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Driftinto Failure: From Hunting
Broken Componentsto
Understanding Complex Systems
By Sidney Dekker

Ashgale, 220pp, $38.95

J OR the past few weeks I've been ex-

cited by the title of this book, It

speaks to all my anxieties: my mar-

riage, my work, the university I'm

employed by, the city I live in, the

West aswhole; they could alfjust, .,
drift into failure. You don’t see it coming, you
make a little compromise here, you slacken a bit
there, you delay one thing or aveid facing an-
other. It zll seems to be going along well enough,
then the whole thing slides. You're gelting div-
orced, you've pursued thewrongcareet, the insti-
tubion has changed character, the civilisation is in
decline,

One of Sidney Dekker’s most shocking ex-
amples js the disaster that ook place at Aberfan
in Britain in 1966. A slag heap had been piled up
on a hillside behind the villaga in South Wales,
growing larger through the years, It was believed
to be safe. But thestability depended on complex

- relations between all the bits of ubble. And one
day the whole thing came down, resulting in ap-
palling loss of life. We feel sure that scraeone,
somehow, should have predicted this. Yet itisthe
perfect image of risk growing unseen, and all the
merestrikingbecause theslagheapwasapreduct
of the mining industry, well recognised as
dangerous and heavily regulated, People knew
mining coal carried a ot of risk, butthey had not
managed to anticipate afl the risks, Can one avoid

thinking of the nuciear industry in Japan? A

Deekker is a specialist in things going wreng.
Heistheworld’sleading thinker on airline safety.
Heis concerned bout drift inte failure in hospi-
tals, on il drilling platforms, in financial services,
on NASA missions. But my hope that the bock
would somehewhe aboutthehuman conditionin
amore intimate way was not disappointed.

Drekker starts, like most official analyses of
failure, with the local, particular questions. What
caused the problem? A broken component
hadn't been replaced, information hadn’t been
correctly communicated, a regulation was ig-
nored. Well, why not? People get tired; on the
ground you make up a way of doing things that’s
faster, cheaper and easier, and seems to work.
You don't have to tell your overscers every last
detail. And everything seemed tobefine anyway.
Nebody was taking a risk or doing anything they
thoughtimpreper. They svere doing tha best they
conscientiously could under the pressures of
compelition and scarcity of resources,

Try puttinginmere layersof redundancy; they

- add to the complexity of the system and generate
new waysfor thingsto fail. Try having moreregu-
[ation, but will it be the right regulation, will it be
better applied and checked?

+  PartofDekker’s humanity ishispreferencefor

sli

As Bob Dylan sang, there’s no success like failure
JOHN ARMSTRONG

problems that arise without malign intent. He
doesn't think the plobal financial crisis was oc-
castoned by the greed of bankers. It’s moreintelli-
genttosay:ifwetake greed or strong selfiinterest
asagiven In finance (asitis in much of life), why
did the crisis occur where and when it did? It
wasn’t the greed that was new; what was newv was
the way in which financiers thought they could
make quick and easy rmoney,

Delkker’s account of failure is distinctive be-
cause he shows that to understand a specific fail-
urewehave to spread our aftention far and wide.
As with tha slag heap, the whole fabric of an en-
terprise may give way; the fault does not lie uit-
imately in any single part but in the overall state
of the system.

I found this a litile counter-intuitive (less pol-
itely, [didn’t understand) until heintroduced the

- idea of failure as an emergent property. Now,

emergent properties are the fiefdem of culture
and the arts; and their frue homa is aesthetics.

In an early Flatonic dialogue, Socrates asks
one of his companions, what makes semething
beautifui? ““Gold,* comes back thereply, Tt's not
so stupid because at that time beautiful things
were oftenmade of gold. What excites Socrates is
that this is fundamentally the wrong kind of ans-
wer. Somegald things are beautiful; some are not,
Adding gold won’t transform the ugly inta the
beautiful, :

From such beginnings developed the insight

_thataestheticqualities works ofart canhave, such

as grace, tenderness, majesty or melancholy, can-
notbe produced by rete. Thereisn®ta simple for-
mulaby which you can reliably make new works
that have such properties.

Deltker*s big point s that key properties in the
worlds of commerce and government also have
this character. We really want our operaticns to
be safe. But safety is an emergent property, not a
simple property.

Dekker has followed his own route o a Tol-
stoyan viesy of history. In Wor and Peace, Tolstoy
is obsessed with two national catastrophes: for
Russia, the catastrophe of being invaded by Nap-
oleonand seeing Moscow burned; for the French,
the catastrophe of invading Russia and seeingits
huge army reduced to afrozenband of stragglers.

Ko did this happen? There seem to be major
players. Did Napoleon make this happen? Was it
the fault of emperor Alexander? Napoleon gives
an order, but why is it obeyed?

Tnthe end we have to ook at why a particular
sergeant decided to serve on another campaign
rather than tend his vines in Alsace; why this
youth from Normandy ran forward rather than
backwards when he saw an enemy platoon ap-
praaching, But this, of course, is to admit thas the
complexity of the problem as a whole defies our
understanding. We cannot graspit in totality, We
necessarily take shorteuts, and those shortcuts
mean that our views of haw things work are al-
ways (atbest) subtly wrong.

So, if this account of failure is correct and im-
portant, what then? Suppese it explains the fra-
gility and vulnerability of modermn institutions;
can this acceunt be used to lessen risk and en-
hance security? Perhaps not.

Af the end of the I8th century BEdmund Burke
gave a similar account of the irreducible com-
Plexity of society, and from that he drew con-
servative lessons. If we do not really understand
how societies worlk, we should not set ourselyes
up as radical reformers. The error of the French
Revyclution, as he saw if, was that it embodied a
nraive thesis about society: thata group of lawyers
whohadread Voltaire and Rousseau might know
how to improve the whole of a nation; that if you
changethe constitutionyowwill remedy theills of
theworld.

Oz thereisan even moresombrereflection:the
better we understand catastrophes, the more we
are driven to conclude that human institutions
will always fail, and often fail bagly, but in unex-
pectedways, and no degree of vigilance or care of
planning can prevent this. One should become a
stoic, resigned to the waywardness of the human
world You should concentrate on steeling your
owa soul. . '

Dekker resists such pessimistic responses. He
thinks we have some hope of dealing better with
complexity and hencewith thefaflures towhichit
gives rise. Towards the end of the book he ad-
vancesthe clafm that diversity is the key bulwark
against the drift intofajilure. It*s an intuitively ap-
pealing thesis: For many political and emotional
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reasons, we want to think well of diversity, And
Dekker’s account of the deep problems of
institutions seems to identify a diversity deficit.
His analysis of the GFC homes in on the level of
agreement among analysts and regulators about
the mathematical formula used to assess default
risk. But what is diversity, really? Generally, we
think of diversity in terms of social categories:
race, sex, class, age, status. But the kind of diver-
sity that seems needed has nothing directly to do
withthat Thebankers needed greater diversity of
mathematical models for pricing risk and, of
cauise, of people to generate, sponsor and use
those models. But this may not overlap at all with
thesocial categories,

Thistsn’t aliterary boolk. [t readslikea slightly
breathless report from an explozer who is trying
tomap areally importantbit of new territory.

Putitlike ihis. The modern West is, of course,
deeply committedtosuccess andtheavoidancaof
faiture, And in abig society ihese goals have o be
seen in basicterms; the plana must not fall out of
thesky, thebankingsystem mustnot collapse, the
cost of insurance mustnot get too high,

Suchpresaicgoalshave muixch moretractionin
the world than higher-sounding objectives of
ushering in the reign of sweetness and light.

Dekker is developing a case that is precisely
designed to speak to the prosaic problems but
that then draws in the poetry that we need if we
want to understand and deal with those issues.
You need to getinterested in aesthetics and his-
tory (he says) because you want fo get better at
nining a profitable airline, 2 pension fund or oil
company,

Generally, pecple suppose the message from
the humanities to business should be a bit stern.
The humanities (one feels} should upbraid com-
merce and government for their lack of imagin-
ation, their crass values and (ultimately) their
lack of affection for the humanities. OFf course,
this has no effect on commerce or goyernment.
The message is scarcely heard and in any case
soundsweird: **Do what we say because we don’t
like you,”

Dekker, however, is starting to make the right
kind of connections. He starts from deep sym-
pathy with practical problems; he’s on the side of
theharried middie manager whosomehow hasto
balance the competing demands for profitability
and aveiding disaster.

He's on the side of the NASA administrater
who knows that a whole stice of their budget will
disappear if they delay and delay on misslons but
who also has a nagging doubt that some crucial
technologies are still experimental and cannot be
guaranteed. He knows that enterprise and cor-
porations cannot exist unless they compete on
terms set by the wider world. The wider world
wants cheap cil and safety and no spills; it wants
spacemissions and [ow taxation.

Ifwe have two cultures today, they are not—
as C_ P Snowthought— art and seience. Qurtwo
cultures ate commerce and the humanities, They
need oneanother, but arelike star-crossed lovers,
always passing one another by in the woods ona
darknight, Dekker is their dating agency. %



