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“SowhoisThe Black Flamingo?"'
asks Katywith genuine curiosity.
Ireply,
"Heisme, wholhave been, whol
am, wholhopetobecome. Some-
onefabulous, wildandstrong.
Withorwithoutacostumeon."
The Black Flamingo.
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The Science of Ranking

n a popular game show on a Malayalam TV
Ichannel, in which participants are voted
out, one of the contestants was recently
removed from the competition. Ostensibly,
he had lost and would no longer be eligible
to win an apartment in Kochi, which was the
announced prize. But when he landed at the
airport after being ‘defeated’, a crowd of
his admirers mobbed him and raised slogans
to show their admiration for him. In their
minds, he was the true winner; but in the an-
nals of that show’s records, he was merely an
also ran. Depending on who asks the ques-
tion and who frames a response, the ranking
of players was different. This game-show, of
course, is an elaborate exercise in make-be-
lief, but it offers up a live example of how
ranking works. The audience, the players, the
TV show producers, the online viewers, the
agnostic passerbys — all view and rank the
players differently.

In much of our daily life, we rank objects,
people, phenomena in a variety of ways,
depending on who we are as individuals, in
what social ranking order we find ourselves,
what our evolving preferences are, and
how we think about the very act of ranking
itself. Despite the claims of the most socially
radical ideologies, ranks are everywhere: in
kindergartens where children begin to form
ideas about what they prefer over another,
in schools where they learn to sort fellow
students on basis who they like more than the
other, as young adults who prefer one em-
ployment opportunities over another, as men
and women who rank order potential spouses
and partners in accordance with their abilities

94

to fulfill one particular dimension over an-
other (beauty, status, income, caste, religion,
intellect, and so on), to political practices
that privilege one ideological end-goal over
another, to late in life thoughts on how one
set of life choices over another could have led
to a different sort of life.

Ranking

The Unwritten Rules of the
Social Game We All Play
Peter Erdi

Publisher: Oxford University Press
Pages: 258, Price: ¥ 576
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Our lives are afloat in an infinite sea of
choices, where the oars that propel the boat
of everyday life are the rankings we per-
form constantly. Peter Erdi’s ‘Ranking: The
Unwritten Rule of the Social Game We All
Play’ is a remarkable set of essays that tries
to think through this very act of forming
hierarchies of choices and then asks what do
those choices tell us about ourselves and how
do they work their way through society. The
reason the book is remarkable is because this
is a topic that can quickly devolve into highly
technical language of social choice theory—a
discipline made famous over centuries by an
assortment of influential thinkers: from the
writings of Marquis de Condorcet and Simon
de Laplace in pre-19th century France, the
great economists Vilfredo Pareto, Paul Samu-
elson, Kenneth Arrow, and Amartya Sen. In
contrast to their writings, Erdi who is an Hun-
garian-American physicist has written about
a highly abstruse topic in a manner that even
makes for a fun reading.

Technically, a ranking is a ‘complete, asym-
metrical, and transitive’ relation as described
in a friendly introduction to the book by Scott
E. Page, a professor of complex systems at
University of Michigan at Ann Arbor. Here,
‘complete’ means that rankings compare
between two things; ‘asymmetrical’ tells us
that each object is more or less than another
along some criterion; “transitive’ is way of
saying A is greater than B, B is greater than C,
then A is greater than C. The problem arises
when individuals have personal rankings
and society needs to arrive at a collective
ranking. The most fascinating, and impor-
tant, of theorems about ranking is called the
‘Arrow’s Impossibility Theorem’ which shows
that, under certain plausible assumptions, a
social ordering that respects the individual
choices of all its members cannot exist. What
Arrow’s Theorem suggests, loosely speak-
ing, is that for many members of a society,

a social ordering may be indistinguishable
from a dictatorial imposition. This recognition
imperils the claims of a liberal society where
individual choices, democratic processes, and
rational means of arriving social choices are
often held up as its constituent blocks. The
important thing to realize is that ranking as a
subject is both philosophical but also all too
important for the functioning of societies.
From historical ideas of ordering such as varna
and jati that originate in deep historical time
to modern election systems (such as propor-
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tional representation, absolute majority, first
past the post) — our societies have attempted
to formalize, codify, and even break free of
rankings.

What Erdi shows through innumerable
examples and a seamless and instructive
narrative is that ‘like it or not, ranking is
with us’. What he reminds, time and again,
is that ‘ranking is not a magic bullet that
produces order out of chaos, but it is not the
product of some random procedure’. There
are evolutionary pressures that allowed for
ranking concepts like dominance hierarchies
(one powerful male primate, many female
primates who bear his children), signaling for
prestige in complex societies, and reputation
management to flourish. Add to these his-
torically-culturally evolved markers, we now
have automatons like Google’s algorithms
that push some content more than others
thus fostering a ranking of new kind. More
advanced Artificial Intelligence based ranking
systems rely on iteratively aggregated repu-
tation algorithms that force rankings into our
digital consciousness. What Erdi’s writings
reveal is how extraordinarily enmeshed is our
everyday life with the instances of rankings,
most of which we no longer even recognize.
Erdi’s book is therefore a mirror to our selves
and our societies as well as an invitation to
think about our lives with greater self-aware-
ness. m
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