Knowing Alone?

1. Bowling Alone

In 1993, the Harvard political scientist Robert Putnam published an
interesting book, Making Democracy Work.! I recall being
recommended it strongly by a friend who at the time was teaching
political theory at Harvard. Given that the book was concerned with the
introduction of a new level of local government in Italy, this might seem
surprising. But my friend had spotted something really important in the
book, which led Putnam on to subsequent important work.

What was significant, was Putnam arguing that the new level of
government had been effective in those parts of Italy in which there was
a tradition of participation in a variety of organizations, the character of
which was not of a patron/client character. Putnam was led, by this, to
reflect on Alexander de Tocqueville’s claims, in his classic work
Democracy in America, about the way in which civic and other forms
of participation played a key role in making American society function
effectively. Putnam was struck by what seemed to him a significant
decline in social participation in America in recent years.

Putnam argued this thesis in a paper called ‘Bowling Alone?’,? in which
he noted the decline in competitive team (ten pin) bowling in the United
States. People still went bowling, but not as typically with teams of
people. He then produced a massive book, Bowling Alone,’ in which
he argued this case at length. He suggested that there was a striking
decline in social participation in the U.S., notably in the generation since
those who had lived through the Second World War. This involved not
just groups of people going bowling, but a fall-off in all sorts of social
activity, from people having dinner with one another, through
membership of friendly societies. The only exception that he noted, at
that time, were members of some evangelical Christian churches, but



their participation tended to be restricted to socialization with other
members of the same religious group.

Putnam expressed concern about this, as it seemed to him that a likely
consequence of this would be a decline in trust — something that the
Italian study had suggested to him was of key importance for the
operation of effective government. He made what seemed to me a
number of rather poor suggestions about how this tendency might be
reversed — even going to the point of wishing for a non-fanatical
religious revival. As to what was responsible, Putnam looked at various
candidates — ending up by suggesting that one problem was posed by
the development of TV.

Putnam came in for a fair amount of criticism. An early example was
The Ladd Report,* by Everett Carll Ladd, the executive director of the
Roper Center for Public Opinion Research. He argued that Putnam, and
others who had made similar claims, had mistaken a decline in some
institutions for an overall such decline. It was noted by Putnam’s critics
that some other institutions — such as the Sierra Club, an environmental
organization — had gained large numbers of members, over the same
period. Similar criticisms have been made by people who stress the
role, in recent years, of internet-based organizations in enabling people
to make contact with others.

A key issue, here, however, seems to me to be that the organizations
that Putnam was concerned with had typically involved people in leaving
the home and actually meeting, in groups, with other people on a face-
to-face basis. Organizations such as the Sierra Club have many
members. But membership now typically involves making financial
contributions, and sometimes visiting facilities that such organizations
might maintain, e.g. to enjoy the countryside with one’s immediate
family or friends, rather than active and in-person participation. On-line
activity typically gives people contacts that are focussed rather narrowly
on a particular shared interest or, in the case of social media, are apt to
create environments which provide support for people’s existing



opinions, and which suggest how terrible other people are, all for the
sake of attracting one’s attention to web pages, and to the (targeted)
advertising which appears on them.

Putnam, I suspect, had in fact got things right when he pointed to the
significance of television. But since Putnam wrote, the problems of this
kind have grown. In Western countries, we can now typically get
immediate access to a plethora of world-class entertainment, of almost
every conceivable kind, from our sofas. It seems to me all too easy to
understand just why people are now less willing to turn out for
meetings, talks and entertainment, perhaps of a poor quality, in often
uncomfortable venues. In addition, services which in the past were
often provided by means of voluntary organisations — such as friendly
societies — have now been out-competed by, for example, the
commercial provision of insurance. (While the development of the
welfare state has also made the need for assistance from such voluntary
organizations less pressing.)

2. Karl Popper and Objectivity as a Social Product

A second strand of my argument in this piece, relates to a theme in the
work of Karl Popper. In his The Open Society and Its Enemies, he
discussed the way in which objectivity might best be seen as a social
product.” We all, he stressed, bring various kinds of prejudices to the
interpretation of the world. There are preconceptions rooted in our
biology; others stemming from our social background and the language
which we use; still others, from various theories by which we are
attracted. Popper further stressed two important points.

On the one hand, our ideas are fallible. Just because some idea that we
favour seems to us to be correct — or even obviously correct — does not
mean that it is, in fact, true. On the other, we can'’t discover, on our
own, what our particular biases and preconceptions are. Indeed, we
may often find that those who proclaim that they are unbiased not only
have strong biases, but that it is very difficult to get them to recognise
that they are, in fact, prejudiced.



For Popper, being unbiased is not something that you can manage on
your own. Rather, it requires interaction with, and criticism from, other
people, especially people who have different views from yours. It is
here, it seems to me, that a link starts to form between Popper’s ideas
and Putnam’s. For in interest groups and civic associations of the old
kind, people typically had to meet with people who had views different
from their own. But if we stay at home, or associate just with like-
minded friends, or connect via the internet just with people who agree
with us, there is a risk that our prejudices will go unchallenged.

Clearly, to learn from one another — not least, if some of our deep-
seated and much-cherished ideas are wrong — requires that we treat
one another with respect, and put points in ways that take into account
one another’s feelings. But it is exactly that which has a reasonable
chance of taking place if people with different views, and from different
social settings, are associating to pursue other shared goals. Yet how
many local bands or choral societies are flourishing these days? How
many voluntary organizations — such as the ‘University of the Third Age’
— can get people readily to volunteer to lead study groups or to
undertake committee duties?®

An underlying problem here, for Popper’s ideas about objectivity, is that
while it seems to me that he is correct about what we need, it is not
clear that it is something that we would like or would choose. What we
like, I suspect, is to have our prejudices confirmed, and to associate
with people who think rather like we do. It is the kinds of organizations
the decline of which Putnam noted, which helped us overcome these
inclinations, for the sake of the achievement, with others, of goals which
we thought were important. But not only — where this has been
relatively easy to do, as in the United States — has there been an
increasing tendency for populations to divide physically on the basis of
their broad political and cultural opinions.” While there has been an
additional tendency for news outlets to become politically polarised,® and
for people to choose news sources which re-enforce their views. This
seems to be re-enforced by the kind of development that was pioneered



by Facebook, where people were encouraged to create environments,
and to receive news, which was slanted towards their prejudices.

Indeed, ‘encouraged’ puts the issue much too mildly, as current practise
seems to involve tracing all forms of internet activity (on which Google is
a past-master),® and then using what is discovered about you to create
a kind of profile, in line with which information — including news — is fed
to you. There has been a long-standing question as to whether getting
what you want — in the sense of what fits your preferences — is good for
you. Adam Smith, in a revision of his Theory of Moral Sentiments
made just before his death, warned that the (attractive-looking) fashions
indulged in by the wealthy may be problematic if taken as models by
ordinary people.'® It is certainly the case that, from the point of view of
epistemology, the last thing that one wants is exactly what Facebook
gives you.

The same kind of problem can arise in other settings, too. One of the
rather strange phenomena that has occurred in recent American politics,
has been the kind of support that Donald Trump received from people
who identified as evangelical Christians. In some ways this was
understandable. When Trump was initially a candidate, there was
discussion in the pages of Christianity Today — an evangelical
Christian magazine which has serious intellectual and cultural concerns —
about the pros and cons of supporting him. And a writer who favoured
supporting him, despite everything, did so on the grounds of his support
for ‘the right to life’.!! This was significant, just because, while previous
Republican candidates had made what was, from this perspective, the
right noises here for a long time, when in power they had shown little
interest in addressing this issue, or in other cultural issues of concern to
conservative Christians.’® Trump, when he was elected, could be said to
have delivered on this. He was in a position to make a humber of
nominations for the Supreme Court, and — as we have seen — this
created a majority which called into question abortion rights as
constitutional rights, which had been brought in as a consequence of
Roe v. Wade.?



It is, however, another aspect of conservative Christianity in the U.S.
with which I am here concerned. It relates to the willingness of
conservative evangelicals to give their support to conspiracy theories.
Here, an interesting report by Russell Moore in a recent edition of
Christianity Today,'* indicates that a considerable number of people —
around 30% of those surveyed — identify as conservative evangelicals,
but no longer attend church. They: ‘are now... the largest religious body
in the South’, and are reported as ‘not only keep[ing] their politics but
also [to] ratchet [it] up to more extreme levels’. Moore comments:
‘Going without worship and connection does not end the culture wars—it
often heightens them. Almost any disconnection from organic
community leads people to extremism and anger, no matter their place
on the ideological spectrum.’

3. Disconnection and the Death of Available Tacit Knowledge

I have already mentioned that one reaction to Putnam’s work has been
to argue that he had missed the development of new forms of
association, and particularly the sorts of association that are available on
the internet. The material about non-affiliated conservative
evangelicals, on which I have just reported, suggests a different story.
For there is every reason to believe that these people draw information
from the internet to support their views. The problem is that — as a
writer in The Economist commented not long ago — when people say
that they have researched things for themselves, what they all too often
mean is that they have simply sought out material that confirms — rather
than posing challenges for — their opinions, on the internet.

The Economist also recently reported on an extensive study that had
appeared in Nature, which looked at the degree to which friendships
across class lines increased social mobility and decreased poverty.*
They highlighted the significance, in this context, of exposure to people
with different social and economic status (which was significant in
universities, but where the chance of this leading to friendships was less
than one might have expected), but noted that friendships across



classes within church groups was particularly significant. The broad
study was taken by The Economist to endorse the message of
Putnam’s work.

There is, however, another aspect to this. For while the internet now
makes available to us an incredible amount of information, it seems to
me that its growth — and the development of the rationalization of
different services which has come with it — has led to an important loss.
What I have in mind, here, is the role that tacit knowledge and its social
transmission had in the past.

When I grew up, it was typically the case that people from ordinary
backgrounds were in regular contact with those who had more
knowledge about how the world worked than they did, because these
people supplied various professional services to them. While each of us
has an area of knowledge about things in respect of which we have
relatively specialized knowledge, there are all kinds of things about
which ordinary people’s knowledge is very limited. If they need to make
choices about things outside of their own areas of relative expertise,
they used, in the past, to be able to obtain knowledge — or leads to
other people who could provide such knowledge — from the professional
people with whom they were in contact. Doctors; bank managers;
lawyers; trades union officials and clergymen, would typically have — in
addition to their own specialized knowledge — wider knowledge about
the world, or contact with other professional people who would have
knowledge that they did not have, personally.

This, however, is now — at least in the UK — becoming a thing of the
past. Doctors are becoming much more narrowly focussed in their
concerns, as are lawyers. They will typically perform with considerable
efficiency specific services in which they have expertise. But the scope
of their knowledge is now much more limited. And they are reluctant to
make the kinds of informal recommendations that they would have
done, in the past, for fear of incurring liability if things went wrong. The
same is even more true of financial services where, rather than a bank



manager being someone to whom one could go for advice with regard
to financial affairs outside of the specific services offered by the bank,
one typically deals with low-level functionaries, whose job it is to sell
specific products from a wider range of financial services marketed by
the bank.

Of course, to balance this — one might say — a great deal more
information is now available by way of the internet. But the problem is
that, unless one has background in the field in question, or a general
ability to undertake effective web-based research, it is difficult for
people to know what to make of what is on offer. Further, the fact of
internet provision seems, oddly, to now mean that those who used to
have know-how in particular fields, such as insurance brokers, often
seem to know nothing beyond what they can come up with doing
internet searches.

The internet, itself, is an incredible source of information and can be an
invaluable tool. I found, when editing Hayek’s Law, Legislation and
Liberty for his Collected Works,*° that I was able to get access to
information about books that he cited and quoted, using sources on the
internet, which it would simply have not been possible for me to access
if I had had to do so physically. (I did do physical work, at a plethora of
libraries, over three continents. But this was expensive, and it would
not have been possible to identify where some books were located, or
what Hayek was quoting from them, if I had not also had access to such
sources as Google, Amazon, Hathitrust, and the on-line facilities of a
number of major libraries.) But, in all this, I knew exactly what I was
looking for, and knew what to make of the results that I obtained. If, by
contrast with this, we are seeking for information in areas in which we
do not have good background knowledge, or know how to go about
making comparisons of some sophistication, there is a real risk that we
will get into trouble.

Our problems are, obviously, not helped by the fact that a great deal of
information on the internet is supplied by people who wish to sell us



things. There is nothing wrong with that, as such. But there is a risk
that their web sites will not disclose to us all the options that are
available — even, options which they have on sale, if one only knows
exactly what to look for. While those sites which offer striking services
for free need — unless they are publicly funded — to cover their costs by
gathering information about ourselves, our preferences and activities,
which may involve us in Faustian bargains.

4. What is to be done?

In part, it seems to me, it is important that we restore ideas about
‘noblesse oblige’ — where this is taken in a very general sense of people
who are in relatively advantaged positions being willing to assist other
people. In the context of this piece, I mean, particularly, that people
who are better-informed should be willing to assist others who are not.
Provided that they are not selling something, or in other ways gaining
financially, they should be able to do this without liability. For the cost
of making people liable for what they suggest, is that they are
increasingly likely not to pass on specific recommendations, and the kind
of fallible tacit knowledge that they might have about the field in
question.

In part, we should feel an obligation to participate in face-to-face
activities, with a mixture of people. It is in this way that our prejudices
can be corrected, and useful knowledge passed on. A key issue, here, is
that the kinds of issues to which I have referred are typically by-
products of other activities. There are many things which we would find
desirable which it is difficult to attain, if we try to pursue them directly.
(I have found this, for example, with attempts to lose weight!) What,
on the face of it, is needed, is to discover activities which we are happy
doing for their own sake, which have, and can select, as a by-product
the achievement of the goals in which we are interested.’” This,
however, means that various kinds of social entrepreneurship are
needed to create such things, as well as a willingness on people’s part to
participate in running them. This may also require a certain willingness



to persist with organisations and ways of living with offer desirable side-
effects, even in the face of, say, commercial competition which offers
what one wishes for more directly.'®

Next, I think that we have to make choices where we can do so, for the
provision of services and advice on a subscription basis, rather than just
accepting what we are given for free. The problem with what we get for
free, is that it is likely to be being provided either by people who want to
sell something to us, or by people who have been paid by those who
want to sell something to us, or by those who are collecting information
about us to sell to those who want to sell things to us. This can,
obviously, be useful. But as I argued in an earlier piece, ‘Under the
Influence’, the problem about just using such sources, is that one
cannot tell the degree to which those involved are also acting in our
interests, rather than just their own.

Finally, I think that we might take inspiration from some remarks that
the British comedian Michael Flanders made in the course of his
introduction to his and Donald Swann'’s ‘At the Drop of Another Hat".*
He said: ‘The purpose of satire, it has been rightly said, is to strip off the
veneer of comforting illusion and cosy half-truth - and our job, as I see
it, is to put it back again.” What I have in mind, here, is this. In the late
Nineteenth and early Twentieth Century, welfare functions were widely
provided by a variety of so-called ‘friendly societies’.*® These typically
offered male companionship, the undertaking of charitable functions,
and the providing of insurance and beyond this certain kinds of
charitable assistance for their members.?! It is also worth noting that, in
his Philosophy of Right, Hegel had discussed the way in which guild-
like bodies which had crystallized out of the division of labour in market-
based societies, performed similar kinds of functions for their
members.*

These organizations were far from perfect. On the one hand, they
typically covered just some parts of the population. There was also the
problem of how they were organized and run. In some cases, those
who did this as a service may not have been up to the job.? While,
today, there is a risk (although it obviously has its positive side) that



those who, in the past, might have performed such functions can now
much more easily put their talents to use in the commercial sector, or in
government service.?* An additional problem — of which I have come
across reports from two widely different sources® — is that, in the past,
mutualist welfare organizations got into trouble with demography. For
they had expected — and their members had expected — that benefits of
certain kinds would be paid out, if they paid regular subscriptions to the
society. But their ability to do this was undermined, when people
started to live longer — and to need pensions or other benefits, over a
longer period.

All this pointed to the attraction of various forms of universal state
provision, with the possibility — in the event of actuarial calculations
being upset by greater life expectancy — of calling on taxation of the
wider working population, rather than just member contributions, for
support. The problem about this, however, was that one shifted from a
form of mutualist provision, to something that was bureaucratic. It
seems to me that, in the light of the issues with which I have here been
concerned, that it is worth investigating the degree to which state
benefits can be channelled through re-created mutualist organizations.?
Working out what the possibilities are, here, would be an interesting and
difficult intellectual and practical task. But it would seem to me well
worth undertaking, given the situation that we are in currently.
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