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INTRODUCTION

In 2010, the German chancellor, Angela Merkel, made a widely reported speech to members of her Christian Democratic Union party. In it she announced that attempts to build a multicultural society in Germany had ‘utterly failed’ and that the ‘multikulti’ concept, where people live together happily in harmony, simply did not work.1 This sentiment was echoed in a speech by the British prime minister2 and has come to characterise much of the political rhetoric surrounding cultural diversity in Western nations.

This rhetoric is not just political polemic – it reflects a public mood. Thirty per cent of Germans reportedly agree with Merkel that their country is ‘overrun by foreigners’.3 In the UK, concerns abound that public services like the NHS, education, social housing and welfare systems have been negatively affected by immigration. A recent survey of thirty thousand Europeans found that 38 per cent of respondents opposed legally established immigrants being granted normal civil rights.4 In the United States the mood is similar. At the turn of the twentieth century the US accepted large numbers of immigrants with the expectation that they would assimilate and become ‘true’ Americans. In September 2013, thousands of people protested in one hundred and fifty cities over what they saw as the federal government’s weak stance on immigration.5

Diversity is a polarising issue. There is a growing gulf between those who extol its virtues and those who believe it is a fundamental cause of instability. Advocates argue that diversity enriches and enhances our culture, providing fertile ground for positive relations, harmony and mutual respect. Opponents point to the realpolitik of intercultural relations: how proximity produces conflict, not peaceful coexistence. For them, diversity is the root cause of disharmony and civic unrest.

This book is about our struggle with diversity – not just in the modern world but throughout our evolution as a species. It’s about the psychology that determines why we embrace or eschew cultural differences. It’s about the new science that is providing surprising solutions to the ‘problem’ of diversity. It’s about the anthropology that reveals how diversity may have been a critical ‘social ecology’ from which the adaptability of the human mind was born. It shows how embracing diversity may provide the key to enabling wealth, health, happiness, progress, prosperity and change in the modern world.

A PSYCHOLOGIST’S VIEW

I’m an experimental psychologist, and this is the lens through which I have studied culture, difference and diversity for the last twenty years. Why might psychology prove useful here? Psychology, as a science, has taken great strides in recent years. We can now pinpoint, with incredible accuracy, the origins and the process of human thought. Creative methods and cutting-edge techniques have given us new insights into how we think, feel and understand our place in the world. Neuroscience is taking us beyond the basics – that is, how we see, hear, remember, run, walk and talk. We now understand the complex processes that govern how society, culture and context interact to shape our behaviour, our sense of self, our beliefs, attitudes and ideologies. Each day, new studies shed light on what compels us to support or oppose different political, social and cultural ideals – from the values we hold to the policies we endorse.

I’m going to talk about the psychology of social perception: how who we are and what we think are intimately and intricately linked with the people around us. I’m going to explain the political and public discontent with diversity and suggest why, when the chips are down, people prefer their social worlds to have simplicity and structure. I’ll discuss the core psychologies that drive and determine intercultural communication, how humans deal with diversity, and how these psychologies have emerged through the course of human evolution. I’m going to show how intercultural contact has played a pivotal part in the making of the modern mind, how diversity came to define and delimit our attitudes, values and beliefs. I’ll argue that previous accounts of human evolution have overlooked a critical element in our ancestors’ fight for survival: that our psychologies were forged through cooperation, not just conflict, and that advances in technology, medicine and civic society can all be traced back to the foundations of what might be described as ‘coalitional thinking’.

This discussion will reveal a paradox at the heart of diversity politics: how we eschew diversity in all its forms, even though it has played a pivotal part in our past and may well hold the key to our future. It’s a paradox predicated upon the evolution of two brain systems, one honed to ensure safety and security, the other to make possible exploration and growth; one to compete, the other to cooperate; one easy and automatic, the other hard to engage. I will argue that for our society to move forward, to evolve and tackle the challenges we face, we must harness the potential of our ‘social brain’ – that part of us that is cooperative, exploring, engaging. I’ll show how the human potential to excel, innovate and overcome is intricately and intimately linked with this social brain system lying latent in the modern psyche.

I’ll show that diversity is not simply a moral, ethical or social issue – it’s an economic and evolutionary imperative. It’s a social ecology that forms the foundation for originality, innovation and growth. Creative thinking is crucial to human development. It helps us to achieve great feats of engineering, forge companies and careers, craft beautiful symphonies and charm potential partners. It is the essence of innovation, the staple of success. We now know a great deal about the psychology that drives creative thinking and, most importantly, the conditions that enable it to be captured, cultivated and grown. I’ll show that it is diversity in our social environments that shapes creativity; and, properly harnessed, it can maximise our potential in a whole range of everyday domains.

WHAT’S GONE BEFORE

In his book Thinking Fast and Slow6 Daniel Kahneman describes two distinct systems of thought: one fast and effortless, but flawed; the other slow, effortful but accurate. The Social Brain begins with these systems, and builds around them an expansive theory of how cultural diversity made the modern mind. This theory ties the origins and evolution of human intelligence to the emergence of primitive society in human prehistory. At the same time it incorporates modern experimental psychology in showing how social environments shape our capacity for innovation, progress and growth. It proposes a new way of thinking about social ecologies, and how we can use our social brains to secure successful outcomes in our personal and professional lives.

Throughout the book I’ll discuss the scientific evidence that provides support for these ideas as well as the evidence suggesting that to maximise our potential we must embrace diversity in our social worlds. I’ll show how, when our social ecologies move beyond our comfort zone and when they challenge norms, expectations, ideologies and beliefs, they can awaken our creative potential; and discuss the ways in which these social ecologies can be structured to activate the social brain, as well as the relationship strategies we can use to enhance creative thinking in different domains.

I will end with speculation on the broader implications of these ideas and suggest how diversity, developed within the fabric of multicultural communities, could forge a prosperous and prolific future. History suggests we are on the right track here, for when societies experience new cultural influences they then undergo periods of intense and significant technological and societal progress. But this change is never easy, and here we find a diversity ‘paradox’ that lies at the heart of the human condition. This paradox grows from conflict, economic recession and unrest, which compel governments to adopt policies that ‘deactivate’ the social brain – precisely the part of us that can enable peace, prosperity and progress. Policy designed to switch on the social brain can help not only promote positive relations, but also to harness the creative potential within each and every one of us.

Article 1 of the UNESCO Universal Declaration on Cultural Diversity asserts ‘As a source of exchange, innovation and creativity, cultural diversity is as necessary for humankind as biodiversity is for nature’. This book is about the science that shows this assertion to be true. Every step we’ve taken, whether small or giant, whether in science or in medicine, as a nation or as a species, started as a germ of an idea in the social brain. Our potential to generate new ideas is perhaps our most essential element, but we are only just beginning to understand how it is born through social experience. I hope this book enables that great leap to tie the origins of human society to the making of the modern mind. It is a leap that may ultimately unlock the ingenuity and invention that reside within us all.
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