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1. Wedding Bells

Shortly after my 19th birthday, I told my father I was getting married. He staggered backwards, as if I’d pushed him. When he regained the power of speech, he said: “But why?”

This was difficult to answer. I tried to explain that I was in love with a girl, and that her loving me back was not only the most miraculous thing I could imagine, but also the culmination of a long, hard-fought campaign. But there was no argument that could satisfy Dad, because I was only telling him why I was in love, not why I wanted to get married. He feared, of course, the day when, aged somewhat older than 19, my feelings might change, or might hers. He told me: “It’s just such a risk.”

My father was possibly the most risk-averse person on the planet. He invested solely in his superannuation. He was endlessly unhappy with his job, in the Finance department of what was first Esso and then ExxonMobil, but stayed there for thirty years. He voted conservatively. He was constantly rear-ended by other drivers, because he would start to move off at an intersection, then decide he’d been too rash and hit the brakes.

If I almost gave him a heart attack by announcing my wedding at 19, I risked his health again as a 23-year-old by declaring I was throwing in my job as an Account Manager for Information Technology giant Hewlett-Packard in order to try my hand as a novellist. Naturally, I had no published novels at this point, or even any that a publisher had expressed interest in, but still, I felt confident I could give it a shake. On top of that—just to make sure there was no chance I could change my mind and get my old job back—my young wife and I were moving from Melbourne to Perth.

I was a little wiser at 23 than I had been at 19—not a lot, obviously, but a little—so when I put this to Dad, I played up the part where I would be seeking part-time work at a university. I tried to make it sound not so much like a complete abandonment of financial sense, but a shift—an elevation, even—from the dirty, compromised world of business to the loftier domain of academia.

I will say, he reacted better this time. I think he saw less risk in work than in love. But still, I remember him fingering my Hewlett-Packard Human Resources policy, the page with my sick day entitlements and employee share option plan, saying, “I don’t know why you want to give all this up.”

Clearly, my father and I saw risk in different ways. Where I saw the risk of growing old in a job that did not fulfill me, becoming a person who occasionally thought of the novel he’d never had time to write, my father saw the risk of stalling a promising career in the corporate sector. Where I saw the certainty of despair should I not marry this girl I loved, he saw the risk of misery if I did. Even when I—completely undeservedly—found some early success as a novellist, he told me: “I could never do that.” He admired my courage, but for him in my place, the risk equation would not have added up.

In 2004, two days before his 60th birthday, Dad climbed the balcony rail of his high-rise apartment in Melbourne’s Docklands and jumped. He was found by a security guard. An ambulance took him to Royal Melbourne Hospital, but he did not regain consciousness, and was certified dead there. Somehow, through a process I could not at the time begin to comprehend, my father had looked ahead to the future and decided he could not risk living it.

2. Fear

There are types of risk we all understand. If I cross a busy road, I might be struck and killed. If I invest in shares, I might lose my money. If I marry this girl, I may wind up regretting it; if I don’t, I might regret it, too. These are situations we describe as risky.

Then there are situations that don’t seem risky until someone points it out to us. You might not consider going to the ballot box to be risky, but according to the political ads from all major parties, it is fraught with danger. “Don’t risk Labor,” the Liberals told us at the last federal election
—not “Don’t vote Labor,” don’t risk Labor. The Nationals’ slogan was, “Don’t risk Rudd.”
 The election before that, the Coalition message was “Don’t risk Latham.”

No sooner were Labor in power than they were telling us we couldn’t risk the Coalition. “Liberals—DON’T RISK IT,” advised a TV ad from ALP Canberra in the leadup to the 2008 ACT Legislative Assembly election,
 and the same message screamed from a sticker placed across the actual masthead of the Canberra Times.

The National Party in 2007 went to extraordinary lengths to portray voting as a risk. In a TV spot, a man encounters a casino labeled: POLLING PLACE. Before him is a craps table, offering a game called RISK IT. “On November the 24th,” says the voiceover, “you can take a risk by voting for something completely different. But as you roll the dice, remember what’s at stake.” The man rolls, and ‘wins’ such things as ‘Halved Inflation,’ ‘Real Wages up 20%,’ and ‘Industrial Disputes down 66%.’ Then he digs a finger into his ear and eats the wax. “If you can afford to risk ten years of your achievements,” says the voiceover, “roll the dice.” The man rolls again, but—ack!—one die changes to a picture of Kevin Rudd’s face, against the background: “LOSER.” The voiceover asks, “Why risk it... when you don’t have to?” And up comes the final graphic: a question mark, and the advice: “Don’t gamble on Rudd.” The background audio is a slot machine arm being pulled.

It’s hard to imagine any piece of theatre that could try harder to portray voting as risk. There have been starker examples of fear-based political advertising, none more notable than the jaw-dropping 1964 US TV ad spot Daisy, which threatened viewers with the annihilation of their daughters by nuclear bomb should they fail to vote for Lyndon B. Johnson in the presidential election.
 But the Nationals’ effort is distinctive for its absence of anything in particular to worry about. Its message is not so much, “Don’t risk rising inflation,” as “Don’t risk.” As if, to paraphrase Franklin D. Roosevelt, we have nothing to fear but risk itself.

This makes sense only if we have risk-free alternatives. But is there not risk even in re-electing the devil you know? As they say in the financial services industry, a place never more familiar with risk than in 2009, “past performance is no guarantee of future results.” And unless you consider your current government perfect in all respects, then in not electing a new one, you must risk the opportunity for something better.

But it is a compelling idea, that things can be made risk-free. It appeals to our desire to eradicate uncertainty, to protect ourselves and those we love, to make the world safe. It is, unfortunately, a fallacy: there is some form of risk in everything we do, even if we do nothing. And the fallacy is a treacherous one, for once we believe that risk-free is possible, we damage our ability to distinguish between small risks and large ones. We can begin to see all risks, no matter how slight, as unacceptable. And that is a dangerous thing indeed.

3. SafeWorld

At the railway crossing near my house, there is a boom gate, a separate pedestrian crossing that automatically locks when trains approach, flashing lights, a clanging alarm, and, for a while in 2007, a gigantic billboard emblazoned with “Don’t Risk It!,” part of a half-million dollar government campaign to “raise awareness of the dangers of level crossings.”
 As each train draws within about four hundred metres of the crossing, it issues a loud blast from its horn, in order to alert those people who have failed to heed the boom gate, the automatically locking pedestrian gate, the lights, the alarm, and, in 2007, the billboard.

In days gone by, each of these things on its own would have been considered ample warning that stepping onto train tracks can be dangerous. In the small country town where I grew up, I made my way across train tracks far from any official crossing every day of school, and I don’t recall ever needing more warning than the tracks themselves. The profusion of safety measures at my local crossing suggests a near-pathological relationship with risk: the belief that 300-tonne trains moving at 80 kilometres per hour through urban environments can be made completely safe, if only we add more bells or lights.

It seems that as our world grows safer, the risks that remain become more stark. The Australian mortality rate amongst children aged 1 to 14 is 0.014%, or 14 deaths per 100,000 children.
 Each represents an unimaginable tragedy, but the rate is less than half what it was even two decades ago, and a mere fraction of decades before that. Against this, we have never been more obsessed with keeping our children safe. A 2006 study found that after many schools have banned running, the playing of informal games, or unsupervised access to sporting equipment, the most common lunch break activity for Australian Year 7 students is “sitting and talking,”
 and if our numbers have followed the British trend, less than one in ten Australian children makes his or her own way to school today, compared to eight in ten two decades ago.
 And if we are beginning to reverse this trend, it is not because we are conquering our fear of risk; on the contrary, it is because of the emergence of a new danger from which our children require protection: the obesity epidemic.

A 2003 survey by the Australian National University’s Centre for Social Research found that Australians overwhelmingly believed crime rates were rising; older Australians in particular believed they were rising dramatically.
 But Australian crime rates in almost every category have been dropping steadily, and in the five years prior to the study, crime victimisation rates fell around 20%.

Our increasing distaste for risk has led us down some dark paths. In 2002, US President George W. Bush argued for the invasion of Iraq despite the absence of any compelling evidence that that nation had weapons of mass destruction, because there was a risk it might. “We cannot wait for the final proof—the smoking gun—that could come in the form of a mushroom cloud.”
 Not even the war’s most aggressive proponents claimed Saddam Hussein actually possessed the means to drop a nuclear bomb on an American city, but there were claims—false, as it turned out, but still, credible at the time—that Iraq had attempted to acquire yellowcake uranium from Niger,
 which could, if Iraq had a lot of money, scientists, time, and very expensive equipment, be separated, purified, and used as a warhead in a long-range missile, if Iraq had any long-range missiles. Therefore, no-one could deny that there was a risk. A tiny, extraordinarily convoluted risk, perhaps, but a risk nevertheless.

The danger of Iraq’s nonexistent nuclear arsenal felt compelling because it had several risk properties that humans tend to exaggerate:
 its likelihood was unknown, it would affect a great number of people, it was beyond the ability of you as an individual to control, and it was completely outside normal experience, but, thanks to Hollywood and videotape, easy to imagine.

Take, by way of comparison, the risk of stepping into a car. This is a lot safer today than it once was, but still more likely to kill you than anything else except heart disease, cancer, stroke, and suicide.
 That, however, is a known risk: you are not going to be surprised to discover that in fact 50% of all car trips end in death; that cars are in fact far more dangerous than you knew. Furthermore, while a crash may have dreadful consequences, its scope is relatively small: it will not affect dozens or thousands of people, so doesn’t have quite the same capacity to grip the mind as, say, a plane crash. Also, you have ridden in cars for as long as you can remember, so it is part of your normal life. And, most importantly, at the wheel of a car, you are, or feel you are, in control.

Control is key.
 If you have a mother, as I do, who grips the sides of her seat when you navigate a T-intersection, who closes her eyes around corners and gasps during merging, try not to take it as a comment on your ability. It may be, rather, that risks seem larger when you can’t do anything about them.

Take, for example, the arresting photograph published in a small Virginian newspaper in 2004, which was captioned: “Mellisa Williamson, 35, a Bullitt Avenue resident, worries about the effect on her unborn child from the sound of jackhammers.”
 In the photo, Ms. Williamson gazes off into the distance at construction work, one hand near her pregnant belly, the other in the process of raising a cigarette to her lips.

This picture zipped around the globe, gaining so much attention that the newspaper went back and interviewed Ms. Williamson again.
 She said she’d heard people talking about it, but: “It didn’t bother me. It went in one ear and out the other. I’ve heard this all my life.” Her doctor had warned her of the dangers of smoking when pregnant, but had also said that stress was bad for her baby, and Ms. Williamson felt that if she gave up smoking, she would become stressed. “If people don’t like it, that’s their opinion. They’ve got theirs and I’ve got mine.”

One explanation of Ms. Williamson’s behavior is that she is not really concerned about her unborn child—that she objects to the noise of jackhammers not because it might damage her fetus, but because it makes it harder to hear the contestants on Jeopardy! And this may be true. But only if Ms. Williamson is a caricature of a human being, a woman of monstrous self-interest and incomprehensible stupidity. And in truth, I doubt that people like that exist in the numbers suggested by tabloid newspapers, and our own temptation to demonize and simplify. It’s possible that Ms. Williamson does worry about her unborn child, but the risk from smoking is controllable, but the jackhammers outside her window are not. 

And let’s return to that railway crossing near my house. The reason this crossing has accumulated bells, lights, automated gates and billboards is not because people were failing to notice the warnings it already had. It’s because they were ignoring them. That’s the message from a Don’t Risk It! billboard: not “Watch out!”, but “Seriously, this is dangerous, so stop running across the path of oncoming locomotives to get to work three minutes earlier.” And while it’s tempting to think such people must be dumb as rocks, the truth is they’re not, and that’s why they do it.

A train closes to within 400 metres of a crossing, and all the warnings activate. If you were about to cross the tracks, then according to the bells and lights, what would have been safe a second ago is now dangerous. But you are an intelligent human being. You know that a train 400 metres away is not much more dangerous than it was a moment earlier. In reality, that train will represent a steadily increasing danger the closer it gets. And it was not perfectly safe at 401 metres, either: this is merely the distance judged adequate to give even very slow human beings time to clear out of the way. Similarly, you know that your car does not abruptly transition from safe to deadly the moment its speedometer rises above the speed limit. These are demarcations not between risk and safety, but between degrees of risk considered acceptable and unacceptable by relevant government authorities.

This is easy to forget. The more our governments do to protect us from risk, the more we believe that eliminating risk is our government’s job—that all accidents are at least partly government’s fault, and must be responded to in a manner that ensures they can never happen again. I hope to demonstrate here the futility of such an attitude, as understandable as it may be, but there is another danger as well: that it is corroding an essential part of the Australian national identity.

4. Australian Risk

In the global ring, Australia punches well above her weight. For a nation with 0.3% of the world’s population,
 we are grossly over-represented at the top ends of a huge range of fields: Australians of international renown can be found across science, business, sport, and the arts. What’s notable about this for our purposes is that all success must begin with a risk: the risk of failure. And Australians are unusually—to other cultures, sometimes inexplicably—fond of failure.

In the United States, striving is encouraged, but failure is not. It is a more competitive nation, one quicker to grade and rank, and there are too many winners to celebrate the losers. In Japan and many other Asian cultures, failure is viewed even more shamefully: it carries the implication that you did not work hard enough. In Great Britain, by contrast, one finds far more respect for failure—particularly resigned failure, the accepting of one’s lot—but also the shadows of a class heritage uncomfortable with displays of raw, unabashed effort.

I am generalizing, of course, and individual exceptions abound to the national personalities I’ve characterized. But I am yet to find a national psyche as comfortable with the notion of well-intentioned failure as Australia. I know of no other country that views its greatest, most heartfelt military failure not just with reverence but with pride, as we do with Galipoli. I’m yet to find an exact international translation for: “Have a go, mate.”

We are not as fond of our successes as other nations. To exaggerate a little, Americans tend to assume that the rich and successful deserve it, while Australians tend to suspect that they don’t. With notable exceptions, primarily in sport, we are more comfortable with an honest trier—the quintessential Aussie battler—than a shooting star.

This may have historical roots. Australia was founded as a penal colony after the American model, but where Massachusetts offered fertile soil and temperate rainfall, this land was so unforgiving
 that supplies had to be sourced from Batavia in order to allow those who made it across on the First Fleet to survive until the arrival of the Second. The European population here grew far more slowly, despite the British forcibly relocating far more Europeans.
 In the Americas, rebellion led to freedom and the birth of a new nation; here, at Castle Hill and then Eureka, uprisings were brutally crushed. It should perhaps be no surprise, then, that today we still bear a lingering belief that the greatest honour is for the underdogs, those who struggle against the odds, and that their failure is not a mark of their flaws, but an account of the greatness of their challenge.

And perhaps this too is why sport is the exception to the rule: why we distance ourselves from Rupert Murdoch and Russell Crowe, but cling to Steve Waugh. In sport, an athlete’s success is largely dependent upon how hard she is prepared to work to make the most of her natural talents: the playing field is generally level, the environment neutral. Of course, throw in an unfair environment—Don Bradman fending off head-high deliveries in Bodyline, or the Australia II tacking her way toward the America’s Cup after 132 years of American domination—and we are in raptures. Show us Eric “the Eel” Moussambani, who arrived at the 2000 Sydney Olympics having never seen a 50m pool, whose only two competitors in his heat were disqualified before the start of the race, who was then asked to swim it regardless, the only man in the pool, and who attacked it with such vigor that he almost drowned in the last 15 metres
—well, we have ourselves a hero.

There can be no success without the risk of failure. The wonderful irony of Australia’s veneration of the trier above the champion is that it has given us great numbers of both. Perhaps there is no more valuable aspect of the national character than our historical belief that it’s not your fault if you fail, that it’s okay to fall short so long as you gave it an honest crack; so long as you had a go.

But it is 2009. For most of us, the Australian landscape has been tamed. Droughts do not ruin us; they merely make our lettuces more expensive, and restrict our garden watering to Sundays and Wednesdays. We are part of a networked planet, and have suffered the inevitable cultural dilution that implies. We watch American movies, featuring champions, not battlers.

In fact, a nasty edge has crept into the term “battler” ever since it was associated with John Howard’s election in 1996. The Coalition, one theory went, won on the back of swing votes from a group known as “Howard’s Battlers,” who had been alienated by Paul Keating’s Labor.
 The term does not seem to have been intended as a piece of wedge politics, of the kind at which the Howard Government became adroit over the ensuing years, and the theory itself is backed by little statistical evidence.
 But what’s certain is that claiming the term “battler” for one side of politics eroded its appeal to the other.

If you felt nothing in common with Howard, you did not want to be a “Howard’s Battler.” The word itself became a pejorative. And it perhaps reflected the reality that a goodly chunk of Australia were not battling. They were doing fairly well. Viewed from sections of the left, “Howard’s Battlers” were not especially battling, either, or if they were, it was their own fault for spending their money on pokies and cigarettes, for buying McMansions, for shunning education and locking themselves into blue-collar jobs. “Howard’s Battlers,” from this perspective, were nothing to be admired. Their failures were not honourable, but deserved.

The danger we face, as citizens of modern Australia, is that we no longer face any great danger. Encased in a padded, pre-warmed world, where all the corners are encased in rubber and there are handrails beside all the steps, is it really plausible to blame the environment for our failures? When our challenges are so relatively benign—positive superannuation returns versus survival, a safety net versus starvation—can we continue to view those who fail as honourable for having tried? And if we cannot—if have drifted so far from our origins that the idea of the Aussie battler begins to seem quaint, even risible—then perhaps we risk losing something upon which a large part of our national success depends: the unspoken permission to fail, if only you try.

5. DangerWorld

When I taught marketing to undergraduate students, in the part-time university job I did actually manage to pick up in Perth, I would tell them the success of McDonald’s had a lot to do with offering a safe meal. At this point the students would usually look skeptical. Some sniggered. They thought I was trying to tell them that, outside of McDonald’s, buying a hamburger was a dangerous activity.

And it is, for a sufficiently subtle definition of ‘dangerous.’ It is dangerous in the sense that, outside the standardized world of global fast food franchises, you rarely know with certainty what quality your food, and indeed your entire dining experience, is likely to be. Faced with two restaurants, a McDonald’s outlet and an independent hamburger store, one offers a known quantity and the other does not. The other may serve you the best hamburger of your life. But it might be the worst. It might be overpriced. The shop might be dirtier than it looks from the outside. The chef might have odd ideas about seasoning. You might have to wait. There might not be any free tables. The staff might want to engage you in conversation, when all you want to do is sit down and eat in silence.

You may not consider any of this consciously. You will not feel actual fear, although you might notice a slight anxiety, which you feel compelled to resolve. But your behavior will be skewed by your perceived risk.
 To beat the competition, McDonald’s doesn’t need to offer a superior dining experience. It just needs to be better than you are prepared to risk getting elsewhere.

These low-level risks, too small to prompt a fear reaction but nonetheless requiring some form of psychological gamble, are ubiquitous. In walking up a flight of stairs, you risk cardiac arrest; in avoiding flights of stairs, you reduce your physical health and increase your risk of cardiac arrest. In deciding to read this essay, you weighed the odds of it delivering greater utility than anything else you might do with your next thirty minutes, and decided to risk it. Or perhaps your decision was more sophisticated than that: perhaps you considered it unlikely to be worthwhile, and granted only a brief flick through the pages, delaying your ultimate judgment until you had acquired more data.

Every waking moment, we make speculative judgements about the likelihood of various outcomes. If we could see into the future with perfect clarity, there would be no risk, but as we cannot, we must rely on our ability to predict it, and we might be wrong. In fact, one can argue that all human behavior can be explained in these terms: that everything we do is dictated by our internal risk models, calculating how to best get what we want without losing what we need.

6. StupidWorld

Before we can go further, we need to resolve a question: Are people rational?

If they are not, there is little point analysing why people sometimes take the risks they do. If we occasionally do inexplicable things for no reason, I cannot expect to ever understand why my father climbed his balcony railing. In this case, the mental process he went through to reach his final decision was not a balancing of risks at all, but some process eternally unknowable, and, perhaps, broken. No answers can be found in randomness.

If, however, we can believe the Expected Utility Hypothesis,
 which among similar theories finds favor in economics, a person acts by judging the potential benefit or loss, estimating how likely that benefit or loss is to occur, and weighing it against her own innate risk tolerance. If this is true, all is knowable. All behavior can be understood, if only we discover the relevant inputs. It is practically an equation. If risk of death is X, and a man considers X less than Y, what is Y? It allows us to be certain that Y exists, and is discoverable.

So it is important to establish whether people are rational. The intuitive answer, outside of economics, is no. People are not so easily modelled, the argument goes, and only an economist would think so. We are emotional, moody, occasionally random; our decisions are driven by free will, and our our behaviors too sophisticated to fit within a mathematical model. Anyone who doubts this need look no further for proof than all the stupidity in the world. If you believe that all human behavior is rational, explain the fact that by many measures the most successful piece of music Australia has ever produced is Shaddup You Face, the 2004 re-election of George W. Bush, the Cronulla riots, the unending popularity of reality TV shows featuring the terminally stupid and the abominably selfish, the man who threw his four-year-old daughter to her death from Melbourne’s West Gate Bridge, that every night 105,000 Australians sleep on the streets
 and each day five take their own lives.
 If all these things are the result of people acting logically, the world is a scary place. You will be forgiven for taking refuge in the belief that sometimes people are just plain irrational.

But there is defensiveness in this belief. It brings to mind a scene from The Simpsons, where Homer, on a family outing, complains: “Why’d they build this ghost town so far away?” His daughter Lisa, the brainy one, explains: “Because they discovered gold right over there.” But Homer is unconvinced. “It’s because they’re stupid, that’s why. That’s why everybody does everything.”

A world full of stupid people doing stupid things is easy to understand. It explains why politicians you can’t stand get elected. Why television shows you never watch win the ratings. Why, in my street, you leave your general rubbish bins out on a Tuesday but your recycling bins on a Thursday. All human activity can be neatly divided into two categories: that which is sensible, well-reasoned, and easily understandable because it is what you would do, and that which you would not, because it is stupid, irrational, random.

If you live in StupidWorld, you are surely unhappy about the idiocy of your fellow citizens. You wish more people would think things through as you do, and come to rational conclusions. But there is no pressure for you to do so, for your mental model of the world already explains everything. Your beliefs are never challenged, because those who hold conflicting ones are, by definition, stupid.

Apparently this world is well-populated. Since newspapers discovered the online world, and began inviting their readers to respond to articles, its citizens are more visible than ever. Take, for example, the Brisbane Times report
 that the Queensland government was scrapping an eight-cent petrol subsidy: of the first 63 comments, twenty, or almost one in three, explicitly claimed that stupidity was to blame, either in the government or the populace who had voted for the government at the previous election.
 Many of these comments radiate frustration and bewilderment; they ask “When are people going to wake up?,” refer to “morons,” say they simply cannot believe the stupidity, or cry, “Smarten up people!” 

One commenter writes: “Who are these people that voted for Anna Bligh anyway? I personally have yet to come across someone who actually voted for her.” Given that the Bligh government attracted 42% of the primary vote on March 21,
 this is quite a claim. But it’s a familiar sentiment: that the stupid people are hidden from daily view, perhaps busy writing letters and influencing government decisions, somewhere we cannot see them. Because if you believe that everything you don’t understand is the result of colossal, drooling stupidity, you might be troubled by the observation that the great majority of the people you interact with in your day to day life are not that stupid. In fact, almost everyone you take the time to get to know turns out to be reasonably smart—even if you disagree with them on occasion, you can at least see their point of view. So how to reconcile this with a mental model of StupidWorld? Clearly, the stupid people must be all somewhere else.

7. RationalWorld

One morning, my three year-old daughter stuck a sticker of a star on my bedroom window. She likes stickers: she especially likes peeling them from their backing, so that the question of where the sticker should be stuck is often an afterthought. On this occasion, it found its ultimate destination after it first failed to adhere satisfactorily to her forehead. That night, while I was trying to herd her toward bed, she stopped at my bedroom doorway and saw it again. Rain coursed down the window, and the star was silhouetted against the night sky. She said, “Dad, do you know why I stuck that star on the window? Because it looks so pretty at night.”

Well, no. She stuck it there because it was a nearby flat surface. As much as I would love to believe that my three-year-old had this picturesque scene in mind when she peeled the backing off that sticker, I know she didn’t. She is rationalizing: retrospectively bolstering a decision made in the past with justifications that were not present at the time. Studies suggest our minds are extraordinarily adept at this: at creating retroactive explanations, at seizing on data that support our pre-existing conceptions and ignoring those that don’t
. We require a mental model of the world in order to function, but the model only needs to be workable, not perfect. Our brains have a strong preference for shortcuts and generalizations, which allow us to make decisions without waiting for all the facts
.

In the last two centuries, science has revealed a great deal about the brain’s workings, discovering links and chemical cues for behaviors previously considered to be due to the mysterious workings of the soul. In the same way that science has steadily captured territory from God, providing explanations for natural phenomena once considered evidence of an all-powerful deity, perhaps it will continue to encroach upon our souls, explaining away quirks and idiosyncrasies until we are nothing but formulae and algorithms.

Or perhaps we will discover a point beyond which science can push no further, leaving parts of the soul forever dark to us. But I know this: if I decide that my father’s choice to end his life was inexplicable, and close myself to the possibility of an answer, I shall never know otherwise. There is hope of understanding his reason only if I presume there was one.

8. The Game

I have a game for you. It’s very simple. It will cost you ten dollars to play. I flip a coin. If the coin comes up heads, you lose your ten dollars. If it comes up tails, I give you back your stake, plus another ten dollars, plus I’ll throw in a little bonus: an extra ten cents.

This is a game with known quantities. Your chance of winning is 50%. Your chance of losing is 50%. The cost of losing is ten dollars. The benefit of winning is ten dollars and ten cents. We can calculate, using these numbers, that you will win an average of five cents every time you play. If you play a hundred times in a row, you will, on average, walk away with five dollars. You might not—it’s conceivable that you are extraordinarily lucky, winning every single toss of the coin. You might lose every time. But the odds are that you will win slightly more than you lose.

So: would you like to play?

If you decided no, you have some explaining to do. I hope your reasons can be justified mathematically. Because if you are refusing to play this game based purely on that uneasy sensation in your stomach, that feeling that this is some kind of setup and there’s something I’m not telling you; well, you are a very cynical individual. You are right, of course. But you are the kind of right you might find difficult to explain. You are the kind of right that was in short supply at several major financial institutions until recently, and which are now worth many billions of dollars less than they used to be.

The Players, on the other hand, have logic on their side. It is mathematically certain that the game, on average, leaves you five cents ahead per play. Unfortunately, I must point out that if you play this game long enough, it is also mathematically certain you will go bankrupt. You may have to play it a long time. But the outcome is inevitable. Because while you can keep playing forever while you stay in the black, once you hit an unlucky streak and run out of money, that’s the end. You can’t afford the ten dollars to play again.

This may seem obvious, but it’s an essential point. Bankruptcy in this game is monstrously unfair. You have, after all, more chance of winning than losing. You might have been a long way ahead, at one point, before you hit a losing streak. And if you were able to keep playing, the odds are you would recover your losses and pull ahead again. But you can’t keep playing. You are forced to stop at your lowest point.

There have been many studies into this phenomenon, and an algorithm known as the Kelly Criterion
 developed to combat it. The Kelly Criterion can analyze a game like this one and tell you how much of the money you possess it is worth gambling, in order to take advantage of the odds are stacked in your favor without undue risk of losing it all. An interesting aspect is that the Kelly Criterion invariably recommends gambling less than you think. In our game, for example, Kelly says that pulling that initial ten dollars out of your wallet is a bad idea unless you have at least another two thousand stashed in there.
 Otherwise, there’s too much risk—even though, again, the odds are in your favor. The Kelly Criterion is not being cautious; it is not making a subjective judgement. It is a purely mathematical accounting of the significance of the danger of cashing out at your lowest point.

This is, perhaps, a risk you Players did not consider. Were there any other risks you missed? What about my trustworthiness? I might take your stake but refuse to pay out if you win. And how easily can you afford to lose that ten dollars? If it’s the last note in your wallet, it might be difficult to replace. It might leave you unable to afford your train ride home, leading to a difficult conversation with your spouse, divorce, bankruptcy. Did you factor in the risk that there may be risks you haven’t considered?

But I am cheating, of course. I do not expect for one second that any person who sided with the mathematics to accept this as anything but changing the rules. And I will grant you this, although not without observing that this is also the attitude of Gary Gorton, the man who designed the risk model that recommended American International Group (AIG) invest in $400 billion of credit default swaps, which then bankrupted the company, froze the world’s credit markets, and forced the US government to begin a trillion-dollar bailout of the survivors.
 Gorton’s model told AIG that there was a very low risk of default in those credit swaps, which thus far does actually seem accurate. Unfortunately it didn’t factor in the enormous risk that if the relevant assets fell in value, which they did, they would cause third parties to seek vast amounts of collateral from AIG, which they also did. The argument that the risk model is perfectly sound, if you ignore the risks it didn’t model, is probably not appreciated by AIG investors, US taxpayers, or, as the Global Financial Crisis spread, almost anyone with money in anything.

I must also note that anyone prepared to risk ten dollars in the hope of winning ten cents has a near-inhuman lack of loss aversion. The average person would rather avoid losing ten dollars than win ten dollars,
 even though these outcomes are mathematically identical. This implies that there is more at risk in a gamble than numbers. Loss is psychologically confronting.

But this too is tangential to our real interest, which is how you view risk, and how that view informs who you are. Let me take you Players down one of the two equally likely outcomes, now you have staked your ten dollars: you lose. Do you feel you made a bad decision? No, not at all; if I understand you correctly, you remain convinced that the gamble was a wise one. Losing, in this case, does not mean that you were foolish, just unlucky. 

Allow me to further guess that you do not play the lottery. Lottery winners, for you Players, are lucky but foolish: they accept odds that are stacked against them, and come out ahead only because of outrageous quirks of circumstance. No sensible person could play the lottery, you feel; it is a “tax on people who are bad at maths.” On June 23, as the nation raced to buy tickets for an Oz Lotto jackpot estimated at $50 million,
 you felt no urge to participate. And the next day, perhaps, upon hearing that the grand total of money spent on tickets to win that jackpot was $87 million, and that nobody won,
 you felt a little smug. You might have borrowed the phrase: “I win the lottery every week—I don’t play.”

But this is only true if there is nothing at stake here but dollars and cents. Looked at another way, a lottery ticket is a small price to pay for a chance at hope: for keeping a door ajar, if ever so slightly, to a wildly improved life. In terms even an economist can understand, “the one dollar that it costs to buy a single Powerball ticket has less utility to most people than the chance it brings, however small, of winning a prize in the millions of dollars.”
 Or, more generally:

mathematicians estimate money in proportion to its quantity, and men of good sense in proportion to the usage that they may make of it.

The following week, when a frenzy of ticket-buying pushed the Oz Lotto jackpot to a record $106 million, there were—at last—winners. One, an Adelaide man made $50 million richer, described the event thusly: “I couldn’t move, I couldn’t react, I couldn’t do anything but sit there and stare at my ticket... I can’t stop shaking.”
 Surely not even the most hard-hearted rationalist can hear those words and remain unmoved. It is a kind of magic, one with little to do with money. It is a magic of transformation.

So which is the right decision? To play this game or not? The answer, of course, depends on what you are really risking.

9. The Risk of Caution

I am a fan of the Richmond Tigers. For those who don’t know—and I’m a little envious of you—Richmond is the most spectacularly unsuccessful team in the AFL, once a league powerhouse but, for as long as I’ve been following them, a cellar-dwelling rabble.
 Our problem, at least this year, is that we are cautious. We take the ball out wide, to the wings, and by the time we have summoned the courage to kick it forward, a horde of opposing defenders sits waiting to clear it. In the stands, one is surrounded by the despairing shouts: “Just kick it!”

Because in AFL, as in a thousand other competitive games, offense is the best form of defense. A rapid attack sets the opposition on their back foot, forcing them to respond rather than dictate; a slow build-up, on the other hand, is often easily repelled.

In other words, there is risk in being cautious. It is a less visible kind of risk. If we want, we can pretend it’s not there. Few will criticize you for doing nothing; do something, however, and people will ask why.

But the risk is there. To hold on to the ball, spinning it nervously in your hands as the opposition coalesces in defense, is to risk missing an opportunistic score. To not buy a lottery ticket is to risk missing a life-changing experience; so is not throwing in your career for one you enjoy, or uprooting to Paris. These may be risks you do not want to take, and my aim is not to convince you otherwise. My aim is only to show that they are there. That with every choice to do nothing, you risk missing something.

10. The Kelly Criterion

One of my starkest memories of high school is bringing home a class discussion about suicide, and my Dad saying, “I can understand people doing that.” He didn’t see anything particularly shocking about it. He seemed to view it as a logical choice one might make, under certain circumstances.

He first contemplated it in 1986, following his separation from my mother. I know this from the diaries he kept, which covered almost exclusively just three topics: his running, his work, and his future. But he made no actual attempt on his own life, and became more optimistic about his future over the next few years, remarrying in 1991.

When this second marriage ended, Dad became severely depressed. He felt defeated on two fronts, that he had lost a soulmate, and would be unable to recover financially. His friends began calling me, concerned for his welfare. He would kill himself, Dad said, but he lacked the courage for the act itself, a sentiment I heard echoed later, almost word for word, by stockbroker Rene Rivkin, two years before he took his own life.

As the divorce turned ugly, Dad made a serious attempt to commit suicide, then another, then a third. I tried every way I knew to talk him into staying alive. One time I told him that if he wanted to screw me up for the rest of my life, killing himself would be the way to do it; he tried again that night.

It was exhausting. In some ways, Dad’s behavior seemed wildly child-like: if one thing was going well, everything was, but a setback left him morose and despairing, convinced there was no solution for anything. Once he met me for lunch looking depressed and haggard; upon hearing he’d been drinking nothing but coffee, I made him order orange juice; within ten minutes he was refreshed and optimistic about life.

The one thing I did that seemed to make any difference at all was convincing him to switch divorce lawyers. His new counsel gave him hope of a financial recovery, and that was the turning point. For the next four years, he was happy.

In 2004, he became depressed about his looming 60th birthday. At his peak, Dad had clocked marathons in two hours forty-five minutes, but he believed he was in an inevitable physical decline. As a man who defined himself by his work ethic, the idea of retirement was terrifying. And he had finally left ExxonMobil to join a new company, where he felt out of his depth, that he was sinking under a mountain of work, with no way out.

This time, I knew to try to tackle the causes of his despair. But I could not stop him getting older, nor help him at work. I convinced him to see a doctor, who prescribed him antidepressants. The next time I met him, Dad hugged me, which was odd. He told me he loved me. Two days later, he was dead.

Nine months later, I received an email from a 19-year-old I’d never met. He said my first novel was his favorite book of all time: what he especially liked, he wrote, was how everything in the protagonist’s life seems to be going wrong, but he turns it around in the end and comes out on top. He said: “It just makes me feel that it can happen for me too, if I keep trying.”

Then he said he wanted to die. He said, “I am in a hole (and) I want to just let go. I can’t think of any way out of this and killing myself would be the stupidest thing I would ever do but I can’t think of anything else.”

His email went for several pages. He had been dumped by his fiancée of six months. He loved her, wanted her back, and didn’t understand what had happened. He mentioned abusive parents, the death of a grandparent, a car wreck, credit card debt, and a job he hated. He had become overdrawn, he said, and his bank was penalizing him thirty-three dollars per day. He was earning, at the job he hated, twenty-six dollars a day. 

This, more than anything else, shocked me with its familiarity. It was a close to a perfect description of my father’s state of mind in the weeks before his death: the feeling of earning twenty-six dollars a day against a debt that grows by thirty-three. The feeling that there is no future—that, as bad as things are, there is no chance of improvement.

I wrote back to this 19-year-old and told him about my Dad. I said that one thing that stuck out to me was that Dad only contemplated killing himself at his lowest points: 1986, 2001, 2004. The years between were happy ones. It is, of course, painfully obvious that those who consider taking their lives tend to do so in their worst moments, but this is, looked at logically, the worst possible time to do so. It is like hanging onto a stock portfolio until the very bottom of the crash, then selling. It is like falling into the monstrous bankruptcy trap I described earlier: being forced to check out of a game that is stacked in your favour at the worst possible moment, before the recovery.

If you have to kill yourself, I wrote to this boy, then the best time to do it is at your peak. If you die at your high, you miss nothing better than what you’ve already experienced. But die at your lowest, and you miss everything better.

I realize this is a strange thing to say to a suicidal teenager. But he wrote back the next day:

every other time someone has told me not to kill myself i just didnt because i felt obligated to them. some of the things you said helped me to realize that im obligated to ME to fix things.

A year later, he wrote again. He apologized for sounding “like a prescription drug insert,” but wanted me to know that his life had turned around. He had thrown in the job he hated, gone back to school, and turned himself into a paramedic. He loved this job. He sent me a photo of his ambulance.

He said I had saved his life, which I don’t really believe. But I was glad to have been able to help him, in a way I could not help my Dad.

11. An Infinite Array of Futures

Aged 19, I married a girl with whom I was in love. I look at the wedding photos now, and I can understand why Dad was shocked at the idea: we look like children. I am a boy in a tuxedo; she is a girl in a white dress. We were two years out of high school. None of these things registered at the time, but I can say now: yes, it was a risk. My father was right about that.

But I’m now 36, and the girl I married is still the one person on the planet with whom I most want to spend time. We have a daughter now, but for twelve years it was just the two of us. We were selfish; we wanted to enjoy each other’s company. Then, later, we were stymied by biology—just a reminder from the universe, perhaps, that nothing is as certain as it seems. We began the long road with IVF.

My father knew about this. I don’t know if he thought we would ever succeed. I can’t know if he would have made a wonderful grandfather, although in my heart, I have no doubt he would have. In my heart, my wife conceived six months earlier, in June and not December, and I told my father we were going to have a baby. In my heart, he was shocked, and delighted, and glimpsed a new future, one he could not risk missing.
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