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         From Culture and Behavior to Culture and Self-Deception(1)
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For most of my career I studied the relationship between culture and psychological process, and the implication of such relationships for managerial and other behaviors. That has certainly become an important research area. Since I published my Individualism and Collectivism book (Triandis, 1995), for instance, this topic has become important in the social sciences. For example, the Kitayama & Cohen’s (2007) Handbook of Cultural Psychology has many chapters that use some of that work. I assume that the Academy has honored me for that work. 


 I continued doing some work in this area, such as a chapter on the history of the study of the relationship between culture and psychology (Triandis, 2007), a chapter on culture theory in the Handbook of  Social Psychological Theories (Triandis & Gelfand, Forthcoming), and a chapter presenting several hypotheses about factors that link ecology and culture (Triandis, 2009a). 

The latter chapter has examined the ecological determinants of three dimensions of cultural variation:

1. Cultural simplicity-complexity (Chick, 1997) which contrasts hunters and gatherers with information societies, but is quite important because it also reflects the contrast between rural and urban subcultures. It is also related to cognitive simplicity-complexity.
2. Tight vs. loose cultures (Pelto, 1967, Triandis, 1994, Gelfand, Nishii, & Raver, 2006) which contrasts cultures that employ many norms and rules and impose them tightly, i.e. punish those who deviate from these norms vs. cultures that tolerate deviation. Our own culture started by being very tight. For example, when the first settlers arrived in Virginia in 1607, they required people to attend a Church of England service 14 times per week. Those who did not conform were severely punished, sometimes by death. Since that time, we have been getting looser and looser. According to my own observations we were tighter in the 1950s than now. My studies (Triandis, 2009b) suggest that one of the most important contrasts between Islam and Western cultures is on this dimension. In fact, I included in Triandis (2009b) a theory about terrorism that goes like this: In patriarchal societies the son is likely to rebel against the father. Since Islam is very tight, when the son rebels if he becomes looser he become irreligious, which in that context is socially undesirable. So, when he rebels he becomes tighter, and that is what is characteristic of the Taliban, al-Qaeda, and other extremist groups. 
3.   Collectivism vs. individualism (Triandis, 1995). In collectivism the self is an aspect of a group—e.g., family, tribe, location, religious groups, union, corporation. In individualism the self is defined as independent of groups. In collectivism the goals of the individual and the group are closely linked and when they are not identical the goals of the group have precedence over the goals of the individual. In individualism the goals of individuals have priority. In collectivism social behavior is determined by both norms and attitudes. The beta weights of those two independence variables are often equal. In individualism the beta weight for attitudes is usually very large and that of norms is small. In short, in individualism people do what is most enjoyable rather than what is ideal from the point of view of their group. In collectivism even if one dislikes a group one is likely to stay with it. In individualism one is more likely to leave the group. For example, collectivists do not leave jobs they disliked as often as do individualists (Wasti, 2002). 

There is some evidence that cultural simplicity, tightness and collectivism are related to each other, while complexity, looseness and individualism form a cluster of interrelated variables (Carpenter, 2000; Triandis, 1994).


These dimensions operate in different domains, such as the social, economic, political, religious, philosophical, and aesthetic domains. Mao’s China was collectivist in all these domains, and became individualist in the aesthetic and later the economic domains. 


Sometimes I am asked which pole of each of these dimensions is most desirable. I answer none. Ideally you want people to be moderately collectivist in some domains and moderately individualist in other domains, moderately tight in some and moderately loose in other domains. The “nothing in excess” principle applies to these dimensions. Extreme collectivists, who are extremely tight and simple like the Taliban and extreme individualists, who are extremely loose and complex like some people who have trouble “finding themselves” are not characterized by optimal mental health.  


In any case, in recent years I deviated from work on culture and psychology. The defining event was the atrocities of 9/11/01.  Soon after that event, I read in the New York Times that Mohammed Atta, the leader of the terrorists, had in his luggage a “Manual for the Raid.” The manual defined the action as “doing God’s work.” That led me to ask: What is the distribution of belief systems, especially religions, across cultures? In many cultures people have strange beliefs. For instance, the Aztecs believed that if they stopped killing their prisoners the world would come to an end. But to believe that killing 3000 innocent people is “doing God’s work” was a bit much. So, I read widely, not only in psychology and anthropology, which has a large literature on religion, but also in ancient Greek, Indian and Chinese philosophy. My conclusion was that humans universally have a tendency to fool themselves. Thus, I wrote:  Fooling Ourselves: Self-Deception in Politics, Religion, and Terrorism (2009). 
    What is self-deception? One way to think about it is that it is our tendency to use our hopes, needs and desires to construct the way we see the world. Consider the financial meltdown.  Clearly, most of us hoped, needed and desired to see the price of housing to continue increasing, because that made us richer each and every year.  Self-deceptions are fine as long as we do not act according to them. But in this case both the lenders and the borrowers acted according to that self-deception. Of course, other things happened too, but this was an important element that started the meltdown.

We need to know that the way we see the world depends on both what is outside (reality) and what is inside us (our hopes, needs, desires, theories, ideologies, emotions, prejudices and the like).  In some cases, as when we are attacked by a wild animal, 100% of the variance of our perception is controlled by what is outside. In other cases, however,  100% of the variance is controlled by what is inside us. For example, there are people who believe that Obama is not an American. There is research (Devine, 1989) that shows that most white Americans experience a vague negative emotion when they see the stimulus “black man.” However, most of them control this emotion, so they act in a non-racist way. Neurologist Burton (2008) describes what happens when our reptilian brain emits a negative emotion that is controlled by our cortex. In some cases the emotion controls the perception, so the individual has what he calls a delusional misidentification. Then the individual perceives on the basis of only what is inside that has nothing to do with reality. In most cases the way we see the world depends on both what is outside and inside, but what is inside sometimes controls substantial amounts of variance.    
     In the book I present numerous examples of self-deception. For example, when the French revolution started, on July 14, 1789 with the storming of the Bastille, Louis XVI wrote in his diary only one word: “Rien.” In other words, nothing happened! Had he avoided this self-deception he might have saved his neck from the guillotine. 

In 1914 the Manifesto of 93 German Intellectuals stated that it is not true that German soldiers trespassed neutral Belgium, it is not rue that German soldiers killed Belgian civilians, and it is not true that German soldiers burned the library of the University of Louvain. All thee things were true. But how could these intellectual giants that included Nobel Prize winners like Max Planck, and Wilhelm Wundt, who started psychology as a laboratory science in 1880, know what their soldiers were doing?  Obviously, they did not have direct evidence. They used their hopes, needs and desires to form their beliefs. In short, even intellectual giants have self-deceptions.   


In the book I have examples even from physics! In the last part of the 19th century, after the Germans had discovered the X-Rays, a French physicist by the name of Blendot, reported that he had discovered the N-Rays. Given the French-German rivalry at that time, this was consistent with the hopes, needs and desires of the French. Thus, he received all kinds of honors, and they tripled his salary. When an American physicist sent a paper to the best French physics journal reporting that he could not replicate Blendot’s work, the journal rejected the paper. That is another aspect of self-deception: We tend to favor positive information and to reject negative information. It turns out that the tendency to prefer positive and neglect negative information is in the genes of some individuals (work my Elaine Fox of the University of Exeter, reported in The Economist, March 2009). Thus tendencies toward frequent self-deceptions may have also a genetic component. 


Park (2001) presents scores of examples, starting in the 1840s, in which a major invention was announced.  The media sometimes proclaimed that it was “the most important discovery of all times.” Often it involved energy, so that “you can have abundant electricity at no cost, for ever.” Cold fusion was one of those “breakthroughs” in which both the State of Utah and the Federal Government invested generously. A number of companies, including a subsidiary of Toyota, invested in the development of some of these dreams, because their managers did not know or did not understand the Second Law of Thermodynamics. What could be more consistent with the public’s hopes, needs and desires than to have cars that are 100% efficient, or perpetual motion? 

Bausel (2007) tells that complementary and alternative medicine (CAM) has been scientifically shown to be ineffective. Nevertheless, the National Institutes of Health (NIH) have an office of CAM because a congressman believed in it and insisted that NIH must have such an office. He shows that the placebo effect is reliable and accounts for all the findings. In fact, he says: if you suffer from arthritis take glucosamine because that is likely to be helpful even though it is just a placebo! The media, politicians and the public do not understand statistics, and often rely on evidence obtained with a N=1.  As long as they like to fool themselves, why not let them do so as long as it does not hurt other people? 

 
In the book I also make the case that many social psychological phenomena, such as ethnocentrism, stereotyping, and the fundamental attribution error, are special cases of self-deception. 


Self-deception is often linked to cognitive simplicity. As I looked at my examples throughout the book I found that most of them were cognitively simple. That suggests the hypothesis that simple, tight, and collectivist cultures may provide more examples of self-deception than complex, loose and individualist cultures. Religiosity is empirically linked to collectivism (Triandis & Singelis, 1998) and is high in Islam and low in Scandinavia and I suspect we can find evidence of more cognitively simple self-deceptions in Islam than in Scandinavia. The non-acceptance of Darwin’s theory of evolution can be used as a clue of self-deception. Non-acceptance is about 20% in Scandinavia, 30% in Central Europe,  45% in the United States, and 60% in Turkey. But this hypothesis needs rigorous testing. 

Self-deception is linked also to megalomania. The book provides several examples. For instance, bin Laden thought that the whole world will become Islamic and he will be the Caliph. In mental hospitals psychologists found several individuals who believed that they were Christ, God, or that they owned the hospital (Rokeach, 1964)  

The correlation of cognitive simplicity and self-deception is testable. One could, for instance,  use the method of McConnell, Strain, Brown, and Rydell (2009) to measure the first, and do content analyses that count the statements made by a person that are likely to be consistent with the hopes, needs, and desires of the speaker to measure the second variable. 
In any case, in my examples these two variables are often related. For example, who created the world? The discussion from astrophysics, exobiology, paleontology, evolutionary theory, and so on is too complex. Sagan (1980) used more than 100 pages, and Hawkins & Mlodinow (2005) used a whole book to explain how we moved from the big bang to Homo sapiens. It is so much simpler to say: God. God is a wonderful cognitively simple self-deception. It fits our hopes, needs and desires to have a powerful entity help us win our battles. In most cultures deities do exactly that, whether the battles are agricultural, industrial, or military. As anthropologist Robert Redfield put it in the Introduction to Malinowski (1954): “Religion is not only people explaining and projecting their dreams; it is not only a sort of spiritual electric—mana-- it is not solely to be recognized in social communication---no, religion and magic are ways men must have, being men, to make the world acceptable, manageable, and right.” (p. viii) More recent work in anthropology (Atran, 2007) also concludes that the human mind is so constructed that it is natural to look for the causes of events. In short, religion is the natural outcome of the architecture of our minds. 


However, in the book I review evidence that people who are religious are healthier and their mental health is better than the health of people who are irreligious. These links have been investigated, and researchers have found some important clues. For example, people who are helpful to other people are happier than people who are not helpful. In one experiment, students were randomly assigned to two groups. In one group the professor instructed them to do nice things for two weeks, such as shopping for groceries for a person who is sick. In the other group they did not receive this instruction. After two weeks their subjective well-being was measured and the experimental group had statistically higher subjective well-being than the control group (Lyubomirski, Sheldon, & Schkade, 2005). Furthermore, I report that people who behave according to the rituals and traditions of their culture are healthier and happier than people who reject rituals and traditions. 

So, in the book I propose that we need to develop a religion that does not include too many self-deceptions, but allows people to use their rituals and traditions. The purpose of life, I argue, is to help as many other people as possible to be healthy (both physically and mentally), happy, so they can live a long time, but without destroying the environment. 


I further suggest that if we are going to make good decisions we should ask ourselves: Could this belief of mine be a self-deception? If it fits our hopes, needs and desires we must be suspicious; it probably is a self-deception. In that case we should not act until we obtain much more information. 

Furthermore, we should examine our beliefs to see if they are too simple. E. g. Goleman (2009) shows that we have the tendency to oversimplify our perceptions of the ecological crisis. For instance, a simple product, such as a shampoo, consists of 50 + elements and the manufacturing of each has some environmental impact. To compare two shampoos requires a major computation. 

Thus, we need to ask: Did we consider all pertinent information? Did we consider contrary information? Did we classify elements that are incompatible into the same category? For instance, the “axis of evil” is a cognitively simple idea. One dictionary definition of axis is that it is “an alliance of nations to coordinate policy.” Since Iran and Iraq are very different, and even fought a war in the 1980s, and North Korea had nothing to do with Iraq, there was no axis, except in the mind of the scriptwriter of George W. Bush.  

Did we consider all relevant dimensions? For instance, us vs. them is only one dimension. It is a characteristic of cognitively simple people, to stop thinking about other dimensions of the situation.  When a cognitively simple person is hurt revenge is often the only idea that comes to mind. We should ask: What other dimensions are relevant? Furthermore, are the relationships among the various dimensions complex, such as the more of this the less of that? If not, again we should try to increase the complexity of our thinking before we take an important decision. Of course, there are complexities in this argument, which I present in the book, but that gives you the general flavor.  

     When we catch ourselves having cognitively simple self-deceptions, such as that the price of houses will keep increasing for ever, we might also ask ourselves if we have other beliefs that have this attribute. For example, is the belief that our GNP will keep increasing for ever realistic? The population of the world is increasing, and the resources of the world are more or less finite. Can the earth provide a high standard of living for the 9 billion people that will be around in the year 2050?


In the book I also argue that we can judge cultures according to four criteria: 
1. Do they give their population a lifestyle that is healthy (both physically and mentally)? 
2. Do people live for a long time? 
3. Are the people happy? 
4. Do the people behave in an environmentally responsible way? 

As I look around I see very few cultures that meet these four criteria. Our own culture is doing only moderately well on these criteria. On health we are 37th. For instance, we are not doing as well on objective indices, such as heart attack and cancer rates per 100,000, depression rates, and the like, as does Britain (Journal of the American Medical Association, 2006). On subjective well-being we are 13th in the world (Tov & Diener,  2007, p. 693). On longevity we are 42nd in the world (Andora is No. 1). We are the most polluting culture after China. Until recently we were No. 1 on this shameful criterion!    


In short, I suggest that having too many cognitively simple self-deceptions is often not good for us. But on the other hand, research shows that it is all right to have them sometime. For example, Shelley Taylor (1989) has found that cancer patients, or people who have AIDS, who think that they are going to live a normal life do in fact live longer than those who do not believe that. Those who are realistic about their marriage are not as happy as those who think that their spouse is perfect (Seligman, 2002).  In short, positive illusions are sometimes good for our mental health. 


Research on the relationship between culture and the frequency of self-deceptions should prove useful. If we discover relationships between cultural variables and self-deception, we will be able to anticipate when we meet a person from another culture that perhaps that person is especially susceptible to cognitively simple self-deceptions. In cross-cultural training also it is desirable to take this variable into account. Training people to identify their cognitively simple self-deceptions may make negotiations easier, and may result in a better adjustment of people from one culture when they migrate to another culture.  


Let us face it: The world is complex, but it is our hope, need, and desire that it be simple. Thank you. 
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