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revolve.? Science has done much to debunk some of these ideas. We now
know that our planet is niot at the centre of the universe: the earth re-
volves around the sun rather than vice versa. And we know—or at least
some of us do—that we are Johnnie-come-lately products of a long, blind
evolutionary process.

However, the inclination towards self-adulation is remarkably resil-
ient, and it simply manifests differently in the scientific paradigm than it
does in the religious one. Thus, in our taxonomy of species, we designate
ourselves as Homo sapiens—the thinking human. There is, of course, some
truth in this designation. As a species we do think more than other ani-
mals, and we have greater technical capacity than they do. The human
elite has had some remarkable achievements. However, we would do well
to note that these achievements are thought to be remarkable only be-
cause (1) they are not within the reach of most humans; (2) the cleverest
humans typically produce them only by pushing the limits of their capac-
ity; and (3) there are no more cognitively capable species on the planet to
put our achievements into a humbling perspective.* There is thus some-
thing unfair about judging our entire species by the achievements of its
elite. Even the cognitive capacities of the elite are massively deficient in
countless ways.

We fancy ourselves as rational beings, but there is ample evidence that
we regulatly fall far short of thinking and acting rationally.® For example,
we have instincts to make intuitive judgments that, on reflection, we can
see to be mistaken. But we are also often too lazy to do the necessary re-
flection. Our decisions can be influenced by the “framing effect”—that is,
our decisions are likely to differ depending on whether the same informa-
tion is presented one way or another. In states of sexual arousal we make
decisions that we know to be irrational when we are not aroused. We are
willing to pay more to retain something than we are to obtain something of
the same value even when there is no reason to be attached to the object
we already own—the so-called “endowment effect.” Humans also have a
tendency to be overly optimistic and we have considerable capacity for
self-deception. And these are but a few of hundreds of possible examples
that could be provided.

For all the thinking that we do we are actually an amazingly stupid spe-
cies. There is much evidence of this stupidity. It is to be found in those who
start smoking cigarettes (despite all that is known about their dangers and
their addictive content) and in the excessive consumption of alcohol—
especially in those who drive while under its influence. It is to be found in
the achievements of the advertising industry, which bear ample testament
to the credulity of humanity. It is also to be found in the successes of
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political sloganeering, demagoguery, and spin, to which billions of people
fall prey. The seriousness with which so many people take matters of utter
inconsequence—such as sport and the vicissitudes of particular sport
teams—and the popular adulation of shallow, dysfunctional sports, music,
and film stars are also items of evidence.® Further signs are to be found in
the fads and fashions and delusional obsessions that run rampant.”

Our cognitive and other deficiencies are troubling in their own right,
but some of these deficiencies, predictably, also incline us to various moral
failings. These failings explain, or partially explain, some of the terrible
things humans do and thus form the basis for the strongest versions of
the misanthropic argument against creating new people.

Consider, for example, the human tendency towards conformity. In one
influential study® demonstrating this phenomenon, groups of subjects
were shown a line—the “standard”"—and then asked which of three other
lines was the same length as the standard. The nonequivalent lines were of
sufficiently different lengths that the correct answer was clear. In each
group of subjects all but one were confederates of the experimenter and
they were instructed, in some conditions of the experiment, to give the
wrong answer. A significant number of the individuals who were the
actual experimental subjects yielded to the majority’s answer. Subsequent
analysis has confirmed these findings but also shown that the extent of
conformity is influenced by cultural variables.?

The studies have also shown that the extent of conformity is influenced
by the degree to which the stimulus was ambiguous. The less clear the cor-
rect answer is, the more likely people are to conform to the majority view.
We should thus expect that when we shift from simple factual matters
such as the length of lines to more complicated matters, including evalua-
tive ones, people will be even more likely to conform! That is to say, when
everybody is admiring the legendary “emperor’s new clothes,” it is less
likely that the lone individual will announce that the emperor is not wear-
ing any clothes. We know how dangerous conformity can be in certain
circumstances. One context in which it has manifested is that of witch
hunts. Judging by the actual incidence of witches (where “witch” is under-
stood the way witch hunters understand it), a witch hunt should be about
as successful as a unicorn hunt. Yet tens of thousands of purported witches
were “found” and killed between 1450 and 1700.1° There have been spo-
radic witch hunts since then, including in our own times.**

Humans also have a propensity to obey authority and will often do so
even when they are asked to do terrible things.}? Most people have diffi-
culty believing that they would be among those who would obey orders to
commit atrocities. While it is true that there are some people with the
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