticed a hut that was
selling Coke and I marvelled at how
it got there.
“Through my experience with
British aid, I knew that one in five
children in areas like this died from
simple causes such as dehydration
from diarrhoea, a statistic that sadly
remains the same today, so I thought
‘could something be included with
deliveries of Coke that would help the
local community?’”
Berry tried to get people interested
in his idea, but to no avail. “In those
pre-internet days I found it difficult to
generate a large level of support, but I
never forgot the plan.”
In 2008, he was revitalised when
he noticed – via his Twitter account
– that Coca-Cola was speaking at the
Business Call to Action conference,
hosted by Gordon Brown. Berry
joined the online discussion – but got
no response.
Nevertheless, the idea was reignited. Berry began to blog on the
subject, set-up a Facebook group,

influenced the thinking on what should
be contained in the aidpods.” Berry
realised that the original idea of putting
rehydration salts in the crates was
not always appropriate for the local
conditions. “It’s not up to us to tell people
in Tanzania what they need most, we
have to work with local communities and
experts,” he says.
This has led to the current situation
where Berry is in a three-way
conversation with Coca-Cola and a
leading international aid organisation.
“Coca-Cola wanted an international
NGO on board and that made sense to
me as well; we are very close to making
this a reality,” Berry contends.
However, he is still keen to recruit as
much support and expertise as he can.
“The RSA Networks platform has
helped attract other Fellows to the cause
who have provided invaluable support,”
Berry says. “If any Fellows want to help,
please get in touch.”
www.theRSA.org
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Manhattan poised for Green Summit
The motivational spirit of RSA
Fellowship is proving instrumental
in a new project to reduce carbon
consumption in communities located in
the state of New York.
Robin Thompson, deputy chair of
the RSA’s US Board, is spearheading a
number of ‘Green Summits’ that aim to
provide practical help and advice to local
communities in a bid to reduce their
carbon footprint.
The Green Summit initiative has
its roots in a US Fellows event held in
Bronxville in September 2008, when
UN climate change expert Nikhil
Chandavarkar led a discussion on
carbon reduction on the Danish island
of Samsø, widely regarded as the first
community in the world to become
carbon neutral. Its influence is now
resonating across the Atlantic, where
Thompson is using its example to
inspire change.
What began in the small commuter
town of Bronxville is now being scaled
up into a wider community project. The
first summit is due to take place in the
larger neighbouring town of Eastchester
on 13 June. In 2005, the local county
of Westchester’s 940,000 residents were
responsible for the equivalent of nearly
13,000,000 tons of CO2. While the per
capita output is below the US average
– which at 19.4 tons is the highest in
the world – a Westchester resident still
produces an average of 13.65 tons of
carbon emissions each year. The aim
of the summit will be to create a CO2
reduction initiative supported by the
community, particularly encouraging
school students, teachers and families to
become involved.
The summit model also aims
to recruit influential community

figures such as local media, business
organisations, engineers and planners.
As well as organisational advice, such
Green Summits will be used to share
practical action points of varying
scale and cost, from improving home
insulation to switching to hybrid cars or
installing solar power in the home.
The initiative adopts the ‘communityscale’ approach advocated by RSA
CarbonLimited in relation to personal
carbon trading. The project’s final
report, published in December 2008,
highlighted the valuable impetus
that structured voluntary networks,
supported by government and/or
corporate funding, can have in reducing
CO2 emissions. Thompson is already
developing summits in other US cities
and is starting this expansion with a
plan for a Manhattan Green Summit
on climate change this autumn, with
continuing support from the UN by
Nikhil Chandavrkar and from other
active Fellows in the greater New York
area. “One day we may be able to look
back with quiet satisfaction that our
mantra of ‘Think big. Start small. Take
action’ really works!” he says.
The RSA continues to address issues of
sustainability through its Arts & Ecology and
Design & Society projects. CarbonLimited
delivered its findings at the end of 2008
and the project has now been taken on by
the Local Government Information Unit
(LGiU), which aims to develop communitybased schemes supported by local authorities.

Take action
Support the Green Summit project,
discuss other Fellows’ projects and
share your own ideas on the RSA
Networks platform at www.theRSA.org
/networksplatform/projects
RSA JOURNAL
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New Fellows
tony Hawkhead

Tony Hawkhead is chief executive of
Groundwork, the national environment
partnership organisation. It has played a
leading role in ensuring that sustainable
development reaches and benefits
people living in some of the most
deprived parts of the UK.
“I am particularly interested in
practical ways of creating sustainable
development, tackling worklessness and
building more resilient communities,”
says Hawkhead. “I hope becoming an
RSA Fellow will help me with all of
these.” Previously, Hawkhead was chief
executive of the East London
Partnership, a private sector-led and
funded organisation working to help
regenerate Hackney, Newham and
Tower Hamlets.

Charmian Love

Charmian Love is COO of Volans, a
for-profit company that she describes as
“dedicated to the business of social and
environmental innovation”.
Her previous work with the Boston
Consulting Group included the
organisation of the inaugural Canadian
Social Entrepreneurship Summit and the
coordination of the selection process for
Canada’s Social Entrepreneur of the
Year award.
“At Volans we believe that the
emerging economic order will see
the flourishing of social and
environmental businesses. These will
become a significant part of the
mainstream economy,” she says. With
offices in London and Singapore, Volans
works with corporations and
governments to conduct research and
instigate projects that seek to better
understand the dynamics at play in the
world of entrepreneurship.
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Left to right: Tony Hawkhead, Charmian Love, Nemat Shafik, Alex Pryce, Clare Brass

Reply

Nemat shafik

Clare Brass

economic and natural science

Nemat Shafik is the permanent
secretary of the Department for
International Development (DFID), which
is responsible for leading the British
government’s fight against world poverty.
She joined DFID in November 2004, as
director general of Country Programmes,
with responsibility for all of DFID’s
country programmes in Africa, Asia,
Eastern Europe, the Middle East and
Latin America.
Previously, she served as vice
president, Private Sector and
Infrastructure, at the World Bank. She
has also chaired several international
consultative groups that support activities
such as microfinance, energy, water and
sanitation for the poor. She has taught at
Georgetown University and has published
numerous books and articles. On joining
the RSA, she says: “It is fascinating to be
part of an organisation that has such a
diverse mix of talented people.”

Clare Brass ran a design consultancy in
Milan for 17 years, creating a number of
projects tackling social or environmental
issues. She moved to London in 2004
to take up a position with the Design
Council, exploring design’s role in the
sustainable development agenda.
In 2007, she set up SEED (Social
Environmental Enterprise and Design)
to explore the cross-collaboration of
design and social entrepreneurship.
A pilot of SEED’s first enterprise will
begin shortly in partnership with a
London council and a homelessness
organisation. Brass is also senior
design tutor at Design London, a
new partnership between Royal
College of Art and Imperial College
Business School.

In reference to John Kay’s thoughtful
article (‘Drowning by numbers’, Winter
2008). As someone who came into
financial services from a science/
engineering background, I was surprised
at the faith that many held in the
reliability of financial risk models. A
comparison with applications in natural
sciences is apposite since there we can
find a willingness to accept uncertainty
on the basis that underlying assumptions
are both adequately described and
subject to challenge by others. We should
perhaps be seeking a closer alignment
of natural sciences and economics, not
least because of the known challenge
represented by climate change.
Dr Paul Pritchard

Alex Pryce

Alex Pryce is a 20-year-old poet
originally from Bangor, Northern Ireland.
She is currently studying English at the
University of Leicester. In 2006, Ignite!
and NESTA recognised her creative
potential and provided support to set up
PoetCasting, a poetry podcasting
enterprise and website. PoetCasting
received Arts Council funding in 2008.
She says: “My work is quite innovative,
so it is in line with the work of the RSA
and its Fellows. PoetCasting is also a
broad church; I’m proud to feature
young, performance, published and
prize-winning poets in the one space.”

an educational film?

What Fellowship offers
– Opportunities to join action
networks, developing new ideas for
social innovation
– Access to a social networking
platform for ideas exchange
– The opportunity to find Fellows
with shared interests through an
online directory
– Use of the House, a unique central
London venue with a restaurant, bar
and meeting rooms
– Use of our library and archive,
stocking contemporary and historical
materials relevant to our work
– A quarterly Journal with online updates
– Access to a network of regional and
international groups organising events
and lectures
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After all the discussion about current
educational provision among Fellows,
both online and through the Journal, it
seems there is now a momentum
gathering around the RSA Education
Charter that will finally promote change
for the better. But what might be done to
achieve Matthew Taylor’s dream of the
Charter starting a ‘forest fire’ of interest?
First and foremost, the public need to
know about it. Perhaps the RSA
might catch its attention by producing a
TV documentary?
My proposal is that, while introducing
the Charter and describing its objectives,
an interesting twist might be to interview
public figures who have achieved their
success in spite of their past education,
rather than because of it. Their opinion
of the Charter might be sought, asking
them how they see it benefiting those of
today’s students who become
www.theRSA.org
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“There is a momentum gathering
around the RSA Education Charter.
Should we fund a TV documentary
to promote it to the public?”
disaffected by the current system. With
the birth of the Charter, the RSA needs
to establish its influence to lay down the
guiding principle that success can come
in many forms in adult life; not just
through academic gateways. The Charter
gives wings to the concept that society
today should value equally all strands of
gifts in the young. Would other Fellows
be interested in contributing ideas
towards the making of a documentary?
Would the RSA consider funding it?
Jennifer King
school system too disparate

Your article about the RSA Academy
(‘Academy opens to acclaim’, Winter
2008) states that “it is an independent
school with no fees and no requirement
to pass an entrance examination”. This
sentence is both misleading and
revealing. It is misleading because it
gives the impression that pupils will
receive an education on a par with that
provided by private schools but without
the specified obstacles. That cannot be
the case. Recent data from the OECD
indicates that the UK – and England in
particular – is very much an outlier in
terms of the scale of resources lavished
on pupils in our independent schools.
The standard political position is to give
the impression that the state can provide
an (English) independent school
education for free. Yet international
research has shown that the countries
that do best – both in terms of standards
of achievement and relative equity – rely
on comprehensive, integrated systems. We
should do the same and stop pretending
that ‘independence’ of publicly funded
schools is either possible or desirable.
Ron Glatter

PLAY THE GAME

I was disappointed to find no reference
to the importance of co-curricula
experiences in the new RSA Education
Charter. I was also surprised to find no
mention of self-esteem, team-based
activities or of competitiveness. It is our
[the Chance to Shine charity] assertion
that some form of extra-curricula
activity, especially if it is team-based, is
a fundamental part of a rounded
education which prepares children for
adult life. There is no doubt that team
games can shape personality in ways
that no academic subject can achieve.
Simon Dyson
Daddy knows best

When my children ask me why they are
kept in compulsory education for more than
a decade, I will explain that the primary
purpose of education is to awaken a love of
learning, whether they like it or not.
Gary Kitchen
To continue the conversation about the
RSA’s Education Charter, visit the RSA
Networks platform: www.theRSA.org/
networksplatform/projects

Your feedback
Please send us your thoughts on
articles in the Journal by emailing
editor@rsa.org.uk or writing to:
Phil Pemberton, RSA Journal,
Wardour, Walmar House, 296 Regent
Street, London W1B 3AW.
Letters may be edited. Plus, you can
now comment directly beneath the
Journal articles online by visiting:
www.theRSA.org/journal
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The last word

Writer's
block
S

peaking personally – and I fear I
must, if only for old times sake –
I’m glad all that individualism is
over. It was incredibly wearing, having to
have all my own ideas, then deciding
what I was going to write – let alone who
I was going to write it for. I didn’t realise
until now, but even the working
conditions I was subject to – isolated,
compelled to organise my time as best I
could – were also terribly stressful. All
that freedom! No wonder we scribes
were so preoccupied with the minutiae
of our consciousness, the whirring of
synaptic wheels and cogs.
That’s all changed now, in the postfree market era there’s no longer any
need for such crushing autonomy. Who’d
have thought it? I, who fancied myself as
man of the people, was really just another
dealer, tapping on a keyboard, calculating
the semantic percentages, and in thrall to
an idea of freedom that bore no relation
to my cloistered existence. I’d bought the
myth of unfettered capitalism quite as
thoroughly as any City suit – after all the
publishers that reproduced my words for
me were traded entities, and so, by
extension, was I. No wonder whenever
writers met up in the old days there was
a fearful babbling about advances and
critical reputations.
How much calmer it is now! We sit in
orderly rows at our workstations, each
day we receive critical feedback on the
previous day’s work, together with
directives on how plot, characterisation
and even descriptive prose should be
advanced. There’s no room for deviation
or error: our subject matter has been
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chosen for us, our genre has been
determined, it remains only for us to
type. Indeed, that’s what the Ministry of
Fiction most clearly resembles – an old
fashioned typing pool.
Still, we’re no giggling girls, us
chroniclers of the new collectivism, with
grey hairs like Rushdie (Row G, Desk
57), and McEwan (Row W, Desk 72)
lending their fingers to the state. There’s
a solemnity here in the Department of
Novels that reflects the seriousness with
which we view our task; and that is
nothing less than to provide the British
people with a new mythos, a new way of
perceiving the Good, not as something
that can be bought, nor as someone who
can be loved, but as the very essence of
society as a whole.
Ah, yes, the ‘s’ word – what a shame
Thatcher isn’t able to appreciate quite
how completely this idea has been
resurrected; and not just society
conceived of as the social existence of the
nation state, oh no, but a truly global
society. For, in this brave new world,
globalisation is not a synonym for
unfettered competitive trade, but a
genuine convergence of understanding
between all the world’s 6.5 billion
inhabitants. That’s why Winterson (Row
B, Desk 32) has stopped writing selfindulgent fantasies of so-called ‘personal
fulfilment’, and is instead dedicating
herself to a bildungsroman that charts the
coming of age of a Singaporean financial
services regulator. And that explains how
it is that Welsh (Row N, Desk 14), has
been persuaded to abandon his
trademark, phonetically transcribed Scots

demotic, in favour of a picaresque, that
tells – in standard English – of the
adventures of a group of happy-golucky insurance loss-adjustors. You
might’ve thought that such
unreconstructed individualists as writers
would have found the transition to
collective word-farming difficult to take
– that some would rebel, or engage in
seditious samizdat publication.
Not a bit of it! To begin with, I think
that most established writers felt quite as
relieved as I did, but as for the tyros,
was it merely serendipity, or could there
have been some deeper – and more
collective – agency at work? Suffice
to say, all those burgeoning creative
writing courses in the run up to the
Great Recession, had produced a
startling uniformity of both style and
approach among younger writers: these
were creative labourers deeply
conditioned to accept the kind of
intrusive and critical editing that forms
the corporate culture at the Ministry
of Fiction.
And as for those of us who had a
reputation for subversion in the bad old
days, well, as I’ve said, there was the
relief of no longer having to think
entirely for ourselves, there was the joy
to be gained from commitment to a
common cause, but most of all there
was the willingness the authorities
showed to permit us to carry on with
what we do best. That’s why I myself
am employed in the Satirical Subsection
of the Ministry of Fiction, and that’s
why you are reading the bitter fruits of
my ironising. Or are you?
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Authors are consigned to the Ministry of
Fiction in Will Self's dystopian tale of life
after the Great Recession

Fellowship

Change

starts here...

You can help shape the future of the RSA and develop Fellowship
networks.
One way to start is to nominate a friend or colleague to the RSA Fellowship.
You were approached because your expertise, insight and commitment to social
progress makes you crucial to our shared vision of Fellowship as a powerful source of
innovation and change. Do you know others who match this description?
Our Fellows are passionate about joining forces to achieve positive change. Help make
this happen by nominating other people who you think would be beneficial to your
networks. They could be local to you or linked to your particular passions.

Do you know more like-minded people - optimistic, progressive, innovative
and engaged - who can help us build a better society together?
If you do, please contact Maureen Carlomagno in the Fellowship team (email:
maureen.carlomagno@rsa.org.uk or tel:+44 (0)20 7451 6927) with a name, postal
address, contact email and a short supporting statement for your nominee. We will
send a personalised invitation saying you have nominated them for Fellowship, and we
will contact you to let you know when they join.
RSA Fellowship
8 John Adam Street, London, WC2N 6EZ
+44 (0)20 7451 6826
www.theRSA.org/fellowship
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We do!
www.theRSA.org/weddings

Weddings and Private Events
8 John Adam Street
London WC2N 6EZ
Tel 020 7451 6809
weddings@rsa.org.uk
www.theRSA.org/weddings

