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Visible
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the audible to the inaudible,
the tangible to the intangible,

Perhaps the thinkable to the unthinkable.”
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Notice

“We often fail to notice things
that we are not expecting.”
Lisa Randall, Physicist

LET’S STOP PRETENDING WE KNOW EVERYTHING

let’s stop pretending
WE KNOW EVERYTHING

Can we please stop pretending we have the answers or are on a knowledge
home run where the main issues are settled with only scraps to be tidied
up?

The reality is –
1. We hardly know anything
2. What we think we know changes constantly, often in astounding ways
3. Science is not reality, but provides models of reality
4. The best method we have for discovering facts, scientific method, is
limited
5. Science is robust not unequivocal, it can produce wrong answers that
are useful and seemingly right answers that are wrong
6. What is real varies between systems, people and within ourselves
7. We cannot even conceive of what is yet to be asked, making imagination
as important as science for progress.
8. To claim to know for certain, in particular about issues that do not yield
to testing, is unscientific and given history, likely unwise.

1

We hardly know anything

Once we’d never heard of dark energy and matter, now we know they make
up 95% of the cosmos, meaning less than 5% is made of what we once
considered ‘normal’. (Dr Lisa Randall suggests that since dark matter does
not interact with us it should have been called transparent.)
That’s a phenomenal revision of known versus unknown if you consider that
dark matter was discovered fewer than 18 years ago.
Extrapolate broadly.
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I am not saying we don’t know things; we do –
1. If you boil an egg, the protein denatures, it goes hard
2. Light travels at 299 792 458 meters a second
3. Immunisation works
4. Warfarin thins the blood
5. Methanol can be fatal to an adult.
We know a lot about a lot of things.
But there is way more that we don’t know and this should compel us keep
an open mind.

2

What we think we know changes constantly, often in 		
astounding ways

Take the atom.
At school I learned atoms were ‘elementary particles’, the smallest stuff you
could get. Elementary meant they could not be broken down more.
These days we think of an atom more like the mother-ship of a sub-particle
zoo of stuff so minute some particles can’t be described as having size. We
found the atom was made of sub-atomic particles — the electron, the proton
and the neutron, which could be divided further into quarks and so on. Part
of that zoo, the Higgs-Boson particle, annihilates itself as quickly as it forms
and is so small that it’s not really described as having size, but instead as a
‘resonance’. The once-elementary atom has become a giant.
Just this year we discovered a new subatomic particle.
But even in areas we consider well established, like botany and biology, we
are revising what we know as more information, including from other fields,
becomes available.
For example, we have known for a very long time that –
1. Enzymes are catalysts that speed up chemical reactions in the cells many
times over
2. Plants soak up the sun (photosynthesis) and use it grow
3. Birds migrate in winter.
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That may be right but we have reached a conclusion through partial insight.
•

Sometimes we know that something happens, but not why.

•

Or why something happens, but not how.

•

Or until there are good-enough tools we have no idea that it is
happening at all.

Then we learn more.
In a fascinating talk, quantum physicist Jim Khalil cites emerging (admittedly
speculative) research that shows quantum physics may play in the macro
world, a field known as quantum biology.
With respect to the above examples –
1. Enzymes may work fast because subatomic particles flip from one part
of the DNA molecule to the other using quantum tunneling (Klansman)
2. The stored energy in a plant’s cells travels along multiple pathways
simultaneously (quantum coherence) to find the fastest, most efficient
path for the photons to reach the reaction centres where light energy is
converted into chemical energy (Hildner)
3. In the eye of European robins, electrons are spatially separated
but affect each other through entanglement and may change spin
depending on the earth’s gravitational field, this could mean birds
actually see the earth’s magnetic field as they fly. (Benjamin.)
You don’t have to understand this to understand its implications.
These examples should help us hold views more lightly, in particular when
it comes to bigger, more esoteric questions that do not lend themselves to
investigation.
They might induce a sense of astonishment, like –
•

Gee, I wonder if there could be even more to this, or

•

This isn’t necessarily the end of the road, or

•

Could there be something else underneath that again?

Instead, one more person is slapped back into place by someone who
claims to know ‘the truth’ and have ‘the answer’ and who believes they are
right, right, right and (more to the point) everyone else should agree.
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3

Science is not reality, it’s a model of reality

Where does this overconfidence (or fear, or insecurity) about being right
come from?
Belief is complex and is influenced by character, gender, race, upbringing,
cultural environment and the political system to name only a few.
The unequivocal ‘I Know’ can come from faith, including the faith we have
that science is the truth.
Instead, a scientific experiment produces data that refutes a specific
hypothesis. That question may be nestled within a more encompassing
theory, same idea.
An experiment can produce excellent or questionable data and anything in
between depending on how it is set up and run. There’s good science and
bad science. Good science pokes holes in the bad and that is one of the
many areas in which scientific rigour comes into its own.
For example a systematic review of 6 self-controlled case series, 2 ecological
studies, one case crossover trial, five time series trials, 17 case-control
studies, 27 cohort studies and 5 randomised control trials of over 15 million
children is undeniably more robust that the now discredited study that used
a few subjects, false data and no statistics to claim vaccines caused autism.
In the context of what I am saying here, my point is that we may learn more
about vaccines in the future and the diseases they protect us against, new
ways of dealing with these illnesses may emerge, we may be able to tailor
medications or their delivery systems to better suit individuals, we might
discover what we thought caused a symptom masked a deeper underlying
factor, the door is not closed.
But eggs boil, E = mc2, the liver needs vitamin K.
What I am saying is that science should not be confused with a fixed
and immovable reality, it does not claim to be, but that is often how it is
understood in particular by lay people.
Science is not reality, it’s an approach; scientific method is a process and
one with limitations.
Now in my experience such is its hegemony of science (where I come from)
that to acknowledge a limitation in the methodology, even to clarify what it is
from what it is not, can raise hackles.
•

Oh, so you don’t believe in science?

•

No, that is not what I said. I said, scientific methodology has limitations,
which, scientists acknowledge.
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We get all cross-eyed and froth-mouthed when someone pokes at a sacred
cow.
Like when I wrote that rationality was a myth we should not aspire to and
someone replied asking if I thought we should do away with encyclopaedias.
No, I replied, facts are good, the better the facts, the better. (A point I had
made in the post.)

4

The best method we have for discovering facts, scientific
method, is itself limited

Saying there are limits to scientific methodology is neither anti-science nor
unscientific nor does it undermine the respect I have for the rigours of
science. It’s just a fact.
But along the line we’ve learned to associate science with ‘right ‘and
unscientific with ‘wrong’; whereas saying something is unscientific simply
means it cannot be tested in ways that refute it.
This can happen amongst other things because –
1. We don’t have the right tools (Democratus speculated about atoms but
it took thousands of years before an electron microscope enabled us
to see them, Einstein predicted gravitational waves but did not think we
could build tools to detect them)
2. What Colliding Black Holes Sound Like | Video
3. There are too many options to test (according to Brian Greene there are
10 to the 500 candidate shapes to test in string theory, a theory about
the fundamental structure of the universe, abandoning string theory
may not mean it’s wrong but untestable)
4. We use models that don’t adequately translate into humans; scientists
like Mattison and Raza says billions are wasted in drug development
because mouse models give false leads (many disagree) instead,
reconstructing human chip might offer a better option
5. The hypothesis-model-test approach may be obsolete, data combined
with applied mathematics may replace the need for semantic or causal
analysis in some areas
6. We can’t agree on the definition of what we want to discuss, the
existence or not of God a classical example
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7. We don’t know what question to ask to disprove our thesis; again
what hypothesis would you test for a God that wasn’t inane or
anthropomorphic? No lighting strike after someone blasphemes? Hardly.
That bad things happen? Humans do a perfectly good job of that on
their own. You might say who needs God when we have the laws of
physics (in which case prove it) but others might say the laws of physics
are God (in which case prove it). That’s why atheism is unscientific. Not
because it’s right or wrong but because it can’t be tested and refuted.
Of course a critical limitation to scientific enquiry is that we can only test a
question we ask.

5

Science is robust not unequivocal, it produces wrong answers
that are useful and seemingly right answers that are wrong

Robust is not a synonym for truth
Science has never claimed to offer unequivocal truths, only robust testing,
but scientific findings are often presented as truth.
Our faith stems in part from a belief that science self-corrects by exposing
false insights over time, but there’s an alarming degree to which it does not.
Wrong (or partial) answers can be useful
Newton’s laws describe how world works but are wrong at the subatomic
level, nevertheless, they are useful. We’ve used them to build bridges, planes
and rockets.
Mendelian genetics told us genes were recessive and dominant and traits
were inherited. This helped us understand why we had brown or blue eyes
and how to breed different colored flowers, amongst other things.
Now we know genes and proteins interact, epigenetics has shown that
environment can influence inheritable traits, something we thought
impossible.
The environment modifies genes through chemical tags that attach to
DNA and switch genes on and off. Some (albeit controversial) research into
trauma suggests these tags are passed on, meaning the effects of trauma
could be intergenerational. Potentially too those of love?
Seemingly right answers can be wrong
But even when all the ducks are lined up, when –
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•

There’s something to test

•

Within testable parameters

•

Using powerful tools

We can still come up with the wrong answer.
For example, our best evidence tells us the universe is expanding (the two
independent teams of scientists who discovered this were trying to work out
the rate at which the universe was contracting, a great example of scientific
method in action because their data refuted the hypothesis and a new
theory, inflation, replaced it.)
Inflation means galaxies are moving away from each other at an increasing
rate. Something is forcing the expansion of the universe to accelerate, not
decelerate. Dark energy — acting like an ‘anti-gravity’ over roughly the last
half of the universe, is proposed to explain this strange discovery.
Eventually galaxies will be so far apart that light will not be able to travel fast
enough between them to be seen. In that future if we looked out we’d see
nothing and may assume nothing else existed as Brian Greene and Andrei
Linde explain.
Brian Greene: Why is our universe fine-tuned for life?
The obvious question is whether things exist now that we don’t see in the
same way?
We don’t need cosmological hypotheticals to tell us that this is the case.
Even within the prosaic of daily life most things are hidden because we can
only detect what is within our biological limits (although we build tools that
go beyond this).

6

What is real varies between systems, people & within the self

Same system, different signal
I have written before about what neuroscientist David Eagleman calls the
Umwelt, that an organism’s reality is defined by what it senses.
In other words –
•

I can’t hear a dog whistle, but a dog can

•

I can’t see ultraviolet light, but a bee can.

My reality is different from that of the dog and the bee.
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However, these worlds intersect. I blow the whistle and my dog comes back.
An undetectable-to-me signal has tangible impact.
Are there other unknowns influencing behaviour? I imagine many.
Think that there are billions of dark matter particles going through you right
now. You don’t see or hear or feel them because dark matter does not
interact with us in any way we can detect. But it may. We don’t know yet and
there aren’t the tools.
There’s no need to refer to interspecies examples to confirm that realities
differ based on what is perceived.
What I hear varies from what you do depending on our health, the
environment (if you don’t protect your ears on the workshop floor) or as we
age.
A simple hearing test shows some tones become inaudible as we age, the
reality for a 5 and 50-year old doing the test is different — both are right.
I think this should help us move from –
•

I heard it

•

No you didn’t.

To –
•

I heard it

•

I didn’t, but that doesn’t mean you didn’t.

We should not ask others to base their reality on our constraints.

7

We cannot even conceive of what is yet to be asked, making
imagination as important as science for progress.

While the amount of data we have would stretch from here to the outer
rims of the galaxy, we hardly know anything.
I think then that in relation to the big questions we should be more open
and less certain that we are right.
Being open minded is not the same as relativism. It’s not okay to rape a wo/
man because your culture says so or to bomb a bus because other people
don’t like your God.
Being open minded does not mean ‘anything goes’.
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Nor that a lay view on epigenetics is as informed as that of a person with a
PhD on the effect of mutations in genes affecting homologous recombination on
restriction enzyme-mediated and illegitimate recombination in Saccharomyces
cerevisiae, expert opinion is so for a reason.
Instead I am suggesting that we should be as wary of unquestioningly
deferring to scientific authority as we were once compelled to do with
religion.
Ironically, some of the harshest critics of old-style religious dogma share a
similar mindset, that is, to claim to know the undisputed truth and scorn
those who disagree. I understand their frustration. Ignorance has driven
some of the worst behaviour on earth, but so has intelligence. But we must
find a way to challenge dogma without becoming dogmatists.
Arrogance is arrogance, whether driven by religion, or science, social
superiority, greed or ‘just because’.
Don’t dismiss those who ponder the unknown when history suggests, most
things are.
The world is not divided into scientific fact on the one hand and a mashup of
biased-anecdote on the other. Things are underneath and in between.
We cannot even conceive of what is yet to be asked.
We are constantly beginning again, off a higher knowledge base. This makes
imagination as important as science for progress.
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Solitude

“When from our better selves
we have too long been parted
by the hurrying world, and
droop. Sick of its business, of its
pleasures tired, how gracious,
how benign is solitude.”
William Wordsworth

‘ALONENESS’

‘aloneness’
If you want to be more deeply connected, spend time alone.
That’s not a fact, underpinned by research. It’s a reflection. An anecdote. But
it may have value.
If you came to me and said – I feel empty, or – as if something is missing – if
you complained about feeling blocked or stagnant or that negative drama
(gossip, shouting, pointing the finger) made you feel more alive – I would say:
think about spending some more time alone.
That’s regardless of being an extravert, introvert, or even ambivert (think
happy middle ground).
These are just personality types.
The value of being alone transcends categories. It’s a deliberate practice of
not seeking someone (or something) other to fill you up. I believe it’s a deep
human need, as vital as connection.
A walk changes when no one’s babbling in your ear, either because they’re
beside you, or in your headphones.
Sometimes silence has to accompany solitude, but not always. Music can
help. It appears to take you in the same direction as aloneness (down, in,
towards emotion). I don’t know why. (If you do, please leave a note.)
Being alone can mean sitting on the couch, but with the TV and laptop,
tablet or smartphone off. You can read (some kinds of) books. I am not sure
what makes one type of input a distraction from self and the other a path to
it. But so it is.
(Does this take me in the same direction as music? That might be a way to
decide.)
There was a massive response to Susan Cain’s book on Quiet: the power of
introverts in a world that can’t stop talking. I have yet to read it, I confess, but
I liked the manifesto and read much commentary that followed.
It seemed to me that there was a collective sigh that someone had at last
articulated what many wish they could say in response to group projects,
planned activities, holiday ideas: leave me alone.
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Others were quick to point out the substantial research on the benefit of
collaboration when it comes to creativity or generating ideas.
Some took sides as if it were a competition, with a right answer, that could
be won.
Fascinating reaction, because let’s face it, even with a bit of quiet thrown in
most other time is spent with others, or being distracted.
Mostly we are •

Not in silence

•

Not meditating

•

Not on solitary walks

•

Not by ourselves in an office

•

Not staring out the window at rain

•

Not alone.

But it really stirred things up. Everyone wanted to know what the truth was.
What the research showed. What made people more creative? Alone, or not
alone? What was the best way to generate new, exciting, interesting ideas?
Alone, or in groups?
These are all important questions, but this is not aloneness, or at least, the
kind of aloneness that I am talking about.
Aloneness is not a transaction. (I’ll give up some people in exchange for
being more creative; alternatively, seek some out so that I can generate
better ideas.)
I am talking about being alone for the sake of it. Not even to see where it
leads you, if it leads you anywhere but because it’s needed. Just like other
invisible, hard to define qualities (meaning, love) where deficiency is difficult
to quantify or event detect but has an impact.
So why do we find it frightening?
I don’t know.
I have, however, noticed that when you’re alone for long enough, sooner or
later, you tend to drop into what you are feeling, and I mean what you are
really feeling, rather than the official version. And that can be good or bad.
Don’t ask me why emotions tend to present as high notes, then move to
disquiet (I’ve got to get out, eat something, have another drink) to whatever
is underneath.
Is what’s underneath important? I think it drives most what we do.

22

We do a lot to avoid this process. And if we do not guard our downtime
zealously, others will not hesitate to commandeer it to avoid theirs.
Chitter-chatter, chitter-chatter. Do, do, do.
It’s so exhausting.
Being alone guides us towards ‘the underneathness’. And it doesn’t even
have to be about understanding the hinterland of unconsciousness, or what
little we know of consciousness, once we are there.
Try some.
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Dream

“Dream delivers us to dream,
and there is no end to illusion.
Life is like a train of moods like a
string of beads, and, as we pass
through them, they prove to be
many-colored lenses which paint
the world their own hue…”
Ralph Waldo Emerson

WE ARE SHAPED BY THE UNSEEN

we are shaped
BY THE UNSEEN

We assume our reality •

Is reality

•

Is right.

But we have access to only the tiniest amount of information that’s out
there, whether in the electromagnetic spectrum or conscious brain.
This means that our reality •

Is a reality (one of many)

•

Is shaped by limited information.

Despite this, we are happy to stake a claim to being right and dismiss others’
experiences as inferior or wrong.
It does a lot of damage. People go to war over it.
Instead, being open to different realities enables us to pool information,
articulate a view and consider other options without needing to narrow
every discussion down to ‘a winner’.

Same system, different signal
The gap between the information that’s out there and what we can access is
real.
Take for example a dog whistle, which we cannot hear because it’s in the
ultrasonic sound range. Even if we want with all our hearts to hear it, we
can’t. There’s a physiological limit to our hearing range. But the sound
coming out of that whistle exists and the dog hears and responds to it.
In this simple example we find it easy to accept that something we can’t see,
feel, hear or even know directly has a material impact.
We understand that while we share the same ecosystem as the dog, we pick
up on very different signals. We experience related but different realities.
I think this is valuable especially if we can extrapolate the principle to how
we interact more broadly with others.
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The bit we register is called the ‘umwelt’ and I agree with neuroscientist
David Eagleman in his essay on Edge that adding this word to our
vocabulary would be useful.
Eagleman describes the umwelt as the ‘small subset of the world that an
animal is able to detect’.
It differs depending on what you are.
In the blind and deaf world of the tick, the important signals are
temperature and the odor of butyric acid. For the black ghost knifefish, it’s
electric fields. For the echolocating bat it’s air-compression waves… The
interesting part is that each organism presumably assumes its umwelt to be
the entire objective reality ‘out there’.
It’s not. Knowing this is very, very important.

We are shaped by the unseen
Consider that –
•

We see less than a ten-trillionth of the electromagnetic spectrum

•

We hear frequencies of around 20 – 20,000 Hz yet
dolphins and bats hear in excess of 100 kHz

•

Scent hounds can smell one to ten million
times more acutely than humans

Consider that even within the limits of the human body –
•

We are good at storing memories but not retrieving them

•

We change a memory through the act of remembering it

•

We recall evidence that’s consistent with what we believe better than
evidence that contradicts it (confirmation bias) and this is just one of
hundreds of biases that demonstrate we’re not as rational as we think

•

We are largely unconscious, not having access to
most of what is happening in our brains

•

Even the environment affects our choices

•

A briefcase in a room alters how we handle money

•

Our moods are impacted by weather and as Adam
Alter discusses in Edge ambient temperature

•

If a deeply ingrained symbol (like a crucifix) is activated it
shapes how we feel and act – hence the powerful impact of
symbols in art and lazy use in some art to evoke emotion.

Think you know a whole bunch of things ‘for certain’ and ‘for sure’? These
insights should prompt a healthy degree of self-doubt.
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Consider too that in relation to everything discussed above we’re dealing
with issues we’re currently aware of.
We are talking about biases we know exist or information we know we
can’t access but have been able to detect because someone thought to go
looking and there was a way to measure it.
•

Imagine what we’re not aware of?

•

What other ideas are out there?

•

What experiments are yet to be thought of?

•

What realities already exist that we cannot measure because
we do not have either the questions or equipment?

In saying this I’m not advocating open-ended relativism or suggesting we
don’t have an enormous amount of fact-based evidence for how the world
works. I am saying that despite this, we need to retain an open mind.

Groundlessness
There is solid ground.
We know things. We know much more than we did a hundred years ago
and with technology as a partner we could know exponentially more in a
hundred years’ time.
We rely on this knowledge to educate our children, construct infrastructure,
cure illnesses, manufacture cars and aeroplanes and make intellectual and
ethical judgements about how to live.
For example, understanding Newton’s laws means we can build bridges that
stand up. Those laws can change and yet hold true at the same time.
We once thought that Newton’s laws were immutable. They were it. To
challenge their authority was heretic because in all ways we could think to
apply them at that time, they held up.
But now we know they break down at the quantum level. When we start
to look at the atoms and smaller particles that materials are made of, it’s a
whole different world. It doesn’t stop us building bridges and they don’t fall
down because of it.
Knowledge evolves. We should not be afraid of •

Challenging what we know

•

Wondering if there’s more
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•

Acknowledging the many unknowns

•

Accepting that anything we think we know could change but that doesn’t
make what came before less useful.

This not-knowing is exciting. It’s a springboard to discovery and growth.
At its heart is doubt.
Doubt that things are set in stone, the kind of doubt that keeps us
questioning and open to changing our minds as new evidence comes to
light.
Ironically it’s doubt that provides us with the confidence to accept that
things we can’t see, feel or hear can directly impact our lives and that the
signals we register aren’t all there is and others are experiencing reality
differently.
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Go on

“You must go on,
I can’t go on,
I’ll go on.”
Samuel Beckett

WHY I CHOOSE SAMUEL BECKETT OVER POSITIVE THINKING, ANY DAY

why i choose

SAMUEL BECKETT OVER POSITIVE THINKING, ANY DAY

I believe we can learn more about what it takes to succeed from the closing
assertion of Beckett’s The Unnamable than any other motivational book
You must go on, I can’t go on, I’ll go on.
This insight about the need for persistence in the face of obstacles and
even despair offers no illusions about what it takes to keep going or false
promises that success will be great when you get ‘there’ (wherever that is).
This is useful advice. We should be given more of it.
Instead, we’re meant to be inspired by motivational cries and images of a
positive Duracell-style achiever who stares doubt in the face and relentlessly
bangs the drum; pitting the emotional equivalent of an airbrushed model
against our puny efforts.
This makes us feel bad.
Believe in yourself books yell at us as if, amongst other things, it will make us
believe in ourselves, or that doing so has any impact whatsoever on what we
achieve. (It does not.)
This is not meaningful insight it’s cheerleading.
And while it may (and I say may) lift us temporarily out of the fog, when we
return to reality we find the same inaptly named ‘negative’ feelings still there.
No surprise since we’re taught to leapfrog rather than acknowledge them.
Worse, some ‘teachers’ (a misnomer) will suggest that a mere flicker of a
doubt can undo years of effort.
That’s nonsense.
A good way to move forward is to say what we really feel.
I can’t go on.
There you go, you’ve acknowledged a slice of your current (complex and
varied) emotional reality.
Believe in yourself. No I am sorry, I don’t. Not today. Today I don’t believe that
what I am doing counts, or can be achieved. I can’t go on.
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But tomorrow, you will. Articulating rather than denying reality is what helps
us to do so.
•

My cholesterol is up (I should eat less bacon)

•

I’m not coping (I am going to bed)

•

My partner screams loses their temper daily (s/he has an anger problem)

•

I am angry with so-and-so for his/her bad advice but
angrier that I listened. (I won’t automatically defer to
people just because they seem confident.)

It’s kind of difficult to develop a what-to-do-about-it list if you’re not allowed
to write that list in the first place.
The visions we’re given of what success is (or will be like) are also wildly
misleading.
‘Success is doing what you want to do, when you want, where you want, with
whom you want, as much as you want.’
It is?
Tell that to •

The startup entrepreneur putting in another late night when s/he’d
rather be down at the pub

•

The parent heading to a job they don’t love because they have kids that
they do, who need to be housed and fed

•

The scientist for whom countless experiments fail but whose
breakthrough contributes something important.

I could go on. (But I won’t go on). However, I am wary about this additive and
hedonistic perception of success as unabated freedom.
Why aren’t we taught about the importance of giving things up, that
constraints can enhance creativity and our sense of value? (Think of the joy
of a hot shower after a week of camping.)
We don’t learn about trade offs. Instead immediate need become an axis for
decision-making. We trade feeling good tomorrow for another drink today.
Some endlessly seek the thrill that comes from chasing a partner, unable to
relinquish a need for novelty with depth.
Trade offs.
Success is not a place. We don’t suddenly ‘arrive’ there.
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I prefer Beckett on this too:
All this business of a labour to accomplish…I invented it all, in the hope it would
console me, help me to go on, allow me to think of myself as somewhere on a
road, moving, between a beginning and an end, gaining ground, losing ground,
getting lost, but somehow in the long run making headway.
It may seem less glamorous to think of success this way, but it is actually
freeing.
It enables you to make meaning from what you already have (and might
create) but doesn’t defer living to some ideal future time which is unlikely to
manifest and likely to disappoint you if it does.
We want to believe that once we have this person, or that product, or more
prestige, we will be happier.
This thinking undoes us.
As Dan Gilbert points out in The Big Wombassa we are hopeless at
realistically understanding how we will feel in response to a future event
(this is called affective forecasting).
We think we will be happier, or sadder, when in reality we just return to our
baseline.
But our inability to get this makes us do all sorts of crazy things.
For example, we know that above $40,000 a year, the amount of additional
money we earn doesn’t make us happier (before that, it matters hugely,
poverty is debilitating). On the other hand, the quality of the relationships
we form powerfully predicts how happy we are.
Gilbert asks, ‘while money is weakly and complexly correlated with happiness
and social relationships are strongly and simply correlated with happiness,
most of us spend our time trying to be happy by pursuing wealth. Why?
We prefer the idea of a deferred self, doing what it wants, when it wants, as
much as it wants, with whomever it wants because that keeps us invested in
the idea of happiness ever after. But Not I, Not Now.
The absurdity? That being aware of it is unlikely to stop us desiring it.
Awareness is something, but not enough.
Poor juvenile solutions, explaining nothing. No need then for caution, we may
reason to our heart’s content, the fog won’t lift.
That’s why I like Beckett.
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Life

“But I have my life, I’m living it.
It’s twisted, exhausting, uncertain,
and full of guilt, but nonetheless,
there’s something there.”
Banana Yoshimoto

‘I DON’T KNOW’- UNCERTAINTY AS A PLATFORM FOR A GROWTH

‘i don’t know’

UNCERTAINTY AS A PLATFORM FOR A GROWTH

When leadership is confused with the need to know everything it can lead
to cultures of bluff where people feel it’s more important to give a response
(including a wrong one) than acknowledge doubt.
Instead, these three simple words can establish a very different context: I
don’t know.
‘I don’t know’ puts the focus on rigour and says many things including •

Let’s not assume

•

We need data not anecdotes

•

Let’s find out.

Then why is saying it difficult?
For one, we like to believe that certainty is possible.
This is despite knowing that many of the things we once thought true we
now know to be false (that the earth is flat, for example) and that this will
most likely happen again in the future.
This does not make earlier theories wrong but shows that what we know
at any point in time is limited by the questions we ask, the assumptions we
make and the tools that are available for assessing them.
We also look to others (in particular experts) to provide grounding even
if it’s illusory. This is understandable because uncertainty makes us
uncomfortable and impacts the way that we make decisions.
For example, Gerd Gigerenzer at the Max Planck Institute for Human
Development points out that each year expert forecasters predict the
following year’s exchange rates with a record that is hardly better than
chance.
Despite this, we pay $200 billion a year to the industry to do so.
Why? We need the sense of certainty these forecasts promise.
Likewise Gigerenzer says patients assume a doctors is all-knowing and are
reluctant to ask for evidence or second opinions, yet still feel better after a
consultation.
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This is despite studies that show many medical experts do not properly
understand statistics like base rates, important for assessing probability.
By projecting this need for certainty onto someone in a leadership position,
although it has little to do with leadership ability, knowing and leading can
become confused.
We also assume that because leaders make decisions they are certain;
when the reality is that leaders continually make decisions with imperfect
information.
This does not make them uninformed. On the contrary, leaders have indepth knowledge of a subject area, which combined with technical and
strategic ability and experience, puts them in a good position to make calls.
In this way, a good leader avoids the extremes of •

Analysis paralysis — needing more and more information in the hope of
creating certainty before doing anything, often to deflect attention from
an inability to make decisions, or on the other hand

•

Just-do-itism — confusing uninformed hunches with strategy and
diving in because of an inability to deal with ambiguity or a lack of
understanding of how to assess risk.

The problem with cultures that demand certainty is that they privilege fasttalkers or technical experts who are able to bamboozle others with jargon.
This can make ‘personality’ a greater consideration in promotion or
succession than qualities like critical thinking and emotional intelligence,
integral to good judgment.
But does uncertainty mean we throw rigour to the wind, shrug our
shoulders and say that if we can never be certain then learning does
not matter? Or that a (truly) expert opinion has little more value than an
uninformed guess?
Not at all.
First, we need to separate out the certainties (for example, the math used
by an engineer to make sure that a bridge stands up) from the uncertainties
(the conscious and unconscious biases that influence the way they research,
share and implement what they have learned or how that information will
be processed at the executive table).
Technical information, though vital, exists in context. Decision-making
requires judgment, a quality that does not easily yield to measurement.
And yet, as Nanschild and Davis point out in ‘The V Factor’ it is these tacit
and unexamined choices underpinning our judgments that form the real
foundation of decision-making.
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We also need to understand that we can deal with uncertainty in informed
ways. Developing and testing theories, acquiring evidence, reassessing
assumptions, refining the process is why we can fly to the moon or cure
disease.
We can establish similar processes at work such as peer review or premortems or project boards that are specifically designed to identify and
come up with problems and solutions to unknowns.
People who dedicate their lives to studying a certain discipline know a
great deal more about that area than other people. This does not mean we
should box them into commenting only on their area of expertise but we
should not assume they do or should know everything else (and nor should
they).
It’s important in the light of the above to keep an open mind and find ways
to include the quiet, considered and reluctant (and not just the loudest or
most confident) in decision-making.
If we stopped automatically applauding answers but encouraged healthy
(not debilitating) reflection and doubt we could create a very different
culture.
It is possible to navigate uncertainty from a position of personal and
professional strength by •

Understanding that it’s normal to crave certainty

•

Accepting that you do not know everything

•

And that nor does anyone else.

•

Ask questions about information that you’re given rather than accepting
it on face value even from experts; if it’s impenetrable, ask them to
rephrase it in terms you can understand

•

Actively manage the desire of groups to converge too quickly on
information (groupthink) before ideas have been thrashed out

•

Be aware of biases that stop you from accepting new information
because it’s unknown or uncomfortable

•

Be willing to let go of old information in the light of new evidence even if
it means earlier beliefs were wrong

•

Find ways of including people who aren’t confident or articulate in
decision-making

•

When it’s true say to someone: I was wrong

•

When it’s true say: I don’t know.

And even when it’s not try asking yourself: what if I am wrong? Or can I think
of at least one unknown?
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Pain

“For there is nothing heavier
than compassion. Not even
one’s own pain weights so
heavy as the pain one feels
with someone, for someone.”
Milan Kundera, the Unbearable
Lightness of Being

KINDNESS CAN BE BRUTAL

kindness
CAN BE BRUTAL

When you’re on the receiving end of kindness it’s milk, a honeyed sap
reminiscent of mothering & the cosseted dark womb.
But being kind is an altogether different experience.
It’s rising in the dark to run despite rain & icy winds while the world’s asleep.
Being kind can mean •

Suppressing the urge to lash out because you feel momentarily better

•

Letting it go through to the keeper

•

Putting your needs second, third or taking them off the table, this time

•

Not adding fuel to the fire though you’re desperate to do so

•

Refusing to let someone else’s feelings determine yours

•

Sometimes, not speaking out

•

Sometimes, not saying what you really think

•

Appreciating a person is not just their last encounter with you

•

Remembering the good when you don’t want to

•

Knowing that when someone strikes at your sense of self it’s because
they desperately need to affirm theirs and feeling compassion, rather
than anger, for that humanness

•

Seeing yourself in the above

•

Admitting that you too can be unkind.

It’s not for the meek.
Kindness demands vigilance, acute self-awareness and internal restraint, for
which the rewards are not always obvious.
You also need to know the border at which kindness transmutes into selfabuse and not step over it.
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That’s the sharper edge of the practice that means you must also know
when to •

Lift the lid & name what is in front of you

•

Decline to buy into it

•

Refuse to agree because it’s easier and you’re lobbied (silently) to do so

•

Draw a boundary that is absolute.

All of which can be done. But it’s not easy. Kindness can be a brutal master.
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