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Making Decisions

This account is about making decisions. You make decisions all the time. So does everyone. Each one of us makes decisions constantly. This ability determines a lot about our lives, our trajectory, and our capacity to do well. We decide between alternative possibilities; we go down one path or another.

When we are old, we can look back at decisions we made—or should have made but did not. If one’s life has covered several areas—in this case doctoring, Parliament, cabinet minister, university professor, university chancellor—one might look back at each one critically.

Have you ever felt that sometimes your mind is so clear? You can see everything plainly: issues are clear, choices are clear, actions are obvious. You can make decisions without doubt.

Some issues are binary—that is, there is often a choice between two courses of action. Just two choices. A fork in the road. Either one thing or the other. Although the issue might be difficult in itself, and the decision probably comes from your values, there is little analysis required with this type of choice. Actually, even binary choices can be somewhat nuanced, and there may sometimes be other options, which do not go as far as the two extreme choices.

Every one of us has ‘givens’, things we believe, our axioms, our myths, our values, our beliefs, our principles—each of these leads us to a particular solution to any question. For example, we think it is okay to kill ‘the other’ (for example, enemy soldiers or criminals threatening police) the question then arises of how we define ‘the other’. Some religious believers define as ‘the other’ as anyone who does not share their particular religious beliefs. And such thinking is stupid—there are good people of other belief systems, in fact, in every belief system. It should also make us think about that commandment ‘Thou shalt not kill’—it is clearly conditional (and there is a lot of killing in the Old Testament). Rudyard Kipling wrote a poem called ‘We and They’ which was about ‘the other’. We sometimes define ‘the other’ as anyone who does not agree with us—and that is flawed and dangerous and self-delusional. We also define as ‘woke’ anything we do not agree with, which is also dangerous and self-delusional.

The ‘givens’ are important. They define us. They limit us. They tell the world who we are and what we believe. If a cabinet is not to become an echo chamber, it is necessary to include in it people with slightly different value sets and beliefs. To do otherwise is very dangerous for the ruler and the ruled.

In cabinet, it was relatively easy to decide between a good and bad proposal. Of course, the values that we brought in with us determined who we were, what we believed, and often what decision we would make. So, people of different political persuasions bring different values to problems—and, not surprisingly, they then reach different conclusions.

But sometimes the decision had to be made to choose between two good proposals and this could be very difficult. That sort of difficult decision took up eighty percent of the cabinet time.

But sometimes our minds are fuzzy. Sometimes we are absent-minded. We might have an empty mind. We might have a muddled mind. We might be unwell. We might be relaxed; we might be thinking of something else. We might have just come from a good meal. We miss things. Our thoughts are confused. Added to this, some issues are not binary, and some issues are not clear, nor are the actions which need to be taken. There might be several credible alternatives to choose from. Likewise, there might be costs and benefits of different decisions to be worked out, there might be competing values (even within a group) in play, there might be several possible nuanced alternatives. There are costs and benefits from every course of action.

Let us consider death—a universal event, a happening that everyone has. There are many decisions to be made related to this event—unless we die suddenly and unexpectedly. We all have a beginning, and we all have an end of life. Every day we move towards that inevitable concluding event. So, the end of life concerns each one of us—or will concern us all eventually. We all get born into this world, and we all die. Death is part of life. The end of life is not special. But, even if we can foresee death, the actual event still arouses fear when it arrives. It is an ending, a leap into the unknown. And it concentrates our minds.

But great fear of dying is preceded by long periods when we do not see the future clearly—or even think about it. We live normally for many decades. We ignore the ending that we will all face. We use denial about it—a great deal of denial. We work and sleep and play, we eat and cook and select meals. We buy food, we consume, we sit quietly in front of the television, or we go to restaurants, or concerts, or to the theatre, or to clubs, sporting events, or lunches. We tend our garden. We travel. We see and worry about family and love our partners and our children and all their descendants, and their many animals. We do our exercises. We repair and maintain our homes. We engage in community activities. We do all the normal things. We are so predictable! So bourgeois! And all of it in a state of denial about the future.

We do not realise that many of the things we see were here long before we were, long before we noticed them, and will be here long after we are gone. We have paintings of this beautiful area, done a century ago, long before we were here. The area still looks somewhat the same, but all the artists are dead. Robin Williams in Dead Poet’s Society took a group of students to view photographs of burly, aggressive, healthy, young footballers—all of them dead eighty years later. It was the inevitability of dying that he wanted his students to understand.

We are transient; we come and go, we are ‘the flowers of the field’. But the buildings, the harbour, the trees, the streets—they persist. Of course, there is change in the city—new buildings aplenty, old buildings gone, new alignments. There was an 800-year-old tree shown on television the other night. It had seen, and outlived, many generations of people.

Too often many of us do not really see things—colours, buildings or people—until we receive a dramatic wake-up call, until we concentrate our minds, such as we do when facing a potentially fatal illness. The things we did not notice were a given part of the background for us, but others noticed them. For example, artists see colour and shapes and beauty, and background, in ways that most others do not. Not only do they see individual things differently, but they also see the world differently. They interpret things differently, they speak differently, they react differently, they understand things differently. What they do is valid too—it is just different.

Seasons, too, were not special for most people—we assumed always that we would see more of the same seasons, hot or cool, wet or dry, humid or comfortable. We assumed they would always be there for us—forever. But, of course, it is not so. We will go, but the seasons will continue.

When we are old our minds turn to how we live, how our partners live, how our children live, what we will do with our possessions, and how we will die. We understand about dying in our intellects, but not in our guts. It is not we. Life is finite and the wedding vow says presciently ‘till death us do part’. Actuarial tables are pessimistic about old people and their prospects of living long—let alone living well.

We change, often overnight when something nasty happens to us. We see things more clearly. Our thinking is concentrated. Our decisions are different. There are immediate things to be dealt with. There is more sympathy for others. We might be more generous with our worldly possessions. We see past issues more clearly. We appreciate people and hear them more clearly.

We knew that death was going to happen sooner or later. But the knowledge of universal death was a theoretical construct that applied in the general rather than in the particular. It was going to happen ‘someday’ and ‘somehow’. But when something occurs, one realises that the ‘someday’ could be now—or soon—and the ‘somehow’ has definite form and substance—this disease and not some other disease. Other people will be here in ten years while the disease sufferer might not.

Every old person looks at trees with seasonal flowers and thinks that he or
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