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BLASTLAND:  I blame my parents. They did it. If it hadn’t been for 
their way with porridge, I’d be running the country by now. I was scarred, you 
see. Could have been a contender. Though that maths teacher didn’t help, either. 
In fact, I have little list of all the people… But let’s stop there. Why always people? 
Why individuals who did it? Why not luck or circumstance? If that sounds 
absurd, if, for you, individuals make history and without an actor there can be 
no act, well, others disagree, fiercely. There’s too much blame – or praise – they 
say, a kind of bias against the luck and circumstance that are more often the root 
of things. As an explanation of big events, this is dangerous territory. Was no one 
to blame for the financial crisis, for example? So, with reference to such 
individuals as Rupert Murdoch, Steve Jobs, Arsene Wenger, Alan Greenspan, 
Margaret Thatcher and others, this programme will explore that idea - that 
when it comes to big change, individuals are too much in the spotlight. 

CHATER:    I think it is a general trend and it may also be consonant 
with a tendency to increase the significance of celebrity. It’s certainly true that we 
tend to think of Bill Gates as the entire driving force and originator behind the 
revolution that is Windows and the whole creation of the PC. And I think it’s 
probably right that as the world is getting more complicated, it becomes, as important 
as it ever was to impose these simple stories, but those simple stories just become less 
and less true. 

THANE:    There is a, certainly a strong tendency to try to pin, say, 
the economic recession on certain people whether it’s Fred the Shred or Alan 
Greenspan or some other figure. Which I suppose in a sense is a kind of refuge when 
you’re facing a really massive problem that nobody really seems to understand where 
it came from. You either have somehow to credit international forces of some sort, but 
people obviously find if easier to try to pin it on a person even though it’s not very 
convincing. 

BLASTLAND:  Professor Pat Thane, an historian at King’s College 
London, on certain supposed villains, and before her Nick Chater, Professor of 
Behavioural Science at Warwick Business School, on heroes. We’ll question 
some of this later. First, let’s dig a little.  

Chris Dillow, a writer on economics and psychology, says one root of the 
problem is a common psychological flaw with a grand name: the fundamental 
attribution error.  

DILLOW:    It was something discovered by psychologists in the 60s, 
which is the tendency we have to ascribe too much importance to individual 
characteristics and too little importance to situational factors when we’re looking for 
an explanation of individual behaviour.  

BLASTLAND:  What do you mean by situational factors? 



DILLOW:    Take one example. Psychologists got people to do a 
general knowledge quiz and they asked observers to rate the general knowledge of the 
people who were being asked the questions and the question master. And people said 
that the question master was much more well-informed than the questionees, but the 
fact is of course that he wasn’t; that he just happened to have the answers in front of 
him. But people, even in that most obvious situation, were incapable of seeing the 
situational factor that gave the question master the advantage and instead focused on 
the individual fact (so it seemed to them) that the question master had the answers and 
was, therefore, cleverer.  

BLASTLAND:  Chris Dillow. Devious, aren’t they, these little 
experiments? Nick Chater describes another to make two further points about 
the way we see cause and effect. First, that we have a tendency to think we can 
identify important patterns of events in the wild flux of life even when there is no 
pattern. Second that we can’t help asking: ‘whodunit?’ 

CHATER:    For example, if one’s trying to control a light by 
pressing a switch, even if it turns out that the light is coming on randomly relative to 
your switching up and down, you will tend to believe you’re in control. So if there’s a 
random pattern, you tend to both see pattern … real structure in it even if there is none, 
and you tend to think someone’s in control, possibly yourself. 

BLASTLAND:  So this is a real experiment you’re describing? 

CHATER:    That’s right, yes. So if they are actually controlling it to 
some extent - there’s some connection between the two even though it’s a somewhat 
chancy connection - then they will … they will believe that. But even if you make the 
connection go away entirely, they will still have a strong sense that they’re controlling 
the light - by some means they’re not quite sure about. 

BLASTLAND:  Now if it’s the case that we sort of over interpret in 
this sort of fashion, on a purely personal psychological basis, can we use it as a 
way of describing our approach to a lot of more complicated events in life?  

CHATER:    I think we can. So the tendency to see macroeconomic 
or political events as having a human agency behind them, I think could be viewed as 
just a natural extension. I mean the way we explain the world in general tends to be in 
terms of human activities and intentions, and the idea that many things in the world 
are actually consequences of a very indirect nature of interactions of many people’s 
activities where the consequence doesn’t result from any particular intention is 
actually a very strange one to us. So we tend to want to hold onto the idea that if 
something’s happened, someone wanted it to happen and made it happen. 

BLASTLAND:  Nick Chater. Whodunit? Everyone and no-one, like 
as not. Let’s bring this idea to life beyond the human laboratories of psychology; 
first, in the turbulent world of business and economics. As head of the British 
Bankers’ Association, Angela Knight has often been banking’s public face. You 
might have heard her - grilled - on Radio 4. 



KNIGHT:    The fact that I was answering the questions and seen on 
the television, in the newspapers and on the radio meant that you know people come 
up to me almost as if it was my fault, you know. And I was simply trying to explain 
that in the case of the banking crisis, yes we’ve got a banking crisis, but we haven’t 
got a banking crisis that was for all banks and we weren’t the only country in it and 
there were a lot of complex issues underneath. 

BLASTLAND:  Have you ever felt the inclination to stand up and 
say, “Look, I didn’t do it. It wasn’t me!”? 

KNIGHT:    I’ve done that several times, I do confess. I tend to more 
or less do it on pre-records, unfortunately, and then it gets chopped out. (Laughs) But 
yes. And I can recall vividly doing it on a couple of television programmes where 
people said, “Why are you...” And I said, “No, no, I’m the trade body.” “Okay, you’re 
the trade body. But you’re here, so why are you…?” And I go, “No, we’re the trade 
body.” And certainly the perspective that I bring to it now is that if I see or hear a 
story where the story is being personalised onto one person, then the first thing that I 
think is well that’s got to be more complicated underneath, and so the decision has 
been made to tell something that is complicated simply and allied to one person and it 
says to me I must now go and have a look to see that there’s much more to that than is 
being portrayed. 

BLASTLAND:  Angela Knight. To which some might say, well she 
would say that, and feel scant sympathy. But she’s in surprising company. Did I 
mention that Chris Dillow is a Marxist?  Well, he’s a Marxist. But hold the 
typecasting. He cares little for political tribalism, but worships good data. He 
also, by the way, writes an economics column for Investor’s Chronicle.  

And he defends the bankers – a Marxist! He says for example, that Alan 
Greenspan, former Chairman of the Federal Reserve in the US and blamed by 
some for the crash, set interest rates consistent with what’s known as the Taylor 
rule – a simple mathematical relationship with economic growth. In other words, 
Greenspan might as well have been a computer. He thinks Fred ‘the-shred’ 
Goodwin, former boss of the Royal Bank of Scotland, was in some ways just 
unlucky to win a ruinous takeover battle for another bank - a battle others 
initiated. And as he doubts economic villainy, so he doubts big-name success. 

DILLOW:   There was some great research by Jonathan Haskel at 
Imperial College where he showed that most of the productivity growth in the 1980s 
occurred through firms entering and exiting the market rather than from individual 
firms improving their productivity. And what that tells us is that the ability of 
managers to make their company more efficient is perhaps not as great as we think… 
we overestimate the ability of managers to improve their companies. It was Warren 
Buffett who said that when a manager with a great reputation takes over a business 
with a bad reputation, it’s the business that keeps its reputation. 



BLASTLAND:  There’ve been many attempts to detect the 
difference made by ‘top’ managers. It’s hard to find. What’s more, big 
companies hiring big talent overwhelmingly die out. From this we might 
conclude that the best chief executives money can buy are mostly competitively 
stuffed by ingénues and impersonal market forces.  

Historian and Labour MP, Tristram Hunt has written about a few notable 
people in his time. We put to him an obvious business-world candidate for 
greatness, Steve Jobs, whose recent death provoked near sanctification.  

HUNT:    This is a sort of extraordinary out-flowing whereby this 
God-like figure with his shrines and the candles and the stores closing and that sort of 
specially preserved black and white very sort of controlled imagery of him. It is part 
of a broader process of what you might call secular re-catholicisation that we have 
these icons and images and saints, and Jobs is part of it. It’s totally weird. 

BLASTLAND:  Certainly Steve Jobs has been lionized, some think 
rightly so. Others demur - the kind of scepticism about individual influence that 
you’d bet they don’t teach in business schools, full of wannabe Steve Jobs and 
chief execs. 

But you’d be wrong. Jerker Denrell is Professor of strategy and decision making 
at Oxford University’s Saïd Business School. 

DENRELL:   To get into top MBA programmes, you need high 
grades also and good test results, so they tend to be quite confident. 

BLASTLAND:  So you’re taking people who… I don’t know, 
perhaps they see themselves as the next, who knows, Jack Welch, Steve Jobs… 

DENRELL:    (over) I think so, yeah.  

BLASTLAND:  So you take these people and you tell them that 
perhaps they’re less important than they like to think? (Laughs) 

DENRELL:   Yeah, exactly. And some of them are not too happy 
about that. 

BLASTLAND:  I can believe it. Professor Denrell feels he’s 
swimming against the tide of business fashion for what he calls narcissistic 
management. 



DENRELL:   There’s definitely been a change if we look back since 
the 1920s. Then the idea of a CEO was a good administrator. And, remember, the 
MBA is still administrator, master of business administration. But then in the 60s, 70s 
and 80s it changed and you can track some of the changes by the extent to which 
CEOs, their faces appear on the cover of business magazines like Business Week and 
Fortune, and that’s been steadily increasing since the 80s. There’s been a change in 
emphasis also of what the CEO is supposed to do. So previously they were like the 
engineer, the really smart guys; they were supposed to coordinate and plan. But now 
they’re supposed to have a vision, they’re supposed to change the company, 
revolutionise it by a transformational approach, by being visionary, setting out new 
goals, getting people to follow them. 

BLASTLAND:  Professor Denrell cites research – you’ll like this - 
that suggests the more the word “I” appears in communication with 
shareholders –“I” being the CEO – the more companies engage in buying other 
companies, the more those acquisitions fail. He describes demand for new 
corporate visionaries as akin to the latest miracle diet: a simple solution that 
avoids harder truths.  In that case, I asked, why not appoint people by lottery? It 
turns out that some companies have, though not to our knowledge a chief exec. 
Their point was to test beliefs that particular types of individual were key to 
success. One such company was Google. To all of which argument you are 
perhaps piling up objections. Patience. 

First, another example: sport. Because try telling a football supporter that the 
manager doesn’t make much difference. Chris Dillow says it’s been often studied.  

DILLOW:   All the evidence shows that when a team changes its 
manager, it doesn’t much improve; and this tells us that managers can’t affect the 
performance of their team to the extent that people think and yet it is always the case 
that we want the manager out whenever our team runs into a run of bad form. 

BLASTLAND:  So Arsene Wenger of Arsenal is suddenly a bad 
manager - or was (laughing) until a few games ago? 

DILLOW:   Yes, yes. He went from genius to idiot and is coming 
back to genius again in the public eye. 

BLASTLAND:  I mean, there must be individual attributes which 
make a big difference to a football game? 

DILLOW:   In terms of any individual game, then obviously a good 
team has a good chance of beating a bad team clearly. But there’s always a probability 
that the smaller team will win, and what happens after the result is that we adopt the 
hindsight bias and suddenly decide that the outcome was inevitable when that’s not 
the case. 



BLASTLAND:  I feel the heat of angry emails. But honestly, it’s not 
my fault. Time for our next example: politics. And we’re interested here both in 
the fascination with national or party leadership, and the fashion for appointing 
tsars: crime tsars, business tsars, as well as super-cops, and the rest. If only 
Spiderman would do it.  

BAKER:    Can you tell me any one of the tsars who have been 
appointed to deal with the drug problem in America or the drug problem in Europe 
have had any affect on it at all? It might well be the search for a tsar, but on the whole, 
the tsars haven’t done very well. They’ve been shot in cellars. 

BLASTLAND:  Lord Baker, who as Kenneth Baker was 
Conservative home secretary. Sometimes, he adds, it’s a sign of real leadership to 
admit what individuals can’t do – not that politics encourages such candour. 

BAKER:    Every person who stands in the election has got to 
promise a better tomorrow. They’re not actually going to promise a deeper abyss. 
Though once again Churchill was an exception – when France fell, Churchill’s 
famous broadcast is “The news from France is very bad.” He didn’t try to cover it up 
– he said it really is an appalling situation we’re in. Now that tends to mark out the 
great leaders when they do that. But in democratic terms, there has to be times when 
you say you can’t promise a better tomorrow. And the line that, for example, in our 
present economic crisis, that the government has to take is that we are in for a long 
period of austerity. And austerity is a very difficult thing for politicians to handle, 
actually. Part of the job of any politician is to try to educate people to understand that 
problems are complex and difficult. There are very, very few situations capable of an 
easier solution. 

BLASTLAND:  Lord Baker. On the other side, Tristram Hunt hears 
the people’s pain in the clamour for leadership. 

HUNT:   It’s in many senses a cry for help that actually the 
policymaking process and the delivery of policy is not working, and you can solve it 
in one fell blow with a poverty tsar or a crime tsar. The other element is that people 
today like accountability and they like transparency and they like political 
transparency. And so, for example, we’re going to see if the people of Birmingham 
are interested in having their own directly elected mayor - someone who is 
accountable for the governance and running and image of the city. And people quite 
like that. 

BLASTLAND:  You describe it almost apologetically, as a way of 
coping with complexity which isn’t quite honest. Is that fair? 



HUNT:   Yes, but it’s also very human. That these people are 
human too and you can look in their eyes and see sort of sadness and fear and loss and 
worry even though they’re doing heroic things. It is also a particularity partly of 
English or British culture. You know we are amongst the great biographers of the 
world. We love biographies - you know having films and programmes about you 
know biographies, many of them on Radio Four. 

BLASTLAND:  Tristram Hunt, finding virtue in the accountability 
of individuals that’s lacking if we blame the system. Though don’t politicians 
have to believe in the power of the individual? Why else be a politician?   

Andrew Roberts is very good at writing popular biographies, from the Victorian 
prime minister Lord Salisbury and Winston Churchill to Hitler and Napoleon. 
Perhaps surprisingly, a lover of great lives, he too is worried about 
personalization in politics. It’s a problem made worse, he says, by crisis.  

ROBERTS:    We’ve had a problem certainly in British politics where 
the collective of political parties, for example - the cabinet - has all too often been 
sidelined for the presidentialisation of the office of the Prime Minister and that 
happens because people do want to concentrate on the heroic leader. When you have a 
crisis like the present one and you’re looking for scapegoats as well as for leaders, it 
isn’t truly a healthy thing for a modern democracy. Scapegoating, in particular - 
especially with regard to economic disaster – is, I mean historically is a disastrous 
thing to have happened. Look at all the ways that it’s been used in the past by 
Napoleon, by Hitler, by many others to demoralise the state before it then gets turned. 

BLASTLAND:  Andrew Roberts. Let’s test reaction to another big 
name: Margaret Thatcher. Because The Lady gave us a whole political 
movement - Thatcherism. Didn’t she? One for Angela Knight, who was once a 
Conservative MP. 

KNIGHT:   It’s personalised in her - but at the same time if what 
she was able to do didn’t tap into a real popular desire for change, then that change 
would have been resisted and it wouldn’t really have happened. It’s something about 
good leadership, isn’t it? That good leadership is as much - certainly in the political 
sense - is as much being able to tap into the mood of the day and be able to move in 
accordance with the mood of the day. 

BLASTLAND:  This is the happy harmony - between collective will 
and leading from the front - where the wise individual shares one voice with the 
people. And it brings us, at last, to the various objections to our theme. For the 
word collectivism has faded from politics, done for by Mrs Thatcher, some say. 
And by this point, a few might suspect this whole argument of trying to revive it, 
the assault on individual importance being simply reheated left-wing collectivism, 
where life is all about society really. 

Is the social historian Pat Thane collectivist or individualist?  



THANE:   Being somebody who grew up from the 60s onwards, I 
think probably a collectivist. I’m still part of that post-68 generation in that sense.  

BLASTLAND:  And what does the distinction mean to you? 

THANE:   I think believing that when people get together, they can 
achieve change even if they’re relatively powerless people, and they don’t necessarily 
have to look to a single leader; whereas individualism does speak to me of more 
selfishness and competitiveness rather than cooperation. I think it also draws to some 
extent on experience and also on history and realising that changes have come about 
when people got together and decided there had to be change. I think things like the 
Women’s Liberation Movement, the Gay Liberation Movement, the Anti-Racist 
Movements of the late 60s, early 70s really does seem to grow out of people, and they 
haven’t totally transformed the world but they have changed our culture  

BLASTLAND:  But the Left’s preference for collectivist explanations 
raises teasing problems. Such as, what to say about Rupert Murdoch? For here’s 
an individual, if you believe his critics, who pulls strings the world over to suit 
his commercial interests, a one-man corruption of the political system, changing 
laws and tilting elections. If you’re on the left and inclined to demonise Rupert 
Murdoch, would Chris Dillow suggest you revise your opinion? 

DILLOW:   I think you should. I think what the Left has been doing 
here is it’s been grasping at the simplest possible explanation for its own failures. 
Now if you can believe that people are Right Wing only because of the influence of 
the Murdoch press, then you’re able to distract yourself from the possibility that they 
don’t agree with your beliefs for some other reasons. It could be that your own beliefs 
aren’t actually right or it could be that the British public are Right Wing for reasons 
not to do with the Murdoch press - to do with other ideological factors.  

BLASTLAND:  And if you’re on the Right, how should you think of 
great business moguls or great political leaders actually for that matter? 

DILLOW:   I think it’s unwise to invest them with very great power 
because think of it this way. If a company can only be managed by someone of superb 
talent, what does that tell us about its underlying brittleness, its underlying efficiency? 
In a sense the idea that managers can’t do much is consistent with one of the darlings 
of the New Right, Friedrich Hayek. Now he said that we can’t have an efficient 
centrally planned economy because no individual can gather together so much 
dispersed fragmentary knowledge, but exactly the same is true of companies. It can’t 
be - nobody’s got that much processing power inside their own mind. 

BLASTLAND:  So the case against the individual can’t be dismissed 
as a simple-minded socialism. Not only does it deny the Left its favourite villains, 
it resonates with parts of the Right. In standard economics, for example, hardly 
a Commie purview, the individual simply responds to incentives. 

Here’s the famously Conservative historian, Andrew Roberts. 



ROBERTS:   It’s nothing like as simple as Left Right. If it were, it 
would be pathetically easy. As it is, the whole battle between Carlyle’s Great Man 
theory and the determinists’ view, the vast impersonal forces view, is apolitical 
because the Right has the concept of the invisible hand in the market, the Adam Smith 
idea, and it also has the idea of The Little Platoons, Edmund Burke’s concept that 
decisions are and should be taken by thousands of smaller groupuscules in society 
which are not led by individuals. Equally, of course, you do have the dead hand of the 
Marxist analysis in which history is driven by the concept of the movement towards 
the dictatorship of the proletariats, which is not something that can be slowed down or 
sped up by individuals particularly. 

BLASTLAND:  Andrew Roberts, seeing no party advantage here. 
We heard him refer to The Great Man idea of history, associated with Thomas 
Carlyle in the 19th century. "The history of the world is but the biography of 
great men," Carlyle wrote. To a feminist, that’s an obvious problem. Pat Thane.  

THANE:   I think it’s quite hard if you’re a woman and a feminist 
to believe in the power of great men - it has mainly been men in history - is a good 
thing and something to be admired because many of them have not done good things. 
But it’s true on the other hand that something else the Women’s Movement has 
always tried to do is to bring to notice great women, bring back to the surface women 
who are overlooked whether they’re artists, writers. We do feel this constant desire to 
reclaim those women who really have made an impact. 

BLASTLAND:  Pat Thane. Feminism is pulled two ways here. One 
argument says men get where they do because society is rigged that way. That is, 
greatness is suspect and socially determined. But there’s also an argument that 
certain women deserve a slice of greatness for themselves. 

This is another potential objection to our theme: that those who argue the 
individual is overrated often make exceptions: individuals who do deserve the 
attention, people who stood outside history, perhaps, as Carlyle put it. Andrew 
Roberts. 

ROBERTS:   In politics and certainly in military history, one can’t 
ignore the power of the individual. If Hitler’s parents hadn’t met, it’s unlikely that 
Germany would have invaded Russia in 1941, certainly not necessarily in the way that 
it did. And so it’s completely impossible to ignore what Carlyle, Thomas Carlyle 
called The Great Man theory of history, but equally of course it doesn’t have all the 
answers. 

BLASTLAND:  For Chris Dillow, Steve Jobs is an example. For Pat 
Thane, Aneurin Bevan didn’t create the National Health Service but certainly 
shaped it his way. The very existence of exceptions, commanding attention as 
they do, might help explain our exaggerated search for others. 



BLASTLAND:  Another objection is the sheer fatalism induced by a 
world beyond control or understanding. To which some say a little more fatalism 
might be healthy. For those persuaded that we do suffer a fundamental 
attribution bias, that all this is more than a blank cheque for anyone who likes 
excuses, the obvious question is: ‘what can be done?’ Nick Chater. 

CHATER:   I think there’s no magic formula which will stop people 
naturally seeing order in chaos and also attributing order to human agency, human 
effort. On the other hand, I think being aware of the way in which simple systems as 
they interact can produce complex and unexpected results is the best antidote, is a 
good counter to any simple-minded beliefs that any interesting system you want to 
study can be unpicked by just figuring out the motives of the individual players 
involved. 

BLASTLAND:  So when this programme wins the awards it richly 
deserves, I shall, in the style of Kate Winslet perhaps, thank producer, editor, 
audience, contributors, parents, teachers, hairdresser – maybe not the 
hairdresser – but also the weather, British cultural tradition, the many accidents 
of timing, event, and luck. And then? Then I shall keep the money. Some do 
achieve greatness, that’s the consensus here. But so dazzled are we by it that we 
think greatness the answer. This may save brain space in the quest for 
explanations, but the price is deeper explanations missed.  

The last word goes to Kenneth Baker, who pulled from his shelves an old copy of 
Punch - and read this poem about a train crash. 

BAKER:   “Who is in charge of the clattering train? The Axles 
creak and the couplings strain. For the pace is hot, and the points are near, And Sleep 
hath deadened the driver's ear; And signals flash through the night in vain. For Death 
is in charge of the clattering train!” And you often have to ask in politics, “Who is in 
charge of the clattering train?” And often, there is not a very clear answer. 


