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INTRODUCTION

‘Fuck you, Carreyrou! Fuck you, Carreyrou!’

Their chanting was fervent and furious.

‘Fuck you, Carreyrou! Fuck you, Carreyrou!’

In the staff cafeteria they stood, computer programmers and lab technicians gathered around their leader, crying out their support in glorious unison. ‘Carreyrou’ was John Carreyrou, a healthcare reporter from the Wall Street Journal. Their beloved leader? Elizabeth Holmes, the charismatic founder of Theranos, a $9 billion healthcare start-up that claimed to be able to carry out up to seventy different medical tests from just one prick of blood. Their promise was revolutionary. Holmes had discovered something new, something that mankind didn’t know was possible to do. But the reporter had been creating problems. He’d been asking astute questions, which many of her smart, successful and extremely wealthy supporters had somehow failed to ask themselves.

Carreyrou was telling one story of Theranos. Holmes was telling another.

Those stories were at war.

Of course, we know whose tale won. As I write, Holmes is serving an eleven-year sentence in a Texas prison, having been found guilty of defrauding her investors. Carreyrou, meanwhile, has become famous for his bestselling book about the Theranos scandal, Bad Blood.

Carreyrou’s story was ultimately victorious. But in his book, and during her trial, Holmes was revealed as a master storyteller. Here was a Stanford dropout with a childhood dread of the doctor’s needle who, aged nine, wrote in a letter to her father that ‘what I really want out of life is to discover something new, something that mankind didn’t know was possible to do’. She founded her company at nineteen, with cash meant for college. Through hard work, vision and technical genius, she became the world’s youngest female self-made billionaire. ‘Her emergence tapped into the public’s hunger to see a female entrepreneur break through in a technology world dominated by men’, writes Carreyrou. ‘Her story was intoxicating. Everyone wanted to believe in it.’

That story was repeated in Fortune magazine and in Forbes magazine and in Glamour and Wired and USA Today and the New Yorker. She told it at a Wall Street Journal conference and a TED talk and on CBS News, Fox Business, NPR, CNN and CNBC. As reporters for Vanity Fair noted, her story made her ‘a near universally praised figure’. And it wasn’t just the media that bought it. Some of the most powerful and wealthy people in America backed her with millions of their dollars, and also their reputations. Superstar venture capitalists such as: Donald Luca; Dixon Doll; Tim Draper; the founders of Walmart; the founder of Oracle, Larry Ellison and media mogul Rupert Murdoch all gave her money. On her (conspicuously all-male) board sat the former US secretary of state George Shultz, former director of the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention William Foege, former US secretary of defense William Perry, former CEO of Wells Fargo Richard Kovacevich and former US secretary of state Henry Kissinger.

Such was the mesmerising power of Holmes and her story that this stellar cast of humans supported her without actually checking that she could do what she promised. This lack of due diligence was both unusual and incredible. During her trial it emerged that Dan Mosely (described by the New York Times as ‘a lawyer and power broker among wealthy families’) requested company reports and was refused them: ‘But Mr. Mosley invested $6 million in the company anyway – and wrote Ms. Holmes a gushing thank-you email for the opportunity.’ Black Diamond Ventures invested roughly $7 million, also without access to the data. Rupert Murdoch made his largest investment outside his own media companies, handing Theranos a breathtaking $125 million, doing effectively no due diligence. Lisa Peterson, on behalf of the wealthy DeVos family, admitted to the court that she did not visit any of Theranos’s blood-testing centres or hire any experts to check the company’s technical claims. Regardless, the DeVoses threw in $100 million. During the trial, one lawyer contemptuously asked Peterson if she was even aware of the practice of due diligence. ‘You understand that’s a typical thing to do in investing?’

There were exceptions, and there were warning signs. When a venture capitalist from Google Ventures visited a Theranos testing centre to take a finger-prick test, he was dismayed to find ‘several large vials of blood’ being drawn from his arm. They declined to invest. When the New Yorker pressed Holmes on exactly how her revolutionary device worked, she gave an answer they described as ‘comically vague’: ‘A chemistry is performed so that a chemical reaction occurs and generates a signal from the chemical interaction with the sample, which is translated into a result, which is then reviewed by certified laboratory personnel.’

These were loud and clear clues: Holmes’s blood-testing technology was worth nothing.

But her story?

That was worth $9 billion.

This book describes how stories can wield such extraordinary power over even the smartest of humans. It starts from a radically different place to other books that tackle what’s broadly categorised as ‘business storytelling’. Traditionally, business storytelling experts analyse marketing campaigns, speeches and sales pitches as a literary scholar might analyse a novel or a play. After comparing those that work, they turn their common features into a list of ingredients that add up to a persuasive story. But this practice is not nearly enough to explain the powers of bewitchment demonstrated by people such as Elizabeth Holmes. The literary scholar Professor Jonathan Gottschall writes that ‘storytellers cast spells that grant them entry into our minds, where they change what we feel, which changes how we think, which can change how we spend, vote, and care’. For those who seek the secrets of this astonishing spell, a simplistic A-B-C recipe for storytelling will not be enough.

Rather than being a comparative analysis of successful stories, then, this book is an exploration of the original and greatest storyteller of all: the human brain. Using up-to-date findings from social psychology, evolutionary psychology, organisational psychology and neuroscience, it argues that we won’t unlock the true power of story if we treat it merely as something we read on a page, see on a screen or listen to a charismatic leader deliver from a spot-lit stage. Story is so much more than that.

Story is what we do.

Story is who we are.

Story is human life itself.

This is no exaggeration. Humans live in two worlds at once. The first is a realm of pure survival. This is the material space in which we interact with objects, natural forces and sources of fuel. We eat, we drink, we seek shelter and the endurance of ourselves and our kin. In this mode of existence, we’re no different to countless other species of animal, manipulating the physical world to get what we need.

But humans also live in a magical second realm. It is not a material space. Instead, it’s made out of the collective imagination. Our brains are programmed to connect with other brains and turn reality into a shared narrative. Unless we’re unwell or seriously deprived, it’s our adventures in the story-world that mostly occupy our thoughts. The character we play in the narrative realm – our identity – is not a physical being. It exists only as an idea in our mind, and in the minds of those with whom we’re connected. But it’s of existential importance to us. As we’ll discover, humans will surrender untold blood and treasure – even their lives – to defend and build their identity.

We continually broadcast information about our identity, out into the story-world, hoping to attract similar people with whom we can share life’s challenges. Humans are highly social, and thrive in the security of relationships. Our behaviour, beliefs, appearance, conversation, body language – and our consumer choices – all serve to draw us to ‘people like us’, with whom we can collaborate in useful partnerships, organisations and communities. When we ‘identify’ with a person or group, and then connect with them, it’s not that we just start doing things in their company. Something far more profound takes place. Our identities fuse. Our perception of reality, and our idea of who we should be within it, merges with theirs.

We become more likeminded.

We become persuadable, and persuaded.

Identification and its mind-changing effects explain a common but highly curious characteristic of the human animal: our capacity to become possessed. Historically, possession has been seen as a supernatural occurrence. People become possessed by an evil force and then require exorcism by a holy specialist to return their minds to ‘normal’. But possession is not a property of the supernatural. Humans become possessed all the time: by religions, by cults, by political movements, by conspiracy theories, by newly met romantic partners, even by celebrities. Their minds are taken over, their thoughts consumed. Both their self and their perception of reality becomes altered in some profound way, as they powerfully fuse with the object of their obsession.

In my previous book, The Status Game, I described a phenomenon I called ‘active belief’, in which a person doesn’t just passively accept some idea about the world, but acts that belief out, arguing for it and living by its instruction as if controlled by a parasite. I explored how active belief manifests in ideology, society, conspiracy theory, moral panics and cults. A Story Is A Deal is an expansion of that concept, but examines it in a more everyday setting. While many of us have had some experience of ‘full’ possession – a period in which our identity seemed to be taken over entirely – the norm of human life involves a much milder form of that experience, in which we fuse with some idea, product, person, hobby or job, and it becomes a part of our identity, even in a small way.

This kind of semi-possession is a fact of ordinary human life. As a writer, I’m familiar with the annoyance of finding myself writing in the style of a book I’m reading, the voice of an author I admire temporarily dominating my own. When I met my wife, I recall the spookiness of noticing myself involuntarily co-opting some of her mannerisms and strategies for dealing with social situations, which she did with impressive ease. Over twenty years later, I can’t remember exactly what those mannerisms and strategies were: presumably they’ve been fully absorbed into my identity and have become ‘me’. I’ve likewise noticed parts of myself that have become parts of my wife. Our love can be seen as a state of symbiotic possession in which, over the decades, our identities have become densely fused.

On a more mundane level, people fold products and brands into their identity: an ‘Apple’ or ‘PC’ person might spend hours defending their consumer choices on Reddit forums or in YouTube comments sections, arguing for the primacy of their devices with passion and fury. As we’ll discover, it’s perfectly possible for someone to make being an Apple or PC person a part of their identity; to have some corner of their mind possessed by a brand and the story it represents.

These effects are only possible to understand via an exploration of the science of storytelling. We must get to know the human self as it exists in the story-world. We must learn exactly what triggers it to open up and willingly take pieces and parts of the world and other people and absorb them into itself.

And what we’ll learn is this: we absorb other phenomena into ourselves when we detect that doing so will somehow bolster our identity. Characters in the story-world of life want the same things as characters in the story-worlds of archetypal novels, plays and films: to become heroic. Heroes in archetypal stories are both loved and admired. These are universal human desires. In the words of psychologist Richard Hogan, we are fundamentally driven to ‘get along and get ahead’. Connection and status are the hero’s rewards. They’re essential to a life that feels successful and meaningful, and for the sustenance of our mental and even physical health.

It’s our powerful and often subconscious need for connection and status that drives us to partially construct our identity out of products that tell a story of who we are; our political, artistic, cultural, hobby, lifestyle and work choices serve the same purpose. This story of self connects us to likeminded people, with whom we collaborate in a shared reality, seeking status from one another. Fusing with story-worlds in this way can leave us profoundly altered. It can change who we are, what we want, what we believe and how we behave.

For tens of thousands of years, humans have influenced each other using the logic and language of story. We become persuadable when we’re told stories that show us how to achieve connection and status. We become persuadable, too, when we’re offered these rewards in the story-world of our day-to-day existence. This book, then, isn’t just a guide to persuasive storytelling. It’s also the first to describe and codify the practice of storybeing. Part One is an explanation of the origins and function of the imaginary story-world that humans have evolved to exist in. Part Two explains the power of identification and connection in that story-world. Part Three explores the power of status. Part Four contains a ground-up, practical guide to telling persuasive stories.

A story is a deal, and the deal it makes is with identity. In the pages that follow, we’ll discover time and again the astonishing results that can be achieved by offering people what their identity needs. We’ll learn how deals with identity increased compliance with a get-out-and-vote campaign by 400 per cent, raised rates of hand-washing in a hospital from 6.5 per cent to 88 per cent and enabled a sixty-second TV commercial to add more than $30 million to a company’s annual profits in a matter of weeks. We’ll also find out how the subtlest signals of identity, such as the clothes we wear and words we choose in conversation, can be a clue that we’re a highly effective leader, or a warning that we’re four times more likely to be fired.

Only by understanding storytelling and storybeing can we explain the rise of Theranos. Elizabeth Holmes was a master of both. She didn’t merely tell a mesmerising heroic story, she embodied one. As Gottschall writes, she came to be seen as ‘a living symbol – of progress, of innovation, of female empowerment’. With her unshakeable confidence, her Steve-Jobsian black polo-neck, her fog-lamp eyes and her studied baritone voice, as much as with her narrative of being a visionary female billionaire, the story she told and enacted made a subconscious offer to the identity of her investors, her board of directors and the lab technicians and software engineers who chanted their support for her, as if possessed, in the Theranos cafeteria. It said: Join me, and my quest for progress, innovation and female empowerment can become yours. Join me, and you too can be a hero.

They identified with Holmes’s story, and fused with it. It became part of who they were.

Her story was a deal.

And, for far too many brilliant people, that deal proved irresistible.

Over the decade and more that I’ve been researching and teaching this subject, I’ve become mindful of the stories we typically hear about business. These unholy yarns speak of greed, corruption, exploitation, tax-avoidance, boardroom scoundrels, environmental destruction and the damaging pursuit of short-term profit. It’s the now-familiar tale of the corporate organisation as psychopath. For some, the story of business truly begins with capitalism, which was a curse on humanity and led to an era of unprecedented inequality, oppression and grinding misery.

Many of these stories are true, of course, and it’s essential to the interests of justice and society that they’re told. But there is another story about business that’s more rarely heard.

For a start, the idea that business begins with capitalism is a myth. Evidence of trade and barter stretches back at least 40,000 years. Mediterranean seashells from the Upper Palaeolithic era have been found in northern Europe, likely sold there by prehistoric travellers. Business is part of our humanity. Instead of only helping their immediate family and friends, ‘early humans in addition began to help their (potential) collaborative partners, regardless of their past relationship’, writes developmental psychologist Professor Michael Tomasello. ‘It was all business.’

And it’s good for us. It makes us more trusting and cooperative. The deal we make with each other – to fuse together and collaborate to get what we want – encourages fairness, openness and tolerance of outsiders. Across the planet, it remains ordinary for humans to help those who are not genetically linked to them. But in many global societies, that help still only really extends to a person’s immediate caste, religion or tribe. A major worldwide study involving economic experiments found the people who were fairest, most generous and most trusting with strangers were those who live in modern market economies. This was a surprise to many, not least the researchers themselves. But it makes sense. Writes professor of human evolutionary biology Joseph Henrich, ‘Where people depend on well-functioning commercial markets for nearly everything, individuals succeed in part by cultivating a reputation for impartial fairness, honesty, and cooperation with acquaintances, strangers, and anonymous others.’

The market economy is its own story-world. It incentivises the formation of identities that are trustworthy, cooperative and fair. Doing business is not inherently immoral, then. On the contrary, it turns us into better people.

It can be a hugely positive force, too, on the level of civilisation and society. Businesses solve incredible technical challenges that make life better for the many in incalculable ways, constantly expanding the limits of human invention. Great businesses have cured diseases, supported generations of artists and invented devices that achieve in real life what was once imagined only in science fiction. They’ve made good food affordable and delivered it to our door; they’ve made transport faster, safer and greener; they’ve brought life to the internet, to the open seas and to outer space. In the UK, businesses pay billions of pounds in taxes that build schools, roads and hospitals, fight crime and defend nations. The annual wage bill of a single supermarket chain, Tesco, is £4.5 billion. That’s a lot of families supported, and a lot of cash generated for society at large.

It’s also a lot of meaning created for a lot of lives. We hope. If humans are wired to require connection and status, in today’s market economies, billions of us rely on our work for many of these resources. But unfortunately, because these concepts are so little understood, employees are routinely failed and made unnecessarily miserable. Too many bosses remain stuck in the Industrial Revolution mindset that believes people are motivated solely by money. Give them a wage, goes the thinking, and they should reward you with unquestioning loyalty and toil – and be happy while they do it.

But this, as we will discover, is not how humans work.

In the survival realm, money is critical.

But in the story realm, we need something else entirely.

My journey into persuasive storytelling began with my teaching a course for novelists and screenwriters as part of the Guardian newspaper’s Masterclass programme. I was surprised by the regular attendance of people from corporations, NGOs, banks and tech start-ups – some of whom flew in from Europe and Asia – who were hoping to improve their professional communication. I felt bad: surely there was little in my writing course that would be helpful? To better serve them, I decided to develop a programme on the subject, launching ‘The Science of Storytelling for Business’ in 2014. In 2021, I began teaching a related course for SectionSchool, the online education platform founded by marketeer and media personality Professor Scott Galloway.

This book was inspired by a course which was, in turn, based on subjects I’ve written about in previous books. What follows necessarily reprises some of what I’ve written already, deepening and adding to concepts and accounts described elsewhere. My hope is that, by bringing the latest research into the field of business storytelling, I can help make it more useful and effective, and save my readers from the pain of grappling with outmoded concepts such as Joseph Campbell’s ‘hero’s journey’ and Abraham Maslow’s ‘hierarchy of needs’. In my teaching and consulting, I’ve found these frameworks to be still widely used in the corporate world. Brilliant and cutting-edge once, they’re the intellectual products of the 1940s. I believe it’s long past time they were filed among the history books.

It’s important to stress at the outset that nothing written in these pages is to suggest that storytelling is the only way to persuade. What I do claim, however, is that using story to make deals with identity can be the most powerful method of persuasion of all. It’s also the least well understood.

Belief in the power of story unites some of the most successful minds in business and science. Amazon founder Jeff Bezos has said, ‘You can have the best technology, you can have the best business model, but if the storytelling isn’t amazing, it won’t matter.’ For Apple co-founder Steve Jobs, ‘The most powerful person in the world is the storyteller.’ Meanwhile, celebrated Stanford psychologist Professor Jennifer Aaker believes ‘storytelling is key for CEOs’, and the Nobel Prize-winning cognitive scientist Professor Daniel Kahneman has found that ‘No one ever made a decision because of a number. They need a story.’

But why are stories so effective? How, exactly, do they influence the human brain?

The neuroscientist Professor David Eagleman says that ‘stories are crafted to plug into what matters to the brain’.

The ‘what matters’ is the subject of this book.




BOOK ONE:

STORY AS A DEAL




1.0

How do we sell a product or service? How do we convince people what we’re offering is good?

We tell them what’s good about it, of course.

All right then. Here’s how Apple advertised their new computer, the Lisa, in the New York Times in January 1983:


Lisa is available with six integrated software packages covering every major business application: LisaCalc electronic spreadsheet, LisaList electronic personal database, LisaWrite executive word processing, LisaGraph business graphics, LisaDraw design graphics and LisaProject electronic project management. Taken individually, each Lisa application is a powerful professional office tool. Taken together, they allow you to do things that simply weren’t possible before. Because Lisa’s applications work harder by working together, information can be ‘cut’ from one and ‘pasted’ directly into the other. So you can effortlessly turn figures into graphs, paste spreadsheets into a report, and print it all out while you move to another task. In the near future, with Lisa’s designed-in networking capabilities, you’ll be able to create a powerful network of Lisa workstations that can grow from one department to your whole organisation.



Did you get to the end of the paragraph?

OK, fine. Forget the facts.

Let’s try telling a story.

We’ll hire the hottest ad agency we can find, Chiat/Day. We’ll recruit a movie director like Adrian Lyne (Flashdance, Fatal Attraction) and a talented actor like Kevin Costner. We’ll watch Kevin arrive at the office at dawn with his dog, and do some work on his Lisa computer that shows off its revolutionary new tech – its windows, mouse and drop-down menus. A voiceover will say: ‘The way some business people spend their time has very little to do with a clock. At Apple we understand that business as usual isn’t anymore. That’s why we make the most advanced personal computers in the world. And why soon there’ll be just two kinds of people: those who use computers and those who use Apples.’ Then Kevin’s phone rings. He answers it, handsomely: ‘Yeah, I’ll be home for breakfast.’

Look at him! He’s sexy, successful, he loves his work. He’s got a dog. He’s relatable.

The Lisa was a marketing failure, and it was a commercial failure too.

One year after the Lisa, Apple returned with another campaign for another computer. The follow-up to a famous flop, it was going to be a tough sell. Although cheaper than its predecessor, it still retailed for $2,495 – over $7,500 in today’s money. And the company had somehow managed to find a name for it even more terrible than ‘Lisa’.

They called this thing the ‘Macintosh’.

Again, they tried telling a story. Again, they used Chiat/Day and a Hollywood director, this time Ridley Scott (Blade Runner, Alien). In this new film, a beautiful, strong woman with a Macintosh logo on her tank top is chased by police. She runs through an echoing hall filled with ranks of identical, grey shaven-headed figures who are being lectured by an evil old man, whose face fills a gigantic screen:

‘Today, we celebrate the first glorious anniversary of the Information Purification Directives. We have created, for the first time in all history, a garden of pure ideology, where each worker may bloom, secure from the pests purveying contradictory thoughts. Our Unification of Thoughts is more powerful a weapon than any fleet or army on earth. We are one people, with one will, one resolve, one cause. Our enemies shall talk themselves to death, and we will bury them with their own confusion. We shall prevail!’

The woman hurls a sledgehammer into the screen, destroying it.

The ad ends with a voiceover: ‘On January 24th, Apple Computer will introduce Macintosh. And you’ll see why 1984 won’t be like “1984”.’

When they were shown this new ad, Apple’s board were speechless with horror. Not again! This one didn’t even show the product it was selling. Where was the mouse? The windows? The drop-down menus? One board member sat slumped with his head on the table; another said, ‘Who wants to move to find a new agency?’ The then Apple CEO, John Sculley, has recalled how, ‘Most of them thought it was the worst commercial they had ever seen.’ Panicked, they instructed their agency to sell the two wildly expensive slots they’d booked to show it at the upcoming American Super Bowl. Their agency lied, claiming they’d only managed to sell one of them. So the broadcast went ahead.

It was a sensation.

So much so, it was reported in that evening’s news broadcasts, across all the USA’s national networks and fifty local stations, gaining it free publicity worth millions of dollars.

The Tuesday after the Super Bowl, the Macintosh went on sale. All over the US, buyers flooded into stores. In one hundred days they bought 72,000 units – that’s nearly $180 million worth of Macs, over half a billion dollars today. According to Apple’s former product manager, Barbara Koalkin, ‘We could have sold 200,000 Macintoshes if we could have built them.’

And then, when the hype generated by the ad slowed down, so did the sales. By the end of year, they were selling fewer than 10,000 Macs a month.

Four decades later, ‘1984’ is still considered one of the greatest commercials ever made.

But nobody remembers ‘Breakfast’.

Why did the Lisa ad fail?

Why did the Mac ad succeed?

To answer these questions, we have to take a quick journey back to the beginning of life itself.




1.1

If you were to trace your ancestry and keep going for about 3.8 billion years, you’d find, at the root of your family tree, a single-celled bacterium. This bacterium – your relative, with whom you share an unbroken connection – kept itself alive using its astonishing ability to overcome obstacles in pursuit of its survival.

Despite lacking a brain, or even a nucleus, it could tell what was happening outside it, what was happening inside it, and act to get what it wanted. It could even team up with communities of ally bacteria and go on missions for territory and resources, shunning the ‘non-cooperative turncoat bacteria’ who failed to sufficiently help.

As impressive as bacteria are at the game of survival, they have a significant drawback: they can only act reflexively. They behave a little like algorithms, programmed with simple rules: if X happens, I do Y. This inflexibility severely limits their ability to survive in environments that are unpredictable.

So, over the course of millions of years, evolution came up with a new way to approach the ever-pressing problem of overcoming obstacles in pursuit of goals.

Feelings.

Unlike reflexes, feelings don’t instruct their owners how to behave. Instead, they advise. Creatures with feelings require brains, nervous systems and senses. This intelligence is used to override feelings, if necessary, when things become unpredictable. Feelings allowed life to be flexible. They were a spectacularly successful creation. ‘All vertebrates have feelings’, writes the neuroscientist Professor Antonio Damasio, ‘and the more I think of social insects, the more I suspect that their nervous systems generate simple minds with early versions of feeling and consciousness.’ For hundreds of millions of years, the feeling system was the most advanced technology on earth for the overcoming of obstacles in pursuit of goals.

But then, somewhere between 30,000 and 100,000 years ago, nature devised a strange and astonishing new way through which life could approach the ever-pressing problem of obstacles and goals.

Story.

Humans are the only species on earth that are equipped with this power.

It’s believed that language evolved to allow us to tell stories, and that these stories granted us the ability to behave with extremely high levels of cooperation. Using the incredible tool of story, humans were able to create and inhabit a shared reality. By plugging into this shared reality, they could fuse their intelligence and efforts, and so overcome obstacles in pursuit of goals in the form of devastatingly effective collaborative groups.

In this way, story allowed us to take over the world.

This is why archetypal stories are always structured around obstacles and goals. In any gripping scene, as Academy Award-winning screenwriter Aaron Sorkin has said, ‘somebody’s got to want something, something’s got to be standing in their way of getting it’. Without obstacles and goals there is no story, just an aimless list of events. If you’re deep into a novel or film and you have no idea who wants what and how they’re struggling to get it, its story has become dysfunctional. You’ll probably be confused, irritated or bored (possibly all three). But if the obstacles and goals are clear and compelling, your attention will likely be captured.

Take, for example, the opening paragraph of the novella Three Years by Anton Chekov, published in 1895:


It was dark, and already lights had begun to gleam here and there in the houses, and a pale moon was rising behind the barracks at the end of the street. Laptev was sitting on a bench by the gate waiting for the end of the evening service at the Church of St Peter and St Paul. He was reckoning that Yulia Sergeyevna would pass by on her way from the service, and then he would speak to her, and perhaps spend the whole evening with her.



Laptev loves Sergeyevna, but Sergeyevna doesn’t love Laptev. They get married anyway. Their life becomes one of goals thwarted by the terrible obstacle of their one-sided marriage. These obstacles and goals form the structure of the story Chekhov tells.

More than a century later, the Academy Award-winning movie Nomadland, written by Chloé Zhao and based on a book by Jessica Bruder, opens with a black screen on which we read: ‘On January 31, 2011, due to a reduced demand for sheetrock, US Gypsum shut down its plant in Empire, Nevada, after 88 years. By July, the Empire zip code, 89402, was discontinued.’ We see a middle-aged woman, Fern, digging through boxes of her possessions in a lock-up. Apparently close to tears, she lifts a man’s work shirt to her face and breathes it in. Fern pays her fee to the storage location’s owner, who says, ‘You take care of yourself out there.’ She drives off into the vast frozen landscape of northern Nevada, her obstacles grief and extreme poverty, her goal survival.

All of this takes place before the opening credits have even finished rolling.

Compelling stories are fuelled by information about obstacles and goals. When a human brain detects this pattern, it tends to become interested. Obstacles and goals are what the Macintosh ad had that the Lisa ad did not. ‘1984’ showed an obstacle – the police, and a goal – the destruction of the hectoring man and the totalitarian nightmare he represented. ‘Breakfast’ showed neither. It was just a man on a computer answering a phone.

The basic elements of story inherent in ‘1984’ grabbed the attention of millions.

But this only partly explains its success.

What made it persuasive? A running woman and a shouting man? How did that inspire half a billion dollars’ worth of fervour? The ad didn’t even feature the product it was selling. So what were people responding to?

‘1984’ was successful because it told a story its audience identified with.

Identification is the persuader’s most powerful tool.

To truly understand it, we must peer behind the screen of the shared story-world we experience as human reality, and understand how it works.




1.2

Like all animals, humans experience just a narrow band of reality. Brains, and the senses they’re connected to, are equipped only to read information that’s relevant to their owner’s survival. It’s not that they ignore the vast majority of what’s going on around them, it’s that they simply aren’t equipped to pick it up. There are things happening in front of you right now that you can’t see, feel or hear; an invisible maelstrom of information-rich activity to which you have no access. Frequencies of light, waves of energy, vibrations of sound and chemicals and compounds, all travel through space that are undetectable to humans, while being – to other animals – the stuff of everyday life.

The particular narrow band of experience an organism can detect is known as its umwelt. A catfish’s umwelt is dominated by flavour. It experiences the world around it by tasting it with its skin. The umwelt of insects like treehoppers and katydids is musical. They sing to one another using plants as sounding boards, emitting deep grunts, mechanical grinds and ululating wails, which are inaudible to the human ear. Mole-rats, robins and loggerhead sea turtles experience the earth’s magnetic field and use it to guide them through desert earth, sky and oceans. The umwelt of birds contains unimaginable galaxies of light: it’s thought humans can detect only about 1 per cent of the hundreds of millions of colours they can see.

Ants, meanwhile, live in an umwelt of smell. They’re born into a highly cooperative superorganism: ant colonies overcome obstacles in pursuit of goals as a collaborative entity, with each ant playing its part. Ant language is pheromonal. They release smelly chemicals that instruct each other where to go and how to behave, raising alarms, triggering battles and calling for the corpses of their fallen to be fetched and carried to the colony’s rubbish tip. Like their ancestors the bacteria, ants behave algorithmically and inflexibly. If a pheromone trail happens to cross over itself, creating a loop, an ant will robotically obey its instruction and keep going round and round it: ‘hundreds of workers will walk in an endless “death spiral” until they die from exhaustion’, writes science journalist Ed Yong.

And what of the human umwelt? We experience the world of our basic survival: we live in a space of earth and air and objects, seeking food, shelter, reproduction and the safety of ourselves and our genetic offspring. Just as the catfish knows water and the mole-rat knows desert, we know our own physical reality. But we exist simultaneously in a realm that’s undetectable to every other creature on earth because it’s not physical. It is, instead, made out of imagination.

The human umwelt is story.

We experience our lives as a continually unfolding dramatic plot. We pursue our goals surrounded by a colourful company of characters – heroes, villains, allies, lovers, monsters, rivals, teachers – who each play their part in our adventures. This cast of fellow players is crucial to our cognition. We rely on it to co-create our umwelt. We work out who we are, who we ought to be, what to pursue and how to pursue it in psychological communion with other people. Individual human brains are like pixels on a TV screen. The story only comes to life when large numbers of them are connected up and firing together.

As we’ve learned, the ability to fuse our brains together, and coexist in a collaborative reality, allows us to overcome obstacles in pursuit of goals collectively. Humans are ‘ultra-social’. We solve the problems of existence in the form of what Professor Michael Tomasello calls something resembling ‘a single superorganism’.

We are one of five existing species of great ape, alongside chimpanzees, gorillas, orangutans and bonobos. Our closest relatives do sometimes assist one another – chimps can coordinate while hunting and form political alliances – but they have nothing like our capacity for cooperation. For Tomasello, ‘it is inconceivable that you would ever see two chimpanzees carrying a log together.’ While other apes find most of their food through solitary labour, even early humans sought the majority of theirs through collaboration. We are born to give help and receive it.

In tests, toddlers have been found to spontaneously assist adults who are struggling to open a cabinet door. Fourteen-month-olds help them retrieve out-of-reach items and stack books. No one prompts these extremely young humans to cooperate. They just do it. It’s a component part of their humanity. When an adult stops interacting with a fourteen-month-old, the child will automatically try to re-engage them and reopen the social connection. A chimp will not. ‘Humans think in terms of “we” whereas for other apes, it is more likely to be “me”’, writes professor of evolution and behaviour Nichola Raihani. ‘Cooperation is undoubtedly the pivotal ingredient in our success.’

In order to cooperate, we had to be able to share a story about the future, in which I do this, you do that, and we’ll achieve our goal together. ‘Joint goals and joint attention created for early human collaborators a kind of shared world in which to operate’, writes Tomasello. ‘These new and unique mechanisms enabled individuals to create with others a plural-agent “we,” as in what “we” must do to capture a prey or how “we” should defend our group from other groups.’

We also had to tell stories of how others were helpful (or not) in the pursuit of our goals. These morally drenched tittle-tattle tales populated our narrative lives with heroes and villains. Heroes were cooperative members of the superorganism; helpful and generous, they were rewarded by the tribe. Villains were the uncooperative; selfish and untrustworthy, they were punished, sometimes killed. Gossip told humans how to act, in order to earn a positive reputation. Still today, researchers find gossipy storytelling to be universal in human cultures, and ‘at the centre of daily life’ in hunter-gatherer societies.

It was important, too, that we were able to tell a greater story about life beyond the immediate tribe. While the daylight hours trilled with gossip, in the cooperative groups of our earlier evolution, the nature of storytelling changed after sundown. Research by anthropologist Dr Polly Wiessner into the Ju/’hoansi Bushmen of the Kalahari Desert found that, gathered at night around the campfire, 81 per cent of the time was spent telling often highly entertaining yarns about fellow tribes-members: ‘The listeners are stunned with suspense, rolling with laughter, close to tears, and emotions are synchronized because everybody is relating to the same story.’ Importantly, many of these stories concerned people who didn’t live alongside them, in their twenty-five-to forty-strong camp. Instead, they featured members of larger networks of connection, who could live up to 200 kilometres away. Such stories served to bind the extended group together by transmitting the ‘big picture’ of life in the tribe. They ‘evoke the imagination, help people remember and understand others in their external networks, heal rifts of the day, and convey information about cultural institutions that generate regularity of behavior and corresponding trust’. Firelight stories ‘gave them what you might call an imagined community’.

In all these ways, the invention of storytelling enabled individual human brains to merge into a shared reality.

Welcome to the story-world.

Every human brain reads information from the brains around it, and uses that information to construct its own unique and uniquely distorted story-world. We are all raised in a particular














I. Identification changes our personality


II. Identification changes our perception of beauty





III. Identification changes our judgement of size, space and threat


IV. Identification changes our perception of justice


V. Identification changes our political beliefs





VI. Identification changes our moral behaviour
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