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PROLOGUE

LIFE IS A game.

There’s no way to understand the human world without first understanding this. Everyone alive is playing a game whose hidden rules are built into us and that silently directs our thoughts, beliefs and actions. This game is inside us. It is us. We can’t help but play.

Life takes this strange form because of how we’ve evolved. Like all living organisms, humans are driven to survive and reproduce. As a tribal species, our personal survival has always depended on our being accepted into a supportive community. Powerful emotions compel us to connect: the joy of belongingness and agony of rejection. But once inside a group, we’re rarely content to flop about on its lower rungs. We seek to rise. When we do, and receive acclaim from our people, we feel as if our lives have meaning and purpose and that we’re thriving. In ways small and large, the conditions of life begin to improve. Back in the Stone Age, increased status meant greater influence, access to a wider choice of mates and more security and resources for ourselves and our children. It still does today. So we’re programmed to seek connection and rank: to be accepted into groups and win status within them. It’s part of our nature. It’s the game of human life.

No matter where you travel, from the premodern societies of Papua New Guinea to the skyscraper forests of Tokyo and Manhattan, you’ll find it: humans forming groups and playing for status. In the developed world, we play political games; religious games; corporate games; sports games; cult games; legal games; fashion games; hobby games; computer games; charity games; social media games; racial, gender and nationalist games. The variety feels infinite. Within these groups, we strive for individual status – acclaim from our co-players. But our groups also compete with rival groups in status contests: political coalition battles political coalition; corporation battles corporation; football team battles football team. When our games win status, we do too. When they lose, so do we. These games form our identity. We become the games we play.

Our need for status gives us a thirst for rank and a fear of its loss that deforms our thinking and denies us the possibility of reliable happiness. It’s why, even as we raise ourselves so high above the other animals we appear to them as gods, we still behave like them – and worse. Always on alert for slights and praise, we can be petty, hateful, aggressive, grandiose and delusional. We play for status, if only subtly, with every social interaction, every contribution we make to work, love or family life and every internet post. We play with how we dress, how we speak and what we believe. We play with our lives – with the story we tell of our past and our dreams of the future. Our waking existence is accompanied by its racing commentary of emotions: we can feel horrors when we slip, even by a fraction, and taste ecstasy when we soar. Up and down and up and down and up and down we go, moment by moment, day by day, from childhood to the grave. Life is not a journey towards a perfect destination. It’s a game that never ends. And it’s the very worst of us.

But it’s also the best. We wouldn’t have raised ourselves above the other animals in the first place if it wasn’t for the peculiar and particular ways we play at life. There are various strategies by which we can earn status. Humans strive for success: to be the best hunter, the best builder, the best cook, the best technologist, the best leader, the best creator of wealth. The game compels us to scheme and to innovate; to push ourselves to new limits in order to win. When we succeed, dozens, hundreds or even millions of others might benefit from our play. Humans strive, too, to be virtuous: to win urgent moral battles, to rescue the imperilled, to lift strangers in distant continents out of poverty or violence, to create vaccines that’ll defend the lives of people who’ll be born long after we’re gone. All such endeavours are accompanied by the game’s racing commentary of emotions: the shame and the pride, the plummet and the high. This is why, I’ve come to believe, we make a fundamental error when we reflexively categorise our desire for status as shameful.

A greater understanding of what helps drive us on our good days and bad must surely be useful. Digging beneath the flattering stories we like to tell of ourselves can help us see more clearly how we can become better, but also how easily we become tempted into delusion and tyranny. By understanding what human life is actually doing when it goes wrong, we can be smarter about avoiding its traps. Likewise, by understanding what we’re doing when it goes right, we can make a better future, increasing fairness, wealth and quality of life for all.

This book has been written in a time of rage and fear in the Western world. It didn’t seem long ago that our central complaint about the political parties of left and right was that they were too similar. What was the point in voting, we asked, when all you got were slightly different versions of ‘neoliberal’ capitalism? We don’t ask this anymore. The first decade of the twenty-first century has seen the Global Financial Crisis, the invention of the smartphone and the rise of social media. The right lurched rightwards, towards Brexit and Trump, fuelled by pro-nationhood agendas; the left lurched leftwards towards identity politics and its new lexicon of insult: gammon, cis, bro, Karen, TERF, mansplainer, manspreader, white, privileged, pale-male-stale. Families argued, friends broke up, wrong-thinking citizens, celebrities and academics were mobbed and toppled, global corporations sprouted political opinions, reading the news came to feel like swimming through nettles, and then war returned to Europe. What was happening?

Part of the reason we keep making the same mistakes, and tipping into groupish conflict, is that we play life as a status game. Our brains continually, and in countless ways, measure where we sit versus other people. They automatically layer them and the groups they belong to into hierarchies. Most of these processes are subconscious, and hidden from us. Crucially, whilst we subconsciously play life as a game, our conscious experience of it takes the form of a story. The brain feeds us distorted, simplistic and self-serving tales about why they are above us and they are beneath. In this way, complex truths become reduced to cartoonish moral struggles between good and evil. We’re all vulnerable to believing such narratives. They form our experience of reality. They make us feel better about ourselves; they motivate us to strive to improve our rank. But they’re delusional. They’re responsible for much of the hubris, hatred and hypocrisy that stalk our species. They can even drive us to kill.

What follows is an investigation, based on research spanning psychology, anthropology, sociology, economics and history, into the hidden structure of human life. In order to reveal its secret patterns, we’re going to travel back to our evolutionary roots and to the Soviet Union, the Republic of Niger and an island community in Micronesia where they grow enormous yams. We’re going to discover what Nazi Germany, the British Industrial Revolution and the USA’s Satanic Panic of the 1980s have in common. We’re going to climb into the minds of anti-vaccination conspiracy theorists, misogynist spree killers, cult members, online mobbers and racists. We’ll discover a new way of defining tyranny – of what happens when status games go bad. We’re going to recount the story of the world in an unusual manner: one in which self and culture change as the rules of status games are rewritten, mostly accidentally. We’re going to define three different forms of the status game – the dominance game, the virtue game and the success game – and ask how certain kinds of play can lead us into a fairer, wealthier tomorrow. Finally we’ll attend to some practical advice that seeks to assist us in playing our personal games of life.

The arguments in this book are predicated on the simple idea, now well-supported by researchers, that status is a fundamental human need. If it is fundamental, it naturally follows that we’ll find evidence of it all over the place: in our actions, in our history and hiding behind many of our thoughts and convictions. In the chapters that follow, as I attempt to reveal it wherever I can, it might feel as if I’m proposing a grossly reductive view of our shared nature. But my focus on one human need shouldn’t be taken to imply that others, which aren’t the subject of this investigation, don’t count. We’re obviously driven by a great many impulses – and usually several at once. An inventor may be motivated by insatiable curiosity and the joy of problem-solving and desire to pay their mortgage, for example, as well as by the urge to impress their peers. Status is what researchers call an ‘ultimate’ rather than a ‘proximate’ drive: it’s a kind of mother-motivation, a deep evolutionary cause of many other downstream beliefs and behaviours that’s been favoured by selection and is written into the design of our brains.

So nothing in this book should be taken as my arguing that life is solely driven by status. We are, it should go without saying, driven by a multitude of desires. We want power. We want sex. We want wealth. We want to change society for the better. But it’s also true that the status game is deeply implicated in these great human hungers. If you want to rule the world, save the world, buy the world or fuck the world, the first thing to pursue is status. It’s the golden key that unlocks our dreams. And your subconscious mind knows this. This is why, as psychologist Professor Brian Boyd writes, we ‘naturally pursue status with ferocity: we all relentlessly, if unconsciously, try to raise our own standing by impressing peers, and naturally, if unconsciously, evaluate others in terms of their standing’.

The Status Game builds on two of my previous books. The Heretics (published in the U.S. as The Unpersuadables) asked how intelligent people end up believing crazy things. I concluded we’re especially vulnerable to irrationality when the ‘facts’ in question serve to boost or threaten the heroic story we tell of ourselves. Selfie was a journey into the self and the ways in which evolution, culture and economy shape who we are. It proposed (in an argument briefly reprised here in chapter 25) that our highly individualistic neoliberal economy has thrown the West into an unhealthy ‘age of perfectionism’. In the pages that follow, I’ll bring these threads together and tie them into something new.

If you’ve arrived from my preceding book, The Science of Storytelling, you’d be forgiven for wondering if you’re about to tumble into a gigantic contradiction. I went to some lengths to persuade you that your brain is a storyteller and now, here I am, insisting it’s a game player. But as I hope will become clear, this is actually a parallel argument investigated at a deeper level. If the conscious experience is organised as a story, this book concerns the subconscious truth that lies underneath.

In the years it’s taken me to research this subject, I’ve come to understand so much more about other people and why they can be so enraging, dastardly, confusing and wonderful. They, and I, are no longer quite so mysterious. My hope is that by defining human life more precisely, we might be better able to meet its challenges, defend ourselves from its terrors and, in the end, be just a little more certain about how to live lives of meaning, safety and happiness. What follows is a tentative journey through the status game. You’ll recognise it, of course, having already been a lifelong player.




1

The Life and Afterlife of Ben Gunn

AS HE RAISED a wooden chair leg in the air and brought it down onto the head of his new friend, Ben’s life began. It was just after 7 p.m. on 9 April 1980 on a school playing field in Brecon, Wales. ‘My life started then,’ said Ben. ‘Everything before that is irrelevant.’

Ben was 14. His victim, Brian, was 11. Earlier that day, they’d escaped from their care home. In the grounds of an empty school they’d discovered a pile of broken furniture and had a play fight. When they were finished, Ben accidentally let slip a secret. He couldn’t believe what he’d said. If his confession was revealed he felt sure he’d be rejected by all of society, spat on in the street, rendered utterly worthless. ‘There was no thought process. I just knew I’d told him and he’d tell the world. I was overwhelmed by emotion. Within a second, I was hitting him with a chair leg because I knew I’d destroyed myself.’

Ben ran to a phone box and dialled 999: ‘I’ve killed a boy. I hit him with a stick and I think I strangled him.’ Brian was found with a piece of his skull missing. He died, three days later, at Cardiff Royal Infirmary. Ben only discovered he was dead when his solicitor told him, ‘Well, you know it’s going to be murder now. Did nobody tell you?’ When they sentenced him to an indefinite term at Her Majesty’s pleasure he was wearing his school uniform. They took him down before the judge had even finished his summing up: ‘You killed a boy without rhyme or reason. You brought his life to an end without any motive in circumstances which you know amounted to murder …’

In prison, they treated him as if he was worthless. During an early cell search, ‘they piled everything on the floor, all my clothes, bedding, everything I owned, then just marched out’. Ben was outraged. He refused to tidy up and slept on the floor for three nights. A direct order was issued. He still refused. They sent him to solitary confinement. There he sat alone in a cold cell. This was his world now. He was a child murderer, the lowest of the low. He had nothing. He was no one.

Ben attempted escapes. He tried to starve himself to death. At his first parole hearing, ten years into his sentence, he was denied release. They denied him again and again. Twelve years, fifteen years, twenty years and then twenty-five, Ben remained in prison. Then, in the summer of 2007, he fell in love with Alex, a visiting teacher. ‘He wore khaki and had a beard down to here,’ she told me. ‘He looked like a cross between Osama bin Laden and Rasputin, and carried this dirty water jug filled with coffee. I asked, “Who’s that?” They said, “That’s Ben Gunn. Keep out of his way.”’

But Alex and Ben began flirting. They had sex in a stationery cupboard. They’d communicate in secret, with Alex typing into Ben’s computer, so it looked as if she was helping with his classroom studies, but the words were of love and desire. They’d swap hundreds of Post-it notes and voice recordings on memory sticks. Ben would call her on a contraband mobile phone at 12 p.m., 4.30 p.m. and 9 p.m. every day.

By 2010, Ben had been in prison for thirty years, three times longer than his minimum tariff demanded. He should’ve been released decades ago. But every time an opportunity for parole came up, he managed to supply the prison service with a new reason to deny it. The MP Michael Gove, who’d been campaigning for his release, told The Times newspaper he thought there was, ‘perhaps a self-destructive element in his make-up, because the prison authorities always have a misdemeanour to report, some serious (never violent), some trite, to prevent parole being granted’. To encourage him out, Alex would paint him pictures of the things they’d be able to enjoy together on the outside: the cottage in the country, the fire in the winter, the cat. She couldn’t understand it: he could have her and everything else he wanted. All he had to do was behave. Why was he refusing?

Then one day Ben told her straight: ‘I want to stay.’

* * *

If life is as we imagine it, this doesn’t make sense. It was all there waiting for Ben: freedom, love and a beautiful cottage in the Cotswolds. This was a religious parable, a Hollywood ending, the archetypal story of heroic redemption. He’d atoned for his sins and here was his final destination, his glorious reward. But Ben didn’t want it. He preferred to stay in prison.

What had happened to make him cling to life inside? How had he rescued himself from the psychological depths of attempting suicide by starvation? When you take a human and strip them of all the esteem they desire, when you lock them in a dismal building with criminals and a prison staff that treats them with bullying contempt, how can they save themselves? How does a brain, with hundreds of thousands of years of evolution built into it, respond to such a situation?

It builds a life for itself. A characteristically human life.

Years earlier, Ben had started to study. He read up on zen Buddhism, military history, politics and physics. He gained a degree in politics and history, a master’s in peace and reconciliation, began a PhD in criminology and was appointed general secretary of the Association of Prisoners. ‘I became known as the subversive, the political animal, the jailhouse lawyer.’ He also became a vegan. ‘Not so much a moral thing as being a pain in the arse.’ (One lunchtime, to annoy him in return, the prison service presented him a meal of mashed potato and boiled potato with a baked potato on the side.)

Ben made a life for himself by playing a game he thought of as ‘resisting abuses of power’. He came to excel at it. In all his time inside, he only ever met one prison governor he considered knew the rules as well as he did. Ben would help other prisoners fight the system, sometimes tying officers up for months with densely argued appeals to the most trivial misdemeanour charges. He became notorious with the officials. The parole board declared him a ‘fully paid-up member of the awkward squad’. He was a success. ‘He was someone in prison,’ Alex told me.

‘And I knew that would change as soon as I got out,’ said Ben. ‘I’d go from being a medium fish in a small pond to being just another ex-con.’

To coax him out, Alex encouraged him to write a blog. The first post on PrisonerBen was published on the 31 August 2009. Readership grew to over 20,000. In 2011 it was nominated for a prestigious Orwell Prize. And, finally, Ben changed his mind. On 23 August 2012, aged 47, prisoner 12612 GUNN was released. Before he left, a member of the prison staff gave him a warning, ‘You’re going to lose what status you have in here.’

‘What did he mean by that?’ I asked.

‘As a lifer you have a particular place in the prison hierarchy and as a jailhouse lawyer, you do too,’ he said. ‘All these things give you status and I knew, as soon as I walked out, they’d be irrelevant.’

As far as I could tell, those officers had been right. Since his release, Ben had been struggling. Thin, pale, shaven headed, rolling narrow cigarettes and sitting in the sunny garden room of Alex’s Cotswolds cottage, he’d vividly described his collapse into despair. ‘On some unconscious level it was deeply disturbing being released. I was sitting on the floor for two weeks rocking back and forth. I could see where I was in prison. I knew who I was and what I wanted to be. Now I’m completely lost. I’m imploding.’ And yet when I enquired as to whether the officers were correct in predicting he’d suffer from a precipitous drop in status, he denied it.

When asked why we do the things we do, we rarely say, ‘It’s because of status. I really love it.’ It can be distasteful to think of it as any kind of motivating force, let alone a vital one. It contradicts the heroic story we like to tell of ourselves. When we pursue the great goals of our lives, we tend to focus on our happy ending. We want the qualification, the promotion, the milestone, the crown. These motivations, that tend to spring to mind immediately, are known by researchers as ‘proximate’. They’re absolutely real and valid but they have other upstream ‘ultimate’ causes. Ultimate causes are often subconscious and so hidden from us: they’re the reason we want the qualification, the promotion, the milestone, the crown, in the first place. They’re an essential impulse that’s been selected by evolution and laid down in the wiring of our brains. As the evolutionary biologist Professor Nichola Raihani writes, ‘Ultimate explanations help us to understand why we feel the motives we do, and why brains are designed the way they are.’

If our need for status is fundamental, this discomfort we feel about admitting it may seem surprising. But we tend to believe the brain’s heroic story, not the subconscious realpolitik of the game. To admit to being motivated by improving our rank risks making others think less of us, which loses us rank. Even admitting it to ourselves can make us feel reduced. So our awareness of our desire for status eats itself. We readily recognise it in rivals and even use it as a method of insult – which, ironically, is status play: an attempt to downgrade others and thereby raise ourselves up.

Because it has a canny way of hiding itself like this, let’s drag our quarry from its guilty corner. Status isn’t about being liked or accepted: these are separate needs, associated with connection. When people defer to us, offer respect, admiration or praise, or allow us to influence them in some way, that’s status. It feels good. Feeling good about it is part of our human nature. It’s in our basic coding, our evolution, our DNA. And it doesn’t require a stupendous achievement like scoring a goal in the World Cup or blowing up the Death Star. We can feel the velvet touch of status repeatedly throughout the course of a single conversation or in the glance of a passing stranger.

Whenever we’re in the presence of humans, consciously or unconsciously, we’re being judged, measured. And their judgements matter. Wherever psychologists look, they find a remarkably powerful link between status and wellbeing. One study of more than sixty thousand people across 123 countries found people’s wellbeing ‘consistently depended on the degree to which people felt respected by others’. Attainment of status or its loss was ‘the strongest predictor of long-term positive and negative feelings’. Elsewhere, an extensive review of the scientific literature concluded that ‘the importance of status was observed across individuals who differed in culture, gender, age, and personality … the relevant evidence suggests that the desire for status is indeed fundamental’.

Ben’s story is a profound lesson in how to live. It shows us that it’s possible to survive everything being taken from us. We can become despised by society, classed a child murderer, and have a brutal force such as the prison service ranged against us. We can hit such depths of torment that we refuse to eat for forty-three days, starving until we feel our eyeballs drying out. And yet out of these circumstances of grotesque debasement, we can flourish. Ben built a life of meaning and purpose and he did it by plugging himself into a set of like-minded brains and playing a game in which the goal was to earn status. His rank as a lifer and jailhouse lawyer gave him deference and respect. He became useful to his co-players in their conflicts against the prison staff. He grew to be admired and valuable. He invested all the efforts of his days, months and years into the playing of this game. He created a world of meaning for himself. Then, after prison, he collapsed. When freedom means expulsion from the meaning you’ve spent your life making, then freedom is hell.




2

Getting Along, Getting Ahead

IF BEN CAN thrive in prison, we can hope to thrive too. There can’t be many of us who find ourselves as lacking in agency and opportunity as he did. How easy it should be! Open the door, step out of it, and there it is: the world in all its hustle and wonder. The story we’re often told is that, with sufficient application of self-belief and effort, we can do anything we want; be whoever we want.

But it’s not so easy. The world isn’t as it seems. On the other side of that door you won’t find a simple pathway to happiness that you can march up heroically for seven or eight decades. Everyone out there is playing a game. That game has its own hidden rules, traps and shortcuts. And yet almost nobody alive is fully conscious of its form, despite being active daily participants. So let’s attempt to wake ourselves up to the great game. Let’s try to define more precisely what human life is and what it’s trying to be.

Humans are a species of great ape. We survive by belonging to highly co-operative groups that share labour. We’ve been living in settled communities for around five hundred generations. But we existed in mobile hunter-gatherer bands for far longer than this – at least one hundred thousand generations. Our brains remain programmed for this style of life. We are today as we’ve always been: tribal. We have instincts that compel us to seek connection with coalitions of others. Once we’ve been accepted into a group, we strive to achieve their approval and acclaim.

If we’re to flourish, this approval and acclaim is critical. Researchers find that in the kinds of premodern communities our brains evolved in, ‘social status is a universal cue to the control of resources’, writes psychologist Professor David Buss. ‘Along with status comes better food, more abundant territory, superior health care.’ It leads to greater access to preferred mates and ‘bestows on children social opportunities’ that youngsters in lower ranking families miss out on. When researchers analysed 186 premodern societies around the world, they found men of higher status ‘invariably had greater wealth and more wives and provided better nourishment for their children’. This was, and remains, the secret of maximising our capacity for survival and reproduction: the higher we rise, the more likely we are to live, love and procreate. It’s the essence of human thriving. It’s the status game.

Evolution has programmed us to seek groups to join and then strive for rank within them. But, especially in the modern era, we’re not limited to one group. For those of us not in prison, a typical life involves the playing of multiple games. Wherever we connect with like-minded others, the game will be on: at work, online, on the sports field, at the volunteer centre, in the club, park or activist collective – even at home. The minimum requirement for play is connection. Before we can be rewarded with status, we must first be accepted into the group as a player.

Psychologists find that simply connecting with others and feeling accepted by them can be profoundly good for us. But equally revealing is how our minds and bodies react when we fail to connect. A wide range of research finds people with depression tend to belong to ‘far fewer’ groups than the rest of the population. Studies across time suggest the more a depressed person identifies with their group – the more of their own sense of self they invest in it – the more their symptoms lift. Failure to connect can even make us physically ill. Numerous studies find it’s possible to predict mortality by observing the extent to which someone has meaningful contact with others. One survey of nearly seven thousand residents of Alameda County in California found ‘the people most likely to survive to old age were those with solid face-to-face relationships’, writes psychologist Susan Pinker. Their social relationships, or lack of them, ‘predicted mortality, independently of how healthy, well-to-do, or physically fit’ they were.

Disconnection is a fearsome state for a social animal to find itself in. It’s a warning that its life is failing and its world has become hostile: where there’s no connection, there’s no protection. Isolation damages us so profoundly it can change who we are. It can force us into a ‘defensive crouch’, writes psychologist Professor John Cacioppo, in which we seek to fend off the threat of further rejection. Our perceptions of other people become warped. They start to appear ‘more critical, competitive, denigrating, or otherwise unwelcoming’. These faulty interpretations ‘quickly become expectations’. We can become scrappy, bitter and negative, a mindset that ‘leads to greater marital strife, more run-ins with neighbours, and more social problems overall’.

When this happens, we can become even more isolated and vulnerable to yet further varieties of antisocial behaviour. Rejected people are more likely to issue punishments and less likely to donate money or help strangers. They can engage in self-damaging habits. In one study, participants were told they were taste-testing chocolate chip cookies. Before the test began, they were asked to mingle with other tasters then choose two they’d like to work with. Some were told (falsely) that nobody had picked them; others that everyone had. The first group, who’d been socially rejected, went on to eat an average of nine cookies more than the non-rejected: nearly twice the number. Most of them even rated the taste of the cookies more highly, implying their rejection actually altered their perceptions of the sugary food.

When our lives begin to fail, then, our minds and bodies fail too: we can become sick, angry, antisocial and increasingly isolated. We are, writes Cacioppo, ‘creatures shaped by evolution to feel safe in company and endangered when unwillingly alone’. But connection itself doesn’t make for a successful life. We’re rarely content to linger on the lowest social rungs of our groups, likeable but useless. We desire worth, acclaim, to be of value. There’s an itch to move up. In the oft-quoted words of psychologist Professor Robert Hogan, humans are driven to ‘get along and get ahead’. Or, from the perspective of our current investigation, to be accepted into status games and to play well.

If rejection from the game can make us sad, angry and sick, the effects of failing to win status can be deadly. The epidemiologist Dr Michael Marmot has exposed the extraordinary power the status game has over our physical wellbeing. He spent decades analysing the health of members of the British civil service. ‘Britain was and is a stratified society’, he writes, ‘and no part of it is more exquisitely stratified.’ This made it ‘an ideal “laboratory” in which to discover how subtle differences in social ranking can lead to dramatic differences in health, in people who are neither very poor nor very rich’.

Marmot was surprised to discover precisely how high a civil servant climbed in the game of the civil service predicted their health outcomes and mortality rates. This was not, as you might reasonably assume, to do with the wealthier individuals leading healthier and more privileged lifestyles. This effect, which Marmot calls the ‘status syndrome’, was entirely independent: a wealthy smoker just one rung below the very top of the status game was more likely to fall ill, as a result of their habit, than the smoker one rung above them.

And these health differentials were extremely significant. Workers ‘at the bottom of the office hierarchy have, at ages forty to sixty-four, four times the risk of death of the administrators at the top of the hierarchy’. This remained true with every step you took up or down the game. The lower you dropped, the worse your health and the earlier your death. ‘The group second from the top has higher mortality than those above them in the ranking.’ These remarkable and telling findings have been confirmed in men and in women. They’ve even been found in baboons. In the lab, monkeys were fed diets high in cholesterol and fat until they developed dangerous levels of atherosclerotic plaque. The higher the monkey was in their troop’s status hierarchy, the less likely they were to fall ill as a result of their nasty diets. When researchers conspired to alter the hierarchy, each monkey’s risk of illness changed in lockstep with their change in status. ‘It was the new position, not the one they started with, that determined the degree of atherosclerosis they developed,’ writes Marmot. And ‘the differences were dramatic’.

Tentative clues as to how this might happen come from the new science of social genomics, which examines how our social worlds affect our genes and the ways they function. The basic idea is that, when we’re not doing well in the game of life, our bodies prepare for crisis by switching our settings so we’re readied for attack. It increases inflammation, which helps the healing of any physical wounds we might be about to suffer. It also saves resources by reducing our antiviral response. But when our inflammation is raised for too long, it can damage us in myriad ways. It increases susceptibility to neurodegenerative disease, promotes the spread of plaque in the arteries and the growth of cancer cells. According to a world leader in this field, Professor Steve Cole, ‘several studies have related objective indicators of low social status to increased expression of pro-inflammatory genes and/or decreased expression of antiviral genes. Being beaten down in the rat race naturally changes what you expect from tomorrow, and that does seem to filter down into the way your cells prepare for tomorrow.’

It’s probably not a surprise to discover that feeling deprived of status is a major source of anxiety and depression. When life is a game we’re losing, we hurt. One review of the scientific literature found that ‘perceiving oneself as having low rank compared to others is consistently linked to higher depressive symptoms’. Some psychologists argue that when we become depressed we ‘mentally withdraw from the competition for higher status’. This keeps us off ‘high-status individuals’ radars’ and conserves energy, helping us cope with the ‘reduced opportunities imposed by low status’. Frequent defeat in the status game has us scuttling off to the grey safety of the back of the cave. In the sanctuary of those shadows, our inner monologue can turn on us, becoming hypercritical in a process known as self-subordination. We talk ourselves down in an onslaught of insult, convincing ourselves the fight is useless, that we belong at the bottom, that we can only ever fail.

When we’re chronically deprived of status, the mind may even turn against itself and cause its own destruction. Although the causes of suicide are many and complex, lack of status is a known common driver. Tellingly, it’s sudden movements down the game that can be most dangerous. Suicide ‘concentrates among those who experience an increase in their social inferiority’ and occurs mostly ‘when people fall below others’, writes sociologist Dr Jason Manning, who adds, ‘the greater and faster the downward mobility, the more likely it is to trigger suicide’. Those who decide to end their lives, finally quitting the game that’s caused such agony, might have experienced a recent financial loss, or have been made unemployed. They might’ve lost reputation. They might simply have stayed still whilst others have accelerated away from them: ‘suicide is encouraged not just by falling, but by falling behind’.

This game that we play is deadly serious. It’s only by surveying the damage that failure can do that we begin to grasp that status isn’t merely a nice sensation, like the nice sensation of clean sheets or toffee apples. We need it. Status is an essential nutrient found not in meat or fruit or sunlight but in the successful playing of our lives. When we feel chronically deprived of it, or disconnected from the game, our minds and bodies can turn against us. To our brains, status is a resource as real as oxygen or water. When we lose it, we break.
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An Imagined World of Symbols

WE DON’T FEEL like players of games. We feel like heroes in stories. This is the illusion the brain spins for us. It makes us feel as if we are the hero at the centre of the universe, orbited by a cast of supporting characters. The goals of our lives are the plots that consume us, as we overcome obstacles and strive nobly towards happy endings. This brain-generated story is self-serving, motivating and convincing in its tiniest details. It feels real because it’s the only reality we know. But it’s a lie.

Nobody knows how this experience of ‘consciousness’ is generated. But neuroscientists and psychologists agree it’s a fantastically simplistic and altered impression of true reality. It seems as if we have untrammelled access to the exterior world, that we look out of our heads at the space that surrounds our bodies. But this is not correct. We don’t look out, we look in. Information from around us is picked up by our senses and encoded into billions of electrical pulses. The brain reads these pulses like a computer reads code, and uses them to conjure our perception of reality. The disturbing truth is that all of this takes place inside the cramped bone vault of our skull. Life is a three-dimensional picture show, a story that we watch inside our heads.

We hallucinate our world into being. Writes the neuroscientist Professor David Eagleman, ‘What we call normal perception does not really differ from hallucinations, except that the latter are not anchored by external input.’ This anchoring of our perception into reality is the job of our senses. But our senses are not to be trusted. Ears, eyes, tongues, skin and noses don’t supply sounds, colours, tastes, touches and smells to the brain, but ‘a chattering stream of electrical pulses racing up the thick bundles of data cables we call nerves’. The experiences the brain makes of these pulses are acts of creation.

Much of what seems inarguably real and true, in the space around us, is not. The actual world is monochrome and silent. Sounds, colours, tastes and smells exist only in the projection in our heads. What’s actually out there are vibrating particles, floating chemical compounds, molecules and colourless light waves of varying lengths. Our perceptions of these phenomena are special effects in a brain-generated movie. And our senses can only detect the tiniest fraction of what’s out there. Our eyes, for instance, are able to pick up less than one ten-trillionth of the available light spectrum.

So the brain creates our experience of the world. Next it conjures us, the self at its centre. It is a hero-maker, manufacturing both the illusion of self and its gripping narrative, framing our life as a journey towards a hopeful destination. The story it tells even has a narrator, an inner voice that chirrups away, performing a live improvisation of our autobiography. Neuroscientist Professor Michael Gazzaniga calls it the ‘interpreter module’. Its job, he writes, is to provide ‘the storyline and the narrative’ of our life. It ‘generates explanations about our perceptions, memories and actions and the relationships among them. This leads to a personal narrative, the story that ties together all the disparate aspects of our conscious experience into a coherent whole: order from chaos.’ This story ‘may be completely wrong’. It often is. ‘That “you” that you are so proud of is a story woven together by your interpreter module to account for as much of your behaviour as it can incorporate, and it denies and rationalises the rest.’

A psychologically healthy brain excels at making its owner feel heroic. It does this by reordering our experiences, remixing our memories and rationalising our behaviour, using a battery of reality-warping weapons that make us believe we’re more virtuous, more correct in our beliefs and have more hopeful futures in store than others. For psychologist Professor Thomas Gilovich, the evidence is ‘clear and consistent: we are inclined to adopt self-serving beliefs about ourselves, and comforting beliefs about the world’. The most powerful of these weapons is thought to be the moral bias. No matter what we do, and how dishonestly we play, the brain nudges us to conclude we’re ultimately a better person than most. In one study, participants guessed what percentage of time they exhibited a range of virtuous behaviours. Six weeks later, they were asked again, but this time they were also shown the average ratings of other people. On the vast majority of behaviours, they rated themselves as much more moral than these normals. What they didn’t realise was the ‘average ratings’ for others were, in fact, their own ratings from six weeks earlier. Another study, comparing people’s self-image on a range of traits found that ‘virtually all individuals irrationally inflated their moral qualities’. The researchers wrote, ‘most people strongly believe they are just, virtuous, and moral, yet regard the average person as distinctly less so’. Moral superiority, they concluded, is a ‘uniquely strong and prevalent form of positive illusion’.

Culture conspires in this dream of human life. Cultures are built out of billions of brains: billions of neural storytellers working in concert. They fill their religions, novels, newspapers, screens, speeches, gossip and ideologies with simplistic stories of moral heroes and evil villains; actors battling odds and fighting evil on their journeys towards promised lands. We all live the dream of the mind.

To reveal the hidden structure of human life, we must burrow beneath the illusionary story of consciousness and into the subconscious, an incomparably more powerful place. It’s in these mysterious deeps that the vast majority of the computation of life actually takes place. Despite how it feels, consciousness is ‘not at the centre of the action in the brain’, writes Eagleman, ‘it is far out on a distant edge, hearing but whispers of the activity’. The subconscious circuits that generate this hallucinatory story-world were ‘carved by natural selection to solve problems that our ancestors faced during our species’ evolutionary history’.

The human brain is specialised for the games we evolved to play. Neuroscientist Professor Chris Frith writes that it ‘represents the world as a reward space’. It’s coded to discover ‘the valuable things in the world and what actions we need to take to get them … everything around me exerts a push or a pull because my brain has learned to attach value to them’. As we’ve learned, humans value connection and status. In order to earn the resources essential for our survival and reproduction, we seek to bond with our co-players; in order to secure more of those resources we seek rank. But how do we gauge this rank? How do we tell how we’re doing in this game of life?

We do it, in part, by assigning values to objects. A Cartier watch is worth this much status; a Casio watch is worth that. These ‘status symbols’ tell us, and our co-players, how we’re performing. We pay obsessive attention to them. We need to: unlike in a computer game, there’s no definitive scoreboard in human life. We can never see precisely where players sit versus us in the rankings. We can only sense it from symbols to which we’ve attached particular values. In order to manage this process, the subconscious has a ‘status detection system’ that includes mechanisms that read ‘relevant cues in the environment to assess status’.

This system is astonishingly sensitive. It doesn’t only use inanimate objects as status symbols, it can project value onto virtually anything, including people’s appearance and behaviours. Status symbolising acts in one study of office life included ‘always carrying a folder’, ‘walking in a purposeful manner even if only to the water cooler’ and ‘displaying multiple clocks’. When all the vice presidents at a US corporation were issued with single-pen desk sets, ‘one vice president shortly moved to a two-pen set, and within four days all vice presidents had worked their way up to three-pen sets’. People have been seen to become preoccupied with ‘trivial’ phenomena they interpreted as symbolic of their status, such as the relative quantity of orange juice poured in their glass and ‘negligible’ differences in clothing. In the luxury attire game, the general rule is the larger the logo, the lower the status and therefore price. One analysis found ‘an increase in logo size of one point on a seven-point scale translates to a $122.26 price decrease for Gucci handbags and a $26.27 price decrease for Louis Vuitton handbags’. The logo on Bottega Veneta’s $2,500 Hobo bag isn’t visible. They put it on the inside.

These apparently trite symbols matter. In one test, when participants were shown photos of people wearing ‘rich’ or ‘poor’ clothes, they automatically assumed those in wealthier looking outfits were significantly more competent and of higher status. This effect remained when they were warned upfront of the potential bias, when they were informed the clothing was definitely irrelevant and when they were told all the people worked in sales at a ‘mid-size firm in the Midwest’ and earned around US$80,000. It even remained when the participants were paid money to make an accurate guess. And all it took for their status detection systems to make these extraordinarily stubborn judgements was a single flash of each photo, lasting 129 milliseconds.

The status detection system continually reads symbolic information from the voice and body language of our co-players. It registers facial markers for dominance or submission in forty-three milliseconds and calculates the quality and quantity of eye contact we’re receiving (more is better) and it does so constantly, unconsciously and ‘with numerical precision’. High-status people tend to speak more often and more loudly; are perceived to be more facially expressive; achieve more successful interruptions in conversation; stand closer to us; touch themselves less; use more relaxed, open postures; use more ‘filled pauses’ such as ‘um’ and ‘ah’ and have a steadier vocal tone (although some of these symbols may vary culturally). When researchers took candid photos of ninety-six pairs of co-workers interacting, cut them out and stuck them against a white background to remove contextual information, people were ‘exceedingly accurate’ in their estimates of who had higher status. Merely by glancing at a still image of them talking, they could tell who was on top.

The status detection system even reads symbolic information in sounds we can’t consciously hear. When speaking, we emit a low-frequency hum at around 500 hertz. When people meet and talk, their hums shift. The highest-status person in the group sets its level and the rest adjust to match. This hum is thought to be an ‘unconscious social instrument’ that helps sort us into status hierarchies. Analyses of interviews on The Larry King Show found the host deferentially changed his hum to match Elizabeth Taylor whilst Dan Quayle adjusted to him.

The status detection system is highly evident in the behaviour of youngsters. Around three-quarters of arguments between children aged 18 and 30 months are over possessions, a figure that rises to 90 per cent when just two toddlers are present. For developmental psychologist Professor Bruce Hood, possession is a ‘means to establish where you are in the nursery pecking order’. The moment a toy is claimed by one child, other preschoolers want it. ‘Owning stuff is all to do with status amongst competitors. These early disputes are a taster for later life in the real world.’ Just like the adults they’ll become, these young status-strivers are hypocritical. Children are ‘sensitive to inequality’, writes the psychologist Professor Paul Bloom, ‘but it seems to upset them only when they themselves are the ones getting less’. Infants become upset when handed fewer sugary treats than others. 5-year-olds seek relative advantage, often choosing to reject equal payouts of two prize tokens for everyone, preferring one token for themselves if it means others get none. Even in children, ‘the inequality associated with relative advantage is so appealing that it overrides both a desire for fairness and a desire for absolute gain’.

What starts as fights over playroom toys grows into the great battles of adulthood. We’re used to thinking of money and power as principal motivating forces of life. But studies suggest that, unlike status, the desire for power over others is not fundamental in humans. Unlike status, it doesn’t strongly predict wellbeing. Moreover, unlike status, the desire for power is quenchable. ‘After acquiring a moderate amount of power, most people become less interested in gaining even more,’ writes sociologist Professor Cecilia Ridgeway. ‘But not so status.’

Likewise, the desire for wealth is not fundamental. Status is the original form of currency, and the one that matters more. Studies show a majority of employees would accept a higher-status job title over a pay rise: one survey of 1,500 UK office workers had around 70 per cent choosing status over money, with creative assistants preferring ‘chief imagination officer’ and file clerks opting for ‘data storage specialists’. Those data storage specialists were onto something. Assuming we have enough money to live, it seems relative status makes us happier than raw cash.

This has been found many times, with one study using data from twelve thousand British adults concluding ‘the ranked position of an individual’s income predicts general life satisfaction, whereas absolute income and reference income have no effect’. Elsewhere, economists find people’s happiness goes down if others living nearby earn more than they do. And it drops most of all for those who spend time socialising in their neighbourhood. The effect is strong: ‘An increase in neighbours’ earnings and a similarly sized decrease in own income each have roughly about the same negative effect on well-being.’

This meets our understanding of how the brain works. It has to judge our status relative to everyone else’s, because that’s how it perceives. For neuroscientist Professor Sophie Scott, ‘perception has no ground zero. There’s not an absolute truth about the world that we compare everything else to, so it’s all relative.’ The status detection system, therefore, works in contest mode. Researchers find our reward systems are activated most when we achieve relative rather than absolute rewards; we’re designed to feel best not when we get more, but when we get more than those around us.

Some argue this is also true on the national level. As a country’s average earnings go up, they say, average happiness doesn’t. By the logic of the game, this makes sense: if everyone’s getting richer at once, your extra pennies haven’t bought you superior status. But the argument has been controversial. This is partly because nations are so complex it’s hard to cleanly isolate the link between economic growth and happiness. Some data, using cross-country evidence, does appear to show rising national income correlating with rising national happiness. But, according to happiness researcher Dr Christopher Boyce, the increase is weak. ‘That data just shows that economic growth is correlated (albeit very weakly, and not causally related) with higher life satisfaction. Statistically, whether it’s across countries or across people living within the same country, there is nearly always an effect of having more money on happiness, yet the effect is not large at all. And so whilst money can buy happiness, much of the time it doesn’t or the effect is negligible.’ Meanwhile, academics at the University of Oxford’s Wellbeing Research Centre find that, as you might expect, the less rich countries do see increases in happiness as the general standard of living improves. But for the already wealthy nations, over the long term, money makes surprisingly little difference. Between 1965 and 1990 the US economy grew by a healthy 1.7 per cent a year, whilst Japan saw an impressive annual jump of 4.1 per cent. In both nations, happiness barely budged.

Money is many things, of course: we need it to survive and it provides a dazzling array of life’s pleasures. But, like power, we also use it as a status symbol – as we do the size of a logo on a handbag and the amount of orange juice poured in a glass. They are Pac-Man cookies in the game of human life. Humans are extraordinarily imaginative creatures who can turn almost anything into status symbols. In 1948, the anthropologist Professor William Bascom published an analysis of a status game on the Micronesian island of Pohnpei based on yams. Life there was like life everywhere: stratified into rankings. At the top were chiefs, with those beneath ordered along hereditary and political lines. Promotion to the upper ranks was difficult, but there was one rapid route to ascension. Men who brought yams to feasts hosted by the chiefs could win significant status. But the yam had to be big: ‘a man cannot win prestige by bringing a large number of small yams to a feast’, noted Bascom. The owner of the largest yam at a feast would be publicly declared ‘Number One’ by his rivals and praised by the chief for his generosity.

Bascom found the men of Pohnpei in a state of symbolic war as they all competed to be Number One. Each man would raise around fifty yams a year, purely for feasts, growing them in secret, remote, overgrown plots they’d creep out of bed at two in the morning to tend to, lining the pits with soil and fertiliser until dawn. A single yam could take ten years to grow, reach over four metres in length, weigh over ninety kilograms and require as many as twelve men to carry into the feast using a special stretcher on poles. ‘That Ponapeans are able to grow yams of enormous size cannot be doubted,’ Bascom wrote. ‘The reputation has spread at least as far as Truk, where yams are of minor importance.’

A delicate system of etiquette bloomed into life around these yam wars. ‘It is impolite to look at another man’s yams, and anyone caught doing so will feel the shame of gossip and ridicule,’ wrote Bascom. Pohnpeians go so far as to ‘pretend to ignore even the yams growing near the house’ which were only there to be eaten. When a man is named Number One at a feast, ‘he must not act proudly or boast openly about his achievement. When others discuss the merits of his yam, he pretends not to listen.’ This show of humility is partly a game-playing strategy. ‘The man who is acclaimed “Number One” does not dare to ridicule or laugh at the man with the second largest yam, or even the man who has brought the smallest one, for fear that they may bring larger yams than he does to the next feast … and if the challenger has not brought larger yams himself, he is publicly shamed.’

The yam game of Pohnpei might sound ludicrous, but it’s no different to the games any of us play using orange juice, watches or fast walking in the office to symbolise status. In the 1950s, shortly after Bascom wrote his paper, vehicle manufacturers succeeded in persuading the US public that very long cars were a status game symbol. In one Dodge radio commercial a man exclaimed, ‘Boy, you must be rich to own a car as big as this!’ Rivals Plymouth produced a print ad in which a family grinned by its extra-long vehicle, ‘We’re not wealthy … we just look it!’ Ford’s advert highlighted their engorged taillights, which ‘let the people behind you know you are ahead of them!’ Such appeals worked all too well. American cars became longer and longer. Great steel whales of the road began choking city traffic. Parking meters were torn up and spaced out at ever greater lengths. City governors beseeched manufacturers to make cars short again. Robert Wagner, the mayor of New York, declared they’d be buying no more Cadillacs until they were shrunk, only to be defied by his own City Controller who defended himself thusly: ‘The top officials of the city, for the dignity of their offices, should have Cadillacs.’

The status detection system never switches off. The game never pauses. This is why, especially in the public sphere, we can find ourselves playing hyper-local status games that are often fleetingly transient and can be between just two people. We might find ourselves playing a hyper-local game in a hotel lift that lasts forty-eight seconds: who’s an employee and who’s a guest? Who’s getting out at the plush top floors? Who’s that person not giving me the respect I’m due by crowding into me? Who’s got the flashiest luggage? Hyper-local games pop up anywhere that people with a broadly agreed set of symbols gather. Australia’s Bondi Beach is a status game with hyper-local rules, as is a self-help class, a nightclub, a queue for the bus and a gang of friends sharing a meal.

The anthropologist Professor Robert Paul writes that our pursuit of symbolic status ‘has to do with the fact that human social life inherently depends on there being a public arena in which symbols can be made available to perception and shared by many people’. People who have connected ‘share in the perception of these symbols, and incorporate them into their own thinking, feeling, and identity’, which ‘means that they experience their consociates as “kin”’.

It’s in this way that we exist as a tribe, a culture, a people. We come into being as a collective when we connect with like-minded others whose brains process reality in similar ways; who dream the same dream of life. We recognise the same symbols; play the same game. As we do, we become the source of each other’s status, the people of the yam. We see the yam, we know what it means, we experience a profound sense of connection with those who perceive this reality as we do. We play the yam game as a single organism, feeding one another status when we judge it’s been earned. Over decades of worry, strategy and toil we pursue it, using shared symbols to build great kingdoms of meaning. These kingdoms – these virtual, connected, brain-generated hallucinations of reality – are the realms in which we exist. Our status game is a place. It’s our neural territory, our world.
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An Imagined World of Rules

LIFE IS NOT as it appears. As neuroscientist Professor Chris Frith writes, ‘our perception of the world is a fantasy that collides with reality’. The dream state we exist in is founded on objective truth – we’re alive on a planet, breathing air under skies. But on these foundations we build an infinite variety of imaginary games. Groups of people gather together, agree what symbols they’re going to use to mean ‘status’, then strive to achieve it. These symbols might take the form of money or power or a plastic dumper truck in a kindergarten toy box. They might be a luxury logo or some sexy abs or an academic prize or a gigantic yam. The dream of the mind projects value onto these symbols – so much value we can be driven to fight and die for them. It tells us a story that says they’re of glorious importance: that our gods are real and our pursuit of them is holy. It makes us feel, not like players of games, but heroes on journeys towards destinations of wonder. We believe this story. It’s woven into our perception of reality. It feels no less real than the planet, air and sky. But the truth of human life is that it’s a set of hallucinatory games organised around symbols. These games are an act of shared imagination. They come into being in the neural realms of those with whom we choose to play – our kin, our tribe, our people. These are the ones who truly understand us, who scratch the same meanings as we do into the walls of the world.

And yet this description of life remains incomplete. If our days only consisted of groups of people lunging madly at prizes, civilisation couldn’t function. Monopoly players play for symbolic Monopoly money and locations on a board and plastic houses and hotels. But you can’t just grab at them. Players must adhere to precise codes of behaviour. The status game is no different. It requires rules that players agree to. And, just like its capacity for processing status symbols, the brain has an extraordinary capacity for learning and following rules.

The rules by which we play at life are impossible to count. Most of the time, we’re not even consciously aware we’re following them: we just behave in ways we’ve learned are correct and judge ourselves and others – measuring, removing and awarding status – by how well they’re followed. These rules were invented by our ancestors, both recent and ancient. We know how to live successful lives today because we’ve inherited instructions from humans who’ve lived before us. Their rules tell us how we must act and who we must be in order to win. They’re stored in two separate places: as the anthropologist Professor Robert Paul writes, there are ‘two separate channels of inheritance at work in human life’. Each channel contains its own set of instructions. The first




























OPS/html/nav.xhtml


Contents



		Cover


		Title Page


		Copyright


		Praise


		Dedication


		Epigraph


		Contents


		Prologue


		1: The Life and Afterlife of Ben Gunn


		2: Getting Along, Getting Ahead


		3: An Imagined World of Symbols


		4: An Imagined World of Rules


		5: The Three Games


		6: Prestige Games


		7: Dominance Games


		8: Male, Grandiose, Humiliated: The Game’s Most Lethal


		9: Change the Rules, Change the Player


		10: The Slot Machine for Status


		11: The Flaw


		12: The Universal Prejudice


		13: Living the Dream


		14: Subjugation, Revolution, Civilisation


		15: Making a Player


		16: Believing the Dream


		17: Goldrush!


		18: War Games


		19: The Tyranny of the Cousins


		20: Victims, Warriors, Witches


		21: Lost in a Dream


		22: Status Generating Machines


		23: Annihilation Part Two


		24: The Road Out of Hell


		25: The Neoliberal Self


		26: Fairness, Unfairness


		27: When Dreams Collide


		28: The Parable of the Communists


		29: Seven Rules of the Status Game


		A Note On My Method


		Footnote


		Notes and Sources


		Index


		Acknowledgements


		About the Author


		Also by Will Storr


		About the Publisher







Guide



    		Cover


    		Contents

    
    		Title page








OPS/images/cover.png
The Status Game
On Human Life and How to Play It

By the
Best-
Se"Ing
author
Will =
Storr





OPS/images/logo.jpg
>

WILLIAM
COLLINS





