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Mr Spock, Star Trek’s 
pointy-eared, nimble-eyebrowed 
Vulcan, is a beloved figure, 
especially as portrayed in the TV 
series by the late Leonard Nimoy. 
He is a cultural touchstone for 
superior rationality. There’s just 
one problem: Spock is actually 
terrible at logic.

As Julia Galef explains in her new 
book on how to make better 
decisions, The Scout Mindset, 
Spock turns out to be highly 
illogical in more than one way.

The most obvious is that Spock’s 
model of other minds is badly 
flawed. 

For example, in an early episode, 
The Galileo Seven, Spock and his 
subordinates have crashed a small 
ship and face hostile aliens who kill 
one crew member. Spock decides 
to deter any further attacks by 
firing warning shots. The aliens 
respond not by retreating in fear, 
but by attacking in anger, killing 
another of the crew.

“Most illogical reaction,” 
comments Spock. “ We 
demonstrated our superior 
weapons, they should have fled. 
I’m not responsible for their 
unpredictability.”

“They were perfectly 
predictable,” rages Dr McCoy, “to 
anyone with feeling.”

Spock is not being rational here 
but the problem is not that he lacks 
feeling, rather that he lacks the 
capacity to learn from experience. 
He should have noticed aggression 
is often met with aggression.

To a fan of rational inquiry, 
which Galef is, Spock’s portrayal is 
an infuriating smear. Spock, she 
says, is a “Straw Vulcan” – a 
caricature of rationality designed 
to make rationality look foolish.

Perhaps so, but the reason that
I winced when I rewatched the 
episode is not because he was a 
caricature, but because his error 
looked all too familiar.

“Rationality is an assumption
I make about other people... 
Rationality is the best predictive 
assumption available... If irrational 
behaviour is random, its effects 

may average out.”
That’s not Spock. It’s David 

Friedman in Hidden Order: The 
Economics Of Everyday Life, 
offering a distinctly Spock-like 
justification for assuming 
rationality in others: you might as 
well because rationality gives a 
predictive toehold, while irrational 
behaviour is hopelessly 
unpredictable.

I recommend Hidden Order as a 
superb introduction to economic 
thinking. However, it shares the 
weakness of mainstream 
economic approaches in the 1990s, 
when the book was published.

The most obvious rejoinder to 
Friedman’s argument is McCoy’s: 

“irrational” does not mean 
“unpredictable”. People may be 
irrational in perfectly predictable 
ways, and indeed they are. (Not for 
nothing is a popular behavioural 
science book titled Predictably 
Irrational).

There is a value in assuming 
rational behaviour. It is simple to 
describe and analyse, and it has 
predictive power. As a tractable, 
one-size-fits-all model of human 
behaviour, it may be as good as we 
are going to get. 

But in specific cases, it may help 
to bring in perspectives from 
psychology, from experimental 
data, or simply from judgment and 
experience.

“I’ve always said that if you want 
one unifying theory of economic 
behaviour, you won’t do better 
than the neoclassical model,” 
Richard Thaler told me back in 
2014, a few years before winning 
the Nobel Memorial Prize for his 
work on more psychologically 
realistic economics. 

He added that while the 
rational-choice model might be the 
best available unified theory, it was 
also “not particularly good at 
describing actual decision-making”.

Spock, then, may not be a Straw 
Vulcan after all, but a dramatic 
portrayal of the mistakes 
economists have tended to make 
in insisting that we must assume 
everyone is rational.

There is another way that 
economists might learn from 
observing Spock’s mistakes. 

He is a truly terrible forecaster. 
Galef, rather delightfully, has 

gone through the full catalogue of 
Star Trek, finding every 
occurrence she could of Spock 
making a prediction.

“(There’s) only a very slight 
chance (this plan) would work,” 
Spock tells Captain James T. Kirk 
at one stage. The plan works. 

“Intercepting all three ships is an 
impossibility,” he warns Kirk 
during another adventure. Kirk 
intercepts all three ships. The 

chance of a daring escape? 
“Difficult to be precise, Captain.
I should say approximately 
7,824.7 to one.” They escape.

Other fictional characters have 
made similar remarks. C-3PO (Star 
Wars) and Dr Strange (Marvel) 
spring to mind. We cannot blame 
them; blame, instead, the writers.

Yet this sort of overconfident 
nonsense is common in real-world 
punditry. We seem to have an 
unslakeable thirst for knowledge 
about the future. 

Sadly, knowledge about the 
future is not easy to acquire, so we 
satisfy ourselves with the pretence 
of knowledge. 

If you can’t be accurate, at least 
sound self-assured. Spock does, 
every time.

“My choice will be a logical one,” 
he upbraids a subordinate, shortly 
before making another fatal error, 
“arrived at through logical means”.

Well said. But his record is not so 
good. According to Galef’s tally, 
when Spock says something is 
“impossible”, it happens 83 per 
cent of the time, and when he gives 
something more than a 99.5 per 
cent chance, it happens just 17 per 
cent of the time. (He does okay 
with his forecasts of “likely”.)

This makes him a reliably 
contrarian indicator, as Kirk seems 
to have realised – just ask Spock for 
his opinion, then do the opposite.

Failing that, if you want to 
become a better forecaster, do 
what Galef did: look back at old 
forecasts and keep score. 
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With informal caregiving demands 
on the rise, Singapore needs to 
think about care more deeply, and 
value caregiving with a 
comprehensive societywide 
approach to create the inclusive 
society it wants. But what does it 
take to create a “caring kampung”?

At a recent Institute of Policy 
Studies (IPS) Women’s 
Conference, the panel on “Home is 
where the work is” called for a 
self-help time bank to create a 
resource pool of volunteers and 
accord more recognition to 
caregiving work. 

But these can run contrary to 
what a caring kampung means 

because a time bank takes the 
“care” out of caregiving and 
replaces it with a transactional 
market exchange of time/labour. 

And by seeing caregiving as 
labour, it diminishes the moral 
duty a caregiver has and ignores 
the integral place it occupies in the 
life of a caregiver.

There is thus a need for a 
fundamental rethinking of what 
care and caregiving means before 
we can propose ways to build a 
caring kampung. 

In philosophy, care ethics offers 
some useful perspectives to help 
build ethical care relationships. 
First, care ethics emphasises the 
compelling moral importance in 
attending to and meeting the 
needs of those for whom we take 
responsibility. 

Second, it values moral
emotions such as sympathy, 
empathy, sensitivity and 
responsiveness to guide us in our 

personal relationships. 
Third, it stresses that carers act 

for their own and the interests of 
the particular other they care for, 
and are not seeking to further their 
own interests or for the interests 
of all others. 

Finally, it argues that fostering 
social bonds and cooperation are 
solutions to problematic social and 
political arrangements.

IMPORTANCE OF MORAL EMOTIONS

A relationship of care is unlike 
other relationships because it is 
fundamentally a dependent 
relationship, where there is an 
attendant higher level of 
responsibility, and where a respect 
for the dignity of those cared for is 
paramount. 

When a relationship of care is 
devoid of virtuous dispositions or 
unguided by appropriate moral 
emotions, it is reduced to a simple 
provision of needs in the way we 
think about labour – a key reason 
for what went wrong in all the 
incidences of elder abuse and 
neglect seen in recent years.

A time bank is clearly an 

arrangement of services that does 
not require virtues or appropriate 
moral emotions. It is a credit 
system which uses time as 
currency or medium of exchange – 
for example, an hour of service is 
equivalent to one time dollar, 
which can be used to draw on the 
services rendered by others in the 
credit system. 

In Japan, a “Volunteer Labour 
Bank” was first set up for 
housewives to provide mutual 
help, and later adapted as an “hour 
deposit system” to allow relatively 
young and recently retired 
persons to provide eldercare in 
return for hours that they can store 
for future use. 

This was popularised as the 
“Fureai Kippu” or “caring 
relationship” ticket system, and its 
later variations use a mix of time 
credits and cash payment deposits 
in response to volunteers’ call for 
allowances to defray costs and 
flexibility in the currency of 
exchange.

Such “paid volunteerism” opens 
up several questions. Some 
Japanese scholars argued strongly 
that any voluntary work involving 
money cannot be called voluntary 
since on its first principles, such 
forms of work must be free. 

Others reported that volunteers 
themselves found monetary 
remuneration inappropriate and 
regretted how it damaged their 
personal relationships with users, 
as users now respond in a 
business-like manner for a paid 
service. 

Even as the Fureai Kippu model 
tries to mediate this problem by 
offering volunteers the choice of 
time credits in lieu of or as part of 
cash payments, there is already 
far-reaching damage. 

Exchanges, in whichever form, 
in care relationships naturally 
raises doubt about the sincerity of 
any acts of “kindness” and 
“neighbourliness”, and renders 
any claims of altruism 
contradictory. 

Moreover, those who need help 
the most are excluded in this 
system – for not being able to afford 

user fee, or have time today to shore 
up deposits for future claims.

Most importantly, moral norms 
and civic values that define social 
cooperation are now replaced with 
competition and maximisation of 
returns.

IPS has announced its plan to 
establish a nationwide 
time-banking system, “Eldersave”, 
by December next year. Should 
instrumental rationality of the 
market economy find its way into 
care relationships – allowing care 
to become a service that can be 
quantified, stored as deposit and 
exchanged? 

What are we saying about the 
value and importance of altruism if 
we encourage a nationwide system 
that expects a return from 
unrelated individuals for every 
good deed we do?

There are many in our society 
who still believe in helping a 
person in need – near or distant – 
as a duty towards another because 
they belong to the same 
household, same community, 
same humankind.

An exchange system of services 
will surely undermine the 
importance of this sense of duty. 
There are also many volunteers 
who are not born and bred in 
Singapore, but have devoted their 
time, heart and soul to care for an 
unrelated member in our 
community. An exchange system 
will clearly undermine the value of 
unconditional care.

RECOGNISING CAREGIVING

There are other ways to recognise 
caregiving without reducing it to a 
form of labour. In Asian cultures, 
many caregivers do not see 
themselves as providing 
caregiving work because of the 
emphasis on family duty and moral 
responsibility. 

It is common for caregiving 
responsibilities to exceed the 
expectations defined in their 
relationships – a husband taking 
care of his chronically ill wife 
would not see himself as a 
caregiver, but as a husband to the 

patient, a father to their children.
To address this, we need to first 

help caregivers recognise their 
caregiver identity before they can 
seek support for their own needs. 
Each caregiver needs different 
skills, social network and support 
structure, but every caregiver 
needs similar assurance that they 
belong to the broader community. 

Caregiver Alliance Limited, a 
non-profit organisation that helps 
the caregivers of those with 
mental health issues, is an example 
of an organisation that helps shape 
caregivers’ sense of identity and 
belonging to the community.

Second, we need to go beyond 
the idea of a support network and 
build a social environment that 
recognises that anyone can be a 
caregiver. 

We need to build an empathic 
community that any caregiver can 
engage with – for extended family 
ties and friendships, to alleviate 
guilt, and share a sense of 
accomplishment when they have 
helped their loved ones complete 
the circle of life according to their 
desires and wishes.

Third, we can build more 
supportive workplaces. In the face 
of an ageing population and 
shrinking family sizes, 
organisational leaders and human 
resources practitioners have to 
acknowledge that more of their 
employees will take on the role as 
long-term caregivers. 

Caregiver support schemes such 
as compassionate or eldercare 
leave may offer only limited and 
temporary relief, but giving work 
flexibility will help their 
employees navigate these 
important life responsibilities.

But for long-term caregivers who 
have to take on casual work, there 
is little support from their place of 
employment. There are also many 
elderly caregivers caring for their 
spouses without an income.

For them, financial assistance 
schemes for seniors and caregivers 
may provide some help, but the 
application process may have its 
hurdles, and such assistance may 
apply only to certain, and not all, 
groups of caregivers. A community 
that steps up to help is perhaps a 
humanistic and long-term solution 
for them.

Creating a caring kampung 
needs a rethinking about care in a 
more fundamental way, and 
beginning a care relationship with 
caregivers. This will prevent us 
from taking a small step forward, 
only to take many steps back. 

We need to see that care 
relationships are grounded in 
virtues and/or moral emotions, 
and not reduce caregiving to a 
form of labour in an economy of 
exchanges without care. This will 
help us accord proper value to the 
self-sacrificial quality of 
caregiving, and make appropriate 
adjustments in order to care for 
caregivers in our communities, our 
workplaces, and our society. 
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Creating a 
caring kampung 
needs a 
rethinking about 
care in a more 
fundamental 
way, and 
beginning a care 
relationship with 
caregivers, say 
the writers. This 
will prevent us 
from taking a 
small step 
forward, only to 
take many steps 
back. 
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The Vulcan is a dramatic portrayal of the 
mistakes economists make in assuming 
that everyone is rational

Take care not to regard caregiving as a form of 
labour that can be exchanged for services as 
this diminishes the moral aspects of giving care.

Mr Spock is not as logical as he’d like to think

Creating a caring 
kampung: Rethink 
how to care and 
support caregivers
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