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Dear Friends, 

Perhaps one of the greatest insights in life that we can grow up to appreciate is that 

people think differently. It may sound an obvious thing to say and yet the ability to 

achieve some peace of mind rests on our accepting this fact. Billions of pounds are spent 

by governments and private companies on market research in order to gauge public 

opinion so that policy can be made or adjusted or that products and services may be 

introduced to the market and developed. Opinions matter. 

 

The truth concerning human behaviour is very simple and it amounts to this: people do 

things for one of two reasons, fear of punishment or anticipation of reward. At first sight, 

this seems to be quite a cynical evaluation of the human spirit. Those of us with a more 

idealistic mindset may recoil from the brutality or starkness of such an outlook. What 

about the higher motives such as altruism, or agape/unconditional love, we may counter; 

can we really be that selfish? 

 

In a sense the answer to that question is "yes" we really are, but in this instance, 

selfishness is not really an adequate word. Perhaps the verb "to be selfish" as a pejorative 

term doesn't really work. When a baby "greedily" feeds, there is both approval and 

satisfaction because we need to know that the infant is healthy, is taking in sustenance 

and we are reassured by this greedy feeding. The infant's greed is not a vice but a virtue.  

 

Show someone a group of photographs and you know that the ones they will be most 

interested in will be pictures of themselves but this self-interest can also be a virtue. We 

are all interested in ourselves and to a greater or lesser degree, there has to be self-love 

for if we cannot love ourselves how can we love others? Proof of this point is that those 

who cannot love or accept themselves, who suffer from low self-esteem, or who are not 

fundamentally happy or at peace with their selves are unable to have healthy relationships 

with others. John Lennon once made the point that, if you cannot make it with the people 

you love everything else is a waste of time. 

 

This brings me back to my original point, that people do think differently, and in my 

opinion often perversely so. I am reminded of the American cartoon character, Popeye 

who in a comic strip caption once said, "If you think you're right you are right even if 

you're wrong." There it is. Voltaire is supposed to have said that, "People will continue to 

commit atrocities as long as they believe in absurdities." Often we cannot do anything 

about the atrocities and absurdities in life; we can only be responsible for our own 

thoughts and actions. However, we can be like the market researchers and analysts and 

we can try to understand the world. If we can understand, we can act with justice and 

compassion, which is reward enough.  

 

Happy New Year! 

 

Best wishes as always, 

Bob.  

 


