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1656: English Jewry’s Annus Mirabilis
by Cecil Roth

The Jews had been expelled from England by Edward I in 1290. For upwards of
three and a half centuries, the country had been, with certain

reservations, Judenrein. Then, when the Puritan Revolution had engendered a new
spirit here, a self-sacrificing Dutch rabbi named Menasseh ben Israel had come to
England on a mission to Oliver Cromwell and secured his sympathy for his dramatic
plan for the apocalyptic Readmission of the Jews. Although the Whitehall
Conference which met to consider the question in December 1655 was divided in its

vViews

... There is no need to give any details here of Menasseh’s mission and his
vicissitudes. efly: he waited on Oliver Cromwell, and secured his sympathy. But the
all-powerful Lord Protector was unwilling to risk unpopularity by acceding to the
petition on his own authority, and tried unsuccessfully time after time to get some
other body to pronounce in favor of the proposals. All that happened was that, at the
Whitehall Conference which he summoned to meet in December 1655 to consider the
question, the judges present pronounced that there was no law which excluded the
Jews from England. This itself was, from one point of view, a disappointment to
Menasseh, who had hoped for the dramatic repeal of what turned out to be a non-
existent Act of Parliament! A great deal of interest was aroused. There was a flurry
of publications, pro and contra. There were some notable expressions of sympathy.

But nothing tangible resulted.
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...All this was a bitter disappointment for Menasseh, who had been hoping,
petitioning, and working for something very different and far more ambitious—a
formal action readmitting the Jews or, at the very least, even at the last desperate
stage, authorizing the practice of Judaism. He was so disillusioned that, as a recently
discovered document shows, he even went so far as to return to the community of
Amsterdam the scroll of the Torah which had been given him as a symbolic gift to
the new community; in his opinion no new community (at least in the sense in
which he conceived it) had been founded. He retired to Holland, abandoned by his
fellow Jews but fortified by a gift from the Lord Protector, to die a broken man, his
dearest wish unfulfilled. There can be no doubt that his efforts had been responsible
for the creation of a new and more favorable atmosphere in England, and also for
the declaration that there was no law excluding the Jews from the country; but that
was all. Otherwise, he left the Marrano community much as he had found it, only
more assured of its position and venturing a little more courageously out into the

open.

But in the long run it turned out that what had happened was providential. Within a
couple of years, Charles II had been triumphantly restored to his throne, and the
legislation of the Commonwealth was automatically reversed. There cannot be the
slightest doubt that, had Menasseh been what he would have considered successful
in 1655/6, and had Cromwell or his Council admitted the Jews formally to the
country, this would now have been canceled, and Jews who had come to settle in
England would have been chased out—together with the Marranos already
established in England. Obviously, the latter’s fears had not been exaggerated. Now,
since nothing had been done, there was nothing to undo. Under Charles II, after a
little initial nervousness, the incipient community reverted to the process of slow,
unostentatious consolidation, being able to insure themselves before long of the

2

“Merry Monarch’s” good-natured sympathy. There were one or two attempts made
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to disturb them, but by the end of his reign their position was solidly established and
could be considered reasonably safe. The ultimate factor was not propaganda, not

Messianism, not legislation, but something entirely different.
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Jstudy by Terrance Odean, professor of finance at UCL Berkeley,

nd that the winning stocks investors sold outperformed the losing
fou didn't sell by 3.4 per cent. In other words, people were
holding on to losing stocks too long, bec?use they couldn’t ?ring
themselves tO admit they had made a mistake. Even professional
stock pickers — supposedly ultra-rational people who operate accord-
ing to cold, hard logic — are susceptible: they tend to hold losing
stocks around 25% longer than winning stocks.*?

But avoiding failure in the short term has an inevitable outcome:
we lose bigger in the longer term. This is, in many ways, a perfect
metaphor for error-denial in the world today: the external incentives
_ even when they reward a clear-eyed analysis of failure — are often
overwhelmed by the internal urge to protect self-esteem. We spin
the evidence even when it costs us.

Confirmation bias is another of the psychological quirks associ-
ated with cognitive dissonance. The best way to see its effects is to
consider the following sequence of numbers: 2, 4, 6. Suppose that
you have to discover the underlying pattern in this sequence.
Suppose, further, that you are given an opportunity to propose alter-
native sets of three numbers to explore the possibilities.

Most people playing this game come up with a hypothesis pretty
quickly. They guess, for example, that the underlying pattern is ‘even
numbers ascending sequentially. There are other possibilities, of
course. The pattern might just be: ‘even numbers. Or ‘the third
number is the sum of the first two. And so on.

The key question is: how do you establish whether your initial
hunch is right? Most people simply try to confirm their hypothesis.
So, if they think the pattern is ‘even numbers ascending sequentially;
they will propose ‘10, 12, 14’ and when this is confirmed, they will
Pr0P9se 100, 102, 104. After three such tests most people are pretty

Certain that they have found the answer.
in;gglyit t}l)ey may be wrong. If the pattern is actually ‘;myyasc‘:egd;
differen]tl ers, their guesses will not help them.. Had th?'fl-lbtehei;
l‘)’pothes'Str.ategy’ on the other hand, attempting tc.)‘fﬂ Sl ; L ohis
e o is rather than confirm it, they would have dlscm\el ey
Quicker. If they had, say, proposed 4, 6, 11 (fits the pattern), the?
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112 Cognitive Dissonance

would have found that their initial hunch was wrop
followed up with, say, s, o, 1, (which doesn't fit)
getting pretty warm.

As Paul Schoemaker, research director of the Mack ]

Innovation Management at the Wharton School of the
Pennsylvania, puts it:

& If they had
! they would now be

Dstitute fo,
University of

The pattern is rarely uncovered unless subjects are willing to make
mistakes — that is, to test numbers that violate their belief. Instead
most people get stuck in a narrow and wrong hypothesis, as often
happens in real life, such that their only way out is to make a mistake
that turns out not to be a mistake after all, Sometimes, committing
errors is not just the fastest way to the correct answer; it's the only
way. College students presented with this experiment were allowed

to test as many sets of three numbers as they wished. Fewer than 10
per cent discovered the pattern::

This is confirmation bias in action, and is eerily reminiscent of
e'arly medicine (where doctors interpreted any outcome in their
patients as an affirmation of bloodletting). It provides another reason
why the scientific mindset, with a healthy emphasis on falsification,
is so vital. It acts as a corrective to our tendency to spend our time
confirming what we think we alread}f know, rather than seeking to
‘discover what we don’t know. A

As the philosopher Karl Popper wrote: ‘For if we are uncritical we
shall always find what we want: we shall look for, and find, confirma-
tions, and we shall look away from, and not see, whatever might be
dangerous to our pet theories. In this way it is only too easy to

obtain ... overwhelming evidence in favour of g theory which, if
approached critically, would have been refuted.+

\"

For one final example, let us examine an incident that neatly draysg

together the various insights so far. It involved Peter Pronovost, the
i ine infections f;

doctor we met in Chapter 3 who cut 1c5entral line i rom 11
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