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Preface

I grew up on sea stories. My father graduated from Annapolis and spent his Navy years aboard nuclear submarines, and the military history in this book was, in our house, closer to family lore than to schoolwork. I heard about Admiral Rickover before I heard about most presidents, and about Captain Konetzni and the USS Grayling the way other children heard about distant uncles. So when these chapters reach for the wars of the early twentieth century, they are reaching for the shelf I grew up next to. That is a fact about me, and the honest reason this book’s laboratory is military. The argument came from somewhere else, and it came slowly, out of my own trade.

I have spent my career building and securing systems for people with hard requirements: defense and intelligence contractors first, and now the small firms of the defense industrial base. It is an industry with a strange relationship to its own lessons, and I absorbed its central ritual early. A request for proposals would arrive, and we would optimize for it. Not for the need behind it, or for the operator who would live with the result: for the document. Classification being what it is, we usually could not find out who the end user was or why the requirements said what they said, and so, in time, most of us stopped wondering.

Inside that ritual I once built the finest thing I had made to that point in my life. It was efficient, it was elegant, and it satisfied its requirements completely. It was put on a shelf and never used. Every line of my work was correct, and the work as a whole answered a question nobody had checked was still the question. Years later, when I read about the officers who watched the machine gun win in Manchuria and went home to preach the bayonet, my reaction was not how could they. It was recognition. I knew that ritual from the inside: careful people, real evidence, total diligence, wrong question.

These days I sit on the other side of it. The product I build now exists to keep small contractors inside a compliance framework, and my customers, sensible people running real businesses, regularly ask for things that would be technically easy to give them and would cost them their audit. A fair part of my job, I eventually noticed, is less engineering than standing outside someone’s story and saying, before the answer gets expensive, that the question is wrong. I had been doing that for years before this book handed me a name for it. The people you are about to meet, the ones who saw clearly while everyone around them mislearned, mostly held some version of the same advantage. A few earned it the slow way, through a failure that taught them or a long obscurity that trained them. Some were handed it by where they happened to stand. This book is about what that advantage is made of, and how much of it can be borrowed.

A word about the evidence. The history here is real and cited, and where a scientific finding is contested, the text says so. A few times I will tell you something from my own working life. Those stories are told from memory, and memory is the very teacher this book warns you about, so I have kept them few, kept them small, and kept them to the events I am sure of.

The reckoning with the book’s own blind spots comes at the end, where it belongs. I wrote what stands between here and there because I kept meeting the same error in rooms eighty years and a world away from the ones where it earned its names, and because the escape, unlike the error, has to be learned on purpose.




Prologue — Watching the Wrong Thing

The Russo-Japanese War of 1904 was among the most closely studied wars the world had yet produced. Both sides fought it with the weapons of the new century, the magazine rifles and machine guns and quick-firing artillery, and every great power sent officers to watch, because every great power suspected its own war was coming and wanted to know what the new century’s fighting would look like. The observers were diligent men. They rode with the armies, stood on the hills above the battles, filled their notebooks, and went home to write reports that the staff colleges of Europe studied and taught. Rarely has a lesson been pursued with such care.

They got it almost entirely wrong. What the watchers carried home was that spirit still beat firepower, that the determined attack pressed home would still decide a battle, that the machine gun and the trench were obstacles for brave men to overcome and not the new masters of the field. A decade later the armies of those same staff colleges advanced into the machine guns in the spirit the reports had helped confirm, though never on the reports’ account alone, and the war everyone had promised would be short and decisive became the long slaughter that defined the century.1

It is tempting to file this under carelessness, and carelessness is the one thing it was not. The men who drew the wrong lesson were not lazy or inattentive. They were the most attentive students the subject had ever had. That is the unsettling part, and it is the subject of this book: the failure was not too little looking, it was looking hard at the wrong thing, and the very vividness of what they watched is what misled them. A successful charge is a picture a man can carry for the rest of his life. The casualty rate that should have terrified him is a number in the back of a report. When the picture and the number disagree, the picture wins, and it wins more easily the more dramatic it is.

This is not a book about generals, or not only. The machinery that turned the bravest evidence of 1905 into the slaughter that followed is standard equipment in every human head, and it runs whenever a vivid event hands us a clean story. It empties a savings account on the memory of a single crash. It keeps a man in a failing venture on the weight of everything already spent, and it keeps a country in a failing war the same way. It convicts the wrong suspect because the story is too good to check. We do not mislearn because we are stupid, or because we look away. We mislearn because we look hard at the wrong thing, the bright and dramatic and memorable thing, and the brighter it burns the more certain we become while we are getting it wrong.

Vividness is the first of these traps and the most legible, but it is not the only one. The same engine, the one that takes the experience in front of us and draws a confident rule from it, runs just as surely on a misread number, on the cost we have already paid, on the enemy we beat the last time. The chapters ahead follow it through all of them. Not every wrong lesson comes from something dramatic. Every one of them comes from experience, the most trusted teacher we have and among the least reliable.

The grandest version of the error hung over every other for most of recorded history. For more than a thousand years the learned astronomers of Europe and the Islamic world knew, with total confidence and an elaborate apparatus of mathematics and philosophy, that the sun and the stars turned around a motionless Earth. The belief had a great deal going for it, and the finest minds alive held it on considered judgment: it predicted the wandering of the planets well enough, no one could detect the Earth moving, and the physics of the day made that motion seem impossible.2 But underneath all of it sat the plainest support of all, the evidence of everyone’s own eyes. You can stand in a field and watch the sun climb the sky and cross it and go down, and you cannot feel the ground move at all. The daily, vivid, undeniable experience pointed one way, and it pointed wrong. One of the largest mistakes the species ever made about its place in the heavens sat directly overhead, in plain sight, every single day.

And yet, again and again, somebody got it right. While the observers filed their reports on the triumph of the offensive spirit, a few people looked at the same war and saw the machine gun for what it was. This is the pattern that runs through every chapter ahead, and the reason the book exists. In each disaster of mislearning, a handful of people drew the opposite, correct conclusion, and they were rarely the ones with the most talent or the best information. They were divided from the crowd by something else, and the something else can be learned.

Distance is the whole defense. The wrong lesson is the one you are standing too close to, the story whose pull you are still inside of, and everyone who escaped it had, by one route or another, got far enough outside to see it whole.

There are, as far as I can find, three ways a person comes to that distance, and they sort into two kinds. The first two are slow. Some had been badly burned before, had trusted a vivid story once and paid for it, and they carried the scar afterward as a kind of immunity. Others had spent obscure, unglamorous years doing the boring work, the arithmetic and the preparation that nobody applauds, until they simply knew too much to be fooled. Immunity of either kind is built, and it is built over a long time, and you cannot conjure it in the moment you need it.

The third way is different, and it is the one this book most wants to put in your hands. Some people saw clearly for no grander reason than that they happened to be standing outside the story, where its pull could not reach them. You can build distance the slow way, through failure or through preparation. Or you can borrow it, this afternoon, by stepping outside a story before its lesson has hardened. That third move is the one available to anyone, at any time, and most of this book is in the service of teaching you to make it.

One warning is owed before any of this begins, because the book is about to commit, in plain sight, the very error it describes. To find the people who got it right I have gone looking for them, and a search that turns up only winners is the oldest trap there is. It is the same trap that once led analysts to armor their warplanes in precisely the wrong places, because they were studying only the planes that came home. For every act of clear sight this book admires, there were surely others, unrecorded, where the same clear sight changed nothing and the person who had it was forgotten. I will try to keep that absence in view as we go, and at the end I will turn the lens all the way around and aim it at the book itself. A book about mislearning that will not police its own is not worth the hours you would give it.

That reckoning comes last. The book begins where the mislearning began, on the hills above Manchuria, with the men who watched the most important war of their lives and saw the wrong thing in it.






1. Stephen Van Evera, “The Cult of the Offensive and the Origins of the First World War,” International Security 9, no. 1 (1984): 58–107.



2. Thomas S. Kuhn, The Copernican Revolution: Planetary Astronomy in the Development of Western Thought (Harvard University Press, 1957).





Chapter 1 — The Vivid Lesson Trap

From a low hill in Manchuria, on a summer night in 1904, a British officer named Ian Hamilton watched men take a fortified position by walking into it. He was attached to the headquarters of General Kuroki’s First Japanese Army, one of a crowd of foreign officers such as few wars had ever drawn. Every power that suspected its own war was coming had sent men to watch this one: Germans and Frenchmen and Americans and Italians, generals and future generals, riding with the armies of Japan and Russia. They filled their notebooks with the first good look anyone had got at what the machine gun and the quick-firing gun would do to massed men. The Russo-Japanese War was, among other things, one of the most heavily observed wars there had yet been, and Hamilton had a seat near the front.

What he saw that night, and on many nights like it, was Japanese infantry rising out of the dark and going forward against entrenched Russians. They came in waves, bayonets fixed, into rifle fire and the new machine guns, and they did not stop. Men fell in rows. The rows behind them closed up and kept walking, over their own dead, up the slope, into the trenches, and the position that had looked impregnable at dusk was Japanese by morning. It was like that all across the war. At Nanshan and before the forts of Port Arthur the Japanese flung infantry at prepared defenses again and again, and the positions in the end kept falling, and the bill for making them fall ran into the tens of thousands of men. The attackers won, and they paid in a currency that should have given any watcher pause.

None of the cost escaped Hamilton. He noted the machine guns. He noted the spade and the wire, the way a few men in a good trench could kill a great many in the open, the way modern firepower turned open ground into a place where flesh simply could not live. All of it went into his notebooks, alongside the thing that impressed him more, which was the spirit of the men who had walked into that fire and won anyway. The other observers, on their own hills, were writing down their own versions of the same nights. The war gave them an enormous amount to see, and what they saw most clearly was the charge.1

This is the moment the book is about, so it is worth being exact about what went wrong, because it was not a failure of attention. Nothing in Hamilton’s notebooks was false. The Japanese did make those attacks, and the attacks did succeed, and the men who made them were as brave as he said they were. The firepower was real and the spirit was real and both were written down. The error came later and quietly, in the editing. It was in which true thing was carried home and taught, and which true thing was left on the page.



What came home was that morale beats firepower. Spirit, dash, the will to close with the enemy and to keep closing whatever the cost: these, the observers reported, were what decided modern battles, and the army that pressed its attack with enough determination would carry the position no matter what the defenders had been issued. The conviction already had a name and a following on the continent. The French called it the offensive to the limit, attaque à outrance, and built a whole school around the idea that the moral force of the attacker counted for more than the material the defender could throw at him. The reports from Manchuria arrived into that school like vindication from the field. Here was a modern war, fought with the very weapons everyone feared, and the bold attacker had won it. In much of Europe the dispatches simply confirmed what men were already disposed to believe, and the doctrine hardened: the bayonet and the forward rush would master the machine gun, because in Manchuria they had been seen to do just that.

Ten years later the armies of those same staff colleges put the lesson to the test, in the open fields of France and Belgium, against machine guns and quick-firing artillery served by men who were dug in and waiting. On a single day in August 1914, in the battles along the frontiers, the French army lost twenty-seven thousand men killed — not wounded, not missing, killed. It was the bloodiest day in the long bloody history of France, and most of them fell going forward in dense formations, in blue coats and bright red trousers, into fire that the offensive spirit had promised they could carry.2 They could not carry it. The lesson learned from the charge in Manchuria was paid for, in 1914 and the four years after it, by a generation of young men who went into the ground believing that enough will could close the last hundred yards.

It would be too much to lay that at the observers’ door, and this book will not. The romance of the offensive had older and deeper roots than a few attachés’ notebooks, in nationalism and in a half-digested Darwinism and in the long memory of older, closer wars where the charge really had decided things.3 The reports did not invent the error. What they did was worse in its way: they reinforced it precisely where a sober man might have checked it, handing the cult of the offensive a fresh, modern, eyewitness proof at the one moment the evidence was actually turning the other way. They carried forward the wrong half of what they had seen, and they did it with the authority of men who had been there.



Why the wrong half? Both halves were available to Hamilton. The firepower and the spirit were on the same hillside, on the same night, equally in front of his eyes. To understand why one became the lesson and the other became a footnote, you have to look at how a mind decides what a thing it has witnessed actually means, and the answer is less flattering than we would like.

The decision is made, very largely, by what is easiest to call to mind, and what is easiest to call to mind is not what is most common but what is most vivid. Sarah Lichtenstein and Paul Slovic showed this with a question almost anyone will get wrong. They asked people to judge which of two causes of death was the more frequent, and the answers tracked not the death tolls but the drama.4 People rated accidents as deadly as disease, when disease kills many times more. They thought homicide took more lives than suicide, when suicide takes more. They put tornadoes ahead of asthma, when asthma kills some twenty times as many and does it without a headline.

The pattern was not random. People overweighted the very deaths that arrive with a story, a photograph, a name on the news, and underweighted the quiet ones that take far more of us in the dark. The mind reaches for the example it can picture, and treats the ease of picturing it as evidence of how often the thing occurs. A charge up a hill is a picture you can keep for life. A casualty rate is a number in the back of a report, and it fades by morning.

There is a second turn of the screw, and it is the one that should trouble a careful person most, because it falls hardest on the people who try hardest. The vivid event does not merely mislead. It misleads with a confidence that grows as the story gets cleaner. When Philip Tetlock spent the better part of two decades scoring tens of thousands of predictions made by genuine experts, he found that expertise bought far less accuracy than anyone expected.5 The experts who reasoned through a single commanding idea did worse than the ones who held several untidy possibilities at once and trusted none of them completely. Worse, and this is the part that matters here, the confident single-idea thinkers were more sure of themselves while being less right, and the more compelling and media-ready their one idea, the wider the gap.

A story with no loose ends has usually had its loose ends removed. Manchuria handed the observers a story with no loose ends, all spirit and triumph and vindication, and the smoothness of it was precisely the danger. They did not come home unsure and hedging. They came home convinced, and the conviction was the wound.



One man had seen the whole thing coming, in detail, six years before Hamilton climbed his hill, and he had never worn a uniform in his life.

His name was Jan Bloch, and he was a banker. Born to a Jewish family near Warsaw, in the Russian Empire, he had made himself rich financing and building railways. Somewhere in the course of that work he had acquired the two habits that would let him see what the generals could not: a trust in numbers over impressions, and the outsider’s freedom to follow a number to a conclusion no insider could afford. In 1898 he published the result, six fat volumes on the war of the future, built not from campaigns and flags and glory but from arithmetic. He worked out the rates of fire of the new magazine rifles and machine guns, the range and flatness of their trajectories, the plain sum of how many entrenched men could stop how many men advancing in the open. And from that sum he drew the conclusion that no soldier wanted and almost no soldier would hear.

The decisive offensive, Bloch wrote, was finished. Firepower had grown so murderous that the frontal attack was now suicide and the clean breakthrough an impossibility; the spade had become as important as the rifle, and armies would have no choice but to dig, and having dug would not be able to move. The next great war would therefore not be the short, glorious, decisive thing everyone was planning for. It would be a long deadlock of entrenched millions who could not break each other on the battlefield. The thing would be settled somewhere else instead: behind the lines, in the economies and the societies of the warring states, by hunger and bankruptcy and the slow snapping of the social order under a strain no nation had been built to bear. He predicted the trenches. He predicted the stalemate. He predicted that the home fronts would crack before the armies did, that some of the old thrones would not survive it. He described the years 1914 to 1918, and the revolutions that came out of them, while Victoria was still on her throne and the men who would fight that war were boys.6

The professionals brushed him aside, and it is not hard to see why, because the reasons are the same ones the chapter is about. Bloch was a civilian, a financier, a man who had never commanded so much as a platoon, presuming to tell soldiers their own business. Worse, his conclusion was intolerable. To accept his numbers was to accept that the offensive spirit, the thing around which the whole identity of the officer corps was organized, had been demoted to a clerk of the machine gun, and that courage itself had been priced out of the market. A general could not easily afford to believe that. Bloch could. He had no regiment whose honor was at stake, no doctrine with his name on it, no romance to protect, only a habit of following figures wherever they ran. His distance from the thing is what let him see the thing. This is one of the ways, the book will argue across its chapters, that a person gets past the bright story. Surviving some private disaster that burns the lesson in is one way. Another is standing far enough outside the story that its pull cannot reach you, and then doing the dull arithmetic that the people inside it cannot bring themselves to do.

Bloch was not a disinterested oracle, and saying so sharpens the point rather than softening it. He was a committed pacifist, and he hoped that proving war ruinous and unwinnable might help to make it unthinkable; he had a thesis he wanted to be true, and a man who wants a thesis to be true will generally manage to find it. But set his motive beside the soldiers’ motive and the comparison does the soldiers no favors. Bloch wanted peace, and reasoned from the ballistics. The general staffs wanted the offensive, and reasoned from a single bright night in Manchuria. Both sides were moved by what they wished were so. The difference, the only difference that finally mattered, is that one of them checked the wish against the arithmetic, and one of them did not, and the one who did was right.



You are not going to study a war, and you are subject to every word of this. The same habit of mind that betrayed Hamilton belongs to no special class of fool; it is part of how an ordinary mind works, yours included, and it is at work in you now, quietly, every time you weigh a danger you can vividly picture against one you can only abstractly count.

Consider what a great many Americans did in the year after the eleventh of September, 2001. Frightened, reasonably enough, by the televised horror of the airplanes, large numbers of them stopped flying and drove instead, on long trips they would once have flown, across a country whose roads kill far more people per mile than its skies ever have. The fear was understandable and the substitution was deadly, because the arithmetic does not care what is understandable. By the best estimate, the extra driving in that single year killed somewhere near fifteen hundred additional Americans who would otherwise have lived, a toll well beyond the number of passengers aboard all four hijacked flights.7 Nobody would call them careless or stupid, and they were doing what Hamilton did, and what the staff colleges did: letting the dreadful, watchable, unforgettable event set their sense of where the danger lay, while the larger and grayer danger went unweighed and uncounted because it offered the imagination nothing to hold.

The same instinct shows in the parents who, able to picture the stranger at the corner with perfect clarity, keep their children indoors. The kidnapping they are imagining, in its rare and terrible stereotypical form, befalls on the order of a hundred American children a year.8 The fear is real. The arithmetic is also real, and the two have almost nothing to do with each other.

The same mechanism walks into the boardroom in a suit. In 1985 Coca-Cola, under its chief executive Roberto Goizueta, reformulated the flagship cola it had sold for nearly a century and put a sweeter recipe on the shelf as New Coke. The decision rested in large part on the blind taste tests of the Pepsi Challenge era, in which a great many people, given a sip, preferred the sweeter taste. That result was dramatic and easy to picture, and it crowded out the quieter, larger fact that millions of customers were attached to the original in ways no sip test could measure. The backlash was intense, and within about three months the company brought the old formula back as Coca-Cola Classic.9 This is the availability heuristic doing its ordinary work: a recent and dramatic signal is easy to call to mind, and the ease of calling it to mind gets mistaken for how much it weighs.10 The taste test was real. The loyalty was also real, and far larger, and nothing about it fit on a blind sip card.

My own trade, computer security, prices its dangers the same way, and I watch it happen from the inside. When a new software vulnerability is dramatic enough to make the news and start moving through the professional feeds, the questions reach me within hours: are we exposed, who is tracking this, where is the ticket. The concern is sincere, I feel its pull the same as anyone, and it is proportioned to the coverage, not the risk. The exposures that carry the real weight, the stale dependency, the limit nobody configured, the setting nobody has revisited in a year, generate no questions at all, because they offer nothing to pass around. The failure that actually cost me downtime came from none of the vulnerabilities anyone had ever asked me about. A slow memory leak ran into a resource limit that had never been enforced, a flaw so boring it had never once come up, and the one who had not thought to ask about it, in all those years of dramatic questions, was me.

This is the trap, and dead generals in a forgotten war hold no monopoly on it. The thing you can see will always feel truer than the number you cannot, and it will feel truer in direct proportion to how dramatically you can see it, which is backward from how often it tends to be true. That feeling is no small bias to be trimmed at the edges of an otherwise sound mind; it is one of the central ways a good mind goes wrong, even an attentive and well-meaning and brilliant one. The chapters that follow are an anatomy of it, one mechanism at a time, one vivid disaster at a time, alongside the handful of people who, in each, found a way to look past the bright night and count.
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Chapter 2 — The Decisive-Battle Delusion

On the afternoon of the twenty-seventh of May, 1905, in the strait between Korea and Japan, Admiral Togo Heihachiro did a thing to the Russian navy that has almost no equal in the history of war at sea. He erased it.

To understand how complete the erasure was, you have to know what had limped into his waters to be erased. The Russian Second Pacific Squadron had sailed eighteen thousand miles to reach him, most of the way around the planet, from the Baltic down the length of Africa and across two oceans, because the war in the Far East was being lost and these ships were the last hope of turning it. The voyage had been a slow catastrophe of its own. Early on, somewhere off England in the dark, the jittery Russian gunners had opened fire on a fleet of British fishing boats they had convinced themselves were Japanese torpedo craft, killing fishermen and very nearly starting a second war with the British Empire. For months after that the squadron crawled south, coaling at sea because few ports would have it, its hulls fouling, its crews sickening and quarreling, its admiral aging by the week. By the time it reached the Tsushima Strait it was less a battle fleet than a column of tired ships that had survived getting there.

Togo was waiting, rested and at home. He swung his line across the head of the Russian column in the maneuver gunners pray for, so that every gun in his fleet could fire down the length of the enemy while only the few Russian ships in the lead could fire back. Then he took the Russian fleet apart over an afternoon and the night that followed. The great battleships went down one after another, the Suvorov and the Borodino and the Oslyabya and the rest, most of them with the better part of their crews. The Russian admiral was wounded and captured. Something near five thousand of his sailors died, and most of the survivors surrendered the next morning. Togo lost three torpedo boats. It was as total a victory as the modern world had produced, and it ended the war within months.1

You have already met this war by land, where the watching officers carried home the wrong lesson about the courage of men against machine guns. At sea it produced a wrong lesson of its own, grander and far more durable. This one would take forty years and a second world war to come fully due.



The lesson was that the decisive battle is the thing that matters. One overwhelming clash of fleets, the watchers concluded, could settle an entire war in a single afternoon, and a navy’s whole task was to prepare for that one annihilating encounter above all else. Japan believed it more deeply than anyone, and with reason, because Japan had been the one holding the long line at Tsushima. Togo became a god and Tsushima a scripture, and the navy organized the next four decades of its life around the conviction that the next war, too, would be decided in an hour by the bigger guns.

You can read the belief in what that navy built, and in what it pointedly did not. It built the two largest battleships ever floated, the Yamato and the Musashi, monsters with eighteen-inch guns, designed for the grand gunnery duel that was always just over the horizon. It drew up patient, elaborate plans to lure the American fleet across the Pacific and destroy it in one engagement in home waters, a second Tsushima staged on purpose. And it did not build, in any serious way, the dull and unglamorous things a sea power actually lives on: the escort ships, the convoy system, the long defense of its own merchant traffic against submarines. Those things won no glory and decided no afternoons, so they were starved.

The bill came due in the second war, and it came in two forms. The hunt for a decisive battle led the navy to Midway, where it gambled its carriers on one grand throw and lost four of them in a single day.2 And the neglect of the unglamorous led to something quieter and more total: American submarines, against which Japan had built almost no defense, simply strangled an island empire that could not feed itself, sinking its merchant ships faster than they could be replaced until the war economy choked.3 The great battleships, meanwhile, spent most of the war waiting for the duel that never came, and were finally sunk from the air, having barely fired at another ship. None of this means the delusion alone lost Japan the war; the sheer weight of American industry would likely have settled the matter whatever Tokyo believed. But it decided where Japan was strong and where it was fatally thin, and one line of that inheritance ran back to a single brilliant afternoon in 1905.



Why would a serious navy, full of intelligent and professional men, organize four decades around a single battle? Because the battle had worked, and a thing that has worked spectacularly is almost impossible to argue with.

This is the oldest confusion in the judging of any decision: we rate the choice by the way it happened to turn out. Jonathan Baron and John Hershey caught it in the laboratory with a simple, almost unfair design. They gave people descriptions of decisions, a surgeon’s call to operate, a gambler’s call to take a bet, and asked them to rate how well each decision had been made. The descriptions were matched in everything that should matter to that judgment, the same information available beforehand, the same reasoning, the same odds. They differed only in a single detail the experimenters added at the end, which was how it came out. And that detail moved the verdict, reliably and measurably. The same sound decision, made on the same good grounds, was rated worse when the patient happened to die.4 People simply could not do the thing careful judgment requires, which is to hold the quality of a choice apart from the luck of its result. The outcome reached back and recolored the reasoning that had led to it.

The outcome reaches into memory as well as judgment. Students asked to predict the results of Nixon’s 1972 trip to China, then asked after the fact what they had predicted, recalled predictions closer to the actual result than the ones they had written down; the outcome had rewritten the record of their own foresight.5 That companion error is called hindsight bias, and it is what makes the first one so hard to catch: judging a decision apart from its outcome requires an honest memory of what was known beforehand, and the outcome gets to that memory first.

Tsushima was the most dazzling outcome a navy could imagine, and the dazzle helped do Japan’s thinking for it. The victory was treated not as one event, shaped by Russian exhaustion and Russian blunders and a particular strait that might never line up that way again, but as proof of a doctrine, a recipe that could be cooked a second time on demand. Outcome bias has no preferred direction. It runs wherever the vivid result happens to point, and the same mechanism that told Japan to go hunting for another Tsushima can tell a different person, scorched once by a bad result, never to risk anything again. The lesson changes from case to case. What stays constant is that the outcome, and not the reasoning, sits in the chair and does the judging.



In June of 1944, in the same ocean, an American admiral was handed the exact temptation the Japanese had spent forty years praying to receive, and he turned it down.

Raymond Spruance was covering the invasion of Saipan when the Japanese fleet at last came out to give battle. His own carrier commanders were desperate to take it. They wanted to race west, find the enemy carriers, and fight the decisive engagement that was finally, after all the waiting, on offer. Spruance said no. He kept his fleet tied close to the beachhead he had been sent to protect, reasoning that the Japanese might be trying to draw him off so that another force could slip around him and fall on the vulnerable transports full of troops. So he let the enemy come to him. What followed was a slaughter of Japanese naval aviation so one-sided that the American pilots named it the Marianas Turkey Shoot; some six hundred Japanese aircraft went into the sea against light American losses, and Japan’s carrier air arm never recovered. But the Japanese carriers themselves, their planes gone, mostly escaped to the west, and for letting them go Spruance was criticized, at the time and for years after, by men who felt the great prize had been allowed to sail away. He had committed, in the eyes of his profession, something close to a sin. He had been offered the decisive battle and had judged the mission more important than the glory.

The men who called Spruance timid had misread what they were looking at, and the misreading is the chapter’s whole argument in miniature. Spruance was the most cerebral of admirals, a man his own colleagues called the Quiet Warrior, and he had been formed less on the bridge than in the classroom. For a generation, American naval officers had passed through the war college at Newport and fought a coming Pacific war against Japan over and over across a gaming floor, year after year, on the painstaking assumption that it would one day be real. In that slow and unglamorous rehearsal they had absorbed a thing the cult of the decisive battle never taught: that wars at sea are won by position and attrition and the patient denial of the enemy’s aims, not by the one climactic stroke.6 I cannot prove the years at Newport reached into Spruance’s mind on that particular afternoon and stayed his hand. But the temperament that refused the bait had been built in those years, out of the patient work that nobody applauds and few even notice.

What makes the case unmistakable is the contrast that came four months later. Off Leyte, in the great battle for the return to the Philippines, a bolder American admiral met a version of the same temptation and seized it. William Halsey, told that a Japanese carrier force lay to the north, raced after it with everything he had, hungry for the annihilating victory Spruance had declined. The carriers were a decoy, deliberately offered up to lure him away, and lure him they did. He left the strait behind him undefended, and a second Japanese force came through it and fell on a thin screen of escort carriers that had no business surviving the encounter. They survived it by a margin of luck and desperation that still reads like a miracle.7 Nerve was never the difference; Halsey had it to spare. The difference was what each of them had trained himself, over the long quiet years, to want.



Outcomes will judge you too, most days of your life, and the pull they create is the same one that organized a navy for forty years: to manage how a result looks rather than how it was reached.

Nowhere is the cost of that easier to count than in professional football, where every decision is logged and re-argued for years. Going for it on fourth down is, by the cold arithmetic of the game, often the better choice, and coaches punt anyway, overwhelmingly, far more than the numbers can justify.8 They can count. The trouble is that a failed gamble on fourth down is a vivid, nameable thing that the coach will be made to answer for on Monday, while a punt that quietly bleeds the game away is nobody’s fault in particular. The coach is not only playing to win. He is also playing not to be the man who visibly chose wrong. Notice that this is the same engine that ran inside the Japanese navy, only turning the other way: there the glittering result bred recklessness, here the fear of a humiliating one breeds caution, and in both the outcome has shoved the reasoning out of the chair.

It is the same engine, too, that lets one lucky trade persuade a person he has a gift for the market, and sets him trading his savings down to a worse return than if he had simply done nothing at all.9 And it is the engine that led Quaker Oats, flush from turning Gatorade into one of the great consumer successes of its era, to pay about one and seven-tenths billion dollars for Snapple in 1994, expecting to run the same playbook a second time. Whether the Gatorade win had been sound process or partly luck, and whether it would transfer to a very different business with very different distribution, were the questions that never got pressed. Three years later Quaker sold Snapple for about three hundred million dollars.10

A victory is a result, not a recipe. Tsushima happened, and Togo was brilliant, and the Russian fleet really did go to the bottom of the strait, and every fact the Japanese navy built upon was true. The error was never in the facts. It was in mistaking a thing that had happened once, under conditions that might never repeat, for a thing that would happen again on command, and mistaking it precisely because it had happened so beautifully the first time. That is the trap the whole century kept walking into, and it is the one to watch for in yourself. The brighter the win, the surer the lesson feels, and the more carefully you should ask whether you have actually learned anything at all.
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Chapter 3 — Luck Wearing a Lesson

In the eighteen-seventies a gentleman scientist sat at home counting seeds, and found a ghost. Francis Galton had been weighing sweet peas, the seeds of one generation against the next, when he noticed something he could not explain. The largest seeds produced offspring that were large, but less large than their parents; the smallest produced offspring that were small, but less small, as though some quiet force were forever drawing the next generation back toward the middle. He found it again in people. Very tall fathers had sons taller than average but shorter than themselves; very short fathers had sons shorter than average but taller. Galton imagined a real force at work, a pull toward mediocrity built into heredity. There was no force.1

What he had found was not a law of biology but a property of measurement, and it hides inside almost every number a human being has ever judged by. Any result that mixes a stable thing with a lucky one will behave this way. An extreme outcome is extreme partly because something real was at work, and partly because chance fell the right way that day, and chance does not fall the same way twice. So whatever follows an extreme is nearly always closer to the ordinary, not because anything corrected it, but because the luck that made it extreme has gone back to being luck. It is called regression to the mean, it is as certain as arithmetic, and it is one of the most reliable manufacturers of wrong lessons we have. The moment a thing slides back to ordinary on its own, someone is always standing near it, certain they are the reason.



Nowhere has this worked its mischief more cleanly than on a flight line. Spend years teaching young men to fly, and you would learn a thing about them that the soft theories of the classroom kept getting wrong, and you would learn it not from a book but from your own two eyes, a thousand times over. Praise a cadet for a beautiful landing, tell him warmly that he has finally got it, and the next time up his landing would be a mess. Tear a strip off a cadet for a botched, bouncing approach, send him back into the sky shaking and furious and humiliated, and the next approach would come in clean. There was nothing subtle about it and nothing rare; it happened over and over, in front of instructor after instructor, on flight line after flight line. The lesson wrote itself, in the only ink an instructor trusted, which was what the boy actually did next. Encouragement made men soft and careless. Hard correction made them sharp. You did not coddle a boy you were trying to keep alive in the air. You frightened competence into him, because frightening them plainly worked, and the proof of it was there in the cockpit every single day.

It was the kindest-seeming part of a brutal trade, this conviction that harshness was itself a form of care, and it was held in complete sincerity by men who were genuinely trying to keep their students alive. It was also, from top to bottom, a mistake about the way the world works.



The lesson the instructors drew was that the correction had caused the improvement, that the fury after the bad landing was the reason the next one came out clean.

It is the most natural inference in the world, and some version of it runs through very nearly everything we believe about cause and effect. Something does badly; we step in and do something about it; it does better afterward; we conclude that the thing we did is what worked. A struggling division gets a new general and steadies. A failing school gets a new program and its scores tick upward. A team has its worst week of the season, the manager tears into them in the locker room, and they win the next game. A man falls gravely ill, tries a remedy at the very bottom of it, and begins to recover. In every one of these the sequence feels like proof, because the improvement came after the action and came close behind it, and the human mind is built to treat “after” as the front door to “because.” The instructors were no dimmer than you are. They were doing the thing all of us do, which is to watch something get better in the wake of our acting and hand the credit to the act. The trouble is that another explanation was standing there all along, invisible, and it owes nothing whatever to anything anyone did.



Regression to the mean was sitting in every cockpit on that flight line, and once you have truly seen it you cannot stop seeing it everywhere. A cadet’s finest landing was his real skill plus a good day; his next landing was that same skill plus an ordinary day, and so it looked worse, no matter what kind words the instructor had offered in between. His worst landing was his skill plus a bad day; the next was his skill plus an ordinary day, and so it looked better, no matter how hard the instructor had screamed. The praise and the fury were both beside the point; the arithmetic would have produced the swing without either. When this very belief was at last confronted, in an air force that still held it long after the war, the verdict came back plain. Laid against the record, the swings the instructors were reading as cause and effect were the size that regression alone produces. The instructors had spent their careers mistaking a fact of arithmetic for a fact of character,2 reading the recoil of luck as the imprint of their own hand.



There were men in that same war who had trained themselves out of errors like this one, and they were, tellingly, mostly not soldiers.

When Britain found itself losing merchant ships to the U-boats faster than its yards could build them, it did a thing its military traditions did not naturally suggest. It handed some of its hardest operational problems to a group of scientists. Patrick Blackett, a physicist who would later win the Nobel Prize, gathered a team of researchers, mockingly known as Blackett’s circus, and turned them loose on the conduct of the war armed with nothing but data and arithmetic. They were forever overturning the confident intuitions of experienced officers, and not because they knew more about war, which they did not. It was because they had a habit the officers lacked. They asked, of every apparent effect, whether it was real, or whether it was only the kind of pattern that chance throws up on its own. They worked out that larger convoys, against all naval instinct, lost a smaller fraction of their ships, and that depth charges were being set to explode too deep, and the answers saved tonnage that the admirals’ hunches had been losing.3 That single question guards against everything the flight instructor got wrong. It is the discipline of refusing to credit a cause until you have first ruled out the dull possibility that nothing happened at all, that the number merely came home toward its average the way numbers do.

Blackett’s people could ask that question for a reason this book keeps arriving at. They stood a little outside the culture whose intuitions they were checking, close enough to see the problem and detached enough to distrust its folklore, and they brought to it a long training in a discipline whose whole purpose is to tell a real signal from the noise of chance. It took no special bravery, and no wisdom about war. They had spent their own quiet years learning to distrust the one inference that felt, to everyone inside the cockpit, like the plainest common sense in the world.



You are drawing the flight instructor’s conclusion somewhere in your own life at this moment, almost certainly about a person, and almost certainly without the faintest idea that you are doing it.

The trap is widest of all in the places that exist in order to fix things. A government program goes hunting for the worst-performing schools, the hospitals with the highest infection rates, the neighborhoods with the most crime, and it pours its effort in there, because they are the worst, and a year later they have improved and the program steps up to claim the win. But the worst performers were chosen for sitting at an extreme, and an extreme is the very thing that regression hauls back toward the middle, so a good share of that improvement was always going to arrive with no program at all. Whole policies have been crowned as successes on the strength of an effect that was coming anyway, and whole others thrown away because they were tested on ordinary cases that had no extreme to recoil from.4

The same trick runs upstairs, in the boardroom. The business bestsellers that taught a generation to copy the winners went hunting for the reason behind a banner run of quarters, and they found it every time. Peters and Waterman anointed their excellent companies in 1982, Jim Collins his great ones in 2001, and each book read a brilliant strategy and a culture worth imitating off the back of results that had already arrived. Then a fair share of those firms regressed toward the ordinary, as a record that was part skill and part fortune always will, and some stumbled outright; Circuit City, one of Collins’s chosen exemplars, was bankrupt by 2009. The books were not worthless, but the genius in them was inferred backward, from the good numbers, rather than measured first and watched to produce them. The moment performance came home toward the average, the glow they had hung on those companies dissolved with it, having been read into the results all along.5

The celebrated turnaround artist and the great company that subsides into a merely good one are the flight instructor’s error, replayed at scale. The same blind arithmetic rules your kitchen, where you praise a brilliant report card and the next one slips, come down hard on a terrible one and the next improves, and credit your praise and your fury for what the ordinary breathing of chance was going to do anyway.

One question guards against all of this, and it is hard to keep asking because the honest answer almost never feels true. When something extreme happens, and then it eases, and you reach out to take the credit or to assign the blame, stop for one moment and ask the instructor’s forbidden question: was it ever going to ease on its own? Often enough it was, and the lesson you are about to learn so vividly, and to carry so confidently into the rest of your life, is only luck, wearing the face of cause.
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Chapter 4 — Seeing What You Expect

By the spring of 1941 the warnings were no longer a trickle but a flood, and they all said the same thing. Germany was about to invade the Soviet Union. They came from Richard Sorge, the Soviet spy with sources deep in the German embassy in Tokyo. They came from a ring of agents inside the German air ministry in Berlin, one of them placed where he could read the invasion’s own preparations. They came from the British, who had broken German codes and tried to pass the warning along, and whom Stalin therefore trusted least of all. They came from German soldiers who deserted across the line to bring the date in person, and from the plain, unhideable fact of more than a hundred divisions massing along the frontier, where there was nothing for them to do but wait and attack. By one later count, more than eighty separate warnings reached Moscow.1

Joseph Stalin read them, and in every one he found, instead of a warning, a confirmation of the thing he already believed: that the British were working to trick him into a war with Hitler, and that the reports were the bait in the trap. On one of them, a message from the source inside the German air ministry whose information would prove exactly right within days, he scrawled a reply to his intelligence chief. The man was no informant but a disinformer, Stalin wrote, and could be sent back to his mother. When German deserters came across the wire on the night of the twenty-first of June to say the blow would fall at dawn, his first instinct was that they were provocateurs sent to panic him, and he wondered aloud whether they ought to be shot. The order that finally went out to the border districts that night was so hedged and so late that most of them never acted on it. At a quarter past three the next morning, three million German soldiers came across the border on a front a thousand miles wide.2



The lesson Stalin had drawn, and held against the whole flood of evidence, was that the signals were noise.

Whatever else Stalin was, he was shrewd, and the theory made a kind of sense on its face: Hitler would hardly open a second front in the east while Britain stood undefeated in the west, when to do so was a strategic madness no sane leader would commit. And Churchill, desperate for an ally, had every reason in the world to manufacture an invasion scare and frighten Moscow into his arms. Each of these was a reasonable thought on its own. The catastrophe came from what Stalin did with them, which was to fuse them into a sieve and pass every incoming fact through it, letting through only what fit the belief and catching everything that did not.

A report of massing troops became a British plant. A defector with the date became a provocateur. The sheer volume of the warnings, which should have been the loudest signal of all, became in his mind merely proof of how hard the enemy was working to deceive him. There is no piece of evidence so strong that a sufficiently determined prior cannot turn it into its own opposite.

The price was among the worst any nation has ever paid for a misjudgment. In the first hours the Soviet air force lost some twelve hundred aircraft, most of them destroyed on the ground before they could take off, neatly parked in the rows that a warning would have scattered. In the months that followed, whole Soviet armies were swallowed in vast encirclements, at Minsk and Smolensk and Kiev, hundreds of thousands of men taken prisoner at a stroke. By the end of the year the Red Army had lost soldiers killed and captured in numbers that ran into the millions, and the Germans stood at the gates of Moscow.3

The catastrophe had more than one father. The purges of the late thirties had already torn the heart out of the army’s leadership, and German skill and surprise would have made the opening weeks terrible under any circumstances. But a real part of the ruin was simply that the man at the top had decided in advance what was true, and then read the whole world to confirm it.



The genuinely unsettling thing is that Stalin’s mind, in those months, was doing at colossal scale what every mind does by default.

We like to imagine that we weigh the evidence and then arrive at a belief. Far more often we begin with the belief and then weigh the evidence against it, crediting whatever agrees and discounting whatever does not, and we do the whole thing with a clear conscience and no sense of having cheated. The cleanest demonstration of it is decades old now and has never stopped being true.

Charles Lord, Lee Ross, and Mark Lepper found people who already disagreed about whether the death penalty deterred crime, and handed both camps the identical mixed packet of research, some of it supporting deterrence and some of it cutting the other way. Each camp read the same pages. Each came away more certain of what it had believed walking in.4 They had taken the agreeable studies at face value and gone hunting for flaws in the disagreeable ones, with the result that the same evidence, given to two sides, drove them further apart rather than closer together. None of it felt like cheating from the inside. Every one of them felt that he was following the facts.

This is why an intelligence failure of the Barbarossa kind goes so much deeper than carelessness. Roberta Wohlstetter, in her study of how the United States missed the warning signs before Pearl Harbor, found that the signals had genuinely been there in advance, but buried in an immense noise of irrelevant and contradictory information, and that the line between signal and noise is drawn not by the facts themselves but, ahead of time, by what you already expect to find.5 The warnings of Barbarossa were loud and many. But Stalin’s prior told him which sounds counted as signal, and it told him that all of them were noise, and a prior held with enough conviction will perform that sorting on any evidence at all, up to and including the truth delivered to its desk in plain language.



Not everyone in Moscow read the same warnings the same way. One man, holding the very same ambiguous evidence as everyone around him, quietly made ready for the thing the rest were explaining away.

Nikolai Kuznetsov was thirty-six years old and ran the entire Soviet navy, raised to the post young because the purges had emptied the chairs above him. As the warnings piled up through the spring he did not find them reassuring, and unlike almost everyone else who outranked him on land, he was in a position to do something about it. In the final days, with the Kremlin’s official mood still fixed on calm and on the overriding danger of provoking Hitler, Kuznetsov raised the readiness of his fleets a notch and then another, and on the last night he ordered them to the highest alert the navy had.6 When the German aircraft came out of the dawn, the navy was awake. Its ships were dispersed and darkened, its guns were manned, and at Sevastopol the gunners met the first raid with fire. Its main forces came through the opening of the war, against the ruin spreading across the land beside it, almost untouched. The army and the air force, holding the same intelligence, had been frozen in place by a prior enforced from above, and many of their units were caught that morning still in their barracks and lined up on their runways.

It would be satisfying to say exactly why Kuznetsov saw clearly, and a chapter about seeing what we expect ought to be the last place on earth to pretend it can. The defensible account is a modest one. His service stood a little apart from the political machinery that had decided, at the center, what was true, and a fleet could be brought to readiness more discreetly than an army, without the same dread of provoking the very war everyone feared. That distance from the ruling belief did not hand him the truth. What it gave him was room: room to act on a warning instead of arguing it away, and he chose to use the room he had. The distance was partly an accident of where he happened to sit. The choosing was his own, and the choosing made the difference.



Stalin’s sieve is running in you every day, and it bites hardest on the people you know best.

Picture a parent who decides, somewhere early and half-consciously, that this child is the responsible one and that one is the trouble, and from that day forward the evidence arrives pre-sorted. The responsible child’s lie is an aberration, to be explained away; the difficult child’s small kindness is a fluke, or a manipulation with something behind it. Each new incident is read through the label rather than against it, and because everyday behavior is ambiguous enough to support almost any reading you bring to it, the label is confirmed and reconfirmed until it has hardened into a settled fact about the family that everyone, the children very much included, comes to believe and to act out. The mechanism is the very one that sorted the warnings in Moscow. It is only run now at the range of a dinner table, which is where it does its quietest and most lasting damage.

There is a famous and comforting version of this idea that promises far more than it can keep. You may have heard that a teacher’s expectations can by themselves reshape a child’s measured intelligence, a claim that grew out of a single charming study and then galloped well ahead of the evidence; the real effect is small and much contested, and it is not the thing to lean on.7 The claim that holds is narrower and, in a way, harder to live with. Your expectation does not reliably bend another person into its shape; what it reliably bends is your perception of that person, so thoroughly that you may live for years beside someone you have never once seen plainly. The same engine runs in the manager who settled on the right hire in the first minutes of the interview, and then spent the rest of it gathering the proof.8 It is the verdict reached in the first moments, on a face or a handshake or an early answer, and every question after it bends toward defending the verdict rather than testing it. The new hire who started under a cloud, the report already filed in your mind as a disappointment, the candidate you had warmed to before she sat down: each is being read through a judgment you made before you had the evidence, and then confirmed with evidence you went looking for on purpose.

Run the same mechanism through an entire market and you get a catastrophe with a date on it. In the years before 2008, much of American finance knew that house prices did not fall across the whole country at once, because in living memory they never had, and that prior sat under much of the edifice of mortgage securities that was built and stamped safe. The warning signs were not hidden. Lending standards had collapsed, loans were being written to people who plainly could not repay, and early defaults were already climbing.9 But the signs arrived into a market that knew what it expected to see, and so they were sorted, as Stalin sorted his, into noise: explained away, priced as trivial, or never looked at.

The few investors who saw it coming did not work from secret information. They worked from what the market itself could have examined, and they did the one dull thing almost no one else bothered to do, which was to read the loan-level detail and the prospectuses behind the bonds, without the prior that assured everyone else there was nothing in there worth reading.10 The crisis had many engines, recklessness and conflicts and rotten ratings among them, and this was only one. But it was the one that let so many capable people look straight at the danger and still file it, with conviction, under safe.

You will always feel that you are following the evidence; that feeling is no help to you at all. The only question that helps is the one Stalin could not make himself ask and Kuznetsov, barely, could: not “does this fit what I already believe,” but “what would I have to see to believe that I was wrong” — and then, harder still, whether anything at all would any longer be allowed to count.
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Chapter 5 — The Sunk-Cost War

On the afternoon of the eighteenth of March, 1915, the French battleship Bouvet took a mine below the waterline in the narrows of the Dardanelles and rolled over in under two minutes. She went down with most of her crew, more than six hundred men, while the rest of the Anglo-French fleet was still firing on the Ottoman forts along the strait. Within hours two more battleships, Irresistible and Ocean, struck the same line of mines and were lost. Admiral de Robeck, who had begun the day expecting to break through to Constantinople, ordered his ships to withdraw.1

Whether another push would have broken through, no one can honestly say, and historians still argue it: the forts may have been low on shells, but the uncleared minefield and the guns along the shore remained, and the easy version of this story flatters the men who wanted to press on. What is not in dispute is what the day had already cost for nothing. Three battleships and the better part of a thousand men were gone by evening, and the strait was as closed as it had been at dawn.

So they did not stop. They reasoned, instead, that the navy alone had been the wrong instrument, and that what ships could not finish, soldiers would. The cost already paid did not argue for cutting away. It argued, to the men in charge, for spending more. In late April tens of thousands of British, Australian, New Zealand, and French troops went ashore on the beaches of the Gallipoli peninsula, into the rifle fire of Ottoman soldiers waiting on the heights above them, to take from the land what the fleet had failed to take from the water.

The army did not break through either. It dug in, a few hundred yards from the sea, under cliffs the Ottomans held and would not give up, and there it stayed for eight months. Summer brought a heat that rotted the unburied dead in the open ground between the lines, and flies that rose off them in clouds and settled on the food and the wounds of the living, and a dysentery that emptied the trenches as surely as any bullet. In August the command tried once more to break the deadlock. It put fresh divisions ashore at Suvla Bay and flung the men already there at the heights again, and in places, as at the Nek, whole lines of them climbed out of the trenches into machine guns for a few yards of scrub that changed nothing. The new blood bought almost no new ground. By autumn the line had not meaningfully moved since spring, and the winter, when it came, would freeze and drown men in the flooded trenches and send thousands more away frostbitten.2



The lesson the campaign’s defenders drew from all this was the oldest one in the book, and the most natural: we have come too far, and paid too much, to turn back now.

Every month made the argument heavier. The men already dead were a debt the living owed; to leave the peninsula was to admit they had died for a strip of beach the Allies would simply hand back. There was the prestige of the Empire, staked in front of the whole watching world. There was Russia, the ally the whole operation had been meant to supply, and the fear of what the Ottomans and Germans would make of a British army driven into the sea. To withdraw was unthinkable precisely because so much had already been sunk into staying.

Sir Ian Hamilton, who commanded on the peninsula, held this line hardest of all. Asked in October to estimate the cost of an evacuation, he warned that pulling the army off those beaches under fire could cost half of it, perhaps fifty thousand men. The figure was meant to close the discussion. You do not spend the lives of fifty thousand more men to undo the spending of the lives already gone. Better, the logic ran, to stay and hope.

By the time the campaign ended, the Allies had suffered more than two hundred thousand casualties on those few square miles, killed, wounded, and hollowed out by disease.3 Almost none of that suffering bought what it was meant to buy. It was spent, in large part, to honor what had already been spent. The peninsula was not a battle that went wrong so much as a bill no one would stop paying.



The men who would not leave Gallipoli were caught in a trap that catches careful people, and catches them harder the more they have to lose.

The trap has a name in the research literature, where it has been studied for half a century: escalation of commitment to a failing course of action.4 The bare logic of it is that once we have invested in something, whether money or effort or lives or reputation, the investment itself becomes a reason to keep going, even when nothing ahead promises a return. Economists call the money already gone a sunk cost, and they are unanimous that it should be irrelevant to what you do next. The only rational question is whether the next dollar, or the next division, buys more than it costs. What came before is gone whatever you choose.

People do not work this way, and the experiments are unsparing about how badly we fail at it. In the cleanest of them, participants who had paid full price for a theater season attended noticeably more plays over the following months than those handed the identical tickets at a discount, turning out on cold nights for shows they no longer wanted to see, because they had paid.5 The ticket in the drawer was the same ticket. What differed was how much it had cost, and the more it had cost, the more it pulled.

That is the mechanism entire, scaled up. A theater ticket pulls a little. A war pulls with everything in it: the dead, the flags, the careers, the front pages. The pull does not weaken as the evidence darkens; it strengthens, because each new loss is added to the pile that must be redeemed. This is the cruelty of the thing. The situations where cutting losses matters most are the very situations where the costs are largest, and the costs are what hold us. Gallipoli was no aberration but the mechanism running in its worst possible arena.

A note of honesty is owed here, because this book will be useless if it lets a clean idea do more work than it should. The men on the peninsula were not held by sunk cost alone. They were held by real strategic fears, by alliance politics, by genuine uncertainty about what withdrawal would unleash. Historians still argue the weight of each. The claim is not that one bias explains a world war. It is narrower and harder to dodge: that the cost already paid was doing work in those rooms that it had no right to do, and that everyone in them felt its pull as a reason when it was only a feeling.



The man who saw it plainly saw it, in part, because he had not been there.

In October 1915 Hamilton was relieved of command, and Sir Charles Monro was sent out to replace him. Monro reached the peninsula at the end of the month and did something none of the campaign’s authors had been able to do: he looked at it as it was, not as it had cost. He toured all three fronts — Helles, ANZAC, Suvla — in a single day, read the ground and the numbers, and within days recommended that the army be taken off entirely. Churchill, who had staked his own career on the campaign, never forgave him the speed of it. He came, he saw, he capitulated, Churchill wrote, and meant it as an epitaph.

It was the right call, and the rightness showed in how the leaving was done. Through December the army was withdrawn from Suvla and ANZAC in secret, by night, a few thousand men at a time. They muffled their boots with sandbags and rigged rifles to fire on their own, minutes after the last man had crept down to the boats, so the Ottoman lines would hear a held position where there was none. The army that could not take the peninsula vanished from it almost without loss. Hamilton had feared fifty thousand casualties in any evacuation. The actual figure, across both withdrawals, was a handful. The single most successful operation of the entire campaign was the decision to end it.6

It would be neat to say that Monro saw clearly because some private failure years earlier had taught him to. The record does not really support that, and the version it does support is less flattering to the idea of heroic foresight. Monro’s great advantage was that he had sunk nothing into Gallipoli. He carried no dead he felt he owed, no plan with his name on it, no months of insisting it would work. He was, in the most literal way, the man who had not paid, and so the cost that paralyzed everyone else simply did not reach him. That is worth sitting with, because it complicates the comfortable story. Sometimes the person who can stop is not braver or wiser than the rest. They are only the one who walked in late, after the spending was done, with nothing of their own to defend.

Clear sight, here, came not from a long preparation but from a kind of distance. And distance can be borrowed. You do not always need to find a Monro. Sometimes you need only to ask what a Monro would say, walking into your situation today, knowing nothing of what it has already cost you.



You will not command an army into a strait. You will, however, hold tickets you have paid for, and roles you have invested in, and projects with your name on them, and the cost already paid will press on every one of those decisions as it pressed on Gallipoli. The pull is the same. Only the scale is mercifully smaller.

Look at how it works in a place we can measure precisely. Professional basketball drafts its players in a strict order, and the order is a number attached to each man for the rest of his career: how much, in effect, the team spent to acquire him. In a now much-cited study, two researchers tracked NBA players across their careers and asked a simple question: once you account for how well a player actually performs, for his scoring and his rebounding and his health, does draft position still predict how much he plays, and how long he survives in the league?7 It does. Teams give more court time to the players they spent a high pick on, and keep them longer, beyond what their performance on the floor can justify. The cost of acquiring them goes on being paid in playing time, long after the floor has rendered its verdict.

Notice what that means. No sentimental owner or distracted amateur is running these teams. They are professionals in a brutally competitive business, with every incentive and every statistic in the world pointed at winning, and the sunk cost still bends their decisions. If it bends theirs, it is bending yours. The high draft pick is the battleship at the bottom of the Dardanelles. How much you spent to get here is the wrong question. The only one that counts is whether, if you arrived here today with no history, you would choose this again.

The same pull runs the boardroom, and it costs more there than anywhere a single career can show. A product line is failing, or a project has slipped past every deadline and swallowed more money than anyone budgeted, and still the budget grows. The years of work, the team assembled, the public commitments, all of it argues for one more quarter, one more round of funding, one more push.

Britain and France kept pouring money into the Concorde through the 1960s and 70s as the costs ran past every estimate, and the supersonic airliner gave its name to the whole error, the Concorde fallacy.8 National prestige and politics drove the spending too, and the book respects that those were real reasons; but underneath them ran the plain weight of the sums already gone, which made stopping feel like conceding the spending had been wrong from the start. The airliner entered service in 1976 and never came close to recouping what it had cost to build. The past money cannot vote, and yet it does, because the person who chose the course is the last one able to end it. A newcomer with no stake could close it in an afternoon. He would ask the only question that matters, the question no founder volunteers: knowing what we know now, starting fresh today, would we begin this at all.

The shape repeats wherever something has cost us. We sit through the bad film because we bought the seat. We pour another year into the degree we no longer want because of the three already behind us. We stay too long in the relationship that has stopped being good, telling ourselves that so much shared time must be worth something forward. It is worth, in fact, nothing forward. The early evidence that we treat shared time as a debt anyway is only beginning to come in.9 In none of these is the past actually buying us anything. It only feels like a creditor.

The men at Gallipoli paid two hundred thousand times over for the difference between those two things: what the past has cost, and what the future will buy. The cost already paid is gone the instant it is paid, in a theater seat or on a beach. It is never a reason. It is only ever a feeling that the dead, and the dollars, and the years, are owed something more. Charles Monro’s single act of clarity was to walk onto a peninsula soaked in that feeling and decline to share it: to ask not what staying had cost, but what leaving would buy, and to act on the answer he found. The one decision at Gallipoli that worked looked, to everyone who had paid for the rest, exactly like giving up.
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Chapter 6 — Fighting the Last War

In the second week of May 1940, one of the heaviest concentrations of armor ever assembled was sitting nose to tail on a handful of narrow roads in a forest the French had decided did not matter. More than a thousand German tanks, with tens of thousands of vehicles strung out behind them, were threading the Ardennes, the steep and wooded and river-laced country on France’s northeastern flank. French doctrine held that no large body of tanks could move through it; the marshal who had defended the sector in the last war had pronounced it impenetrable. So the French had posted few troops there and pointed their attention and their best armies elsewhere, north into Belgium, where they were sure the blow would fall. For three days the German columns crawled through the forest in a traffic jam that reached back across the Rhine, vehicles packed so tightly that a few squadrons of bombers, had they come, could have made a wreck of the columns on those wooded roads.1

The bombers did not come, because almost no one on the French side was looking. The threat was moving through the one place the French mind had marked as impossible, and a thing marked impossible is a thing you stop watching. Even when reconnaissance pilots reported long columns in the Ardennes, the reports met disbelief, because the picture they painted could not be true. When the panzers came out of the trees at the river Meuse near Sedan, broke the defenders there in an afternoon of dive-bombing and assault, and began to pour across, the French high command did not so much lose the battle as fail, for several crucial days, to credit that it was happening at all.2 By the time they accepted it, the armored spearheads were driving for the Channel coast, cutting the Allied armies in the north off from France behind them. Six weeks later France had fallen.



Call the French foolish, or lazy, or unprepared, and the record contradicts you on every count. This is the chapter in which the trap is subtlest, because the people caught in it had not learned something false. They had learned something true, and learned it well.

France had learned its lesson in the worst classroom in history. In the previous war it had watched the better part of a generation die in doomed offensives against barbed wire and entrenched machine guns, and it had discovered, at a cost of close to a million and a half dead, that in that war the defense was master. Firepower, fortification, and the slow, methodical, tightly controlled battle beat the headlong attack often enough to harden into doctrine. It was the hard, true, dearly bought lesson of 1918, and France built its postwar army around it. The lesson stood in concrete along the German border as the Maginot Line, a chain of fortresses so deep and so cunning that the Germans, in the event, simply declined to attack it and drove around its open western end instead. It stood also in doctrine, in a way of making war that was deliberate and centralized and slow, designed never again to spend French lives the way 1914 had spent them.

None of this was a failure of means. France in 1940 was not outgunned; it had more tanks than Germany, and a number of them were heavier and better armored than anything the Germans drove. What it had was the correct doctrine for the previous war, applied with real competence to a war that had quietly stopped working that way. Its tanks were scattered in small packets among the infantry, to support the methodical battle, rather than massed to deliver a blow. Its command moved at the pace of written orders while the Germans moved at the pace of radio.3 The Maginot Line was not stupidity set in concrete. It was a magnificent and meticulous answer to a question that nobody, by May of 1940, was asking anymore.

This is a different error from the one the book began with. The observers in an earlier chapter learned something that had never been true, that spirit beats firepower. France learned something that was entirely true, and then could not see the moment when the truth ran out. That second failure is, if anything, the harder of the two to guard against, because everything in your own experience rises up to confirm the lesson. It worked. It really did work. That is precisely why you cannot see past it.



The mechanism behind it has been caught in a laboratory, in a form so clean it is almost uncomfortable to read. In the early 1940s the psychologist Abraham Luchins sat people down with a row of water-jar puzzles. You are given three jars of different sizes, he told them, and a target amount to measure out. The first several problems all yielded to the same somewhat involved sequence, fill the big jar, pour off the others, and the subjects learned the sequence, applied it, and felt the small pleasure of competence. Then Luchins slipped in a problem that the learned sequence still solved, but that also had a far simpler solution sitting in plain view. Most people never saw the simple one.4 They ran the familiar method, got the right answer, and moved on, never noticing the shorter road right beside the long one. Worse came when he handed them a problem that the old method could not solve at all, and that needed the simple approach instead. Many failed it outright, beaten by a puzzle they could easily have solved before the earlier problems taught them how not to.

Luchins called it Einstellung, a mental set: a groove worn by repeated success, deep enough that you can no longer climb out of it to see the easier path running alongside. The cruelty in the finding, the part that ought to trouble anyone who is good at anything, is that the groove is dug by competence itself. The failure owed nothing to dimness or carelessness. The subjects had learned a method well, and the better a method is learned, the more completely it becomes the only thing the mind can see. Expertise does not protect you from this trap. Expertise is the thing that digs it.



While France was perfecting the last war, a German officer was spending those same quiet years studying the next one.

Heinz Guderian had no great battlefield reputation in the 1920s and 1930s. What he had was a conviction, built up over long unglamorous years of staff work and from reading the British armored theorist Fuller and the Frenchman Estienne. The tank, he became certain, was not a slow support weapon to be handed out in small lots among the infantry, as nearly everyone then assumed. It was the center of a new kind of war: armor massed and concentrated, moving fast, knit together by radio, punching a single hole and pouring through it into the enemy’s rear before he could gather himself to respond. Guderian argued the case in print, most fully in a book in 1937, and he argued it against no shortage of skeptics inside his own army, who were quite as wedded to their assumptions as the French were to theirs.5 When the panzers crossed the Meuse in 1940 it was Guderian’s corps at the spearhead, and in the days after he drove for the coast faster than his own nervous superiors wanted to let him, brushing their halt orders aside as long as he dared.

The legend holds him too tightly. Guderian was not a lone prophet crying in a wilderness; he was the sharpest exponent of a shift that many hands were making. The audacious plan that sent the armor through the Ardennes in the first place was largely Manstein’s, not his, and the victory owed as much to French paralysis and a gambler’s run of luck as to any German brilliance.6 But the core of the thing holds. Guderian had spent his obscure decade looking hard at the war that was coming, while the side with more tanks, and many better ones, spent its decade looking hard at the war that had gone. And here is the part the legend leaves out, the part that should keep any of us humble. The very men who saw past the last war in 1940 spent the next year driving into Russia on the confident assumption that the same lightning stroke would work a second time, against a country too vast and too deep to be finished in one campaign. Blitzkrieg became Germany’s own Maginot Line, the method they could no longer see past, and the lightning that had taken France in six weeks guttered out in the endless distances of the east. Escaping the trap once does not make you immune to it; it only changes which groove you are standing in.



The trap that took France is not a thing of nations and armies. It sets hardest in whatever you yourself have practiced most, which is the cruelest place for it to set.

It shows up even in the minds of people whose entire craft is seeing the board. When the researchers Merim Bilalić and Peter McLeod showed experienced chess players a position that held both a familiar winning sequence and a quicker, less familiar one, the players found the familiar solution and then, very often, simply stopped, certain that nothing better existed.7 The revealing part came from tracking their eyes. Even as the players reported that they were searching for a better move, their gaze kept drifting back to the squares that mattered for the solution they had already found. The known answer did not merely come first. It reached into their vision and held it there, and the stronger the player, the more completely the familiar pattern owned the eye. This is the chess version of the second child raised on the first child’s playbook, and of the industry that runs the method that made it great straight past the moment it stops working.

In the fall of 2013 the American retailer Target had built its computer defenses the way nearly everyone then built them, as a hardened perimeter around a trusted interior. The perimeter was real: the company had passed its security audits that September, and had installed, months earlier, a sophisticated intrusion-detection system with a team in Bangalore watching it around the clock. The attackers did not test the wall. They came in the way the Germans came into France, around it, through a small heating-and-refrigeration contractor whose network credentials let them walk into the trusted interior, and once inside they moved to the payment systems and carried off some forty million card numbers in the weeks before Christmas.8

The detection system saw them. It raised alarms, more than once, and the alarms were assessed and set aside, because they arrived into a picture of the defense that had already been marked sound.9 The Meuse columns were in the reconnaissance reports too. The method that won the last time installs itself as the thing you can no longer look past, even when the warning is coming from your own instruments.

Whether your method works is not the question worth carrying out of France. It very likely does, and that is the problem. The harder question is the one the French could not make themselves ask in time, staring past the forest they had decided was impassable: not “what worked before,” but “is this still the same war.” The Maginot Line was a magnificent answer. Everything about it was sound except the single thing nobody went back to check, which was whether the war would come to the ground the answer stood on.
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Chapter 7 — Mission, Not Method

In the last days of October 1917, in the mountains above the Italian town of Caporetto, a German lieutenant named Erwin Rommel took several thousand prisoners with a force of a few hundred men, and he did it largely by ignoring what he had been told to do. The battle was one of the great breakthroughs of the war, the blow that broke the Italian line on the Isonzo and sent a whole army reeling back toward Venice, and Rommel commanded a small detachment of the Württemberg mountain troops on one corner of it. His orders placed him in support of another unit. Instead, reading the ground in front of him and seeing that the Italian defense was brittle and badly strung out across the heights, he led his handful of men off their assigned line entirely and pushed deep into the enemy’s rear.

What followed reads less like a battle than a confidence trick run at gunpoint. He climbed through the gaps no one was watching, moving faster than word of him could travel, and appeared again and again behind positions whose defenders believed themselves safe, demanding their surrender before they understood how few men were actually demanding it. Whole units gave up to a force a fraction of their size. Over about two days he took a mountain peak and a flood of prisoners that his own account, which is not a modest document, numbers in the thousands.1 We owe the vividness of this scene partly to the man at the center of it, who wrote himself the way a legend wants to be written, and Rommel is just the kind of dramatic story this book warns is so easy to mislearn. The hero whose fame is partly his own construction is the trap, not the model, and the way to use him is to take the lesson while keeping a careful distance from the legend that carries it. An army of a different temper would have court-martialed him for the way he did it. He had abandoned his assigned task, exceeded his orders, and staked his men’s lives on his own reading of a situation no superior of his could see. Instead the German army gave him the Pour le Mérite, the highest decoration it had. The army had been built, on purpose and over generations, to reward exactly the thing he had just done.



The instinct that army had trained itself out of is the one nearly every organization on earth is built around. It is the belief that control flows downward, that the people at the top know best because they can see the most, and that the task of everyone below is to carry out the method they are handed, precisely and without improvisation of their own.

It is a deeply natural instinct, and it does not feel like a vice. It feels like responsibility, like seriousness, like a leader doing his job. The commander who specifies everything has, on paper, eliminated the risk of some subordinate doing a foolish thing. What he has actually done is guarantee that his whole organization can be no smarter than the single slowest channel through which information climbs to him, and no faster.

Consider what would have had to happen for Rommel’s opportunity to be seized by the book. A report of the brittle Italian line would have had to travel up to a headquarters, wait its turn, be weighed, and come back down as an authorized order, and by the time it returned the gap would have closed and the moment would be gone. The man on the spot saw what no map at headquarters could show, and a system that required him to stand still and ask permission would have thrown that sight away unused. This is the buried cost of command-by-method, and it is not mainly that the people below resent being managed, though they do. It is that the single piece of knowledge an organization most needs at any given moment is almost always sitting in the head of someone too far down to be allowed to act on it.



For most of history this was discussed, when it was discussed at all, as a question of discipline or morale or fighting spirit. It is something more concrete than any of those. The thing that gets switched on inside a person when they are genuinely trusted to act on their own judgment has been studied for half a century, under the name of self-determination, and it is an input to performance, not merely a pleasant feeling about one’s job.

Edward Deci and Richard Ryan, building the theory across the second half of the twentieth century, found that human motivation has a structure, and that near the center of it sits a need for autonomy: for the sense that what you are doing flows out of your own intent and not from someone standing over you with a clipboard. Their early experiments produced a result that managers still find hard to believe. Take people who are doing something because they genuinely enjoy it, start paying them or timing them or watching them closely, and you do not add their old motivation to the new control. You replace it. The intrinsic interest drains away and leaves only the part that responds to the reward.2

The lesson that matters here follows directly. Autonomy is not a perk you trade away in exchange for performance; it is a cause of performance. People given a real say in how they meet a goal pursue it with an energy and an inventiveness that cannot be ordered into being, while the very same people, handed the identical goal as a controlled instruction, deliver the minimum the instruction can be read to require and not one ounce more. Control does more than feel bad on the receiving end. It switches off the part of a person that improvises and notices and cares, which is the one part that Rommel’s army needed switched fully on in a lieutenant standing alone on a mountain.

You cannot order a person to use their judgment. You can only give them the room and the trust, and the trust is not a courtesy but the mechanism itself.



The habit was built on purpose. It was the work of a long tradition of Prussian staff officers, and of one man in particular, who had seen a temptation coming decades before and deliberately built against it.

Helmuth von Moltke ran the Prussian general staff through the middle of the nineteenth century, in the very years when the electric telegraph was new. The telegraph offered a commander something no commander before him had ever held: the power to reach down across hundreds of miles and tell a distant subordinate, in something close to real time, exactly what to do. Most of the men who first grasped that wire were enchanted by it. Here, at last, was the old dream of perfect control, the whole army moved about like the fingers of one hand. Moltke used the telegraph without mercy to gather and concentrate his forces before a campaign, and then, once battle was joined, he refused to use it for that. The insight behind the refusal had been ground out over long obscure years of staff reform and study and war-gaming, before any of it had made him a name. No plan, he held, survives the first real contact with the enemy. The situation at the point of action changes faster than any headquarters can possibly know it, so an order built on the headquarters’ picture is built on yesterday and is worse than no order at all. He therefore gave his commanders the objective and his intent, told them what he wanted achieved and why, and then, by deliberate and trained doctrine, left the how of it to them.3 He built an army around the plain fact that the man on the spot will nearly always see more than the man on the wire, and it carried Prussia through three victorious wars.

The story does not end there, glowing, and its hardest lesson is in the part that does not glow. The way of command that Moltke did so much to build, and that won Prussia its wars, was inherited two generations later by Hitler’s army, and the daring lieutenant of Caporetto rose to become one of that army’s most famous field marshals. The same trust in distributed initiative that this chapter is recommending to you is part of what made the German military, considered purely as an instrument, so frighteningly effective in the service of one of the worst causes in human history. The book keeps returning to that army, and it is worth saying plainly why. It is not out of any admiration for the thing the army served. It is because that army was, as a machine for doing the specific things this book is about, genuinely and disturbingly good, and because the distance between the quality of the method and the evil of the purpose is itself one of the lessons. A way of unlocking human initiative is only ever as good as the end you point it toward. Mission command will make a kindergarten or a death march run better with the same blind willingness. The method does not supply the mission. You do.



Somewhere in your own life you are the headquarters on the wire, holding a decision that really belongs to someone standing closer to the ground than you are. The place it is hardest to see is the one we are least willing to call command at all, which is the doctor’s exam room.

The research here is almost eerily continuous with the rest of the chapter, for the simple reason that it is the same research. When Geoffrey Williams and Richard Ryan studied patients managing chronic conditions, what predicted success was how the patient experienced the clinician. The ones who got the why instead of bare instructions, real choices among real options, and the standing of a person working out a problem rather than an order to be filled managed the condition markedly better and longer than the ones who felt simply told what to do.4

Picture two people leaving the clinic on the same morning with the same diagnosis. One was ordered to change his diet and his habits, nodded, complied for a few weeks, and drifted back. The other was asked what mattered to her, given the reasons and a real say in the plan, and was still managing the condition a year later because the plan had become hers. The controlling clinician, like the controlling commander, secures compliance and loses the thing underneath the compliance. The patient performs the assigned task, and the part of him that might have wanted to goes dark.

Give the objective and the values, in a clinic as on a mountain, and then leave as much of the method as you safely can to the person who actually has to walk the ground. It is the same move the best companies keep painfully rediscovering, on the day they finally let any worker on the line pull a cord and stop the whole factory to fix a fault, rather than carry the fault forward and wait for a manager’s blessing.5

You may very well know the right way to do the thing. But knowing it is cheap next to what your need to see it done your way may be costing you: the full attention of the person you have not yet trusted to find their own.






1. Erwin Rommel, Infantry Attacks (1937).



2. Edward L. Deci and Richard M. Ryan, Intrinsic Motivation and Self-Determination in Human Behavior (Plenum Press, 1985).



3. Robert M. Citino, The German Way of War: From the Thirty Years’ War to the Third Reich (University Press of Kansas, 2005).



4. Geoffrey C. Williams et al., “Motivational Predictors of Weight Loss and Weight-Loss Maintenance,” Journal of Personality and Social Psychology 70, no. 1 (1996): 115–26.



5. Jeffrey K. Liker, The Toyota Way: 14 Management Principles from the World’s Greatest Manufacturer (McGraw-Hill, 2004).





Chapter 8 — Calibrated Candor

On a raw morning in October 1917, in a churned field near Gondrecourt in eastern France, a temporary captain named George Marshall did the one thing every officer watching understood you must never do. He put his hand on the arm of John Pershing, commander of the entire American Expeditionary Force, and refused to let him walk away.

Pershing had come to watch the First Division, the first American division to reach France and the army’s showpiece, rehearse for a war it was not yet ready to fight. The demonstration went badly, as it was always going to: the division was half-trained, short of equipment, thrown together in a few months out of raw recruits and a thin cadre of regulars. When it was over Pershing, cold and unsparing, turned on the division’s commander, General Sibert, and dressed him down in front of his own subordinates, hard and in public, for failings most of which were not Sibert’s to fix. Then he turned to leave.

Marshall was thirty-six, a captain by temporary commission, standing among men who outranked him by decades. He thought the rebuke was unjust, and he thought he knew exactly why, fact by fact: the missing equipment, the impossible schedule, the share of the blame that belonged to Pershing’s own headquarters. So he stepped into the general’s path, took his arm, and laid it all out in a rush, point after point, while the officers around him arranged their faces for the end of his career.

It did not end his career. Pershing listened, and when he answered, stiffly, that Marshall would have to appreciate the troubles his own headquarters faced, Marshall shot back that they had troubles at the front every single day, and had to solve them by nightfall, which was a great deal more than the staff in the rear could say. Pershing took it. From that morning he began to consult the captain who had grabbed his arm, and within two years Marshall was at his side as aide. The man who broke the rule was rewarded for breaking it.1



That is a wonderful story, and it teaches, on its face, exactly the wrong thing.

The lesson it seems to offer is the one we draw from every tale of the brave subordinate who speaks truth to power and is vindicated: be bold, say the hard thing, and your courage will be seen. It is a lovely lesson and it is mostly false. We remember Marshall because it worked. The far larger number of captains who took the wrong general’s arm on the wrong morning are not remembered, because nothing they touched survived to record them. To learn “candor pays” from Marshall is to read the armor on the planes that came back.

The real lesson sits underneath, and it is harder. What everyone in that field had absorbed, Marshall included, was the opposite rule: you do not contradict power, because the messenger pays. The rule is no act of cowardice; it is a reasonable response to how the world usually works, and the damage it does is quiet and enormous. It is the truth that never travels upward. It is the Sibert left undefended because the one man with the facts decided, sensibly, to keep them. Organizations do not usually go blind because no one can see, but because the people who can see have learned that saying so is not worth it.

I can testify from the wrong side of that ledger. In 2011 I was a young engineer at a defense contractor, lent for a season to a program that had invested in a new automated testing framework for submarine systems and needed someone to champion it: demonstrate the tool, train the operators, report back on its virtues. The tool had few. It drove the software through its screens the way a human would, cueing on the interface itself, so a moved button or a changed font silently broke test suites that had taken weeks to build. And the operators I was meant to win over had every reason to withhold their enthusiasm: nobody had asked them, and the tool’s whole promise sounded like their own replacement. I reported what I had found, that the thing was a maintenance nightmare and the wrong long-term solution. The report was accurate, and my performance review that year was the worst of my career. I had taken the general’s arm without first checking who the general was, and for years afterward I carried the lesson this chapter warns about, the quiet one, the one that says the messenger pays. It took me far longer to see where the failure had actually lived: in a room that had never been built to let the truth land.



When Amy Edmondson set out, in the 1990s, to measure this in hospitals, she expected the obvious. Better nursing teams, she assumed, would make fewer mistakes, and the data would show it. The data showed the reverse. The teams rated best by independent observers reported more errors, not fewer.2

For a moment the finding looked absurd, and then it inverted into sense. The better teams were not making more mistakes. They were surfacing them. On a good team a nurse who caught a dosing error could say so without being made to regret it, so the error came to light and was fixed. On a worse team the same error stayed buried, because naming it cost more than hiding it. What Edmondson had found measured not competence but whether it was safe to speak. She gave the condition a name that has since spread well beyond medicine: psychological safety.

The cost of its absence is measured, in some industries, in bodies. On a January night in 1990 an Avianca jet held over New York for more than an hour, low on fuel and then lower, while the crew told air traffic control, more than once, that they were running low, and could not make themselves say the one word that would have cleared the sky for them. The first officer asked for priority. He said they were running out of fuel. But he never said the word emergency, the one declaration that would have forced priority for his aircraft over every other in the sky, and so the controllers, hearing what sounded like a routine request among hundreds, kept the jet waiting its turn.

The truth never forced its way past the deference owed to the system, to the captain’s quiet authority, and to the gap of language and rank between the man who knew and the men who could have cleared his way. The engines starved on the second approach and the airplane came down in a wooded suburb of Long Island. Seventy-three people died inside a problem everyone in the cockpit understood and no one would name with enough force to be believed.3 It was Marshall’s morning run backward: the man who would not take the arm.

By then the airlines had been working on the problem for more than a decade, and they had not made progress by exhorting pilots to be braver, because they had learned what Edmondson learned. Courage is not a reliable input. After earlier disasters — a United crew that ran a jet dry over Portland in 1978 while the captain worked a landing-gear light and tuned out the engineer counting down the fuel — the industry built the safety into the procedure instead. Crew resource management, the training that came out of that reckoning, drills the junior officer to speak in plain assertions and drills the captain to invite the challenge and to thank the person who brings it.4 It treats candor not as a virtue some people happen to have, but as a condition the person in command is responsible for creating. Avianca, a decade after that training began, is what the failure still looks like in a cockpit the lesson has not reached. The variable was never the subordinate’s nerve but whether the cockpit had been built so that the truth could land.



Which returns us to Marshall, and to a question this book has to ask of every person it admires: how did he come to be the kind of man who could do that, and is it a way the rest of us could follow?

The famous answer is the wrong one. Marshall is remembered for a small notebook, the so-called black book, in which he is said to have kept the names of every gifted officer he met, so that when he became Chief of Staff in 1939 he could reach for them and build an army. It is a real story and a good one, and it is a story about a different virtue, told about a later man. The black book explains how Marshall assembled the leadership of the Second World War. It explains nothing about the captain in the field in 1917, because the captain came first, decades before the notebook had any power behind it.

The honest source of that morning is quieter. Marshall had spent the previous decade becoming, without anyone watching, the man in any room who knew the facts cold. He had gone through the staff college at Leavenworth and come out first in his class, and he had made himself, through years of unglamorous staff work, into someone whose command of detail was not in question.5 He did not take Pershing’s arm because he was brave. He took it because he was certain, and his certainty had been earned in obscurity, fact by boring fact, long before it was needed. What the quiet decade gave him was not courage but the standing to be believed and the knowledge to be right, which on that morning amounted to the same thing.

This is worth pausing on, because it is the photographic negative of the man we met three chapters ago. At Gallipoli, the officer who saw clearly saw clearly because he had sunk nothing into the campaign and felt none of its pull. Marshall had sunk everything into that division and stood to lose all of it, and he saw clearly anyway, because the years had made him sure. Two opposite routes to the same clarity: one from having no stake, the other from having earned the right to defend the stake you hold. The first is a position you can borrow in an afternoon. The second has to be built, slowly, in the years before anyone is watching.

And yet even Marshall’s clarity was not, by itself, enough. His candor paid because Pershing chose to receive it. Another general, a thinner-skinned or more frightened one, ends Marshall’s career that morning and we never hear the name. The immunity that actually mattered in that field belonged to the man with the power, not the man with the facts. Marshall could be the one who spoke. Only Pershing could make speaking survivable.



You will not take a general’s arm. You will, though, sit one day across a kitchen table from someone smaller than you who is deciding, in the moment, whether to tell you the true thing.

Parents tend to believe they know what is happening in their children’s lives because they watch, and ask, and keep track. The research points somewhere uncomfortable. What parents actually know is, for the most part, not what they extracted by watching but what the child chose to disclose.6 And disclosure follows the same law as the cockpit and the ward. A child tells the parent who can hear it. The bad grade, the trouble with a friend, the thing that happened at the party travels upward only toward the parent who has made it safe to arrive, and stops cold at the parent who detonates. The mother or father who meets every hard truth with punishment is building a household where the truths still happen and stop being told, which is the worse arrangement: the danger remains and the warning is gone.

This is Marshall’s morning, run forward into your own house, and it asks the same thing of you that it asked of Pershing. The pull, as always, is to make candor a question about the brave person below you: why won’t they speak up, why didn’t they tell me, why did the crew stay quiet until the fuel ran out. That is the wrong end of it. The truth travels upward only as far as the powerful make it safe to travel, and at the table, in the cockpit, in the field, the powerful one is you.

The same law runs through any room where you hold the rank, and it surfaces even where you would least expect to find it ruling. When Google set out to learn what made some of its teams thrive and others stall, it ran a large internal study, Project Aristotle, with the full apparatus of a company that measures everything. The expectation was that the answer would lie in the raw material: the smartest people, the right mix of talent, the strongest individual performers gathered in one place. The data pointed elsewhere. The clearest factor Google found was not who was on a team but whether its members felt safe to speak up, to admit error, to float a half-formed idea or name a problem without being made to pay for it.7 The condition had a name Edmondson had already given it, psychological safety, and here it was again, at the top of one of the most data-driven companies on earth.

Its engineers had already built the finding into a ritual, the blameless postmortem, in which an outage is dissected under an explicit rule that telling the truth about your own part in it will cost you nothing, because the alternative, everyone had learned, is an organization that stops finding out what is breaking.8 The American army had arrived at the same design decades earlier, in the training reforms that followed Vietnam: the after-action review, an hour in which rank steps back and a sergeant can tell a colonel what actually happened to the plan, without cost.9 The same thing the cockpit turned on, the same thing Marshall’s morning turned on, was the thing that separated the teams that worked from the ones that did not. The blindness is never a shortage of people who can see; it is a leader who has taught them, once and unmistakably, that seeing aloud is not worth the cost.

So the test of your candor is not, in the end, what you would have the nerve to say to your own Pershing. It is whether anyone beneath you has ever found it safe to be your Marshall.
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Chapter 9 — Temperament as Strategy

In the Cabinet Room of the White House, on an October afternoon in 1962, the most powerful airman in the United States all but told the President to his face that he was behaving like Neville Chamberlain. A U-2 had come back days earlier with photographs of Soviet nuclear missiles going into the ground in Cuba, ninety miles from Florida, and the men around the table had been arguing ever since about what to do. General Curtis LeMay had built the force that would fight a nuclear war if one came, and he was certain he knew how to keep it from coming, which was to strike first and strike hard. He and most of the Joint Chiefs wanted the missile sites gone within days, by air strike and then invasion, and they wanted it with the flat, unanimous confidence of men who had spent their lives learning that in a fight you hit before you are hit. Caution now, LeMay said, would be almost as bad as the appeasement at Munich.1

John Kennedy sat across from that confidence for the better part of two weeks, and secretly recorded it. The room leaned hard one way. The military men had the credentials, the maps, and the oldest argument in the world on their side: that hesitation in the face of a threat is weakness, that the bold stroke is the strong one, that a leader who will not act decisively in a crisis has no business in the chair. Every instinct the country had trained into its warriors pushed toward doing something large, and doing it now, while the missiles were still being assembled and the chance was open.

Kennedy would not do it. He chose instead the slow and unsatisfying option that pleased no one in uniform: a naval quarantine of Cuba, a line drawn at sea that would stop more missiles from arriving and buy time without firing a shot. It was paired with hard private messages to Moscow and a public posture built to leave Khrushchev a way to back down without total humiliation. To the hawks it looked like the irresolution they had warned against. In the end it was resolved with a quiet bargain, a promise not to invade Cuba and a secret agreement to pull American missiles out of Turkey, and the world stepped back from the edge.2 It was the most important thing Kennedy ever did, and it consisted very largely of the things he refused to do.



The lesson the room believed, and the lesson most of us carry around without ever examining it, is that temperament in a crisis means appetite for action. The cool head is the timid one. The strong leader is the one who moves, hard and early, and the man who counsels patience is either frightened or naive. LeMay reached for Munich because Munich is the story this lesson loves to tell about itself: caution is appeasement, and appeasement ends in catastrophe.

We know now how close the room came to being catastrophically wrong in the opposite direction. Disclosures in the decades that followed made plain what the generals pressing for invasion did not know at the time. Soviet forces on the island already had tactical nuclear weapons in place, and the local commanders had, or believed they had, the authority to use them against an American landing, which means the invasion the hawks wanted could well have begun a nuclear war rather than prevented one.3 Nor was the danger only on land. On one of the worst nights, a Soviet submarine deep below the quarantine line, out of contact with Moscow and jolted by American practice depth charges meant merely to signal it to surface, came close, by some later accounts, to launching a nuclear-tipped torpedo at the fleet above it. The launch was stopped, those accounts say, by the refusal of one of its officers.4

The decisive stroke that everyone in the Cabinet Room could so easily picture, the one that felt like strength, was a path that ran toward the end of the world. The patience that felt like weakness was the thing that left room for the bargain that pulled the world back. Whatever temperament is worth in a crisis, it cannot be measured by how badly it wants to act.



The mistake the room made was to treat the cool head as a passive thing, a simple absence of nerve. It is the opposite of passive. The steadiness that resists the dramatic option is doing hard work all the while it appears to be doing nothing, and the work has a name.

The psychologist James Gross spent years studying how people manage their own emotional states, and drew a distinction that bears directly on that table. There is a way of handling a feeling that grabs it after it has already arrived and wrestles it down, white-knuckling through the fear while it floods the body. And there is a different way that reaches further upstream, to the thought that is generating the feeling, and rebuilds it before the surge fully comes. Gross called the second one reappraisal, and by almost every measure that has been taken, lower stress on the body, clearer thinking, better outcomes after, it is the more effective of the two.5 The person doing it feels as much as everyone else in the room. What differs is the work: remaking the meaning of what is in front of him, turning a provocation into a problem, so that the response issues from the remade meaning instead of from the first hot jolt. Kennedy in that Cabinet Room felt the fear. What he did with it was reappraisal, performed on the largest stage imaginable, a refusal to let the situation stay defined the way the generals had defined it.

Here a warning is needed, because the culture has a favorite story about self-control and the story is mostly false. You have surely heard of the marshmallow test: small children left alone with a treat, told they could have two if they could only wait, and the celebrated finding that the ones who held out went on to better lives.6 A whole generation drew from it the lesson that self-mastery is a fixed trait, stamped in early, sorting the strong from the weak more or less for good. Then researchers ran the study again, larger and with a more representative sample of children, and most of the magic dissolved. Once you accounted for the background and circumstances a child came from, the lonely power of the wait to predict a later life all but disappeared.7 The marshmallow test is itself a small instance of this whole book’s subject, a vivid little study from which a generation drew the wrong thing. And the wrong thing matters here above all, because it whispers that the cool head is a gift, handed to some at birth and withheld from the rest. Kennedy’s was not a gift. It had a date of manufacture.



Eighteen months before the missiles, Kennedy had trusted the same kind of confident, unanimous expert counsel that now filled his Cabinet Room, and it had very nearly wrecked his presidency in its first months.

The experts then had been the CIA and the Joint Chiefs, and the plan had been to put a brigade of Cuban exiles ashore at the Bay of Pigs, where, the professionals assured him, the landing would touch off a rising that swept Castro away. The professionals were sure of it. Kennedy, new in the office and deferential to the men with the medals and the secrets, went along, and the whole thing collapsed on the beach inside of three days. The brigade was killed or captured, the United States was humiliated before the world, and the young President stood exposed as having signed off on a scheme he had never truly interrogated.8 He took the public blame himself, with the bitter line that victory has a hundred fathers and defeat is an orphan. In private he drew a harder and more useful conclusion. The confidence of experts, he decided, is not evidence. A unanimous room is a warning, not a comfort. And he had failed not by picking the wrong option but by never forcing the options to be fought over in front of him.

So he rebuilt the way the fighting-over was done. When the missile crisis came, he changed the very architecture of the deliberation. He pressed his advisers to argue rather than to recommend, split them into rival groups and set them to tearing each other’s plans apart, and brought his brother and his counsel in as skeptics. At times he walked out of the room entirely, because he had learned that a President’s presence in a meeting bends the men in it toward agreeing with him instead of with the facts.9 The steadiness that held against LeMay was neither serenity nor the luck of an easy disposition. It was, in large part, the residue of a catastrophe he had lived through and refused to waste. He could doubt the generals in 1962 because he had obeyed the generals in 1961 and seen what it bought him. The cool head was forged in the wreck of a hot decision.

The Bay of Pigs does not explain the whole man; Kennedy brought a measure of cool detachment to the office before Cuba ever taught him anything. But he and his brother both said, in plain words, that the first disaster was what schooled them for the second, and the change in how he ran a room is right there on the record between the two events. The temperament was real. It was also, in the part of it that mattered most, made.



Your own version of that room is waiting somewhere, smaller and louder and at much closer range. A message arrives that makes your face go hot. A driver cuts you off; a colleague takes the credit; someone you love says the cruel, accurate thing, and every instinct you have pushes toward the decisive response, the one that feels like strength and is usually nothing more than the first hot surge, arriving early enough to pass for it.

The research on this is damning, and it lands closest in the place we are least willing to look, which is our own politics. When people are taught to do what Kennedy did, reappraise the provocation instead of reacting to it, their hostility drops and their openness to a conciliatory move rises, and this holds even inside a bitter, intractable political conflict where every instinct runs the other way.10 The enraging headline is your Cabinet Room. The argument with the other side, the online fight you cannot leave alone, all of it is the room, and the hawk in it is you, the part that wants to act now, hard, and to call the wanting strength. And the same correction that was available to Kennedy is available to you, though it arrives by the same unwelcome road. The person who can stay cool in the fight is very often the one who has already lost it there once, and remembered the cost of it, and metabolized the failure into something steadier.

That is the sum of it, and it is not the lesson the room believed. Temperament is a strategic asset, and the coolest head in the crisis is often the decisive one. But the cool head the marshmallow story promised, the one sorting the worthy from the rest at the age of four, is on the record something closer to the opposite: built, not granted. The steadiest hand in the room often belongs to the person who has already been the rash one, and paid for it, and read the bill all the way to the bottom.
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Chapter 10 — Logistics over Glory

In the late summer of 1944, George Patton’s Third Army was running across France faster than anyone had believed a modern army could move. The German line in Normandy had finally broken, and Patton poured through the gap and drove east in great looping arms, liberating towns faster than the newspapers could print their names, until it began to seem that he might be at the German border before the leaves turned. And then he stopped, not because the Germans had found a way to halt him but because he ran out of gas. The tanks sat in the fields of Lorraine with empty fuel tanks while the most aggressive general the American army possessed raged at a sky that would not rain gasoline. He had outrun his own supply. The truck drivers of the Red Ball Express were running their convoys to pieces around the clock to keep the fuel moving forward, and they could not keep up with him, and a strategic decision had in any case sent much of what there was northward to another front. My men can eat their belts, Patton fumed, but my tanks have got to have gas. The most aggressive commander in the theater had been brought to a dead stop by the dullest commodity in all of war.1

It sets the two things side by side: the dashing general the cameras loved, and the fuel truck that no one ever photographed, and it shows you, beyond argument, which of the two was actually in charge.



The lesson almost everyone takes from a war, or a company, or a single life, is that outcomes are decided by the dramatic factor. The brilliant general. The bold stroke. The decisive battle, the visionary at the head of the table. We tell the history of the Second World War as a story of generalship and courage and a handful of hinge-point battles, and every bit of that was real, and some of it was magnificent. It was mostly not what won. What won was production. It was the slow, grinding, unphotogenic fact that the Allied economies could build more of nearly everything than the Axis could find ways to destroy. American factories turned out tanks and trucks and aircraft by the hundreds of thousands, and merchant ships by the thousand. By the middle of the war a single shipyard could finish a cargo vessel faster than a U-boat could send one to the bottom, and the long battle of the Atlantic was decided less by heroism at sea than by arithmetic on the slipways.2

The correction is anything but small. It is the difference between learning what actually produces a result and learning a flattering story about heroes. An organization that believes its outcomes flow from brilliance will go looking for brilliant people and dramatic strokes, and will starve the dull machinery that is in fact carrying it. A person who believes the same thing will sit waiting for inspiration and hold routine in contempt. The cost of overrating the glory is not merely that you misjudge the past but that you go on to build the wrong things for the future, having mistaken the part of your success that was visible for the part that was load-bearing.



The mind has a known bias at work here, and it runs deeper than laziness: it is built into the way attention itself operates. We assign the cause of a thing to whatever is most vivid in our field of view, and a person, any person, is almost always more vivid than a system.

Shelley Taylor and Susan Fiske demonstrated it with an almost rude simplicity. They sat observers around a two-person conversation, arranging the seats so that some of the watchers had a clear view of one speaker’s face while the other speaker sat turned away from them, and afterward they asked the observers which of the two had set the direction of the talk. The watchers credited whichever speaker they had happened to be facing.3 Nothing whatever about the conversation itself had differed. Only the camera angle of the observer had, and the person they could see plainly was the person they judged to be in charge. Turn that finding loose on the whole of history and you have the entire problem in your hand. The general is the one facing the camera. The fuel truck, the factory shift, the supply clerk in the depot, the checklist taped to the wall, are all of them turned away from it, and so the mind hands the credit to the man it can see and never thinks to look for the system that was actually carrying him. Glory is not a measure of how much a thing contributed. It is a measure of how visible it was, and the two are very nearly unrelated.



The man who did as much as any single person to win the Second World War spent it in New Orleans, building boats, and almost no one alive can tell you his name.

Andrew Higgins was not a soldier and had no patience for the way soldiers did things. For years before the war he had built small, rugged, shallow-draft boats for the men who worked the Louisiana swamps and the oilfields of the Gulf, craft that could run their bows straight up onto a muddy bank, put men or cargo ashore, and back off again into the shallows. It was an obscure and unglamorous specialty, and then the war came, and the United States found itself facing one of the hardest physical problems of the whole conflict, which was how to put masses of men and vehicles onto a hostile beach. Overnight, Higgins’s swamp-boat knowledge became the most valuable expertise in the country. He designed a landing craft with a hinged ramp in the bow, cheap and crude and turned out by the tens of thousands in his New Orleans yards. He built them with a workforce thrown together out of whoever could do the job, Black and white and men and women working side by side in the segregated South, which scandalized the city almost as much as the boats impressed the Navy. It was these craft, the Higgins boats, that carried the assault waves onto the sand at Normandy and onto a hundred islands across the Pacific. The Navy’s own bureau of design had fought him for years, preferring its own conventional ideas to those of a loud civilian from Louisiana, and Higgins had fought back and won. After the war, Dwight Eisenhower said it as plainly as it can be said: Higgins was the man who won the war for them, and without those boats the entire strategy of the war would have had to be something else.4

His advantage will be familiar by now. He had spent a quiet couple of decades making himself, without anyone noticing or caring, into the world’s foremost expert on a thing nobody believed was important, so that on the day it became the most important thing on earth he was already standing there, ready. And he stood outside the institution whose own conventions had blinded it, near enough to help and far enough away to think. It would overstate the case to call him the cause of the victory, and he would be altogether the wrong emblem if he left you thinking the war was one clever man’s doing. The whole point of the chapter is that no single face ever deserves that credit; it was won by millions of hands that history did not trouble to remember. But that is the humbler and the truer version of what Higgins stands for. The work that decides things is nearly always being done by someone the cameras are pointed away from.



You are not fighting a war, but you are constantly deciding where to spend your attention, and the very same bias is steering it toward the dramatic and away from the dull thing that is, in fact, keeping you alive.

The clearest proof of it comes from a hospital. In the early 2000s a doctor named Peter Pronovost took one of the deadliest routine events in all of medicine, the insertion of a central intravenous line, and attacked it not with a breakthrough drug or a clever new machine but with a checklist. It had five almost insultingly obvious steps: wash your hands, clean the skin, drape the patient fully, avoid a certain vein, and take the line out the moment it is no longer needed. Across more than a hundred intensive care units in the state of Michigan, that boring little list drove the rate of these infections down toward zero, and over eighteen months it is estimated to have saved more than fifteen hundred lives,5 which is close to the number, as it happens, that the vivid fear of flying had cost on the roads in the year after the eleventh of September. The list cost almost nothing and won no one any kind of prize, which is very nearly the reason it had taken so long for anyone to insist on it. The same instinct that hands the general all the credit had spent years telling a profession full of brilliant physicians that a checklist was beneath them.

The first step on that list was older than the rest of it. In 1847, a Hungarian obstetrician named Ignaz Semmelweis confronted a fact that the two maternity wards of Vienna’s great teaching hospital had been writing into their ledgers for years: the ward staffed by doctors was killing mothers at more than twice the rate of the ward staffed by midwives. Laboring women knew it, and some begged on their knees to be assigned to the midwives. The difference, Semmelweis worked out, was the autopsy room. The doctors dissected in the morning and delivered in the afternoon, and when a colleague died of a scalpel nick during a dissection, with the same raging fever that was taking the mothers, Semmelweis ordered every physician to wash his hands in chlorinated lime before touching a patient. The deaths on his ward fell to the midwives’ rate.6

His profession’s answer was to take offense. The finding arrived decades before germ theory could explain it. It asked the most eminent physicians in Europe to accept, on the strength of one ward’s ledger, that their own hands had been carrying death from the corpse to the childbed, and it offered nothing grander than a washbasin as the cure. Semmelweis made refusing him easier, in time, by answering his critics in open letters that called them murderers. He died in an asylum in 1865, his doctrine still rejected, and the fever went on killing mothers for another generation. A century and a half later, Pronovost put the same instruction at the top of his list, and it was still the step that needed enforcing.

What the checklist did in the ward, it does inside organizations of every kind, and the same quiet lesson recurs across fields once you go looking for it.7 Consider the steel business of the late nineteenth century. Andrew Carnegie built the dominant American steel company less through invention or showmanship than through a relentless attention to operational cost. He kept detailed cost accounts, drove the cost per ton steadily downward, reinvested in more efficient plant, and used the lower costs to undercut his rivals on price.8 His watchword was that you should watch the costs and the profits will take care of themselves. None of this excuses the man. His labor record was brutal, and the killing at his Homestead works in 1892 belongs to the same career. The point is narrower than virtue. The thing that actually won was the unglamorous discipline of cost and process, not the heroic-vision story of the self-made titan that we prefer to tell about him afterward.

I rebuilt my own working life around this lesson once, though I only recognized it afterward. The product my career is now known for is an enclave, a sealed computing environment that keeps government contractors inside their compliance obligations, and the first version of it was a set of heroics: hand-assembled, hand-updated, watched over personally, mine in every detail. It worked, and it could not scale, because every one of those details ran through my own hands. What turned it into something that now runs at more than seventy environments was nothing a customer has ever asked to see in a demonstration. It was the machinery underneath, the automation that deploys a new environment, pushes updates to all of the existing ones, and watches their health while I sleep. Buyers ask about the visible product. The business stands on the plumbing, and the plumbing came second, because at first the heroics felt like the work. This is the harder thing for a leader to hear. The instinct is for the heroic launch, the bold reorganization, the visionary bet that gets a name and a stage, and against all of that the cost ledger looks like an admission that the work is not magic. The dull operational capacity is the part that actually decides whether the thing works: the process that holds, the logistics that move, the boring step nobody skips. The leader who pours every ounce of attention into the dramatic stroke and treats the machinery beneath it as beneath him is building, very confidently, the conditions of his own failure.

You can have the hospital’s result in your own life, and for the same unglamorous price. The research on actually getting things done keeps arriving at the same unwelcome answer: the dull mechanism beats the inspired intention. A person who decides in advance the exact where and when of a thing, the plain if-then of it, reliably outperforms the person who merely resolves, however sincerely, to try hard, by a smaller margin than the first studies claimed but a real one.9 The victory almost never lives in the grand intention; it is down in the boring system underneath it, the part you will always be tempted to skip because it is not the part that feels like winning. The question is the one the book has been circling from the start: when you go looking for what decides things, are you looking where the drama is, or where the work is being done.
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How to Borrow Distance

Again and again, this book has pressed the same instrument into your hands and never quite explained how to hold it. Ask what a Monro would say. Ask what someone who had paid nothing into this would see. It is the one escape the book keeps insisting is available to anyone, on any afternoon, and it would be a poor book that urged the move so often and never taught it. So here, before the last word, is the move itself, in the only form that matters, which is the practical one.

Start with what borrowing distance is not: calm, or detachment, or the absence of feeling. Monro was not serene on the beaches of Gallipoli; he had not paid for them. The distance that let him see was structural, not emotional. He stood outside the story, where its pull could not reach him, and from there he could ask the question no one inside could form. The trouble is that you are almost never standing outside your own story. You are in it, you have paid into it, and the paying is what bends your sight. Borrowing distance means manufacturing, on purpose, the vantage that Monro got by accident. There are a handful of reliable ways to do it, and none of them require you to be wise, or burned, or prepared. They ask only that you run the trick before the story has finished closing around you.



The first is the oldest and the most tested. Ask what you would tell a friend. The same problem that looks agonizing and singular from inside your own life turns simple and almost obvious the moment it belongs to someone else, because the friend’s story is not one you have paid into. Psychologists have studied this directly, and the result is unusually clean: people who think a charged decision through in the third person, as though advising someone else, reason more wisely about it than people who stay in the first, and they manage it under the same pressure that wrecks everyone else’s judgment.1 The advice you would give a friend in your exact situation is, with depressing reliability, the advice you are refusing to take yourself. Write it down. Then read it as though it were addressed to you, because it is.

The second move is the one Monro actually made, and it has a name in the study of decisions: the outside view. The natural way to judge a plan is from inside it, asking how your particular effort, with its particular strengths, will go. The outside view sets the particulars aside and asks instead how things like this usually go, for people like you, in situations like this one.2 It trades your story for the base rate. Monro did not ask what the campaign had cost, which was the inside question, the one soaked in everything already spent. He asked what staying would buy against what leaving would buy, which is a question about the future, not the past, and the honest answer stood out the moment the question was put that way. When you are sure your case is special, the outside view is the cold shower: most cases feel special to the people inside them, and most are not.

The third is a way of smuggling in the bad news your own optimism is hiding. Before you commit, assume you have already failed. Not might fail; have failed, completely, a year from now, and you are writing the account of why. The technique is called a pre-mortem, and its power is in the grammar.3 Asked what might go wrong, the committed mind defends its plan and finds little. Told the plan has already collapsed and ordered to explain the wreckage, that same mind suddenly produces the reasons it had been declining to see, because they are no longer threats to argue away but facts to account for. The pre-mortem is a small act of time travel that lets you read the obituary while you can still change it.

The fourth is less a technique than a single honest sentence, and it is the one this book has come back to most. Whatever you have already sunk into this, the money, the years, the pride, is gone the instant it was spent, and it is not a reason for anything. The only question that pays is whether, starting fresh today and knowing what you now know, you would choose this again. The basketball executives could not ask it of their high draft picks. The men on the peninsula could not ask it of their dead. You can ask it of the degree, the job, the venture, the marriage, but only if you first set down the cost, which is the very thing that does not want to be set down.

The fifth turns the pre-mortem’s imagined failure into a standing order. Before you commit, decide what would make you quit: the number, the date, the event that will mean the plan has failed, chosen while you are still on the outside and can afford to mean it. Climbers call it a turnaround time, and they set it at base camp because they know what the summit will say. When executives in a product-launch experiment wrote their own stopping rules and were left to apply them, the rules barely helped, because the people applying them at the moment of truth were no longer quite the people who had written them; they were inside the story by then, and they argued with the lines they themselves had drawn. What did cut the losses was precommitting to a rule that would be binding, or handing the verdict to someone new who had paid nothing in.4 The protection is not the criterion but the surrender of the right to argue with it: decide today what would make you stop, and take tomorrow’s vote away from the person you will be by then.

And when you cannot manufacture the distance yourself, there is a sixth move, the bluntest of them all: borrow it from an actual person. Find the one who has paid nothing into your story and is not trying to be kind. The colleague from another department, the friend who never liked the plan, the new arrival who walks in late with no stake in how it began. Blackett’s scientists were worth more than the admirals partly because they came from outside the navy’s whole way of seeing. A Monro is a person before he is a habit of mind, and when your own vantage fails you can still go and stand beside someone else’s.



None of these is a guarantee, and it would be the book’s own cardinal sin to sell them as one. They do not deliver clear sight; they tilt the odds toward it, which is the most anything in here has ever claimed to do. What they share is a single mechanism: each one pries you, for a moment, out of the first person and sets you down outside the story, where the pull of what you have already seen and spent and believed runs a little weaker. That is all borrowed distance is. It is unglamorous, it is repeatable, and unlike the crucible and the quiet decade it asks nothing of a past you cannot change.

So the next time the world hands you a story so clear and so compelling that the lesson seems to write itself, treat that very clarity as the warning it is, and run the trick. Ask what you would tell a friend. Ask how these things usually go. Assume it has already failed, and say why. Set down what you have paid. Decide in advance what would make you quit, and put the quitting beyond your own reach. Or go and find the one person who never paid at all. You will not always see past the story. But you will have done, on purpose and in the moment, the thing the people in this book did mostly by luck, and that is an inheritance worth carrying out of a book about how reliably we are fooled.
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Epilogue — The Wrong Lessons About This Book

The problem the air force brought to the mathematicians looked simple, which is the first warning, and it had an obvious answer, which is the second. Bombers were coming back from Europe full of holes, and there was only so much armor a plane could carry before it became too heavy to fly. So the question was where to put it. Someone had gone over the returning aircraft and mapped the damage, and the map was clear: the holes clustered along the fuselage and the wings, and the engines were comparatively clean. Armor the parts that get hit. What could be more sensible than that.

Abraham Wald worked with the Statistical Research Group at Columbia, a small assembly of the best statisticians in the country, turned during the war to problems like this one. He was a refugee, a Jewish mathematician who had escaped Europe ahead of the Nazis, and he had a habit, useful in mathematics and in survival, of asking what was not in front of him. He looked at the map of holes and saw that it was a map of the wrong planes. Every aircraft in the study was one that had come home. The damage it carried was, by definition, damage a bomber could absorb and still fly. The clean places on those planes, the engines without holes, were not the places that were never hit. They were the places where a hit did not let you come home to be studied.1 The armor, Wald said, belonged exactly where the surviving planes showed no damage, because the planes hit there were the ones that were missing from the hangar, scattered in pieces across Europe, uncounted.2

I have spent this book doing what the air force wanted to do, and you should know it before you put the book down.

I went looking for the people who got it right. I found Bloch, who saw the firepower coming, and Monro, who could leave the beach, and Marshall, who took the general’s arm, and Kennedy, who would not be hurried into the strike. Every one of them is a bomber that came home. A study that assembles only the people who drew the right lesson is a hangar full of returning planes, and like that hangar it is silent about precisely the cases that would complicate it most. For every Bloch who did the lonely arithmetic and was right, there were surely others who did the same arithmetic and were wrong, and others still who were right and unread and are now no one’s example. They are the planes that did not come back. I cannot show them to you, because the same selection that makes my cases vivid is the one that erased theirs.

And there is a second admission folded inside the first, which the preface already half made. Even the hangar was not chosen neutrally. These cases are military because those were the stories on the shelf I grew up next to, the ones that were vivid to me. A book about the pull of vivid stories was assembled by that same pull, and knowing so does not exempt it. It only lets you read it with your eyes open, which is all this book has ever asked you to do with anything.

The same caution is owed for the other half of my evidence. This book leans on behavioral science, and behavioral science has spent the last decade in a reckoning of its own, finding that a troubling share of its most celebrated results, the vivid little studies that launched a thousand talks, do not hold when the experiment is run again. That reckoning is this book’s own subject wearing a lab coat, a field that drew confident lessons from findings that were partly luck. I have tried to build on the work that survived it, to use the famous casualties of it only as instances of the very error this book is about, and to lean hardest on the effects that sit closest to arithmetic. The ground under the science is softer than a clean citation makes it look, and you should read every study here knowing it.

Two things follow, and the book owes you both even though it cannot fully deliver them.

The first is that the three ways out do not work the way a machine works. The crucible, the quiet decade, the borrowed distance: none of them is a lever that outputs clear sight when pulled. They are conditions that, spread across a great many lives, tilt the odds a little, and the people in whom they happened to work are exactly the ones we remember, for the same reason the surviving bombers are the ones we get to inspect. Most people who live through a failure do not extract the right lesson from it. They extract a wrong one, hardened by pain into something even harder to question.

And here is the proof of that, and it has been sitting inside this book from the first chapter, waiting.

The British officer who stood on the hills of Manchuria in 1904 and carried home the lesson that spirit beats firepower was named Ian Hamilton.3 Eleven years later, the general who landed an army at Gallipoli and then could not bring himself to leave it, who held the sunk-cost line harder than anyone and had to be removed before the bleeding could be stopped, was named Ian Hamilton.4 The same man. Fool and coward are both the wrong words for him. He was experienced, intelligent, genuinely thoughtful, a soldier who wrote books and quoted poetry, a man who had spent the long quiet decades in exactly the preparation this book says tends to protect people. It did not protect him. He drew the wrong lesson in 1904 and he was still paying for a version of the same error in 1915, and the only reason a better man could end the bleeding is that Monro arrived from outside, having paid nothing into the beaches and feeling none of their pull.

That is the honest shape of the claim. The danger is that a person with Hamilton’s preparation becomes Hamilton, not Monro. The quiet decade made him more articulate and more confident inside a frame that was itself the mistake, which is not immunity but its opposite. Preparation can deepen the trap as easily as it can spring it. The book has shown you the people in whom it sprang the trap because those are the people history kept, and you should hold every one of them a little more loosely for knowing that.

The second thing is smaller and more useful, and it is why the book kept pressing one of the three escapes on you harder than the others. You cannot arrange to have been wisely burned. You cannot reach back and spend the right obscure decade you did not spend. Those doors, if they are open at all, were opened by a past you do not control. But the third move asks nothing of your history. In almost any moment, you can do on purpose what Monro’s position did for him by accident: step outside the story, and ask what someone who had paid nothing into it would see. It is not a guarantee. Nothing here is a guarantee. It is only the one escape that does not require you to have been lucky already.

So end where the book began, on the hills above the watched war. The trap that caught the men with the notebooks does not retire, and it will be working in you tomorrow, on whatever vivid thing the world next hands you. This book cannot promise you will see past it. It can tell you something truer and smaller than a promise. The trap is real. A few people have climbed out of it, in ways you can name and partly imitate. And the surest sign that you are caught in it is the feeling of certainty that comes when the story is very clear. Hamilton was certain. He had watched the war with his own eyes.

And so were you, on the very first page, or nearly. The line you read there, that the trouble is not what you don’t know but what you know for sure that just isn’t so, is the truest sentence in this book, and almost certainly not Mark Twain’s. The epigraph admitted as much in the same breath, and the admission will not help. He is only the man we are all sure said it, and the attribution has survived a century of corrections because the folksy line and the folksy name make too good a story to give up. Ask yourself, a year from now, who said it. If the answer that comes back is Twain, warning label and all, you will have felt the machinery this book is about, running right over a correction printed directly beneath the line.

Read this book, then, the way Wald read the bombers. Not as a record of who came home, but as a question about who did not. The lessons most likely to ruin you are the ones you are surest of, taken from the most vivid thing you have ever seen. Armor the blank spaces.
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