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FOREWORD

This is a book of ideas about how human culture developed and where it 
might go in the future, and how we might guide it into a more human-friendly 
path.

Most futurists start from today’s world, and try to predict the direction it will 
go. That’s not valid because our future began in the distant past, and if you 
don’t understand the past you can’t predict the future.

Sailors know that a ship is not often going in the direction it appears to be 
heading. There are currents in the sea and if you want to head due east through 
a northerly current you have to head south of due east. Even a steamship has 
to compensate for the wind, and a sailing ship often has to ‘tack’ back and 
forth across the wind to get where the sailor wants to go.

So if you want to know where a ship is going it’s not enough to know where it 
is and which direction it is headed. You have to know where it started and 
where it is now, or where it is headed and which way the wind is blowing and 
the currents are flowing, and how much the sailor knows about the wind and 
the currents.

Predicting the future is something like predicting the course of a ship, because 
we can’t tell where the world is going without knowing where we started and 
how we got from there to here and we have to understand the social, economic 
and other pressures that drive us this way or that.

If a sailor sets his course without knowing the wind and the currents, he won’t 
get to wherever he wants to go. If pundits and politicians try to guide us 
without understanding where we started and the various factors that cause and 
affect change, they won’t get us to where we want to go.

Do you think Hitler knew what he was getting into when he invaded Poland? 
Did Ben-Gurion intend to create the nightmare of Palestine? Did Lyndon 
Johnson mean the war in Vietnam to work out the way it did? Did George W. 
Bush know what his invasions of Afghanistan and Iraq would lead to? Not 
likely.

Some books about the future predict a time of progress and high-tech wealth. 
That’s no surprise because most books are written to sell and most of us like 
predictions that we will soon be wealthy and have robots to clean the house 
while we travel to other planets; but such dreams are not realistic.

I’m not going to predict the doom of mankind but it is a distinct possibility 
and, if we don’t recognize that, it may become a probability. We don’t have to 
go there but to avoid it we have to know where we came from, and we have to 
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understand the forces that are driving us. That means we have to take a serious 
look at the nature of humanity.

This is the third edition of a book that was published on paper in 2005 and, 
with a few changes, re-published in 2007. The first two editions were written 
for Canadians and distributed only within Canada but this edition, which will 
be published only in electronic format, addresses a world market.

back to table of contents
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WHY WE NEED TO TALK

Why do we need to talk about the future? I’m not going to pretend that the 
world is going to end soon but hundreds of millions of people live in misery 
now and even we lucky ones can expect to see hard times in the years to 
come. We may not be able to prevent the future but at least we can prepare for 
it.

Politicians tell us that our problems are caused by world conditions and that 
they will soon be fixed, but that’s bafflegab. In fact most of our problems are 
the result of decisions made and programs adopted by the politicians of years 
gone by, and today’s politicians hope to fix them by continuing those same 
programs.

More than 120 years ago the English philosopher Herbert Spencer observed 
that when a government program does not work, the usual reaction is to 
enlarge it.1 I call this Spencer’s Law and, as we will see, it explains a lot of 
government programs.

back to table of contents
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WHERE WE CAME FROM

If we're going to start from the beginning, we need to talk about evolution.  A 
survey of 2,200 Americans by the U.S. National Science Foundation (reported 
at the 2014 annual meeting of the American Association for the Advancement 
of Science in Chicago, Feb 13-17) found that only 48% of them knew that 
human beings evolved from other animals,2  but I go along with the majority 
who accept evolution as established fact.

It’s not a new idea. More than 500 years before the birth of Christ the Greek 
philosopher Anaximander of Miletus observed that all animals need water, and 
inferred that all land animals are descended from sea animals. He also argued 
that because the first human babies could not have survived without parents 
they must have been conceived and born by some other animal.

In a way he was right, because if there was a ‘first man’ he or she was born of 
a proto-man, but the difference between proto-man and man is meaningless. In 
several billion years of evolution, from the primeval soup to modern man, 
there is no reason to believe that any one generation was so different from the 
one before it that anyone would be likely to notice.

About the fourth century AD St Augustine of Hippo arrived at the idea of 
evolution because, he said, Noah’s Ark could not possibly have carried two 
of every kind of animal known to man. Augustine decided that there must 
have been fewer kinds of animals in Noah’s day, and that other types must 
have evolved since then.

In the late 1700s French naturalist George Luis Leclerc, compte de Buffon 
argued that new species could be generated “spontaneously,” but rejected the 
idea of evolution. After Buffons’ death Jean Baptiste Lamarck; who was for 
two years tutor to Buffon’s son; published the first “modern” theory of 
evolution.

Lamarck argued that “organs are improved by repeated use and weakened by 
dis-use.” In a famous example he argued that giraffes developed long necks 
and forelegs because they continually stretched to eat the tops of trees. 
Because the parents stretched, the young were born with longer necks.

Lamarck’s theory has few followers now but it survived until the 1930s in 
most of the world, and into the 1960s in Russia. Most modern scientists accept 
the idea of genetic drift pioneered by English naturalist Alfred Wallace and 
developed by Charles Darwin.
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According to the Wallace-Darwin theory giraffes have long necks because at 
any given time some giraffes have longer necks than others, and the giraffe 
with the longest neck has an advantage in reaching food. In normal times 
giraffes with long and short necks both do well but when times are tough; in a 
drought perhaps; the giraffe with the longer neck can reach food that the 
giraffe with the short neck can not.

Wallace was a schoolteacher who went to the Amazon in 1848 to collect 
insects, and to the Malay Archipelago in 1854-62. He wrote his first public 
essay On the Law Which Has Regulated the Introduction of New Species in 
February 1855.

His great insight came in February 1858, during a severe attack of malaria at 
Ternate, in the Moluccas Islands, now part of Indonesia. He was thinking 
about Malthus’ famous Essay on Population, he later said, when “there 
suddenly flashed upon me the idea of the survival of the fittest.” He worked 
out his theory in an essay which he mailed to Darwin in March of 1858.

The son and grandson of physicians, Charles Darwin had toured the world as 
the official naturalist on a five-year round-the-world trip on the British survey 
ship HMS Beagle, returning to England in 1836. He started thinking about 
evolution in the Galapagos Islands where he found 14 different species of 
finches that were obviously closely related, but which had evolved to fit three 
distinct ecological niches. Most had different bills, which adapted them for 
different sources of food.

Wallace’ essay clarified Darwin’s ideas and it was read, with comments on 
Darwin’s own views, as a joint paper at a meeting of naturalists on July 1, 
1858. Darwin’s world-shaking book On the Origin of Species was published 
more than a year later.

Darwin gave Wallace most of the credit for the theory but it is usually 
attributed to Darwin because he developed it in much greater detail than did 
Wallace, he had more evidence for it, and he played the bigger role in getting 
it accepted. Besides, he was the son and grandson of physicians while Wallace 
was just a schoolteacher. That was important in those days and it would still 
count today, in most of the world.

Lamarck’s theory misses the boat because, as we now know, physical 
characteristics acquired by one generation are seldom passed on to the next. 
The Wallace-Darwin theory of genetic drift is better because we know that 
genetic drift must happen.

Because every bisexual plant and animal has two parents, it can’t be an exact 
copy of either. As a general rule children tend to strike an average between 
their parents but cosmic rays, radiation, chemicals and other factors can 
modify genes to create the differences we call mutations.
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Some mutations are fatal, but others increase an individual’s chance of 
survival or success in breeding. Individuals who have beneficial mutations 
will live longer and breed more, and that mutation will eventually spread 
through the whole population.

Because children tend to average the differences between their parents most of 
the individuals in any one group of plants, animals or people are more-or-less 
similar, but different groups of individuals will probably develop in different 
directions if they are isolated from one another.

Among humans, we find different races of people in different parts of the 
world. Blacks in Africa and the Inuit who live in northern Canada have 
common ancestors, but the two peoples have been isolated for tens of 
thousands of years.

Black skin is an advantage in hot countries because it doesn’t sunburn but it 
would be a disadvantage in arctic conditions because black radiates heat and 
only very strong sunlight can get through to produce vitamin D. The Inuit 
have a more even distribution of fat than other people, which gives them 
better insulation against cold but would be a disadvantage in a hot climate.

We think of mutations as rare events, but in fact they are not. Geneticist 
Spencer Wells estimates that, on average, each individual human has about 30 
novel mutations.3 Most are insignificant, but some may give the individual an 
advantage and some a disadvantage.

The changes are random but the selection is not and the combination of 
mutation and selection can make significant changes in a species of plant or 
animal much faster than many people suppose. English biologist Richard 
Dawkins provides a convincing example.

People used to say that a million monkeys playing with a million typewriters 
for a million years would write all the works of Shakespeare.

In fact it is not true. The probability of writing a specific 28-character sentence 
by typing 28 characters in random order is one chance in 27 to the power of 
28, which works out to about one in 10,000 million million million million 
times. That’s the kind of number we can calculate and write down, but most of 
us can not comprehend.4

Raw chance would take almost infinite time to evolve anything, but chance 
combined with selection can work quickly. Dawkins chose one 28-character 
sentence from Hamlet and wrote a program that would make his computer 
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type a random sequence of 28 characters and compare it with the target 
phrase. Any letters that were correct were kept and other letters were replaced 
in random order.

The sentence Dawkins chose was ‘methinks it is like a weasel,’ but any other 
28-character sentence would have done as well.

In the first trial the computer ‘evolved’ the phrase ‘methinks it is like i weasel'; 
not exact, but close; in 40 generations. A second try ‘evolved’ the complete 
phrase in 64 generations and a third took 41 generations.5

The changes that give one life form an advantage over another are more 
complex than the change of one letter in a 28-letter sentence, of course, but 
the numbers are bigger all round.

In nature the numbers are so enormous that when it produces a real advantage, 
a mutation can spread surprisingly quickly.

How many mice are there in the world today? I won’t try to guess, but the 
total must be in the hundreds of billions. In a population that big there must be 
a lot of mutations and if one mouse develops a mutation that gives it an 
advantage, that mutation can spread at a mind-boggling rate.

The common house mouse begins to breed at the age of about 10 weeks. 
Gestation takes about three weeks and one female mouse can produce a litter 
of eight to twelve young every five weeks for the rest of her life. In the first 
year of her life the female mouse will produce an average of 10 young every 
five weeks for 42 weeks; a total of about 80 first-generation descendants.

About 40 of those will be female and, because they and their descendants will 
also breed, by the end of one year our first mouse will have a total of 4,880 
descendants (80 in the first generation, 1,050 in the second 2,500 in the third 
and 1,250 in the fourth) and she herself will be almost ready to produce 
another litter. In the next year each of the 2,440 female descendants will 
produce another 4,880 descendants; a total of 11,907,200; and in the third year 
the family will number in the tens of billions.6 This assumes that they all 
survive, of course, but our first mouse is of interest because she has a survival 
advantage over other mice. With anything resembling a normal death rate the 
numbers will be much smaller, but the potential is still staggering. We see that 
several times every decade when, somewhere in the world, ideal weather or 
some other factor allows mice to reach their full breeding potential and tens of 
billions of mice destroy crops over huge areas. In some videos on the internet, 
the mass of mice looks like a carpet being dragged over the ground.
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Evolution can work quickly when it has to, but changes are made only when 
they are necessary.

Most of the time, evolution is a stabilizing force. Because children tend to 
average the differences between their parents the drift is usually toward the 
average and most of the individuals in any one group of plants, animals or 
people are more or less similar to each other.

That effect is reinforced by the fact that most of us find ‘average’ people more 
attractive than people who are not average. We can show this with a popular 
psychology demonstration in which pictures of faces are laid over each other 
and averaged. As more faces are added, the resulting image becomes more 
attractive. Sir Francis Galton demonstrated this more than a hundred years 
ago, by combining photographs, and modern psychologists use a computer 
program to create a composite image.7

The official face of ‘Betty Crocker,’ adopted by General Mills in 1996, is 
actually a composite of 75 American women representing all ages and racial 
groups in the country. The company believes, apparently with good reason, 
that most of us find her attractive.8

Because we find the average most attractive, most of the young born to any 
species will be average. In a human marriage, for example, an average man 
and an average woman will have children who will tend to average the 
characteristics of the parents.

Because of the averaging effect an organism that works well may remain 
unchanged for a very long time. Fossil ants from 100 million years ago look 
very much like modern ants, and those fossil ants are descended from wasps 
that looked very much like modern wasps.

On one level that’s not so surprising because eusocial insects like ants and 
most wasps, are inherently more stable than mammals, like mice. The 
difference is that every mouse is fertile and most will breed, but only one in 
thousands of eusocial insects is a breeder. On the other hand, there may be 
more queen ants in the world than people.

back to table of contents
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BOTTLENECKS AND SETTLERS

Most biologists agree that evolution is driven by one of two processes. One is 
what biologists call a bottleneck.

Every generation includes some mutations and when the living is easy, many 
of the mutated varieties of plants and animals may do well.

But when drought or a new predator or some other factor creates a bottleneck, 
only plants or animals that can adapt to the new conditions survive.

We’ve seen this occur in historic times. Until the middle of the 19th century 
the English Peppered Moth, Biston betularia, was uniformly peppered light 
gray. Dark-pigmented variants were first reported in 1848 in Manchester and, 
shortly afterward, in other industrial regions where the vegetation was 
blackened by soot and other pollutants.

By the middle of the 20th century dark varieties had almost completely 
replaced lightly pigmented forms in many polluted areas while, in unpolluted 
regions, light gray moths continued to be the most common.

The shift from light to dark moths was the result of selection by birds. The 
color was a bottleneck because light-gray moths are hard to see on lichen-
covered tree trunks, but dark ones are easy for insect-eating birds to find. 
When trees are darkened by pollution, the light-colored moths stand out and 
the darker moths survive and breed.9

Within the past 50 years we have seen the evolution of mosquitoes that can 
survive DDT and of germs that can survive penicillin.

We might think that all mosquitoes and germs have changed, but that’s not 
quite correct. In fact DDT killed most mosquitoes and penicillin killed most 
germs, but a few of each had enough natural resistance to survive and today’s 
mosquitoes and germs are descended from the survivors.

The second engine of change is the settler effect which occurs when groups of 
individuals are isolated from one another, and which increase the effect of a 
bottleneck.

                                     We need to talk                                 page   14

9 Encyclopaedia Britannica CD 98, “peppered moth,” see also “Theory of evolution\process 
of evolution\the operation of natural selection” in “populations\types of selection\directional 
selection.”



Suppose we move a herd of giraffes from Africa to Australia, where they will 
be isolated from other giraffes. This group is about the same as the other 
giraffes when we move it but, because it is isolated, it will change.

Both groups will mutate but the mutations will be different and, as long as the 
two populations are isolated, mutations that occur within Australia will stay in 
Australia and mutations that occur in Africa will stay in Africa.

Some mutations may be more viable in Australia than they would be in Africa 
and vice versa. Through the combination of the bottleneck and the settler 
effect giraffes in Australia will evolve to be quite different from giraffes in 
Africa, even though they are descended from the same ancestors.

This effect can be reinforced if the settler population is relatively small. As 
geneticist Spencer Wells points out, if you flip a coin 1,000 times the chances 
are very high that it will land heads-up about 500 times and tails-up about 500 
times, but if you flip it only ten times it would not be surprising if one side or 
the other turned up seven or eight times.

As a general rule, large populations are genetically stable, but small 
populations are not and a mutation that would be lost in a large population 
might spread quickly in a small one.10

Elephants rarely have twins but it sometimes happens and we can speculate 
that a mutation might make twins the norm for one bloodline. I suppose the 
mutation would have to be in the female.

Suppose one elephant in a herd of 1,000 developed it. Even though she would 
have a breeding advantage over others, her progeny would be a tiny 
proportion the herd’s next generation.

But if she were been part of a herd of only ten, her progeny would be a 
significant percentage of the herd’s next generation, a larger percentage of the 
next and so-on. It would take a long time for the mutation to spread through a 
herd of 1,000 elephants, but only a few generations to become the norm in a 
smaller herd.

It was because of the combination of bottlenecks and the settler effect that 
Charles Darwin found different varieties of birds on different islands in the 
Galapagos. Birds can travel between the islands but they don’t do it often and 
the populations are effectively isolated. As mutations develop the ones that 
help birds find food are passed on, but only on the island where they 
developed. By the time Darwin arrived a single species, the Galapagos finch, 
had evolved into a half-dozen quite different but still closely related variants. 
The most obvious differences are in the beaks, which are adapted to eat 
different types of food. There are no woodpeckers on the islands but two 
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varieties of Galapagos finch use cactus thorns as tools to dig grubs out of 
holes in trees.11

Those birds are an example of another general principle, that life forms will 
evolve to make use of any food source or life-style available. That’s why we 
find the same general types of animals in tropical Africa, Asia and South 
America. The animals are different but they are similar, because they fill 
similar niches in the ecosystem.

Cut off from the rest of the world before the evolution of modern mammals, 
Australia evolved a ‘marsupial wolf’ and a carnivorous kangaroo to fill the 
appropriate niches. Both of these died out after men brought dogs; the 
ancestors of modern dingos; to the island continent, because the dogs were 
better hunters.

You might expect the most-efficient hunters to wipe out their prey, but that 
does not happen because, by killing off the less-elusive prey animals, more-
efficient predators selectively breed more-elusive prey. The losers are the less-
efficient predators because prey that can barely escape the most-efficient 
predators can easily escape the less-efficient ones. Cheetahs have been 
breeding faster antelopes and antelopes have been breeding faster cheetahs for 
millennia.

This is equivalent to the selective breeding by men that has developed dozens 
of new breeds of cows, pigs, horses, sheep, cats and dogs and different 
varieties of plants in about 10,000 years since our ancestors began to settle in 
villages.

Either a bottleneck or the settler effect can bring about change and, once 
change has begun, the phenomenon we call positive feedback can trigger a 
cascade of changes.

Stable systems are controlled by negative feedback, in which the increase of 
an effect triggers a reduction in the cause. The most familiar example of this is 
the thermostat that controls the heating system in a modern house. It turns the 
heat on when the house is too cool and off when the house gets too warm, 
keeping the temperature within a pre-set range.

Positive feedback is the reverse; as though the thermostat were to turn the heat 
on when the house gets too warm and off if the house cools down. We hear an 
example of positive feedback in auditoriums when a microphone picks up the 
hiss of the speakers and amplifies it to produce an ear-splitting screech. Any 
system controlled by positive feedback will be unstable.
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In evolution, positive feedback can produce rapid and radical change. The 
evolution of weapons, for example, is driven by positive feedback because if 
one army develops a new weapon other armies must improve on it or develop 
new weapons of their own. Because many of the artifacts and mechanisms we 
develop as weapons later become tools, positive feedback in weapons 
development spurred the cascade of change that took us from clubs to 
computers in less than 20,000 years. That’s a long time to us, but the blink of 
an eye compared to the 100 million years that ants and termites have had to 
develop their systems.

back to table of contents

AGGLOMERATION

The bottleneck and the settler effect are generally accepted as the prime 
movers of evolution but a third effect, that biologist Lynn Margulis has called 
serial symbiosis or endosymbiotic’ theory came into play first. Margulis traces 
the idea back to a series of papers written by Ivan Wallin, professor of 
Anatomy at the University of Colorado, in the 1920s. Wallin was ridiculed for 
his idea and he eventually gave it up, but Margulis liked it, and developed it.

Her first paper, “Origin of Mitosing Cells,” was rejected 15 times before it 
was finally published by the Journal of Theoretical Biology in 1967, but it’s 
now accepted as part of the mainstream of biology.

Margulis argued that mitochrondial cells, which are the foundation of most 
complex life forms, are actually a symbiotic combination of a bacteria inside 
an amoeba. The ‘serial endosymbiotic theory’ that is generally accepted today 
holds that many of the entities we see a complex life forms are in fact 
symbiotic communities of simpler life forms.

Some amalgamations are obvious. Lichens, for example, are symbiotic 
combinations of algae and fungi. The algae produce complex hydrocarbons 
and vitamins which the fungi absorb and the fungi draw water out of the 
atmosphere and provide shade that the algae need. The algae and the fungi 
reproduce within the lichen but the lichen itself can’t reproduce. Instead, it 
spreads when bits fall off and continue to grow on their own.12

Some life forms that we used to see as parasites are actually vital to the plants 
or other organisms they grow in or on. The truffle that is loved by 
gastronomes is a type of mycorrhizal fungus that lives on the roots of trees 
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and fixes nitrogen, which fertilizes the trees.13 Clover and vetch also have 
nitrogen-fixing bacteria on their roots14 and some plants can’t flower unless 
they have specific types of bacteria living within their leaves.15

Most of the plants in your garden are probably composite life forms. Allen 
Herre of the Smithsonian Tropical Research Institute in Panama discovered 
that the leaves of most plants harbor fungi which, apparently, protect the 
plants from disease.16

Life forms that are composed of other life forms may at the same time be part 
of other life forms. Many biologists, for example, see a termite’s nest or an ant 
colony as a single extended organism and the individual insects as roughly 
equivalent to the cells that compose out bodies.

The nests are marvels. A termites’ nest or termitary may be 20 or 30 feet high 
and 10 or 15 feet in diameter, and it often goes as far down into the ground as 
it rises above it. It has an underground water supply and an elaborate 
ventilation system. According to entomologist E. O. Wilson the nests of 
Macrotermes natalensis maintain the temperature of their internal fungus 
gardens within one degree of 30C and the carbon dioxide concentrations about 
2.6 per-cent, with very slight variation.17

The outer shell of a termitary is made of grains of sand cemented together by 
a material the termites secrete and the interior is a cardboard-like structure 
made of their excretions. The structure is waterproof while the colony lives; 
which could be more than 50 years; but it will start to crumble less than a year 
after it is abandoned. South African naturalist Eugene Marais compared the 
individual termites in a colony to blood cells, and the termitary itself to the 
exoskeleton of an insect.18

Individual termites are just parts of the colony, but each one is itself an 
agglomeration of life forms. Termites eat wood, straw and other cellulose-rich 
food but they can’t digest cellulose. The enzymes that do it for many 
Australian termites are produced by a protozoan called Mixotricha paradoxa 
which swims around in the termites’ gut.
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But Mixotricha paradoxa probably can’t digest cellulose either. Fortunately, it 
plays host to at least two symbiotic bacteria that do the job for it.19 The 
bacteria enable the Mixotricha paradoxa to produce the enzyme that digests 
the cellulose that the termite eats, and thus enable the termite to build the 
termitary.

And another surprise. Mixotricha paradoxa has to move around to get all the 
cellulose, but it can’t move very well on its own. Most protozoans swim by 
waving hairlike projections called flagellae which act like oars, but Mixotricha 
paradoxa doesn’t have enough flagellae to do the job. Fortunately, lots of the 
type of bacteria that biologists call spirochetes attach themselves to the 
surface of Mixotricha paradoxa and wave like flagellae to move it around.

The termite colony is an extended organism but, at the same time, each 
individual termite is an amalgam of other life forms.

Mammals also harbor symbiotes, and biologists say that humans have about 
ten times as many bacteria as body cells. Body cells are much heavier than 
bacteria and the trillion or so bacteria we contain weigh only a couple of 
kilograms, but they are important. Most of us have between 500 and 1,000 
different species of them in our guts and, between them, the bacteria have 
about 100 times as many genes as we do. Some bacteria are dangerous but 
others help us by fermenting the complex food we eat into simpler chemicals 
that we can digest, and some make vitamins we need to stay healthy. In 
experiments, scientists who cleaned all the gut bacteria out of laboratory rats 
found that the rats then had to eat about 30% more calories per day to 
maintain their body weight.20

In fact, each of us is actually a community of thousands of individual entities, 
some of which will die before we do, and some that may survive our death 
and move on to become part of another individual. Some of these entities are 
parasites but others play a vital role in keeping us alive.

back to table of contents

A DIFFERENT TYPE OF EVOLUTION

Changes need not be obvious. In our time we have seen mosquitoes develop 
an immunity to DDT; but the only way a scientist can spot the mutation is to 
expose a mosquito to DDT and see whether it dies or not. Most entomologists 
agree that modern ants are physically very much like some ants that were 
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fossilized in amber 100 million years ago; but very few would suggest that 
ants have not evolved new behavior patterns in that time.

Within the past twenty years entomologists have discovered super-colonies of 
ants; in Japan, Switzerland, the United States and other countries, that cover 
more ground area than human cities. The largest super-colony found so far 
stretches from the Italian Riviera to Spain.21 The oldest known super-colony, 
in Japan, is believed to be only a few thousand years old. 

A large super-colony might have thousands of queens but, while a strange ant 
that enters a colony will normally be killed, a worker from any part of a super-
colony will be accepted in any other part of the same super-colony. Some 
entomologists suggest that, for one reason or another, the ants in the super-
colony must have developed the same ‘smell.’

This would be a physical development. All living things have two distinct 
aspects which we might describe as structure; the physical shape of the plant 
or animal; and behavior.

We don’t often associate behavior with plants but everybody knows that 
sunflowers turn to follow the sun. Some plants open their flowers in the 
morning and close them at night, the strangler fig strangles trees and some 
flowers, like the Venus flytrap, catch and ingest insects that land on them.

Plants have behavior too.

Among plants and perhaps some animals behavior seems to be a function of 
structure and we could compare it to the operation of a machine. The behavior 
is determined by the structure, and the only way to change the behavior is to 
change the structure. Let’s say these life forms are controlled by mechanisms.

In more complex organisms most behavior is controlled by another factor, 
which we call instinct. Instinct teaches birds and bees to fly and fish to swim. 
It teaches caterpillars to spin cocoons and spiders to spin webs, and termites 
and bower birds to build complex nests.

Instinct could be compared to the bios program that determines the basic 
operations of a computer. An animal cannot change its instinct and a computer 
cannot change its bios but if the program is changed the operation of the 
animal or the computer will change, even if the physical structure remains the 
same.
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In still more complex organisms we see learned behavior. A bird learns to fly 
on its own but some migratory birds must be taught, by their parents, to 
migrate. Foxes have an instinct to catch mice, but they hunt better if they are 
taught by their mothers.

Learning can over-rule instinct. Dogs have a natural instinct to chase and kill 
sheep, but a dog can be trained to herd and protect sheep.

Newfoundland dogs are excellent swimmers and famous for their ability to 
survive rough water, but I once knew one that was afraid of water. He had 
been swept over a dam and through a rapids when he was a puppy, and he 
might have drowned.

He did not but, as a 180-pound adult dog, he knew that water was dangerous. 
That was a problem because his owner ran a motel beside a river and when 
guests of the motel wanted to swim, ‘Charlie’ had to be chained. Otherwise he 
could, and would, physically drag an adult man out of the water. As far as I 
know he never hurt anyone, but he scared some people.

If we compare instinct to the bios program of a computer we might compare 
learning to an exe program because it can be changed at any point in the 
animal’s life, but it must be changed from outside the computer.

A computer cannot write its own exe program, and we learn only from 
external stimuli.

Beyond learning we have a fourth level of control which we call reason. 
Human beings and some other animals are able to assess a situation for which 
we have no instinctive or learned response, and plan new modes of behavior 
to deal with it.

If we follow the computer analogy we could compare reason to the user files 
in a computer, which are created by the interaction of an exe program and 
input.

In the human computer our learning and our reason interact to create a 
rationale. As we change the rationale, we change our nature.

Consider, for example, Doctors Albert Schweitzer and Josef Mengele. They 
were physically members of the same species, they were raised in essentially 
the same culture and both studied philosophy and medicine; but one became 
world famous as a medical missionary in Africa and the other as a monster 
who experimented on human beings at Auschwitz. The difference was the 
rationale.

Mechanisms and instinct are inherited and can be changed only by mutation 
from generation to generation, but learning and reason can produce changes 
within a generation. That’s a vital factor in human development because 
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physical evolution has made no significant changes in human beings for tens 
of thousands of years, but we have obviously changed in that time.

The baby of a nuclear physicist, born in a high-tech modern hospital, might 
appear to be physically identical to a baby born in some prehistoric cave but, 
as they grow, they will develop in different ways.

Very soon the modern baby will develop resistance to diseases that would kill 
the neolithic baby. This is partly because the modern baby will be exposed to 
the diseases and will develop antibodies, but that’s not the only difference. We 
know that the modern baby is descended from people who developed those 
antibodies easily and, because of that, we have to consider the possibility that 
people of different races may differ in their ability to develop antibodies to 
specific diseases. Natives of the Americas had no history of exposure to 
smallpox and when Europeans introduced it, it wiped out some populations 
and decimated others. Modern natives who can resist smallpox are descended 
from ancestors who survived the epidemic.

As they grow the neolithic and the modern baby will also develop different 
skills, physical and mental abilities, and attitudes. Some idealists argue that 
the only difference is culture but that’s a presumption that has never been 
proved.

We are not all the same and personally I suspect that some of the people who 
say we are may be closet racists. If I believe that I am the peak of creation 
then I have to assume that anyone who is different from me is inferior. If I 
actually believe that but do not want to be seen as a racist I have to say that 
other people, who may have abilities, skills and talents that are different from 
mine are exactly the same as me.

If I am rational I have to accept the obvious fact that a cockroach is better 
adapted to survive than I am, and that some humans might be quite different 
from me without being inferior to me. Whether the different skills and talents 
of other humans are ‘higher’ or ‘lower’ than mine depends on the situation.

In a major city an urban North American or European would have an 
advantage over a ‘savage’ and in the jungles of New Guinea a ‘savage’ would 
have an advantage over the urbanite, but the advantages might not be what 
most people would expect.

There would be a big difference in the things they have learned and know, of 
course, but Jared Diamond, Pulitzer prize winning author and formerly 
professor of physiology at UCLA school of medicine, suggests that there 
would be other differences.

He suggests that the urban man’s advantage in the city may be greater 
resistance to disease, and that the advantage of the ‘savage’ in the jungle may 
be superior intelligence.
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Diamond argues that for the past couple of hundred years the most common 
cause of death in ‘civilized’ countries is disease and, therefore, natural 
selection in ‘civilized’ countries must have selected for resistance to disease. 
But through most of that time the most common causes of death among 
‘savages’ in New Guinea have been accidents, wild animals and even 
homicide; and natural selection there would have favored intelligence.22

Further, he argues that where youth in ‘civilized’ countries is raised with 
television and schools that tend to dull the mind, ‘savage’ children are raised 
in a real world where there is a great deal to learn and very good reasons to 
learn it. Diamond argues that it is reasonable to suspect that adult ‘savages’ 
may, on average, be more intelligent than urbanites. A ‘savage’ in New York 
city might succumb to disease but, even with training, a ‘civilized’ man might 
not be intelligent and/or observant enough to survive in the jungle.23

I like Diamond’s argument and I accept it but, at the same time, I offer a 
supplement to it. I suggest that nature selects for intelligence but our 
civilization selects for obedience to convention. We know that a person who 
knows the rules and distrusts ideas can rise to the top in our society, but 
original thinkers like Henry Ford, Thomas Edison and the Wright Brothers 
might be unemployable.

back to table of contents

CONVENTIONAL WISDOM

We like to think that humans are intelligent and rational but we stagger from 
war to war, financial crisis to financial crisis and other problems that we might 
expect rational people to avoid. Politicians tell us that our problems are caused 
by this or that and that they will soon be fixed, but that’s bafflegab. In fact 
most of what’s wrong with the world is the result of decisions made by the 
rulers and politicians of years gone by, and today’s politicians hope to make 
things better with the same kind of decisions.
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Psychologists call that path dependency and it’s not a new problem. We all 
like old ideas because they are part of what economist and philosopher John 
Kenneth Galbraith termed conventional wisdom.

This is the wisdom that “everybody” knows. We also call it tradition, and it is 
a vital part of our heritage.

In prehistoric times conventional wisdom would have included such gems as 
“don’t eat the mushrooms with bumps on top; don’t tease the big orange cat 
with the black stripes; don’t swim near the big lizards with the bumpy backs” 
and maybe “don’t stand on top of a mountain and shake your spear at a 
thunderstorm.”

Children who took this kind of advice were more likely to grow up and have 
children of their own than those who did not, and we are all descended from 
people who listened to their elders and were suspicious of new and untested 
ideas.

In most cases we learn from our elders, not our juniors. This is a characteristic 
common to most mammals. Biologists in Japan found that only a few hours 
after the senior males of one troop of Japanese monkeys learned to eat wheat, 
the whole band would eat wheat. In another band low-status monkeys were 
the first to eat caramels, and 18 months later, only 51% of the band would eat 
caramels.24 Baby elephants and bear cubs smell the breath of adults to see 
what they have been eating, and howler monkeys in Costa Rica eat only the 
kinds of leaves they have seen adults eat.25

We might think that animals know by instinct what is and what is not good to 
eat but some, at least, know only what they have been taught. English 
biologist Kenneth Hall watched a baboon that had been moved from a high-
altitude forest in the Transvaal to a low-altitude game preserve on the Cape of 
Good Hope. Vegetation at the lower altitude was different and, until local 
baboons showed it which plants were edible and which were not, the 
newcomer could not eat.26

The basic lessons of conventional wisdom taught us what to eat and, as human 
culture developed, our traditional knowledge developed with it. The Maya of 
Central America learned to process the poisonous cassava root to make it 
edible, and the Indians of California learned to make safe food from acorns, 
which are also poisonous to humans.

But as it became more complex conventional wisdom also became less 
dependable. Among the Maya it included a belief that the gods would be 
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pleased if a teenaged girl was weighted with gold jewelry and thrown into a 
well to drown and the Inca of South America believed it would please their 
gods if young children were drugged and left on mountain-tops to freeze. 
Priests in Carthage sacrificed babies and Aristotle taught that some men were 
natural-born slaves and others were born to be masters.

In today’s world some people believe that God’s plan is coming to completion 
and that the faithful will soon be ‘raptured’ physically into heaven. Others say 
that we are destroying our environment with pollution, and making the Earth 
into a living hell.

Still others argue that the world has lasted for hundreds of millions of years so 
far, and it will last for hundreds of millions more. I can accept that, but I’m 
not worried about the survival of a geological entity. I care about the survival 
of the human race.

back to table of contents

A DANGEROUS WORLD

We haven’t seen much danger of extinction recently but a few hundred years 
is just the blink of an eye in geologic time. We know that most of the species 
that have ever lived are now extinct and that 70 or 80 thousand years ago the 
eruption of the volcano Toba, near the present day island of Sumatra, nearly 
wiped our ancestors out. Some scientists estimate that in the whole world only 
a few thousand humans survived.

We don’t have good records from prehistoric time but we know that an 
eruption of Krakatoa in 535 AD caused famines that destroyed empires around 
the world.27 It may have been because of conventional wisdom created by that 
famine that, a thousand years later, the Inca kept enough food in storage to 
feed their population for about three years.

Famine has been with us since the spread of grain agriculture and the 
overpopulation that came with it. Author and historian Jack Weatherford 
counts 111 famines in France, from 1371 to 179128. Even now, millions of 
people are hungry.

We also know that a global plague is going to come, probably not far in the 
future. This is not speculation or scare mongering, it is a virtual certainty that 
the world of medicine has accepted for at least four decades.29
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It’s just a matter of arithmetic. The more people there are in the world and the 
closer they live together the more chances germs, viruses, parasites and other 
micro-organisms have to mutate. The more we travel and the more we ship 
goods around the world, the more chances micro-organisms have to find and 
infect people who have no resistance to them. This is not theory; it has already 
been responsible for some of the most horrifying disasters in human history.

Bubonic plague, aka black death, had been around for years but it did not run 
wild until it reached Europe. According to some estimates the smallpox and 
other diseases that Europeans brought to the Americas may have killed up to 
90% of the natives of the two continents. Author Laurie Garrett estimates that 
smallpox killed about 56 million natives of the Americas in the first years of 
the ‘Spanish conquest.’30

We know that these dangers exist and we count on our government to protect 
us, but don’t hold your breath. Elections are won or lost by personal charm, 
pie-in-the-sky promises and, mostly big advertising budgets. If a politician 
wants to serve his country he will support policies that are good for the 
country, but if he just wants to get elected he will support policies that serve 
specific interests even if they harm the nation as a whole.

Politicians take care of themselves, their families and their friends first and 
their supporters second. If they have time left over they might worry about the 
country, but don’t bet on it. We have to do our own worrying.

back to table of contents

FOOD FOR THE FUTURE

The first thing we need to worry about is our food supply. For most of the 
period we know as ‘history’ mankind has been plagued by famines, but the 
famines of history were local affairs. Crops might fail in Africa or India or 
Europe but they were good in other areas and we like to think that, in the 
modern world, we could ship food from areas of plenty to areas of shortage.

Maybe we could, but we never did in the past. English farmers in Ireland 
exported grain while Irish peasants starved during the ‘potato famine’ of the 
19th century and, in the 20th century, corporate farms in East Africa exported 
food while local peasants starved.

Many of the famines of history have been local and food was available for 
those who could pay for it, but that’s history. In our lifetime we may face the 
global famine that Robert Thomas Malthus predicted in 1798 and that 

                                     We need to talk                                 page   26

30 Garrett, Laurie, The Coming Plague, Farrar Straus and Giroux, New York, 1994, p 41.



American biologist Paul Ehrlich predicted in 1968. They got their dates 
wrong; but if the weatherman predicts rain today and it doesn’t come, that 
does not mean it will never rain.

The world now contains many more people than Malthus thought it could 
support but tens of millions are hungry and, since Malthus’ day, untold 
millions have starved to death.

Ehrlich thought the global famine would start by the turn of the century but, 
even as he wrote, the so-called ‘green revolution’ was producing a huge 
increase in farm production.

New varieties of wheat and rice increased the world’s food supply but the 
population continues to increase and the growth of the food supply is slowing. 
Per-capita production of grain peaked in 1984 and has declined ever since.31 
Now, with some grain being used to produce ethanol as a motor fuel, the per-
capita supply for human food is shrinking fast.

And there are factors in the modern food supply equation that neither Malthus 
nor Ehrlich knew about. Some of the models of global warming may be faulty 
but scientists have been telling us for more than fifty years that our climate is 
cyclical and due for a change, and we have evidence that it is now happening. 
Some scientists insist that our consumption of carbon-based fuels and 
production of carbon dioxide is liable to make the change greater than it 
would be otherwise but some people; notably those who sell or use the most 
carbon-based fuels; insist that they know better than scientists.

In the past few years it’s been obvious that something is happening, but we 
don’t know exactly what is happening. The popular view is that the world is 
getting warmer, but some climatologists believe we may be entering a new ice 
age.32 In Feb 2004 a report leaked from the Pentagon predicted that by 2020 
winters in Britain may be like present-day Siberia.33 The movie The Day After 
Tomorrow is based on this premise.

At one time most people assumed that it would take hundreds of years for an 
ice age to develop but the movie suggests that it might happen overnight. 
Scientific evidence suggests that the change from moderate to ice age could 
happen in ten or twenty years, and some of the conditions that might precede 
such a flip already exist.

                                     We need to talk                                 page   27

31 FAO. 1961-1999. Quarterly Bulletin of Statistics, Food and Agriculture Organization of the 
United Nations. Cited by David and Marcia Pimentel in World Population, Food, Natural 
Resources, and Survival, College of Agriculture and Life Sciences, Cornell University, Ithaca, 
NY, February 28, 2002.
32 Calvin, William H. “The Great Climate Flip-flop,” The Atlantic Monthly, Jan/98, pp 47-59. 
33 My information comes from the Agence France Press report of February 22, 2004. This is 
one of 50,300 hits that came up when I entered the search “pentagon AND famine AND 
report” into the Google search engine. 



One pre-condition is that the ice cover of the Arctic Ocean melts. While the 
sea is covered with ice there is no evaporation and therefore very little 
precipitation in the arctic. When the sea is open water evaporates from it, and 
falls as rain or snow on land. All it takes to start an ice age is for more snow to 
fall in winter than melts in summer and, in some areas, that could be 
happening now.

The movie The Day After Tomorrow and some scientists suggest a different 
theory. We know that a system of ocean currents, sometimes called the 
Atlantic Conveyor, moderates climates from the Atlantic side of Northern 
Europe to the Indian Ocean and beyond. It’s driven by the increasing salinity 
of the Gulf Stream as it moves north and water evaporates from it until, 
somewhere south of Iceland, the heavier super-salinated water plunges to the 
bottom and is driven south, past South Africa until it finally turns around in 
the Indian Ocean. From there it’s driven back around South Africa and into the 
Caribbean, and it leaves the Caribbean as the Gulf Stream.

One theory suggests that fresh water from melting glaciers in Iceland and 
Greenland is reducing the salinity of the North Atlantic and that, sooner or 
later, water from the Gulf Stream will not plunge to the bottom and the 
conveyor will stop distributing heat around the planet.34 While the two 
theories — one that an ice age results from loss of ice on the Arctic Ocean and 
the other that it results from stoppage of the tlantic Conveyor — differ, they 
do not conflict; and it could be argued that an ice age is more likely if both 
conditions occur. 

The possibility of an ice age may sound threatening but in fact it may be our 
best hope because, as English philosopher James Lovelock (who formulated 
the Gaia Hypothesis) observes, life has recovered from several ice ages but it 
might never recover from global warming.35 He says that analysis of carbon 
dioxide levels found in ice cores shows there was more vegetation on the 
world in the last ice age than there is now.36

That’s surprising at first glance, but understandable when you consider it. One 
factor is that there was more land during the ice age, because the glaciers tied 
up so much water that the sea level dropped. Lovelock says the extra land area 
exposed was about equal to the continent of Africa. Most land areas were well 
watered during the ice age but deserts now cover almost a third of the world’s 
tropical and temperate land areas. If global warming continues the way some 
climatologists expect it will flood much of the world’s existing farmland and 
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convert most of the remaining land between 30 degrees north and south of the 
equator into desert.

I don’t pretend to know whether we are in for global warming or an ice age 
but I do know that any major change in the world’s weather could seriously 
affect our food supply. Rather than quibble about which way the change will 
go, with the knowledge that we will never be absolutely sure until after the 
fact, the rational course of action is to prepare for both so we will be able to 
eat no matter what happens.

Millions of people are hungry now and, unless we develop new foods or new 
techniques, we are in for a serious shortage in the not-so-distant future 
because the so-called green revolution produced more than an increase in the 
production of food. It also increased our consumption of resources and we 
have no idea how we will manage after they run out.

But we know they will run out. High-yield crops take enormous quantities of 
water — American farmers use about 500,000 gallons to grow an acre of corn 
— and we are now running short. Farmers in many areas use more water than 
rain provides and for the past 20 years or so we have been drawing down the 
world’s groundwater. More than 60% of the Ogallala aquifer, which provides 
most of the water used on the American prairies, has been withdrawn and 
current use is 130% to 160% of replacement.37 If this continues, the aquifer 
will be drained by 2030.38 In the summer of 2005 much of the American west 
entered the fifth year of a drought that caused major crop losses in Idaho, 
Montana and Wyoming.39

In the 35 years ending in 2001 the volume of Africa’s Lake Chad decreased by 
about 95%40 and the Aral Sea, once the fourth largest lake in the world with a 
surface area of more than 65,000 square km, lost 80% of its area and 90% of 
its volume.41

The Gobi desert has more than doubled in size since the 1950s and is growing 
by an estimated 2,500 square km a year. China’s Institute of Desert Research 
says the cause is increased use of water by humans. The demand for water 

                                     We need to talk                                 page   29

37 Beaumont, P., 1985. “Irrigated agriculture and groundwater mining on the high plains of 
Texas,” Environmental Conservation, 12: 11pp, cited by Pimentel, 2002.
38 Encylopaedia Britannica CD98, see also Soule, J.D. and D. Piper, Farming in Nature’s 
Image: An Ecological Approach to Agriculture, Island Press, Washington, DC, 1992. Cited by 
Pimentel, 2002.
39 “Nary a drop to spare,” Geographica, National Geographic, July/05. 
40 http://earthobservatory.nasa.gov/IOTD/view.php?id=1240 
41 Goodspeed, Peter, “Kazakh dam spells doom for grossly polluted Aral Sea,” National Post, 
Oct 3/03.

http://earthobservatory.nasa.gov/IOTD/view.php?id=1240.%5D
http://earthobservatory.nasa.gov/IOTD/view.php?id=1240.%5D


exceeds supply in nearly 80 nations and some climatologists believe that most 
of Africa is now slipping into a drought that could last for decades.42

A study by British, Indian and Nepalese researchers at Calicut University in 
India predicts that both India and Pakistan will have more water than usual for 
about 40 years as the glaciers of the Himalayas melt, flooding the Indus and 
the Ganges rivers, but when the glaciers are gone both rivers will drop to less 
than half their present flow. The Indus irrigates about half the crops in 
Pakistan and the Indian government plans to take water from the Ganges to 
water the arid southern section of the country. When the rivers fail, crops will 
fail.43

Even if we had endless aquifers we would have to think twice about irrigation 
with groundwater, because it destroys cropland. Rain is essentially distilled 
water but groundwater contains dissolved minerals and when it is used for 
irrigation, minerals that are not taken up by plants are left as salts on the 
surface. These salts are similar to the ‘lime’ that builds up in an electric kettle 
if we boil ‘hard’ water and, because they build up to toxic levels, farmers 
around the world abandon about 25 million acres of ‘salinated’ land each 
year.44 The more we irrigate, the more cropland we lose. Some historians 
believe that the world’s first empire, in Mesopotamia, collapsed when the 
irrigated fields that it depended on became salinated.45 Even if we could 
somehow irrigate with distilled water, adding water to dry land may dissolve 
salts that have been buried in an earlier era and bring them to the surface.

The growth of cities takes more than 25 million acres of land a year. About 
half of this was cropland and around the world we now have only about 0.6 
acres of cropland per capita, or about half the amount needed to feed the 
world to North American standards.46 The United States is one of the great 
farming countries of the world but it has only 1.25 acres of cropland per 
capita, which is about the minimum required.47

And, believe it or not, many of the farms we have left are running out of dirt! 
More than thirty years ago agricultural economist and founder of the 
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Worldwatch Institute Lester Brown48 said the world would probably run out of 
dirt before it runs out of oil.49 Apologists for modern farming say that Brown, 
who has 25 honorary degrees, a MacArthur Fellowship, the 1987 United 
Nations’ Environment Prize, the 1989 World Wide Fund for Nature Gold 
Medal, and the 1994 Blue Planet Prize, is ‘an alarmist.’

One scientist who takes him seriously is David R. Montgomery, Professor of 
Earth and Space Sciences at the University of Washington in Seattle and a 
member of the Quaternary Research Center. His book His book, Dirt: The 
Erosion of Civilizations won the 2008 Washington State Book Award in 
General Nonfiction and gained him a MacArthur Fellowship.

We will never run out of subsoil, of course, but the topsoil that plants grow in 
is a complex mixture of minerals plus dead organic matter and live worms, 
bacteria and fungus. A teaspoonful of good agricultural topsoil has about 600 
million bacteria, approximately three miles of fungal hyphae, 10,000 protozoa 
and 20 to 30 beneficial nematodes but no root-feeding nematodes.50

Montgomery notes that conventional farming methods destroy the topsoil and 
that most farming areas revert to desert. The first big grain farms of history are 
now the deserts of modern Iraq, Iran and Syria. North Africa was the granary 
of the Roman empire, but it’s now mostly desert. The Chaco Canyon area of 
New Mexico is a desert now, but it was forested before the Pueblo people 
farmed it. The Amazon basin is still forested but, as farmers move in and cut 
the trees, ecologists predict that it will soon be a desert.

Wheat yields in New York State declined from 25-35 bushels per acre in 1780 
to 6-9 bushels per acre in 184951 and much of the American drive to the west 
was driven by the search for new land that had not been destroyed by farming. 
The prairies were protected by grassland with roots that no plow could break 
until 1838, when John Deere invented the moldboard plow. Now, islands of 
prairie land that have not been farmed stand about six feet above the 
surrounding fields.52

The U.S. government tries to track soil loss across the country but its numbers 
are open to question. The 2007 National Resources Inventory (NRI) estimated 
that erosion in Iowa averaged 5.2 tons per acre per year; not much more than 
the so-called ‘sustainable’ rate of five tons per acre per year; and that erosion 
across the whole of the corn belt averages only 3.9 tons per acre per year.
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But the Washington-based Environmental Working Group ( EWG) questions 
the official figures. Studies by Iowa State University show that, in some 
places, storms have caused the loss of up to 64 tons of soil per acre from the 
land in some parts of Iowa, and that more than 10 million acres of farmland in 
440 Iowa townships eroded faster in 2007 than the so-called ‘sustainable’ rate. 
In more than half of these areas, soil was lost at twice the “sustainable” level.

More, an aerial survey conducted by the EWG in the spring of 2010 suggests 
that soil erosion and runoff are likely far worse than even the Iowa State 
numbers suggest.

The runoff from prairie farmland not only washes away soil; the fertile legacy 
of thousands of years of geological processes; but it also carries with it a 
potent cargo of fertilizers, pesticides and manure that flows into local creeks 
and streams and down the Mississippi River to the Gulf of Mexico where it 
creates the notorious oxygen-depleted ‘dead zone’ that suffocates marine life 
when it forms each year.53

Where farmland is not eroded or salinated, it may be paved. Montgomery says 
farmland in the United States is being paved at the rate of 100 acres an hour.54

Another problem is that after the harvest, many farmers leave their fields bare. 
American farmers learned how dangerous that was in the 1930s, when winds 
blew their topsoil away. On Nov 11, 1933, some farms in South Dakota lost 
all their topsoil in one day.

We are also running out of the fossil fuels we need to make chemical 
fertilizers and pesticides and to pump water for irrigation and, believe it or 
not, we are even running out of sunlight! Astronomers tell us the sun gets 
hotter every year but, because of air pollution and the contrails left by high-
flying jets, less sunlight reaches the Earth every year. Parts of the former 
Soviet Union lost almost 20% of their sunlight between 1960 and 1987.

Sunlight is reduced in densely populated areas by industrial smog and airliners 
reduce sunlight everywhere they travel. The contrails they make are just 
clouds but there are so many of them that they increase cloud cover to 
unnatural levels. The three-day suspension of air traffic after 9/11 produced a 
measurable change in sunlight, and in the difference between day and night 
temperatures, across the United States.55 Some pundits suggest that we could 
limit ‘global warming’ by releasing millions of tons of sulphur dioxide in the 
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upper atmosphere. If they could do that they would reduce sunlight even 
further, and produce probably-disastrous acid rain.

back to table of contents

DISASTER IN WAITING

We like to think that new and hybrid crops; even genetic modification; will 
solve our problems but, in fact, they create yet another danger.

Some of the new crops are so successful that farmers around the world have 
adopted them and where we once had hundreds of varieties of each type of 
grain, we now have only a few dozen. That’s dangerous, because reduced 
diversity makes a crop vulnerable to pests and fungi, and the modern practice 
of buying new seed every year increases the danger.

When farmers collected and replanted their own seed they did not sort it and 
alien seeds that blew in from neighboring fields were added to the mix. Author 
Stanley Johnson cites a biologist who used to find up to twenty varieties of 
wheat in a single field on the Anatolian plateau. After the distribution of 
‘improved’ seed, each field contained only one variety.56

The single variety of wheat found in modern fields is more productive than 
any of the local strains but, because it is a single strain, it is more vulnerable 
to pests and disease.

A field that contains many varieties of wheat can resist most pests and 
diseases because some will resist any given pest or disease better than others 
and while some varieties may be killed, the more resistant ones will survive. 
A farmer may lose part of his crop but next year, when he replants with his 
own seed, the mix will contain more of the resistant varieties and less of the 
ones that are most vulnerable.

When a whole field contains just one variety of plant a pest or disease to 
which that variety is vulnerable can wipe out the whole field. If farmers 
replant with new seed of the same variety, the crop will be lost again next 
year.

That happened in the United States when a new variety of wheat stem rust 
wiped out 65% of the 1953 crop of Durum wheat, and the same rust wiped out 
75% of the 1954 crop.57
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Concentration on a single crop caused the potato famine that killed more than 
a million people in Ireland in the mid 19th century. Peru’s Inca empire 
cultivated about 3,000 different varieties of potatoes but only a few of them 
made it to Europe. Several were established in Ireland in the late 1600s but 
Irish farmers concentrated on the one called the Lumper because it was the 
most productive.

It was also the one variety most vulnerable to the Phytophthora fungus that 
appeared in the United States in 1843 and Europe in 1845. The blight struck 
the United States, Belgium and France before it reached Ireland but, because 
farmers in those countries grew a variety of crops including at least four 
varieties of potatoes, it was not a disaster to them.

In Ireland, Lumper potatoes made up literally half the national diet. The blight 
struck in August of 1845 and by October about 40% of the crop had been 
destroyed. The next year the whole crop was lost and by 1850 about 1.5 
million people, from a population of just over eight million, had died of 
starvation or fever and one million had emigrated.

Could something like that happen on a global scale? It not only can, it 
probably will, sooner or later.

The potato blight caused famine in Ireland because almost all Irish farmers 
grew the same variety of potato. If farmers around the world grow the same 
variety of grain a blight, and the famine it might cause, could spread around 
the world. In the 19th century it took only two years for the Phytophthora 
fungus to migrate from the U.S. to Europe and on to Ireland, and we have to 
assume that in the 21st century a new pest or disease could travel farther and 
faster.

Even now we are losing the fourth most important crop in the world. About 
half a billion people in Africa and Asia depend on bananas for up to half their 
daily calories but the Black Sigatoka fungus; which appeared in Honduras 
about 1980 and is now spreading; reduces yields by up to three quarters and 
cuts the productive life of banana plants from about 30 to two or three years.

In 2003 it reduced the production of Uganda, the world’s second biggest 
producer, by 40% and it is now spreading through the Brazilian Amazon and 
the Far East. One Brazilian scientist estimates that production in Brazil, the 
world’s fourth largest producer, will fall by 70%.

The fungus threatens only the Cavendish variety of bananas and there are 
others, but that’s not very reassuring. The Cavendish was second choice to a 
variety called the Gros Michel that dominated the world market until it was 
wiped out in the 1950s and 60s by the fungus that caused Panama disease. 
When and if Black Sigatoka wipes out Cavendish bananas growers will turn to 
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another variety, but that will be their third choice and presumably not as good 
as either the Gros Michel or the Cavendish.58

Crop researchers believe they avoid the problems of uniform crops by mixing 
genotypes, but belief that something ‘can never happen’ can never be proved. 
In this case it could be proved false by the development of a blight but if there 
is no blight this year or next we can not be certain that there will not be one 
the year after. In fact the longer we go without a blight the more dangerous 
our situation, if we keep increasing our dependence on a few crops.

Pests and pathogens are evolving all the time and no one can guarantee that 
any single crop is safe.

If a new pest or disease wipes out one of our major grain crops we have seed 
banks from which to breed new varieties but it takes years to develop a new 
crop and grow seed. In a world in which tens of millions of people are already 
hungry, that would be a disaster.

Genetically modified crops that promise to increase food production will be 
even more uniform than naturally developed crops, and will therefore be more 
vulnerable if a pest or disease finds their weak point. Genetic modifications 
may also entail other problems that have not yet been reported or proven.

In fact there is a serious chance that, sooner or later, some genetic or other 
experiment may go awry and destroy a considerable percentage of our 
capacity to produce food.

This is no joke. It not only could happen, it nearly has happened. Scientist and 
author David Suzuki says that a few years ago a German biotech company re-
engineered a common soil organism called Klebsiella planticula to consume 
rotting crop waste on farms and produce ethanol fuel as a byproduct.

The company applied for permission to test the new bacterium in the United 
States and the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency assigned the project to 
Oregon State University, which in turn assigned it to doctoral student Michael 
Holmes.

Suzuki says normal procedure would have been to test the new bacterium in 
sterile soil to avoid the possibility of interaction with other bacteria. Instead, 
Holmes chose to test it in a variety of ‘living’ soils that already contained 
other kinds of bacteria.

To his amazement he found that every plant that was put into soil containing 
the engineered bacteria died. It turned out that the modified Klebsiella killed 
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other organisms called mycorrhysal fungi, and that plants can’t live without 
the fungi.59 If Holmes had followed normal procedure and tested the new 
bacteria in sterile soil he would not have discovered the danger. If the 
engineered bacteria had got loose in the world, as killer bees got loose from an 
experiment in Brazil, they might have wiped out all plants in the areas they 
infested. Because Klebsiella lives under the soil it might be impossible to 
eliminate an infestation or even to stop it from spreading.

Another problem is that seeds for genetically modified crops are available 
from only a few sources. If a disease gets into one of the farms where the 
seeds are grown, or one of the plants where they are processed and packaged, 
it will spread around the world much faster than would a disease of natural 
crops. If terrorists or natural disasters knock out the sources of the seeds, there 
will be no crops.

Air pollution is yet another danger, according to a study by researchers from 
MIT, the University of Hong Kong and Colorado State University. The study 
estimates that yields of rice, wheat, corn, and soy; which together provide 
more than have the calories consumed by the global population; will drop by 
about 10 percent by the year 2050.

The drop will be due to a combination of air pollution and global warming, 
which together will cause an increase in atmospheric ozone, which is 
damaging to both plant and animals. The study estimates that 46 percent of the 
damage to soy crops previously believed to have been caused by global 
warming was probably due to air pollution. While both factors are important 
to all crops, some suffer from one more than the other. Corn, for example, is 
easily damaged by heat while wheat is more easily damaged by air pollution.

Researchers say that while about 18 percent of Africans are under-nourished 
now, that will increase to 27 percent by 2050.60

Perhaps the last comment on the agricultural revolution should be left to the 
late Jack Harlan, Professor Emeritus of Plant Genetics at the University of 
Illinois. In The Living Fields he wrote: “We must realize, however, that 
famine and starvation are an integral part of agricultural systems, and (that) 
agricultural systems are fundamentally unstable.” 61

back to table of contents
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OUR OPTIONS

So much for the gloom and doom. Now for some hope.

Most famines in the past have been caused by shortage of money rather than 
an absolute shortage of food. In fact we know that people are starving now, 
and that some are hungry even in Canada and the United States, but we can 
assume that ‘we the wealthy’ will survive even a global famine and, if we 
change our priorities, we may be able to feed some of the poor too. More 
grain is fed to animals than is eaten by people and, in the early stages of 
famine, we could still feed people if we cut back on meat production. That 
may be a forlorn hope, but it is a hope.

Still, common sense demands that we begin now to prepare for the hard times 
that are likely to come within the next 20 or so years. For a start, we can 
diversify our crops. Even if we had a thousand different varieties of wheat 
growing in each field there is no guarantee that some pest or blight could not 
strike all of them, but why limit ourselves to wheat?

The ancestors of modern wheat were domesticated in the Middle East perhaps 
10,000 years ago and wheat is the dominant crop in the world today largely 
because the nations that dominate the world today are descended, directly or 
indirectly, from empires that were built on it.

Rice is also a major crop because, like wheat, it was domesticated in areas that 
evolved powerful empires. Corn was a staple of at least three American 
empires but, perhaps because those empires were all conquered by wheat 
eaters, we use corn mostly as feed for animals.

The potato was a staple of the Inca, who were probably the most advanced 
farmers of their time. After the Spanish conquest Inca farmers were forced to 
grow wheat for the Spaniards but they also grew potatoes to feed the slaves 
who mined silver. A few potato plants were sent to Europe as curiosities and 
decorative flowers but it took Europeans more than a hundred years to realize 
that the potato was a useful food. In time it became so important that the 
potato blight was a major disaster in Ireland, and the failure of the 1916 potato 
crop was a major factor in Germany’s decision to ask for an armistice in 
WWI.

Inca farmers also developed the Lima bean but most of the native crops of the 
Americas and Africa are now just local curiosities.

Still, many crops that have never been commercialized are as good as or better 
than our staples. An ongoing series of studies by the United States’ National 
Research Council has identified dozens of grains, legumes, tubers, fruits, 
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vegetables and other crops that have been domesticated by other cultures but 
never adopted by mainstream European or American farmers. Even without 
the benefit of modern plant breeding some of them are more productive and/or 
more nourishing than the crops we are used to, and many of them could be 
improved. Some nearly-forgotten African grains can survive harsh conditions 
and one even grows wild on sand dunes at the edge of the Sahara.62

We could also make more use of some nourishing foods that most of us are 
familiar with, but do not recognize as food. One of the staples of the Aztecs 
was a type of algae called spirulena that grew in Lake Texcoco. The lake is no 
longer there but spirulena is now sold in many health food stores and another 
variety of algae called chlorella, also sold in health food stores, offers another 
cheap and nutritious food.

We have all seen chlorella; it’s the slime that forms on decaying organic 
matter in fresh water. Most of us don’t think of eating it but, grown under 
controlled conditions, it could be a valuable crop. Experimenters at the 
Carnegie Institution were able to grow high-protein chlorella with up to 88% 
protein or high-fat chlorella with up to 75% fat. All types were rich in 
vitamins and most contain all the essential amino acids that we need.

The Carnegie Institution experimenters calculated that a commercial chlorella 
farm could produce up to 40 tons of dry chlorella per acre per year. The raw 
materials are water, sunlight, carbon dioxide and any convenient source of 
fixed nitrogen. Because little of the water is actually consumed most of it can 
be recycled and a chlorella farm could flourish in a desert.63

Many North Americans would reject the idea of eating ‘slime’ but that’s just a 
cultural prejudice. In fact we can digest chlorella in its natural state but we 
can’t digest grains until they have been processed by cooking or fermenting. 
Our ancestors could not eat grain until they learned to use fire or to brew beer.

Some types of algae, yeasts and fungi are grown from waste-water, in tanks 
called bioreactors, and are even now among the ingredients of many 
commercially prepared foods.

Bioreactors also grow the lipid oils used in many suntan lotions and other 
cosmetics and they can grow edible fungi from materials that we generally see 
as waste. At the University of Waterloo Dr. Murray Moo Young found a way 
to grow a type of fungus called neurospora on virtually any cellulose. With 
his process sawdust, wood chips, straw or corn stover could be turned into 
food or animal feed that would be cheaper and more nourishing than soy meal.
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Sawmills across Canada burn sawdust by the ton, to get rid of it. Instead, it 
could be used to grow neurospora fungus that can be dried for storage and that 
is about as nutritious as beefsteak.

Chlorella, yeast and fungi are also easy to store. The Inca kept stores of food 
that could feed their people for years and, for a tiny fraction of our annual 
defense budget, we could make and store enough concentrated ready-to-eat 
food to help us through an unexpected shortage.

Most western countries have stocks of grain but grain is not a good emergency 
food. One problem is that to use grain we need to cook it and refugees from a 
famine or a disaster may not have pots, firewood or enough water for cooking. 
Another is that grain alone is not an adequate diet. At the very least, humans 
who live on grain need a legume for balanced nutrition.

The most practical way to store food for famine relief would be in bars or wet 
packs that could be made from surplus crops, chlorella and/or waste that 
would otherwise be thrown away.64

back to table of contents

MEAT ANIMALS

We need vegetable food and some of us are willing to live on it but most of us 
like meat. Some see this as a perversion but our cousins the chimpanzees eat 
meat when they can and while science tells us that the right mix of vegetable 
food can be nourishing, it also tells us that meat is more nourishing than any 
single vegetable. It’s also more digestible; we can eat raw meat but not raw 
grain or potatoes.

But while our ancestors ate meat before they were human they didn’t eat big 
animals until after they developed weapons, just a few tens of thousands of 
years ago. Through most of prehistory we were probably carrion eaters and, 
like chimpanzees and many modern people, we ate small animals and insects.

Conventional wisdom tells is that big animals produce more meat than small 
ones, but conventional wisdom is not always correct. A study published by 
The National Academy of the U.S. notes that a 1,300-pound steer eats one ton 
of hay in 120 days and gains 240 pounds of weight from it. Three hundred 
rabbits would together weigh about the same as the steer and would also gain 
about 240 pounds from eating one ton of hay, but they would do it in one 
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quarter the time. The report also notes that where a cow produces one calf per 
year, a rabbit will produce about 30 offspring a year.65

Rabbit was a popular meat in Rome and it was Romans who spread rabbits 
over most of Europe from their original home in Portugal. Romans also ate 
stuffed dormouse and analysis of scats shows that some people of the 
Americas, including the Aztec and the Anasazi, ate mice.66

We don’t think of mice as a source of food for humans, but they could provide 
much more meat than the farm animals we keep now.

A typical cow will produce her first calf when she is a few months more than 
two years old and will then produce a calf every year. Steers are slaughtered 
when they are about two years old so, leaving the cow to bear again, we can 
afford to eat less than one-third of our total beef herd every year.

As noted earlier, a common house mouse begins to breed at the age of about 
10 weeks and one female mouse can produce a litter of eight to twelve young 
every five weeks. If we ate mice, we could afford to eat 500 to 800% of our 
total stock every year.

If we didn’t eat them a single mouse and her descendants could produce about 
4,880 descendants in one year. In the next year each of her 2,440 female 
descendants could produce another 4,880 descendants, a total of 11,907,200. 
In the third year the original mouse would be dead, but her family would 
number in the tens of billions.

If each mouse weighed one ounce, two year’s progeny from one mother would 
weigh more than 370 tons. It would be a challenge to process hundreds of tons 
of mice for human consumption, but sardine canners have conquered a 
comparable one. We eat the bones of sardines and we also eat the bones of 
quail and other small birds.

The guinea pig was domesticated about 7,000 years ago in the Andes and is 
still a popular meat animal in many countries. Official numbers suggest that 
the 25 million people of Peru eat about 65 million guinea pigs a year67 but 
official numbers count only animals raised for sale by businesses that report to 
the government. Because many rural Peruvians raise their own guinea pigs, 
the real number is much bigger. In some parts of the world the meat of some 

                                     We need to talk                                 page   40

65 Microlivestock, little known small animals with a promising economic future, National 
Academy Press, Washington, 1990 (BOSTID), p 9.
66 Callen, Eric O. “Food habits of some pre-Columbian Indians,” Economic Botany, 19, no. 4 
(1965): 335-43. See also “Analysis of Tehuacan coprolites,” in The Prehistory of the 
Tehuacan Valley: Vol. 1. Environment and Subsistence, University of Texas Press, Austin, 
1967, pp 261-89. 
67 Nikkah, Roya and Zachary Abraham, “Grilled guinea pigs are low on cholesterol,” 
National Post, Oct 25/04, p A2.



rats sells for more than beef, because it is generally considered to be better 
tasting.68

A shift to meat production by small animals might also help the environment 
because even if enormous numbers of small mammals produce as much 
methane as smaller numbers of cows, small animals can be raised indoors and 
the methane they produce could be trapped and used as fuel rather than 
released to the atmosphere. Because methane is lighter than air, it would 
naturally collect under an airtight roof.

Insects are another potential food source. If that surprises you remember that 
most of us eat shrimp and lobsters, which are similar to insects and both of 
which are carrion-eaters. Some insects are carrion eaters but others, such as 
the locust that is one of the most popular insect meats in the world, eat only 
fresh green plants. Locusts and grasshoppers are specifically named as kosher 
food (in Leviticus, 11:22) and are also permissible under Muslim Halal food 
laws.69

In parts of France and Italy, cheese with fly larvae in it sells for more than the 
same cheese without larvae. In her book Creepy Crawly Cuisine, Professor 
Julieta Ramos-Elorduy of the National Autonomous University of Mexico 
says that 1,417 species of insects are eaten in 113 countries by more than 
3,000 ethnic groups.70

In Mexico City, she says, a pound of ants sells for about 10 times the price of 
a pound of beef. Grasshoppers, red agave worms and the eggs of an insect 
called the water boatman sell for about twice as much as beef and white agave 
worms sell for about 14 times the price of beef.

Insects reproduce and grow at incredible rates. The fastest growing animal in 
the world is probably the larvae of the female goat moth, which multiplies its 
weight about 28,000 times in six months.71

The growth of other insects is less spectacular but, even so, an indoor insect 
farm the size of a typical dairy barn could produce tons of meat every day.
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Insect farming will be a very profitable business some day, and it could be 
started right now. Some small businesses now raise insects for pet food and 
big business could raise them as a high-protein feed supplement for farm 
animals. Some day fast-frozen caterpillars, probably about the size of your 
thumb, will be packed in plastic trays for sale in gourmet food stores and, 
eventually, in supermarkets.

Mass-produced insects could also make fish farming more practical. We once 
thought of the sea as an inexhaustible source of food but stocks of wild fish 
are now depleted and many fish farms are not sustainable because the fish they 
farm are carnivores which are fed mostly on the wild fish we are now running 
out of. We can’t afford to feed fish with fish, but we could feed them insects.

Earthworms are also a huge and potentially valuable source of food. A 
research team headed by biologist Dr. Maurizio Paoletti of Padova University 
in Italy analyzed the food value of worms eaten by Yakuana Indians of the 
Upper Orinoco River in Venezuela and found that the meat is slightly more 
nutritious than beef. It’s especially high in iron and calcium, making worms an 
ideal diet for women who have just given birth. Yakuana women traditionally 
eat only earthworms and cassava for at least a month after giving birth.

Some of the worms the Yakuana eat are about the size of a man’s arm. They 
must be cleaned before eating because earthworms have no teeth and, like 
birds, they swallow gravel that they store in gizzards to grind the food they 
cannot chew. Once cleaned they are eaten raw, smoked, dried or roasted.72

Paoletti reports that Yakuana Indians collect adult worms and cocoons during 
their mating season, when they are easily collected, and move them to river 
and stream banks where they will be more convenient to harvest the next year.

Most of the insects and worms we see are small, but there are more of them 
than most people suppose. As a rule of thumb, when a good pasture in 
temperate North America is being grazed by all the cattle it can support; the 
total weight of insects in the field is about twice the total weight of cattle and 
the total weight of worms under the field is three to four times the weight of 
the insects.73

It would probably take most of us a while to get used to the idea of eating 
insects and earthworms but; in a world threatened by pandemics; we might 
learn to prefer them, because they do not share diseases with humans. 
Anthropologist and author Hugh Brody says that many of our most damaging 
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diseases are actually transfers from animals. We got measles, tuberculosis and 
smallpox from cattle, the flu from pigs and ducks, whooping cough from pigs 
and dogs and at least one form of malaria from birds. We got the 1918 flu that 
produced one of the greatest pandemics in history from birds and, in the past 
few years, governments in Asia have slaughtered uncounted millions of 
chickens to protect the world from threatened epidemics of bird flu.74

Diseases can transfer to us from mammals and even birds, because we are 
fairly close relatives, but we are so different from worms and insects that, as 
far as we know, any disease they can catch can’t possibly affect us.75

In most cases we would eat the larvae rather than adult insects, but we also 
need to consider the possibility of catching and using wild insects. As I write 
this a huge swarm of locusts is eating thousands of tons of grain a day in 
Africa and governments are spending millions of dollars in attempts to poison 
it. Whether they succeed or not, the poison will be added to the environment 
and it will also harm beneficial insects and eventually be eaten by humans.

Farmers and governments try to poison locusts because they see them as pests 
and; perhaps more important; because big companies and their agents make 
profits when they make, sell and apply the poisons. Whether they pay bribes 
or offer campaign contributions or not these people certainly make an effort to 
be friendly with government officials, and the officials listen to their advice.

But the locusts, up to four inches long, are very nutritious. In fact there are 
thousands of tons of high-quality meat flying around and, instead of trying to 
harvest it, people try to poison it. In some areas locust meat is believed to be 
good for diabetics and governments have to warn people not to eat them 
because of the poison.

If we could capture them all there are probably more locusts than people in the 
area could eat but the surplus could be sold as fodder or plowed under as 
fertilizer.

A plague of locusts is a flying meat farm, but how to catch them? I don’t 
pretend to have a final answer, but I can offer suggestions.

Some fishing nets are several hundred meters wide and ten or more kilometers 
long. They’re much too heavy to catch locusts, of course, but the point is that 
big nets are not a radical idea. Nets to catch locusts could be made like the 
lightweight plastic mesh used to protect gardens from birds, or to bag some 
fruits and vegetables.
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Imagine a net perhaps 100 meters wide and five or ten kilometers long, cast by 
a line of mortars or catapults to fall over a swarm of locusts and drag it down. 
Because the locusts will be sold the operation might make a profit and, even if 
it does not, it would be much less harmful than poison.

The mesh is already in production and a well-organized world could keep nets 
in reserve because there is a swarm somewhere in the world every few years 
and each swarm continues for a year or more.

The same type of net cast the same way might also be used to capture the 
Quelea birds that are pests in Zimbabwe. These birds are small but estimates 
place the total numbers at between 100 and 150 billion and a flock will strip a 
field of grain in a few hours. Quelea birds roost in trees but after a few million 
of them have roosted, a grove of trees is reduced to bare sticks.

The birds are said to be good eating but, because farmers and governments try 
to poison them, the government of Zimbabwe warns people not to eat them.76

If we develop cast nets large enough we could trap birds in the fields, or 
perhaps as they approach a field. If not, perhaps we could cast a net over a 
section of forest where the birds roost. In that case the birds would still be in 
trees and hard to catch but if they were trapped by a net they could be caught, 
somehow.

One drawback to this idea is that chemical companies and their agents now 
make millions of dollars in profits from the poisons they sell, and it’s a safe 
bet that government officials in some third-world countries share the pie. 
Another is our old friend path dependence; if they used poisons in the past, 
they will use poisons in the future.

Mice can also be a plague. In one episode of The Crocodile Hunter TV series 
host Steve Irwin visited an Australian farm so badly overrun that the mice 
literally looked like a moving rug. In a situation like that a huge vacuum 
cleaner might collect tons of meat, and save tons of grain, in a few hours. 
Vacuum cleaners that could do the job are already in production, for street 
cleaning and use in construction.

Mice that have been collected by vacuum cleaner may not be suitable for 
human consumption but fish are not choosy. If no other use can be found for 
them insects might be fed to chickens, cattle, pigs or fish, and mice could be 
fed to fish. It might not be safe to feed mammals to birds or mammals; that’s 
how mad cow disease got started; but diseases do not jump from insects to 
mammals or from mammals to fish.
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Plagues of locusts, Quelea birds and mice don’t seem to be a North American 
or European problem but they all occur on our planet and they all contribute to 
planetary food shortages. We spend millions on foreign aid, but projects to 
control these problems might be self-sustaining.

In the western world, we often let food go to waste. On beaches beside the 
Great Lakes I have seen tons of dead alewife fish, and I recall news reports of 
a lake in northern Saskatchewan that was poisoned by fish that died when the 
lake froze so completely that they could not get oxygen. A few years ago tens 
of thousands of caribou were drowned in Labrador, when a dam released 
water as they were crossing the river. Within the past couple of years a plague 
of grasshoppers cost western farmers millions of dollars.

All these kills are potential sources of fish and animal feed or, at the very 
least, fertilizer. A well-managed operation to collect them should pay for itself, 
add to our food supply and reduce pollution, all at the same time.

But rather than make the best use of food, we destroy it. In times of plenty, 
even edible crops may be destroyed to ‘maintain prices.’77 In a rational world 
all food would be valued and waste would be seen as a crime against 
humanity.

back to table of contents

URBAN FARMS

We also need to reconsider the wisdom of getting our food from industrial-
scale farms; hundreds or thousands of kilometers away from consumers; while 
much of our local farmland is paved for highways, shopping malls and 
parking lots or covered by subdivisions, Many of the vegetables we eat in 
Canada and the northern states are trucked from Mexico and the southern U.S. 
and this would not be sustainable in a time of oil shortage or famine, or after a 
major natural disaster.

I don’t suggest that we could do without highways, malls and parking lots but, 
no matter how much we like cars, our food supply is more important. In a 
rational world, cities and farms would be intermixed.

As in fact they have been. Through most of history city dwellers have had 
their own gardens, some with professional gardeners, and in times of 
emergency home gardens have been primary sources of food.
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A hundred years ago about 3,500 acres of small farms within the city of Paris 
produced most of the vegetables needed in the city plus a surplus that was 
exported to consumers as far away as London, England. During World War II 
an estimated 10 million ‘war gardens’ in the U.S. produced an average of a 
half-ton of food each per year.

Even now, one United Nations report says that in the 1980s more than 90% of 
the vegetables and more than half the meat and poultry consumed in the 
world’s 18 largest cities were produced in urban areas.

In Singapore about 10,000 licensed farmers work more than 17,000 acres of 
city land on three or ten year leases. Some of the land is worth a fortune but 
the farmers’ rent is geared to the value of their production rather than to the 
value of the land. About 45% of the vegetables consumed in Hong Kong are 
grown within the city and more than one third of the dollar value of all 
agricultural produce in the United States is grown within urban metropolitan 
areas.78

We need to look to urban farming, Singapore style. Most big cities have 
thousands of acres of vacant lots, power-line corridors and other empty land. 
Some of it could and should be used as parks but we can also consider 
government programs to rent vacant land to people who will use it to produce 
food. Some of the empty land in big cities is polluted, of course, but a rational 
government would not allow it to stay polluted. If private land is polluted the 
owner should be required to either clean it up or sell it to the city, province or 
nation at a bargain price. The government would then be obliged to clean the 
land and rent or resell it. Because the sale price would be higher than the 
purchase price, this would cost the government little or nothing. We can 
assume that the owners of polluted land would protest, but should a 
government allow land to stay polluted?

Even now, millions of people are starving. A minor change, smaller than the 
climate shift that is predicted in the leaked Pentagon study, could push us into 
a famine; and a rational government would start now to prepare for it. As they 
say in Japan, hope for the best but prepare for the worst.

Most Americans think they will always be able to buy food from other 
countries; even if the inhabitants of those countries are starving; and if they 
can’t buy food they will be able to take it by armed force; but that’s an 
illusion. People who are themselves starving are not likely to give up what 
food they have easily and, if the famine is caused by volcanic eruption or 
meteorite strike, it might not be possible to ship food even if it is available. 
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Common sense argues that every nation must produce enough food to supply 
its own citizens, and preferably a surplus to help neighbors.

And we need to stockpile emergency supplies as soon as possible, because we 
have no idea when a global famine will start. We think that modern science 
will warn us of an impending famine but in fact it has warned us, and the 
warning is being ignored. We are on the edge of disaster now and we have no 
guarantee of any food supply beyond whatever we have in storage.

back to table of contents

FINDING MORE WATER

We should also look for ways to relieve the water shortage that exists now, 
and that will get worse.

The Aswan High Dam on the Nile River seems to have been a mistake; it 
allows huge volumes of fresh water to be evaporated from Lake Nasser and it 
creates another problem. Because the dam slows the water, the silt that used to 
be left on farm fields by the annual floods and eventually deposited in the Nile 
delta now precipitates in Lake Nasser; making the lake shallower. Because 
any given volume of water in a shallow lake has more surface area than it 
would in a deep lake, this increases evaporation.

But there is still hope for the Nile. It would not be practical to remove the 
dam; because it produces a lot of hydro-electric power; but we could clean up 
the bottom of the lake. In most dams the over-flow comes from the top of the 
impounded water, but suppose someone were to build a huge siphon to suck 
silt from the bottom of Lake Nasser and take it over the dam? I don’t have 
numbers to justify this suggestion but we do know that the Nile floods and I 
assume that some of the flood must be released over spillways. If that’s so, 
this would be worth looking at.

In some cases, there might be an alternative to hydro dams. The up-stream end 
of the reservoir formed by a dam must be above the water level in the dam, 
and if the river runs year-round it might be cheaper to dig a tunnel or lay a 
pipe from up-stream to the hydro station than to build the dam. This would 
have the added benefit that it would not displace villages or flood farmlands.

Back to the Nile. We also know that with a population of nearly eight million 
people the city of Cairo must produce tens of millions of gallons of sewage 
and grey water a day, and that this is dumped back into the river where it 
pollutes the downstream area and the once-invaluable Nile delta. We also 
know that about 200 miles west of Cairo the Qatarra Depression is more than 
7,500 square miles of land; about equal to Lake Ontario; that is on average 
about 200 feet below sea level.
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What if someone were to dig a canal to carry Cairo’s sewage to the 
depression? Again, I have no numbers on this but, at the very least, it would 
protect the delta from pollution and it would develop a garden spot in the 
desert. Because the canal would carry sewage under strong sunlight, it might 
also be used to grow chlorella that could be processed to produce food or fuel.

Another possibility. El Alamein, on the Mediterranean coast, is only about 50 
miles from the depression. As far back as 1912 German geographer Albrecht 
Penck suggested a canal from the coast to an area of the depression that lies 
about 230 feet below sea level, as a hydro-electric project. Because water 
would evaporate so quickly in the desert, Penck said, the depression would 
never fill up.79

This would create a huge salt pan near the bottom of the depression, but that 
could be another economic benefit. Chemical companies ‘mine’ the waters of 
the Dead Sea and California’s Salton Seas for minerals, and they could also 
use super-salinated water from the bottom of the depression.

If the canal were big enough the water would not all evaporate, but it could 
support a mangrove forest that would capture carbon and promote 
evaporation. Such a forest would also support an ecosystem of some 
commercial value but the important point would be the evaporation of huge 
quantities of water in the Sahara desert. I like to think that this would produce 
rain somewhere, but I leave it to professional climatologists to predict the final 
result.

Others have already suggested a canal from the Gulf of Aqaba, (an arm of the 
Red Sea) to the Dead Sea, as a hydro-electric project and to restore the water 
level in the Dead Sea; which is now falling because so much water is taken 
from the Jordan River. Last I heard the project was stalled by a diplomatic 
hassle between Israel and Jordan, but increased water in the Dead Sea would 
lead to increased evaporation and if that would increase rainfall in desert 
areas, it should be considered.

Saudi Arabia has nuclear-powered desalination plants to produce fresh water 
from the Red Sea but, given the solar power available, nuclear power for this 
use sounds like overkill to me. Years ago (now retired) professor Richard 
Hummel of the University of Toronto imagined a solar-powered still that 
could be built almost any size and would not require nuclear power.

One interesting innovation Hummel suggests could be applied in quite a few 
places. He notes that sunlight penetrates hundreds of feet into seawater and, 
where the ocean is deep, the heating effect is diffused. Hummel suggests a 
network of black panels, each about one meter square, each connected to it’s 
neighbors by a couple of feet of chain. Panels made of a material that floats 
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would alternate with panels made of a material that sinks so we would have, 
in effect, a net that would trap all or most solar energy in the top few feet of 
water. Given that water temperatures in the Red Sea normally range from 79 
degrees F (26C) in the north to 86 degrees F (30C) in the south, water above 
the heat trap would evaporate very quickly. Water below the heat trap would 
be cooler than normal but, given that the traps could cover only a small area of 
the sea, I would not expect to see much ecological impact.

Hummel’s design also includes a system to condense and collect the 
evaporated water, but I find the heat trap itself most interesting. Without the 
condenser it would be very cheap, and such heat traps could be used in many 
areas where more evaporation from the sea would result in more rain on the 
land. Where necessary Stirling engines; which run on a relatively low heat 
differential and could be powered by the heat differential between the vapor 
and the water; could power coolers to condense fresh water from the vapor 
produced by the heat traps.

In the summer of 2014 a team from the Department of Mechanical 
Engineering at MIT announced the development of a sponge-like mix of 
graphite flakes and carbon foam that floats on water and can generate steam 
with much less sunlight than conventional steam-producing solar generators. 
This material is still in development but, if it goes into production, it might be 
even better than Hummel’s idea.

In a recent essay, Hummel suggests that that floodwater might be channelled 
into aquifers, for later use in irrigation. The Ogallala aquifer is running out of 
water but annual floods on the Missouri and Mississippi Rivers pass over, or 
near it, on their way to the Gulf of Mexico. They don’t get into the aquifer 
because a layer of waterproof clay isolates it from surface water, but the clay 
could be pierced by giant ‘reverse wells’ that would channel surface water 
down to the porous aquifer. The water would have to be filtered first, so it 
won’t silt up the aquifer, but that could be done. Hummel also suggests that 
floodwater from the Himalayas could be filtered into an aquifer that underlies 
parts of India and Pakistan.

Back to canals. Much of Australia is desert anyway, large areas of the 
continent have been suffering from serious drought for the past few years and 
more drought is predicted for the future. Lake Eyre, about 200 miles north of 
the coastal town of Port Augusta, is 49 feet below sea level at it’s lowest point 
and covers about 3,500 square miles when it is full; which happens about once 
every ten years.

But what if we dug a canal from Port Augusta to Lake Eyre? Again, a 
mangrove forest on the edge of the flooded area could speed evaporation and 
perhaps provide economic benefits and, again, I leave it to ecologists and 
climatologists to calculate the effect of several dozen cubic miles of water 
evaporated in that area every year.
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We know that much of the world is short of water now, and that the future 
appears to promise more and more serious shortages to come. If we had 
rational and/or responsible governments or big-money philanthropists, they 
might do something about it.

back to table of contents

THE ECONOMY

To prepare for the future we also need to re-think the so-called ‘global 
market’ that developed out of an international economic conference at the 
Mount Washington Hotel in Bretton Woods, New Hampshire in July of 1944.

That conference organized the World Bank and the International Monetary 
Fund, and paved the way for the General Agreement on Tariffs and Trade. For 
more than 60 years the bank and the IMF have pressured third world countries 
to forget about self-sufficiency and to concentrate on production for export.80 
Henry Morgenthau, U.S. Secretary of the Treasury and president of the 
conference, said the intention was to create “a dynamic world economy in 
which the peoples of every nation would be able to realize their potentialities 
in peace.” 81

Supporters of the global market tell us that trade helps third-world countries 
develop, but many poor countries are poorer now than before. From a ratio of 
about five to one in 1950 the disparity in per-capita Gross Domestic Product 
between rich and poor countries rose to seven to one in 1970, eight to one in 
1977 and about 18 to one and still rising in 1996.82 In 2004 the United Nations 
Human Development Report estimated the GDP per capita in countries with 
high development was about 21 times the GDP of less-developed countries, in 
purchasing power parity measured in United States dollars.83 Pundits 
sometimes try to conceal the growing disparity by obfuscation. On Feb 21/14 
New York Times columnist David Brooks, appearing in the “Brooks and 
Shields” segment of the PBS News Hour program, told us that the number of 
people working for $1 a day has decreased by 80% since 1970. He did not 
mention that one 1970 dollar was worth about six 2014 dollars,84 or tell us 
how many people are now working for less than $6 a day.
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It’s obvious that the global market is not helping the third world. Instead, it 
seems to be driving the whole world into the economic trap that I call 
Hobson’s Spiral.

back to table of contents

HOBSONS SPIRAL

John Hobson was a Victorian-era English scholar who wondered why 
England, in his day the wealthiest country in the world, should have some of 
the most miserable poverty in the world. He realized that if the poor were too 
poor, the country as a whole could not prosper.

He argued that the economy depends on consumption but if the poor have no 
money they can’t consume and if the rich are too rich they can’t consume all 
they can afford; so the total level of consumption will drop and the economy 
will slow down.85

In Hobson’s day a few Englishmen were fabulously wealthy but most were 
poor and many lived in absolute poverty. In the modern world the United 
States is both the richest and the most unequal country in the developed world. 
In 2003 the wealthiest one percent of Americans received more money than 
the poorest 40% and, literally, the rich are getting richer and the poor poorer. 
In the 30 years from 1979 to 2009 the income of the top one percent of 
Americans grew by 275%, more than seven times as much as the income of 
the remaining 99%, and U.S. government census statistics show that more 
than 40 million Americans now live in poverty.86 While the income of the 
99% increased by slightly more than 39% the value of the U.S. dollar dropped 
by slightly more than 36% in the same period; so most Americans gained 
virtually nothing and many actually lost.87 In 2010 the pay of Chief Executive 
Officers of American companies increased by 27% compared with 2009 while 
more than twenty million Americans were unemployed or had dropped out of 
the labor force but wanted a job.88

back to table of contents
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THE FORD EFFECT

Hobson offered a theory but he could not prove it because he could not raise 
wages himself. Henry Ford could, and he used the flip side of the same idea to 
kick the United States into the greatest industrial boom in history.

In 1913 minimum wages at Ford were $2.07 per day for women and slightly 
more for men. Early in 1914, Ford decreed that the minimum wage for anyone 
in his factories would be $5 a day.89

That was a bold stroke and, many people thought, a crazy one. One newspaper 
cartoon of the day showed a charwoman coming to work at a Ford factory in a 
limousine while Ford, dressed as a janitor, swept the sidewalk.

But Ford was no fool. Like Hobson he realized that the economy depends on 
consumption and that if the poor have no money they can’t consume. He knew 
that if his workers had more money some would use it to buy cars, others 
would use it to buy houses; making work for house builders who could then 
afford to buy cars; and so-on.

When Ford raised his minimum wage he started the American industrial boom 
that lasted until 1929. The First World War was also a factor in the boom but, 
whatever Ford’s contribution to the national prosperity, there is no question 
about the effect on his own company. The pundits said he would go broke but, 
instead, he became the world’s leading auto-maker.

Now we are reversing the Ford Effect but most of us choose to ignore the 
signs of poverty that surround us. If I can convince myself that economic 
losers are lazy, or that they failed to keep up with the times, I can pretend that 
I’m in no danger myself.

Many pundits tell us that we are helping to develop the third world by buying 
so much from them, but that’s bafflegab. The Ford Effect worked in the 
United States because most Ford cars were sold to Americans. and the more 
money Americans made the more cars they bought.

That made it good business for Ford and other American employers to pay 
high wages, but employers in the third world know their employees will never 
buy the down-filled jackets and expensive toys they produce. They also know 
that their first-world customers will buy from the cheapest supplier so they, 
and their governments, have to keep wages as low as possible. The belief that 
we help third-world countries by buying their products is false; in fact our 
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purchases lock them into low wages and, in many cases, abysmal working 
conditions.

back to table of contents

WORKING CONDITIONS

The western world got a reminder of third-world working conditions in April 
of 2013, when an eight-story commercial building in the capital of Bangladesh 
collapsed. It took more than two weeks to search the rubble and recover the 
bodies of the 1,129 workers who were killed. More than 2,500 were injured, 
and many are still missing.

The building was a warren of clothing factories that produced goods for 
western markets plus a bank, apartments and shops. The shops and the bank 
were closed after cracks were discovered in the building but about 5,000 
garment workers were ordered to work the next day and the building collapsed 
during the morning rush-hour. Supervisors in one of the garment factories had 
threatened to withhold a month’s pay from workers who refused to come to 
work.

Investigation revealed that the building had been planned for shops and offices 
and that that top four floors, containing the factories, had been added illegally 
without a building permit. Architects noted that even the four stories that were 
legal had been built for shops and offices, and were not strong enough to 
support the weight and vibration of factory machines.

Many of the dead, injured and survivors were owed wages and on June 5, 
according to Wikipedia, police fired on hundreds of former workers and 
relatives of the victims who protested to demand back pay and the 
compensation promised by the government and the Bangladesh Garment 
Manufacturers and Exporters Association.90

Until the building collapse that killed them, those Bangladesh workers might 
have considered themselves to be lucky. In some areas manual workers who 
squat on grass mats in crude huts, some of them slaves, make clothes and toys 
for the children of the first world.

According to a story in the Dec 15/96 Toronto Star, a skilled teen-age 
craftsman in Pakistan was paid one dollar to hand-sew a soccer ball that sold 
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in Europe for $80. One European company planned to sell two million made-
in-Pakistan soccer balls in 1997-98.91

A survey released in October of 1996 by the government of Pakistan and the 
International Labor Organization estimated that about 3.6 million children 
from five to 14 years old were working full-time in Pakistan alone. In 
Bangladesh an estimated 80,000 children under 14 years old, most of them 
girls, work at least 60 hours a week in garment factories. In India an estimated 
55 million children, many of them bonded laborers, work under atrocious 
conditions. Former Indian chief justice P. M. Bhagwati has testified that he 
saw young boys working 14 to 20 hours a day. If they do not please their 
masters they are “beaten up, branded, with red hot iron rods and even hung 
from trees upside down.” 92

A UN survey estimates that there are 150 million child laborers in Asia, 80 
million in Africa and 17.5 million in South America, Some of the children 
have been sold outright and others are ‘rented’ for wages paid in advance to 
their parents or to labor contractors.93

The global market has been a disaster for the third world and average incomes 
in the industrialized countries are also in decline. Official statistics show that 
about 15% of the total population of the United States lives in poverty, and 
that doesn’t include millions of people who live on old-age assistance and 
millions more on disability pensions.94

Some people argue that poverty in the United States is not the same as poverty 
in other countries. Poor Americans, they say, have cars, television sets and 
refrigerators.

That’s so, but poverty is not so much total wealth as relative wealth. Hunting 
and gathering people; like the !Kung Bushmen of the African Kalahari desert 
and Aboriginal Australians; had no money at all but they lived in comfort, 
with more leisure and a better diet than most modern middle class Americans. 
A poor family living on a farm among other poor farmers may be happy, but a 
poor family camped in a cardboard box within sight of a high-end night-club 
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or restaurant is not likely to be. A minimum wage worker might like his job, 
but he might not be pleased that the CEO of the company, who works only 
one day a week, makes tens of millions of dollars a year and that the CEO’s 
son, who is still in school, drives a car that cost more than the worker’s house.

Most people want to ‘fit into’ society, but when wealthy people flaunt their 
wealth, and the media admires the rich and denigrates the poor, the poor are 
not likely to be happy

Or healthy. Studies show that social inequality is associated with lower life 
expectancy, higher rates of infant mortality, shorter height, poor reported 
health, low birth weight, AIDS, and depression. They may have cars television 
sets and refrigerators but tens of thousands of Americans can’t afford to eat 
well and black men in Harlem are less likely to live to the age of 65 than are 
men in Bangladesh.95

back to table of contents

SLAVES TO THE MARKET

The global market has even revived the slave trade. An article in National 
Geographic magazine says that in the heyday of black slavery in the United 
States an adult male slave cost the equivalent of $40,000 in modern money, 
but child slaves now sell for an average of $35 each in India. Writer Andrew 
Cockburn estimates that there were about 27 million slaves in the world in 
2003. Many of them produce the products that we buy in discount stores.

And some have other uses. Cockburn says a teen-aged East European girl, 
suitable for use as a sex slave or prostitute, costs about $1,000 in some 
Western European countries. He estimates that the 27 million slaves in the 
world include 100,000 to 150,000 in the United States.

Slaves in the United States? Yes, and many more than Cockburn wrote about. 
His estimate of American slavery counts only ‘illegal’ slaves, but there are 
thousands more held in legal slavery.

Prisoners in many areas have to work for their keep, and the modern trend is 
to turn prisons and reform schools over to private enterprise. According to a 
report in the Washington DC-based Counterpunch newsletter (Jan 1-15, 
1997), there were more than 100 private prisons in the United States at the 
time of publication.
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Inmates in these prisons were paid as little as 17 cents an hour to produce car 
parts, clothing, furniture and computer circuit boards for major American 
companies. The newsletter says one American company shut down a plant in 
Mexico to use the cheaper labor of San Quentin prison.

When private citizens control the freedom of other citizens and can make 
them work for little or no pay, it’s slavery no matter what they call it.

Most of this slavery is supposed to have a term; as the debt slavery of earlier 
years had a term; but prisoners with life sentences will be slaves for life. 
Others may be too, because prisons can charge prisoners for offenses 
committed in prison and sentences can be extended. Is there any question that 
a private corporation that makes a profit from slaves may be tempted to keep 
them at work rather than release them?

back to table of contents

WHY THE LAND OF THE FREE IS THE HOME OF THE SLAVE

Even when there is no direct economic benefit the legal system has been 
known to send innocent men to jail, so when prisoners have a positive 
economic value it’s not surprise that people may be  imprisoned  for the profit 
of the prisons and of the judges that sentence them.

In August of 2011 former Luzerne County, Pennsylvania, Judge Mark 
Ciavarella Jr. was sentenced to 28 years in prison for accepting a million-
dollar bribe in return for sentencing children to a pair of private juvenile 
detention centers. The Pennsylvania Supreme Court has overturned about 
4,000 convictions of children as young as ten years, many of them first-time 
offenders.96 According to MSNBC, Ciavarella and a second judge, Michael 
Conahan, were accused of taking more than $2 million in bribes from the 
builder of the Pennsylvania Child Care and Western Pennsylvania Child Care 
detention centers and of extorting hundreds of thousands of dollars from the 
facilities’ co-owner.97

Reporter George Monbiot of The Guardian wrote that one 15-year-old girl 
was sentenced to three months for creating a spoof web page ridiculing her 
school’s assistant principal. A 13-year-old boy was sentenced to ‘boot camp’ 
for trespassing in a vacant building and a 14-year-old girl was sentenced to 11 
months in prison for slapping a friend during an argument, after the friend 
slapped her. Two judges were paid a total of $2.6 million by companies 
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belonging to the Mid-Atlantic Youth Services Corp., owner of the private 
jails.98

The children sentenced by Ciavarella did not have to work as slaves, but they 
are proof that the system can go wrong. Many adult prisoners have to work 
and one might suggest that the profit margin of slave labor could be one of the 
reasons that, with 4.6% of the world’s population, the United States boasts 
more than 22% of the world’s prisoners.99

A British government website100, says the U.S. prison population of 2,193,798 
is the biggest in the world and, with 737 of every 100,000 citizens in jail, the 
U.S. has the biggest per capita prison population in the world. Author Jeremy 
Rifkin says that countries in the European Union average 87 prisoners per 
100,000 population.101

Business aims to make a profit, and the cheaper the workers the higher the 
profit. The quality of slave workmanship may be questionable but if goods are 
cheap enough, and promoted by lots of advertising, they don’t have to be well 
made or even well designed.

Many big stores would rather stock heavily-advertised goods than high-
quality goods because heavily advertised goods are easier to sell and low-
quality goods have to be replaced more often than high-quality goods.

back to table of contents

POLLUTION, PESTS, PLAGUES AND OTHER CATASTROPHES

The global economy is also an ecological disaster, because it allows 
businesses to sidestep environmental controls in the first world by moving 
their operations to tolerant third world countries.

According to a report on CTV News the Indian city of Tirupur has 700 dye 
plants and no pollution controls. Rivers in the area are colored, ground water 
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is polluted 100 meters below the surface and drinking water has to be piped in 
from a long distance away.102

If the ecological damage did the people of Tirupur any long-term good we 
might consider that a mitigating circumstance, but it does not. It gets them 
only low wages in a temporary business that will disappear when some other 
third-world people offer to do the work cheaper. The only long-term change to 
Tirupur will be the pollution.

According to newspaper articles the U.S. Navy sends old warships to an 
Indian beach on the Arabian Sea to be broken up. The advantages are that 
wages for the Indian workmen start at $1.80 a day, and that there are no 
inconvenient questions about workplace safety or what happens to the 
asbestos, PCB, and other potentially-hazardous materials in the ships.103

Even if third world governments were to enforce environmental controls, the 
simple fact of huge freight movements also creates world-wide environmental 
problems.

One is that ships burn oil and spill some of it into the sea. Newspapers and 
television tells us about the rare occasions when a tanker goes aground but 
any powered ship that moves on the sea spills some oil, and hundreds of ships 
that travel on their normal business spill about as much oil as a single tanker 
that goes aground or breaks up. The United States Coast guard reports that in 
1999 tanker ships spilled about 8,414 gallons of oil, tanker barges spilled 
158,977 gallons and other ships spilled 409,084 gallons.104

Another problem is that ships are poisonous. In order to prevent the growth of 
barnacles and algae almost all big ships are painted with “anti-fouling paint.” 
The poison called tributylin, which is used in most anti-fouling paints, is now 
found in fish, shellfish, marine birds and marine mammals around the world. 
We have to assume it is also found in people who eat fish and shellfish.105

Ships in international waters are not subject to pollution controls and most of 
them burn the cheapest oil available. Cheap oil burns dirty and, according to 
one Reuters news story, ships in European waters produce 1.9 million tonnes 
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of sulfur dioxide a year; roughly equal to the production of 390 50-megawatt 
power stations.106

Ships that cross between continents also carry pests, and the more ships that 
cross the more chance that pests will cross. Many of them travel in the ballast.

Ships sail best when they are fully loaded and when a ship carries a light load, 
such as television sets or other consumer goods, it also loads tens of thousands 
of gallons of water to bring it up to full weight. When it unloads the light 
goods and takes on a load of heavier freight, such as coal or wheat or anvils, it 
dumps the water so it won’t be overloaded.

That’s a special problem with tankers, which fill their tanks with water for the 
return trip and dump the water, and hundreds of gallons of oil, when they 
refill.

There has always been a danger that ships would dump pests from another 
continent with the ballast water but that risk was multiplied as world trade 
increased, and again as ships sailed faster and the pests did not have to survive 
so long in ballast tanks. That’s a problem because imported pests have no 
local predators, and they may run out of control.

When the St. Lawrence Seaway was completed in the 1950s, sea lampreys 
came to the Great Lakes where they wiped out the lake trout and other 
valuable species. In the late 1980s zebra mussels came from Europe to cause 
billions of dollars of damage in eastern North America. They settle on 
underwater structures including water intakes and sewage outlets, which they 
plug; on the shells of native mussels, which they smother; and on the gates of 
locks, which they jam. Dr. Stephen Brandt, Director of the National Oceanic 
and Atmospheric Administration’s Great Lakes Environmental Research 
Laboratory estimates that the cost of controlling zebra mussels in the Great 
Lakes now ranges up to $400 million a year.107 By 2014, the mussel was 
causing problems in Lake Winnipeg; in a watershed that does not connect to 
the Great Lakes

Other newcomers since 1980 are a small European fish called the Ruffe, which 
showed up near Duluth on Lake Superior and soon became the most abundant 
fish in the harbor. It has now spread to some Ontario river systems and it looks 
as though it will displace some native fish. Another European fish called the 
Round Goby showed up in Lake St. Clair in the early 1980s and had spread to 
Lake Ontario by 1999. it’s small but very aggressive, it eats the eggs of other 

                                     We need to talk                                 page   59

106 Reuters, Nov 21/00, “Belching smoke from European ships is becoming Europe’s biggest 
source of acid rain” based on a report by a consultant to the European Commission.
107  http://dnr.wi.gov/invasives/fact/zebra.htm

http://dnr.wi.gov/invasives/fact/zebra.htm.%5D
http://dnr.wi.gov/invasives/fact/zebra.htm.%5D


fish,and it is expected to do serious harm to Great Lakes and inland 
fisheries.108

The Spiny Water Flea came to the Great Lakes in the early 1980s and has 
spread to the Muskoka and Kawartha Lakes, to Lake Simcoe and Lake 
Temagami.109

The European Green Crab also came to North America in ballast water, and is 
now spreading up and down both east and west coasts. It kills juvenile native 
crabs and shellfish, and it threatens crab and shellfish harvests on both coasts.

Insects can travel too. The Asian tiger mosquito, which can carry dengue fever 
and other infections, came to the United States in shiploads of Asian tires. it’s 
now found in 18 states and may spread to Canada. The citrus leaf miner 
caterpillar from Asia now attacks citrus trees in Australia, Africa, the U.S. and 
Latin America.110

Formosan termites that arrived in the 1940s do about $300 million damage a 
year to the old sections of New Orleans. Because of them the U.S. National 
Trust for Historic Preservation says the city, one of the oldest and most 
colorful in the United States, is also one of the most endangered historic 
sites.111

The Varroa mite arrived in a shipment of bees from Thailand in the early 
1990s and so far it has reduced honey production in some parts of North 
America by half. Given time our bees may adapt to cope with it, but then 
again they may not. Let’s hope they do, because much of the food we eat 
depends on bees for pollination.112

Other pests introduced by global trade include the chestnut blight that wiped 
out the American Chestnut tree, the Dutch elm disease that killed most of the 
elm trees in North America and the kudzu vine that is destroying forests in 
Virginia and the Carolinas and will probably spread.

In the summer of 2000 trees in Halifax were cut down and burned because 
they were infested by the European Brown Spruce Longhorn Beetle. In 
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Europe this beetle attacks only sick trees but North American trees are not 
adapted to it and here it attacks and kills healthy trees. Some experts fear that 
it could kill most of the spruce in Eastern North America. Another import, the 
Asian Longhorn Beetle, threatens most of our deciduous trees.

The Emerald Ash Borer, from Asia, is now attacking ash trees in Eastern 
Canada and the northeastern states and may eventually wipe them out.

Airplanes carry pests too. In about ten years the Brown Tree Snake from the 
Solomon Islands wiped out most of the birds on the island of Guam, and 
naturalists fear that if gets loose in Hawaii it will wipe out most of the birds 
there.113

Dozens of brown tree snakes have reached Hawaii, mostly in the landing gear 
of planes. We have to assume that if no live snakes have escaped to the wild in 
Hawaii yet, they will soon and, eventually, they will reach the mainland.

The chances of a pest traveling from continent to continent vary directly with 
the traffic of people and freight. Most of the traffic is freight and it would be 
easy to reduce it with no loss of peoples’ freedom to move.

Some globalists argue that animals migrate with or without human help, and 
that species will always compete to replace each other. That’s true, but we 
don’t live in a natural world. We live in an ecosystem that we have modified, 
and the plants and animals that are most useful to us were all bred or cultured 
by man. We have no reason to believe that they will survive competition with 
pests, or that the plants and animals that do survive will be useful to us.

Disease travels too. Cholera had been wiped out in South America but it came 
back in the 1990s, to kill tens of thousands of people in the first few years of 
its return. The ‘Harvard Working Group on New and Resurgent Diseases’ 
thinks it was re-introduced by a freighter that discharged bilge-water from 
China into the harbor at Callao, Peru. The water carried bacteria that 
flourished in algae that were eaten by fish and in shellfish, that were eaten by 
people.114 If it can happen in Callao it can happen in San Francisco or 
Vancouver.

back to table of contents
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OTHER PROBLEMS

Poverty and slavery are both a curse on mankind and the global market has 
other, even more serious, effects.

It helped destroy the fishery of the Grand Banks. Once the richest fishing 
grounds of the world, ‘The Banks’ could support the pressure of Spanish and 
other fishermen fishing for their home market, but not for the world. 
Fishermen who caught everything they could for sale in Africa, Asia and other 
global markets, helped destroy the fishery.

Canadian and many American farmers have also suffered from the rise of the 
global market. I saw the start of that process in the early 1960s, when I 
worked as a newspaper reporter in Belleville, Ontario. In less than ten years 
before I came to town a California-based company bought nine of the ten 
canneries in Prince Edward County, south of Belleville, and closed them all. 
By the time I got to town most local stores sold vegetables canned in 
California and many of the farmers in Prince Edward County were bankrupt.

Since then we have seen another change. Now stores in Canada and the 
northern States sell ‘fresh’ fruits and vegetables from California and Mexico. 
We like to think that year-round fresh vegetables represent an improvement in 
our standard of living, but in fact most canned or frozen vegetables contain 
more vitamins than most of the so-called ‘fresh’ vegetables sold in most 
stores.115

The difference is that canned or frozen vegetables are processed within a 
couple of hours after they are picked, while so-called ‘fresh’ vegetables may 
be two or three weeks old by the time a housewife buys them from a store. 
Most vegetables lose half of their vitamin C and some other vitamins, in two 
days after picking and they have little left after two weeks but canned or 
frozen vegetables retain more than half of most vitamins.

The loss to the economy is important too because, while farms are a small part 
of a modern economy, they are a key part.

Only 3% of the population of the United States lives on farms but the food 
and fiber industries, which depend on farm crops, employ 22% of the work 
force and make up 20% of the GDP. Obviously, the goods grown by the 3% 
are a crucial part of the economy.116
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North American farmers have lost only markets to the global economy but 
many third world farmers have lost their farms, because some third-world 
governments are leasing huge tracts of land to corporations without 
compensating the small farms they displace. A National Geographic article 
describes the plight of a Mozambican farmer who was shocked one day to see 
a tractor plow up her banana trees, her corn, beans, sweet potatoes and 
cassava, leaving her and her five children homeless and without food or means 
of support. It turned out that her one-acre farm, where she had lived for years, 
was part of the 50,000-acre tract the Mozambican government leased to a 
Chinese corporation. She had not been told that her land was about to be taken 
and none of the dispossessed farmers were compensated.117

Some displaced small farmers get jobs on corporate farms but others are left 
to starve, and we are all exposed to health and other threats generated by 
large-scale global trade.

back to table of contents

ONE SYSTEM

The global economy is also vulnerable to economic disaster, because it ties the 
world together in one system.

That’s dangerous because a global system is too big to predict or control. 
Control of a national economy is automatic because if you produce your own 
goods you find out quickly when the system starts to break down. Because the 
problem is within the national economy, it can be fixed.

Because it’s so big there are many points at which a global economy can fail 
but, also because it’s so big, it could take a long time before we realize that it 
has failed. When we do find the problem we may not be able to fix it, because 
the global economy is not under unified control.

A national economy is, or should be, under the control of a national 
government that should be able to see problems as they develop and fix them 
before they become serious. In fact the main news stories of 2012 and 2013 
were about the failure of national governments to see and fix problems as they 
developed but, with the mythologies of ‘economics’ and of the ‘global 
market’ to hide them, the failures were, perhaps, understandable. For a secure 
future we need to develop a system that will work, and install governments 
that will make it work.
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Globalists like to pretend that the alternative to globalism is isolationism, but 
that’s not so. The two are opposite ends of a spectrum, and there is a middle 
ground that is neither one nor the other.

And in this case, the middle is the place to be. We know that the global 
economy does not work because poverty around the world has increased since 
the Bretton Woods conference that led to it. The economic strategy adopted 
then has been a boon to some, but a disaster to most of the world.

We also know that isolation does not work, because it never has. For at least 
five thousand years, civilizations have made significant progress only when 
they were in touch with other cultures.

While Japan kept herself sealed off from the world, Japanese technology made 
little progress. After Japan opened up to new ideas, she led the world.

But contact and trade are not integration. Two nations can fertilize each 
other’s technical and social ideas only if they remain separate, and each 
develops its own way. If they merge, the cross fertilization of ideas is lost.

The cultures of China led the world in technology until they were merged into 
a single empire with one ruler. Then progress stopped for a thousand years. If 
China had not been unified progress would probably have continued and the 
individual nations that now comprise China would probably have dominated 
the world through most of human history. Because it was unified and tied by 
imperial red tape, the biggest and once the wealthiest country in the world 
could not resist the foreign influences that made it subject to much smaller 
nations.

We need the kind of inter-action that comes with trade and, where one country 
has a significant advantage over another, we need the trade. It would not make 
sense for Canadians to grow bananas and oranges, or for Switzerland to build 
a deep-sea fishing fleet.

Some economies of scale make sense, too. Considering the cost of developing 
and building a jetliner, for example, it would be foolish for a small country to 
try to compete with Ilyushin, Airbus and Boeing.

No country can produce all the goods it needs but a healthy national economy 
will produce what it can and it will look for ways to produce the rest. The 
vanilla farmers of Madagascar, Reunion and Comoros were content to import 
manufactured goods from Europe and the United States, but gene splicers in 
the United States found a way to produce their own vanilla.

Now the people of the United States will be relatively richer because they do 
not have to import natural vanilla at $1,200 a pound, and the vanilla farmers 
are poorer because they have nothing to sell. If the islanders had produced 
most of the goods they really need they would have had to give up some 
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luxuries as the export market for vanilla dried up, but the economy would 
have remained healthy and they would have had time and money to develop 
new exports. Because they depended on vanilla, they are in serious trouble 
without it.

Some people will import luxuries just to be different, but luxuries are not 
important. More than 2,000 years ago, wealthy Romans ate hummingbirds’ 
tongues. They might have complained if there were a shortage of 
hummingbirds, but they would not have suffered much. If they had been 
unable to buy wheat, people would have starved.

The alternative to a global economy is a world of national economies, and that 
offers some obvious benefits. One of the most obvious is that market 
adjustments in a national economy occur within the country, and create no 
major problems. Market adjustments in a world economy occur outside the 
country, and they may create serious problems.

If Beta brand whiggles are better than Alpha brand whiggles the Beta 
company will capture the whiggle market, and if Alpha can’t catch up it will 
go broke.

If that happens within a national economy there is no problem because when 
Beta expands it will hire some of the whigglemakers that Alpha let go, it will 
buy parts and supplies from Alpha’s old suppliers and it may even buy Alpha’s 
plant and warehouse. Beta won’t take all of Alpha’s people and property but, 
because Alpha was a small part of the economy anyway, the loss is not 
important.

But a failure in the global market is a big failure. If the American Global 
Whiggle Co. makes whiggles for the world it will be very big, and important 
to the American economy. If it loses out to the Boogleoogle Planetary 
Whiggle Co. or closes its American plant to open a new one in Boogleoogle, it 
creates problems for all Americans.

One is that unemployed American whigglemakers can’t move to Boogleoogle 
to find jobs. When the American company fails all American whigglemakers 
will be unemployed, and so will the employees of the suppliers and service 
companies that based their business on the American Global Whiggle Co.

Instead of a minor adjustment the loss will be a disaster that will leave empty 
plants and warehouses, and bankrupt suppliers.

Another advantage of a national economy is that it is under national control. 
In Canada the federal and provincial governments control the banks and make 
sure they don’t take unreasonable chances but American banks take risks and, 
as we saw in 2008, they don’t always win. That’s a problem because, as we 
have seen several times, the problems of banks anywhere in a global economy 
can affect the world.
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A national economy also has the advantage of shorter supply lines. For the 
world that means less transportation and therefore less ecological damage, but 
it also means more dependable supplies.

The Manicouagan and James Bay areas of Quebec have great potential for 
generating hydro-electric power. Hydro Quebec took advantage of that by 
building huge power dams in those remote areas and sending the power over 
hundreds of miles of high-tension lines to cities.

The power was cheap but the strategy backfired in January of 1998, when an 
ice storm broke the high-tension lines. The city of Montreal lost power for 
nearly two weeks, and some areas were shut off for more than three weeks.118

If the same storm had hit Toronto we would have suffered damage but, with 
power plants to the east, north and west and within the city itself, we would 
have kept some power.

back to table of contents

MIGRATION

Migration is another questionable aspect of the global economy. If the 
economy of one country is not doing well, some of the inhabitants can move 
to another.

On a simplistic level that makes sense. Why not let people live where they 
want to? Surely both humanity and our own self-interest demand that we 
allow qualified migrants from the third world to live in the first world and 
share our wealth?

Yes, but. The problem is that migration is a sorting process and, if it’s not 
controlled, it will tend to move most of the brightest and most aggressive and 
best-educated people in the world to rich countries and leave all the others, 
with a few predators to prey on them, in poor countries.

If we assume that all races are equal then the native population of any one 
country should be about equal in intelligence, ability and initiative to the 
population of any other. There will be differences between individuals within 
each population of course; some will be smarter or have more initiative than 
others; but the average will be about equal.
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Until we allow large-scale migration. Let’s look at the effect of migration 
from the third-world country of Povertania to the first-world country of 
Affluentia.

Because it requires initiative to migrate, the average level of initiative among 
migrants will be higher than the average level of initiative among non-
migrants. Because it also takes intelligence and general smarts to get through 
the immigration process and be accepted by another country, especially by a 
country which can afford to choose immigrants, the average migrant will also 
be more intelligent than the average non-migrant.

Migration also sorts people by education and here the sorting takes a vicious 
turn. Relatively few citizens of a poor country graduate from high school and 
the education of the average high school graduate represents a significant 
investment for the people of a poor country. If education has any value the 
poor countries cannot afford to lose their educated people, but educated 
people are the ones who find it easiest to migrate.

Result; after a few years of migration the average levels of initiative, 
intelligence and education in Affluentia will be higher, and the averages in 
Povertania will be lower. Affluentia will develop even faster and become even 
richer, and Povertania will be hard pressed to maintain the same level of 
poverty.

I began wondering about this more than 50 years ago, when I met a medical 
doctor from a third world country who studied medicine in Canada under an 
aid program, and stayed to practice.

Even as a high school graduate that man was in a very fortunate position, by 
the standards of his country. When he got a scholarship to study medicine in 
Canada, his future was made.

If he had gone home he could have lived very well in his native country, and 
he could have provided medical service that his countrymen needed. That’s 
why Canada gave him the scholarship, and that’s why his government helped 
him to come.

But he chose to stay in Canada and, because he was well educated and 
obviously qualified, he was accepted as an immigrant. He told me he didn’t 
owe his country anything, because he had ‘earned’ the scholarship by ‘hard 
work.’ It made no difference to him that poor people in his home country had 
paid for his high school, and that his home and the Canadian governments had 
put him through medical school so he could help his home country, not so he 
could live in Canada.

That was a special case but all immigrants are special, one way or another. 
They have to be smarter and have more initiative than average to be able to 
migrate, and these are just the people that no poor country can afford to lose.
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Almost any individual case of migration can be justified, but together they add 
up to a disaster for the third world

Some North Americans feel that we have to accept immigrants because ‘we’re 
all immigrants here.’ That’s a good point, but it’s not quite true.

My ancestors were immigrants, but they did not come to an empty country. If 
I were a native I might feel that my country had been taken by immigrants, 
and I’ m not sure that I would admire the generosity of those immigrants when 
they try to atone for the theft of my country by handing it over to another lot 
of immigrants.

And while I may admire the immigrant who makes a success here, I have to 
wonder about the people he or she left behind. I know that a successful 
immigrant makes a valuable contribution to my country, but I also know that 
he or she might have made a more valuable contribution, and one that was 
desperately needed, if he or she had stayed home.

back to table of contents

ROBBING THE THIRD WORLD

The global economy also enables foreign-controlled export-based 
development to pre-empt real development in the third world.

Real development would come from the ground up. Every country needs 
farms and factories to make farm tools, roads and vehicles, clothes and houses 
and furniture; but those farms and farm tools and roads and vehicles and 
clothes and houses and furniture must be appropriate to the country and to its 
stage of development; and third world countries won’t get them through the 
global economy. That’s not a prediction, it’s history that we have already seen 
around the world.

It happened when Europeans developed tea, rubber, oil-palm, sugar and coffee 
plantations in Asia, Africa and the Caribbean, and Americans developed parts 
of Latin America. I’ve seen some of the American coffee and banana 
plantations so I’ll write about them and the ‘banana republics’ they created.

Lowland farming in the tropics is a specific technique and it’s only in the past 
few years that we began to understand how well some Central American 
natives had developed it. For a long time we thought they all used ‘slash-and-
burn’ agriculture, in which they cut and burned a patch of forest and then 
planted crops for a few years.
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Now we know that some Central Americans had developed very sophisticated 
high-intensity agriculture in which small patches of forest were turned into 
giant food baskets. European explorers and settlers didn’t notice the small 
farms because they looked about the same as the rest of the forest and they 
didn’t see people working them because the native farms were self-sustaining 
and they didn’t have to be worked.119

We didn’t see the native agriculture but some colonists saw an opportunity to 
grow bananas for the North American and European markets. They chased the 
natives out, burned and bulldozed the forest and the native farms it contained, 
and established huge plantations. When the locals objected, some of the 
planters installed tame governments and the term ‘banana republic’ was born.

The plantations ‘developed’ banana republics in their own way, with railways 
and electric power and modern buildings, but the development was confined 
to the plantations and to a few areas of the main cities. Because their farms 
were destroyed people had to buy food, but only people who worked for the 
Americans could afford to buy food and some of the others went hungry.

Because plantations dominated the countries most of the local culture was 
lost. People stopped making stone and wooden farm tools because the steel 
tools that were thrown away or stolen from plantations were obviously better, 
but the local people did not open mines and build smelters and forges to make 
their own steel tools. Like colonial people everywhere, they learned to depend 
on imports.

After more than 100 years of ‘development’ most Latin American countries 
have a prosperous modern surface but in many of them it is only a surface. 
The cities may look modern but they depend on imported technology; on cars 
and trucks, elevators, wiring, lighting and other goods made in the first world; 
and some countries that have modern cities would be unable to build or 
maintain a modern village without imports.

Wealthy people in those countries import more first-world luxuries than most 
people in the first world can afford but millions of others live in slums without 
sewers, clean water, or hope for a reasonable future.

The slums are growing fast, in many areas, because more and more people are 
being pushed off the land. In some areas that’s because small farms are still 
being taken over by big planters who grow fruit and vegetables for sale in 
Canada and the United States. In others it’s because traditional farming 
methods have been lost and modern farming can’t feed people on the land 
available.
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Cash crop plantation farming in Latin America makes big bucks for a few, but 
it’s a disaster for people who are pushed off their land to live in the shadow of 
a technological world they can’t join.

Imported factories in the third world have the same effect and create the same 
problems as the plantations. They may pay better than the local average wages 
but, aside from the wages, they make no contribution to the local economy.

If the host country supplied raw materials before the move the imported 
factory will buy the same raw materials, but the factory is an extension of the 
first world and it will not buy machines or designs from the host country, or 
produce goods that the host country needs.

Because most of the investment is in imported machinery and technology, 
imported factories do not offer much stimulus to local economies. In fact it is 
often in the best interests of modern plants in the third world to intentionally 
cripple local industry. Once the Beebop Sporting Goods Company is 
established in Boogleoogle it wants local wages to stay low and it will not do 
anything that might increase them.

Back in the 1940s the pundits of the first world argued that a global economy 
would spread prosperity around the world, but that was the public pose. 
Whether it spread prosperity or not, the global economy guaranteed that the 
first world would have free access to the resources of the third world, and that 
the third world would remain dependent on the first.

The global market has helped the rich of both first and third worlds to become 
richer but it has further impoverished the poor of the third world and it has 
created new islands of third-world poverty in the first world. Instead of a 
world divided by geography we now have a world divided by money, power 
and privilege.

back to table of contents

FOR A BALANCED GLOBAL MARKET

A balanced global market would protect the environment and, most important, 
give all nations a chance to develop their own economies. We need to allow 
and even encourage international trade but, ideally, this should be trade 
between equals.

Because millions of people depend on it I do not suggest that we can shut the 
global market down but, in the long run, we might see more balanced 
development if goods imported by any country were subject to duty based on 
the difference in minimum wage between the exporting and the importing 
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countries. Such a system would allow free trade between countries with 
comparable minimum wages and encourage 'developing’ countries to develop 
their internal economies and produce their own Ford Effect.

back to table of contents
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BELIEF IN NUMBERS

Some economists, bureaucrats and other bafflegabbers tell us that our own 
economic woes are a “temporary adjustment to world market conditions.” 
That’s hogwash. We’ re going down the tube, and I argue that it’s partly 
because we have no way of telling how well our economy is working. Some 
people think the number they call the Gross Domestic Product or GDP is a 
useful measure, but that’s an illusion.

In the early 1930s economist Simon Kuznets worked for the U.S. Department 
of Commerce and, at the Senate’s request, he added up all the cash 
transactions in a year. When he presented the total to Congress in 1934 he said 
it could not be taken as a valid indicator of the welfare of the nation, but the 
politicians didn’t listen. They liked the idea of a simple number, and they 
called it the gross national product or GNP.120 We now use a slightly different 
number, the gross domestic product or GDP, but for the purpose of measuring 
national wealth the GDP is less, not more, useful than the GNP.

The difference is that while the GNP counts all the transactions of companies 
owned by citizens of a nation, the GDP counts only transactions that occur 
within a nation. If an American company owns a mine in Africa, for example, 
the mine contributes to the American GNP and the African country’s GDP. 
The GDP has the advantage that it disguises foreign ownership, but it is even 
less useful than the GNP as a measure of national wealth.

If a small country had a lot of oil wells that were owned and managed by 
foreigners who commuted from another country, the country where the wells 
were located would have a healthy-looking GDP even if all the natives were 
starving. Every citizen of the nation that owns and profits from the wells 
might be wealthy, but if all their assets are located in other countries their 
country might have a lower GDP than a nation that is actually poor.

Kuznets became a professor at Harvard and, in 1962, he argued, in an article 
in the New Republic magazine, that national accounting in the U.S. needs to 
be re-thought.121 He was awarded the Nobel Prize for economics in 1971 but 
politicians, media and most economists still ignore his concern about the GDP.

Wassily Leontief, also a professor at Harvard and winner of a Nobel Prize in 
economics, also deplored the trend to what he described as “mathematical 
economics.” In a letter to Science magazine he wrote —
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“The King is naked ... but no-one taking part in the elaborate and solemn 
procession of contemporary U.S. academic economics seems to know it, and 
those who do don’t dare to speak up.”

Later in the same letter —

“page after page of professional economic journals are filled with mathematics 
formulas leading the reader from sets of more or less plausible but entirely 
arbitrary assumptions to previously stated but irrelevant theoretical 
conclusions”

.......and still later....

“econometricians fit algebraic functions of all possible shapes to essentially 
the same set of data without being able to advance, in any perceptible way, a 
systematic understanding of the structure and operations of a real economic 
system” 122

That’s the opinion of a Nobel laureate who is recognized as a leading light of 
the ‘science’ he criticizes!

Mathematicians should understand numbers better than most of us and 
Norbert Wiener, inventor of the science we now call ‘cybernetics’ (and yet 
another Nobel laureate), also questioned modern economics’ dependence on 
numbers. He was not an economist himself but he considered the attempts of 
economists to use mathematics to be ridiculous.

— “just as primitive peoples adopt the western mode of denationalized 
clothing,” he wrote, “and of parliamentarianism out of a vague feeling that 
these magic rites and vestments will at once put them abreast of modern 
culture and technique, so the economists have developed the habit of dressing 
up their rather imprecise ideas in the language of infinitesimal calculus ... any 
pretense of applying precise formulae is a sham and a waste of time.” 123

A professor of economics — who shall be nameless because I’m writing this 
to illustrate a point; not to shame him — provides an example of the sort of 
cloud-cuckooland thinking that infects the so-called science of economics. In 
his article “The cost of combating global warming: Facing the tradeoffs” in 
Foreign Affairs76.6 (Nov/Dec 1997): pp 8-14 this professor, who is also a 
Nobel laureate, wrote:
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“Agriculture is practically the only sector of the economy affected by climate, 
and it contributes only a small percentage — three percent in the United States 
— of national income. If agricultural productivity were drastically reduced by 
climate change, the cost of living would rise by one or two percent, and at a 
time when per capita income will likely have doubled.”

No problem. If “agricultural productivity were drastically reduced” people 
would starve, but there would be no serious harm to the economy. Hmmm...

We can see one problem with both the GNP and the GDP if we consider what 
they include.

According to the American Lung Association diseases caused by auto exhaust 
cost the United States $40 billion a year.124 That’s an addition to the GDP, but 
not a benefit. After the Exxon Valdez oil spill, company officials told the world 
that it had added more than a billion dollars to the economy of Alaska.125 
Should we make cars dirtier and sink a few more tankers?

Crime also contributes to the GDP. Paul Bernardo, who raped at least 14 
women in the Toronto suburb of Scarborough and kidnapped, tortured, raped 
and killed two teen-age girls in St. Catharines, increased the Canadian GDP 
by the tens of millions of dollars it cost for the police investigation, for 
medical and psychiatric treatment for those of his victims that survived and 
for his trial and the media frenzy that accompanied it.126 Now he is still 
contributing because a “special” prisoner like Bernardo needs protection from 
other prisoners, and is very expensive to maintain. If you believe in numbers, 
he was and is a productive member of society.

Jeffrey Lionel Dahmer murdered 17 men and boys and compounded his 
crimes with rape, dismemberment, necrophilia and cannibalism. He added 
tens of millions of dollars to the American GDP before he was beaten to death, 
on November 28, 1994, by another inmate at the Columbia Correctional 
Institution.127 If he was still alive, he would still be contributing to the national 
welfare.

James Holmes, who killed 12 people and wounded 58 at the premiere showing 
of a Batman movie in Aurora, Colorado, added millions to the American 
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GDP.128 The teen-agers who shot and killed 12 of their fellow students and a 
teacher at Columbine High School in Littleton, Colorado, also contributed.

And if these people deserve statues on Wall Street, what about the terrorists 
who flew airliners into the World Trade Center? The attack of 9/11 triggered 
two wars that pulled the United States out of a recession and increased the 
GDP exponentially. If the GDP was a valid measure, Osama Bin Laden would 
be an American hero.

On the other hand let’s imagine that some mechanical genius were to invent a 
gizmo that would sell for $1.98 and make your car go twice as far on a gallon 
of gas. We would all save money and because we would burn less gas the air 
would be cleaner but, because the GDP would decrease, we would have to 
consider that genius to be a public enemy.

My examples are grotesque but they are real, and they prove the point. Any 
system in which sadistic psychopaths and terrorists look like positive 
economic factors, and wonderful inventions seem to be negative, is obviously 
worse than useless.

In fact some might argue that the whole science of economics, as it is studied 
and practiced today, is worse than useless. In 1984 The Economist magazine 
asked four former European finance ministers, four chairmen of multinational 
companies, four Oxford students and four London garbage collectors to 
predict the next 10 years’ inflation, growth rates and sterling exchange rates. 
When the predictions were checked, ten years later, the garbage collectors tied 
the company bosses for the most accurate predictions. The finance ministers 
were the least accurate.129

But economists, politicians, government officials and media analysts make 
predictions and many people believe them, because we all want to believe that 
things are getting better.

They are getting better for some people. While most of the economy is failing 
the super-rich and businesses that cater to them are doing very well. Small 
houses are a drug on the market but multi-million dollar estates are snapped 
up as soon as they become available and sales of ‘super-cars,’ some of them 
costing more than a house, are booming.

How did we wind up with such a degree of inequality — some people with 
more money than they can spend, while others starve? Read on.
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PRODUCERS, NON-PRODUCERS AND TRADERS

In The Forest and the Sea biologist Marston Bates suggests that life forms can 
be sorted into three groups that he describes as producers, consumers and 
decomposers.

Producers; mostly plants; produce food, mostly by photosynthesis. 
Consumers; mostly animals; eat either producers or the fruit or seeds they 
produce or, if they are carnivores, other consumers. Decomposers; mostly 
bacteria; decompose dead producers and consumers.130

In an earlier book131 I sorted our human population into the four economic 
groups that I called makers, takers, agents and traders.

I was speculating on the development of a pre-historic society at the time and 
the makers I wrote of were craftsmen, hunters and food gatherers, the takers 
were bandits who robbed caravans and, after they took and occupied a craft 
village, the officers and men of an early army.

The agents included two groups. Some were the tax collectors and other 
officials who did not take goods for their own use but acted as agents for the 
takers. I described these as a sub-set of takers while others, who acted for 
makers and perhaps traders, could be seen as a sub-set of makers.

The traders traded goods; including treasure and ground-and-polished 
neolithic stone axes; and while they did not produce goods themselves they 
performed a valid service because goods increase in value when they go to 
market, even if the market is close to the workshop. Because good stone for 
neolithic axes is a rare commodity the axes were traded over hundreds of 
miles and the traders who carried them risked their lives and, incidentally, 
spread news and knowledge from one area to another. Many traders could be 
seen as a subset of makers; they didn’t actually create wealth but they 
facilitated the making of it; but traders who exploited their connection with 
takers to control trade for their own benefit must be seen as a subset of takers.

In The System I said that these distinctions described functions, not people.

“A soldier is a taker while he is on duty,” I wrote, “but when he is off-duty he 
might make arrows or hunt or gather food, which he might sell in the market. 
If he also works occasionally as a tax collector or administrator he might at 
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different times be a member of all four groups; a taker, a maker, a trader and 
an agent. If we were trying to judge people this man would be difficult to 
categorize but, because we are describing economic functions, we have no 
problem. At any given time, he is what he is at that time.132

Our modern world is much more complex than a pre-historic village and the 
distinctions can’t be as simple, or as clear, as they were in the village. To 
describe the modern world I use the term producers to categorize everyone 
who makes or contributes directly to the production of physical goods. 
Farmers and factory workers are producers and so are the man who sweeps a 
factory floor and the clerk who fills out pay slips. They don’t actually produce 
physical goods themselves but, because their work contributes directly to the 
production of physical goods, I count them as producers.

When writing about pre-historic times I considered it valid to use the term 
takers to describe people who did not produce physical goods because, in 
those days, they took what they wanted from the makers. The modern world is 
more complex and today I would not want to live without policemen, firemen, 
doctors, singers and countless other service occupations. In this discussion I 
describe these people as non-producers and I agree that many of them make 
valid contributions to society.

I still see traders as traders but, for simplicity, I now categorize agents with 
the people they serve. Agents who serve producers are producers and agents 
who serve non-producers are non-producers.

And while I recognize the need for non-producers in the modern world, I still 
see the producers as the people who support us all and I argue that we have a 
problem when they out-number producers. Writer and economist James 
Rickards says more Americans work for the government than in construction, 
farming, fishing, forestry, manufacturing, mining and utilities combined.133 
This one group of non-producers out-numbers almost all the producers in the 
country! That’s a problem because the more producers there are the more 
wealth there is to share but the more non-producers, the more people there are 
to share the wealth.

TOO MANY NON-PRODUCERS

Over the past 40 years we have seen exponential growth in the number of non-
producers in the North American economy, and a decrease in the number of 
the producers who support us all. Up to a point we can afford to support non-
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producers because machines make modern producers more productive, but I 
argue that we are now past that point. Even though we deny many producers a 
fair wage our economy is failing and, unless the balance between non-
producers and producers can be re-established, it will crash. This has already 
happened in some countries.

We try to control some non-producers. If a mugger robs someone in a back 
alley or a burglar robs a house or a gunman holds up a bank, we demand that 
the police hunt him down.

But most modern non-producers operate within the law, many of them are 
honest and some of them perform useful functions. The problem with modern 
non-producers is that we have too many of them.

Let’s go back to our definition. Non-producers don’t actually produce 
essential goods. Many of them produce useful services but the fact is that we 
all consume essential goods, and someone has to produce them. Because 
many countries have cheaper labor than our own and some have more 
advanced technology we can import many goods cheaper than we can make 
them ourselves and, in many cases, we do.

But no matter how cheap the foreign labor and how advanced the foreign 
technology, the producers still want to be paid. For a while that was no 
problem because we produced enough goods ourselves to pay for the imports 
but, as our home production dropped and our imports increased, we began to 
run out of money. This is a problem because the foreigners who produce the 
physical goods we use do not see the social and physical infrastructure and 
services we produce for our own use as valid payment for the goods they 
produce for our use.

Prices began to rise but, by cutting back on government services and social 
welfare and printing a few more dollars, we could pretend that the books still 
balanced. That was hard on the poor and on the infrastructure of the country 
but bridges and roads; and poor people; don’t have much of a voice, so 
governments could ignore their problems.

All this should be obvious, but as long as the numbers in the GDP keep going 
up, economists and politicians think we are doing well. They don’t seem to 
care; or perhaps they don’t understand; that while we may have more dollars 
every year, those dollars are worth less every year.

And our culture does not even try to control the non-producers in some areas 
of finance. We have some laws to protect one speculator from another, but few 
laws to protect a victim from a speculator or the general public from phony 
investment counsellors and shyster lawyers.

If we count only the numbers, non-producing businesses look good. They 
move a lot of money and they boost the GDP, but numbers need not represent 

                                     We need to talk                                 page   78



real wealth and while some non-producers make fortunes for themselves, 
many of them don’t contribute to the general welfare.

The average man needs about 2,500 calories a day to maintain his weight, and 
the average woman needs about 2,000. Let’s say an average of about 2,250 for 
everyone. Imagine a country in which everyone gets 2,250 calories per day. 
Sounds pretty good, eh?

But suppose half the population were vampires, who take their average 2,250 
calories from the non-vampires. Everyone will still get 2,250 calories a day; 
but it can’t last.

I don’t say that half of us are parasites but, because many non-producers are 
paid much more than producers, we are out of balance. Individual movie stars, 
athletes, lawyers and CEO’s are paid hundreds; sometimes thousands; of times 
as much as farmers, factory workers or even craftsmen and, because the 
national wealth is produced by farmers, factory workers and craftsmen, the 
non-producers are taking their wages out of the production of the producers.

I don’t suggest that the non-producers don’t earn or deserve their high pay. 
Whether they do or not would be a value judgement, and I’m not trying to 
make a value judgement here.

The point I am trying to make is that we have too many non-producers and not 
enough producers. Because we started with a good credit rating we have been 
able to live on borrowed money for a while, but this is not sustainable.

KNOWLEDGE INDUSTRIES

Bafflegabbers tell us the loss of farming and industry is not important because 
we have ‘passed through’ the industrial revolution and are now in a ‘post 
industrial’ phase of development. We are too ‘advanced’ to make things for 
ourselves so we can work in ‘knowledge industries’ and leave the production 
of physical goods to the people that poet Rudyard Kipling once described as 
“lesser breeds without the law.”

That’s supposed to be good for them because it gives them work, and good for 
us because it leaves us with the nice clean ‘knowledge industries.’ It sounds 
good, but it’s not.

The truth is that since the beginning of time, every industry has been based on 
knowledge. Hunters and gatherers needed knowledge to hunt and gather food, 
to avoid poisonous plants and dangerous animals and to find shelter. Neolithic 
axe-makers had to know where to find the best stone and how to work it, and 
neolithic traders had to know where the best axes were made and where they 
could be sold.
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In earlier days knowledge really was worth something, because it could be 
kept secret. The Romans who paid fortunes for Chinese silk could not make 
their own because they thought silk grew on trees. Japanese and other Asians 
knew about silkworms but they did not know the secret of unwinding the 
cocoon without breaking the strand of silk.134 For hundreds of years 
Europeans thought steel was a rare and exotic metal found only in secret 
Asian mines, and they paid fortunes for swords and tools made of Damascus 
and other Arabic and Asian steel.

One of the most valuable bits of ‘knowledge’ in history was Abraham Darby’s 
discovery, in 1709, that he could smelt iron with coke. Up to that point iron 
was smelted with charcoal and, because of that, it was very expensive. Iron 
smelted with coke was so cheap that Darby was able to make iron pots to 
compete with brass. That discovery was one of the key developments that led 
to the industrial revolution.

Darby’s discovery was literally world shaking, but it was valuable because 
Darby was able to use it to produce material goods.

Many of the old secrets were worth a king’s ransom in their time and they 
were the foundations of monopolies. By contrast most of the ‘knowledge’ that 
modern ‘knowledge industries’ are based on is common to the world, and a 
‘knowledge industry’ in one country has no special advantage over an 
‘industry’ selling the same ‘knowledge’ in another.

But modern bafflegabbers tell us that knowledge itself will some-day be 
valuable, even if every other country shares it and we have no way to put it to 
work. The theory is that we will think deep thoughts and that, somehow, the 
physical goods we need to sustain life will appear.

But it doesn’t work that way. Even people who work in so-called ‘knowledge 
industries’ need food, clothing and shelter, and we have to get them 
somewhere.

If you want food we either grow it ourselves or trade it for other products. If 
you want a car we either make it or trade for it and if we don’t have the 
products to trade, we have to borrow money to pay for imports.

THE MANAGEERS

Some of the most successful non-producers in the modern world are the 
people that James Burnham described as manageers. A professor of 
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philosophy at New York University when he helped organize the American 
Workers Party in 1933, Burnham supported the merger with the Communist 
League of America to form the U.S. Workers Party in 1934. In 1935 he allied 
with the Trotskyite wing of the party and became a friend of Leon Trotsky.

He was about as red as they come but after the Nazi-Soviet pact of 1939 and 
the Soviet invasions of Poland, Latvia, Lithuania, Estonia and Finland he 
realized that Stalinist Russia was imperialistic and, worse, not socialist as he 
understood the term.

Disillusioned, he changed all the way and; after working for the OSS 
(predecessor of the CIA) through World War II; he became an icon of the 
American right wing. In 1955, he helped William F. Buckley to found the 
right-wing National Review magazine.

He lost faith in Communism because he realized that the revolution did not 
put the workers in charge of Russia; it just took authority away from the 
owners of factories and other businesses and gave it to politicians and their 
lackeys. The working class lost the Russian revolution because workers can’t 
run large, complex organizations. No matter how intelligent and well-educated 
the workers, management is a full-time job and any worker who takes the job 
must become a manager.

But while capitalists have to keep their workers happy, serve their customers 
and make a profit; managers of state-owned businesses just have to please the 
politicians who appoint them. With the power of the state behind them they 
can force workers to work and, with no competition, they don’t have serve 
their customers. If they lose money the state will cover the loss and the 
manager will still get his pay.

By 1939 Trotsky estimated that the top 10% of citizens in the capitalistic 
United States got about 35% of their country’s national income and the top 11 
or 12% of Russians collected about half their nation’s income. The wealth of 
some American capitalists was staggering but they took a relatively smaller 
slice of a much bigger pie and, on average, the lot of the American worker 
was much better than that of the Russian worker.

Burnham coined the term managerial revolution as the title and theme of a 
book published in 1941, in which he argued that the working class lost the 
Russian revolution and that the same loss threatens the United States.135

Even after he shifted his support to the right wing Burnham still considered 
capitalism to be a failure, and he predicted its collapse within “a couple of 
decades.” In his book he reported the start of the managerial revolution in the 
States, and it’s now well underway.
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He argued that managers ruled the USSR because factories were owned by the 
state and there was no-one to check the managers’ power. Now most big 
businesses in the western world are owned by shareholders, and the ownership 
is spread so thin that no individual shareholder has much power and there is 
no check on the hired CEOs and directors. Where big blocks of stock exist, 
most are owned by unions or mutual funds which are themselves controlled by 
managers.

In 1932 a study by economist Gardiner Means and author Adolf Berle found 
that about half of all American corporations were controlled by their 
management, not their owners.136

In 1963 a study by Robert J. Larner found that of the 200 largest corporations 
in the United States, 169 were controlled by their management rather than by 
their owners.137

Most managers are well paid and they might say they deserve to be, but 
economist John Kenneth Galbraith suggests that most of them don’t really 
manage anything. During World War II he served as deputy head of the Office 
of Price Administration with authority to set prices for many commodities 
traded in the United States but, he says, no single man can make such 
decisions and the best he could do was to accept the advice of the bureaucrats 
who served under him. In his words:

“Decisions on prices; to fix, raise, rearrange or, very rarely, to lower them; 
came to my office after an extensive exercise in group decision-making in 
which lawyers, economists, accountants, men knowledgeable of the product 
and the industry and specialists in public righteousness had all participated. 
Alone one was nearly helpless to alter such decisions; hours or days of 
investigation would be required and, in the meantime, a dozen other decisions 
would have been made. Given what is commonly called an ‘adequate staff’ 
one could have exercised control. But an adequate staff would be one that 
largely duplicated the decision-making groups with adverse effects on the 
good nature and sense of responsibility of the latter and even more time 
required for decision. To have responsibility for all of the prices in the United 
States was awesome; to discover how slight was one’s power in the face of 
group decision-making was sobering.” 138
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Galbraith was the head of his office, but the office itself made the decisions. If 
he had the ‘adequate staff’ that he mentions it would still have been the staff, 
rather than Galbraith himself, that made the decisions. With or without an 
‘adequate staff’ the titular head of a large organization is a servant of the 
organization, not its master.

Management consultant and author Peter Drucker says almost anyone could 
serve as the head of a well-organized system. In Concept of the Corporation 
he wrote:

“No institution can possibly survive if it needs geniuses or supermen to 
manage it. It must be organized in such a way as to be able to get along under 
a leadership composed of average human beings.... No institution has solved 
the problem of leadership, no matter how good its formal constitution, until it 
gives the leader a sense of duty, of the importance of his trust and a sense of 
the mutual loyalty between him and his associates; for these enable the 
average human being — and occasionally someone well below average — to 
function effectively in a position of trust and leadership.” 139

Few CEOs own the corporations they head and, according to Galbraith and 
Drucker, they don’t actually run them; but some collect tens of millions of 
dollars a year in wages and stock options. Their pay is set or approved by a 
board of directors but the directors are appointed (or at least recommended) by 
the executives, who also decide what board members will be paid for their 
trouble. In some cases consultants are called in to determine a ‘fair’ rate for 
the executives but the consultants know that consultants who recommend high 
rates of pay are engaged more often, and paid more, than those who 
recommend low rates of pay.

It’s a neat and incestuous system that ensures that insiders get the gold and 
outsiders are left out. Because insiders have to get a lot of gold to prove that 
they are more in than others, wages and expectations have risen to ridiculous 
levels.

In 1960 George Romney, then president of American Motors and the driving 
force behind the Rambler that was then the third most popular automobile in 
North America, refused a $100,000 bonus because, according to one report, he 
told his board of directors that no executive needed to make more than 
$225,000 a year.140 In those days the average income in the U.S. was $5,315 
per year, so $225,000 was just a bit more than 42 times the national average. 
Now the average personal income in the U.S. is about $35,000141 so, by 
Romney’s standard, the president of a major national corporation would need 
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no more than about $1.5 million. In fact CEOs of modern corporations; even 
corporations that are losing money and on the edge of failure; expect and get 
tens of millions of dollars a year.

Writing in 1978 John Kenneth Galbraith noted that one business executive 
who headed a company that was not doing very well was paid nearly 
$916,000 for a year’s work but Cyrus Vance, doing the much more 
responsible and difficult job of being Secretary of State, (and doing it very 
well, Galbraith says) earned $66,000.142 In the modern world the President of 
the United States is paid $400,000 a year; a sum that vice presidents of many 
medium-sized corporations would sneer at.

The share value of General Electric Co. fell by 60.8% under one CEO, but he 
was given $37.2 million worth of stock. Shares in drug-maker Pfizer Inc lost 
nearly half their value in ten years, but when the CEO retired he was given a 
$34.4 million severance package. ExxonMobile Corp lost 5.8% of its value in 
2010, but the CEO was paid $88 million.143

One example of predatory management is provided by the Canadian ‘tech 
giant’ Nortel that used creative accounting to make itself look good. At its 
peak in the September of 2000 Nortel employed 94,500 people around the 
world and was capitalized at $398 billion.

Speculators ran the stock up to $124 a share and the company CEO cashed in 
his personal stock options for a profit of $135 million in 2000. Then some of 
the creative accounting was revealed, and the stock dropped to a share value 
of 47 cents and a total capitalization of less than $5 billion.

In 2001 a new CEO tried to revive the company. He seemed to be successful 
and in the first quarter of 2003 Nortel showed a profit. Management celebrated 
with a total of US$19 million in bonuses to the top 43 managers, including $5 
million shared by the CEO, the chief financial officer and the controller. Then 
investigators working for the audit committee found serious irregularities in 
the books. The scandal hurt both Nortel’s reputation and finances, and the 
company spent an estimated US$400 million on outside auditors and 
management consultants to retrain staff.

The CEO, CFO and controller were fired on April 28, 2004 for financial 
mismanagement and the SEC accused some top-level executives of 
accounting fraud.

After another few rounds of disasters Nortel filed for bankruptcy in both 
Canada and the United States on Jan 14, 2009 but, after filing, it paid 
‘retention bonuses’ totaling up to US$45 million to almost 1,000 top 

                                     We need to talk                                 page   84

142 Galbraith, John Kenneth and Salinger, Nicole, Almost Everyone’s Guide to Economics, 
Houghton Mifflin, Boston, 1978, p 112.
143 Olive, David, “Rewarding failure in high places,” Toronto Star July 23/11, p B3.



executives. This did not please the thousands of employees who had been laid 
off without severance. Since then, an article in Wikipedia reports, Nortel 
handed out $14.2 million in cash compensation to seven executives in 2009, 
$1.4 million to 10 former and current directors and $140 million to lawyers, 
pensions, human resources and financial experts helping to oversee the 
company’s bankruptcy proceedings.

Author and Wall Street Journal reporter Robert Frank says that in 1970 the 
average pay of American CEO’s was about 40 times the pay of the average 
American worker. By 2007, the average pay of a CEO was 170 times the pay 
of the average worker.144 Studies by the US research form Equilar found that 
median pay of CEOs of Fortune 500 companies was $10 million a year, or 257 
times the average wage, and median for CEOs of the 100 biggest U.S. 
corporations was $13.9 million a year in 2013.145

This despite evidence that high pay for top executives is counter-productive.

In an article on leadership in Scientific American Mind magazine 
psychologists Stephen Reicher of the University of St. Andrews in Scotland, 
Alexander Haslam of the University of Exeter and Michael Platlow of the 
Australian National University in Canberra cite financier J.P. Morgan who 
said the only common feature of the failing companies he worked with was a 
tendency to over-pay top executives.146

They also quote writer and professor Peter Drucker who wrote in The 
Frontiers of Management (Dutton, 1986) that “Very high salaries at the top ... 
disrupt the team. They make .... people in the company see their own top 
management as adversaries rather than as colleagues .... And that quenches 
any willingness to say ‘we’ and to exert oneself except in one’s own 
immediate self-interest.”

In an experiment Reicher, Haslam and Platlow created work teams, in some of 
which the leader was paid the same as his followers while in others he was 
paid twice or three times as much. They found that while high pay did not 
appear to increase the leader’s efforts, high pay for the leader did appear to 
diminish the followers’ efforts.

Some CEO’s are not actually expected to manage the companies they ‘head.’ 
Instead, they are hired as shills to boost the price of the stock and convince 
pension, mutual and hedge funds to buy it.

In this role they may provide value for wheeler-dealer stockholders who buy 
in before the price goes up and get out before the crash. In the never-never 
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land of the financial industry the big money is made by speculators who buy, 
sell and manipulate stock and never produce anything of value, and by 
manageers who rake in millions in un-earned pay. As the Russian people lost 
control of their revolution, North Americans have lost control of the the 
private corporations in which they own shares. As Burnham suggests, many of 
the paid managers who now run the United States are spiritual brothers of the 
commissars who ran the U.S.S.R.

That’s kind of humorous when you think about it; so many executives who 
pretend to support an ethic of free market capitalism manage businesses they 
did not create and do not own, and are more directly comparable to a 
Communist commissar than to a capitalist.

Some people make honest fortunes by developing new ideas and new products 
but for the past 50 years or so, many major fortunes have been made by 
people who do not actually create anything. Most Americans lost money in the 
crash of 2008 but, riding the market, two hedge fund managers made personal 
profits of more than two billion dollars each.147

George Romney’s son Mitt collected $21.7 million in 2010 and $20.9 million 
in 2011, virtually all of it profits, dividends or interest from investments.148 As 
a businessman Romney Junior didn’t actually produce anything and, 
according to some accounts, he made big profits from companies that shipped 
American jobs overseas but, in his run for the presidency, he boasted that he 
could create jobs for Americans. Maybe he planned to hire them to help count 
his money.

MANAGEERS IN GOVERNMENT

Managers and administrators have also moved into supposedly-capitalist 
governments, where they are a major factor in our skyrocketing cost of living.

The cost of housing offers one example. In 1969, as a reporter for the local 
newspaper in Peterborough, Ontario, I bought a three-bedroom house with 
160 feet of river frontage, in the city and with city services, for less than my 
yearly salary. Now, that same house would cost a reporter on the same paper 
five or ten years’ salary.

An economist once told me the price of housing has been driven up mostly by 
low interest rates. That’s ridiculous.
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In 1965 my sister bought my father’s house for its appraised value of $30,000. 
In 1974 she sold it for $630,000 and a few years later it was sold again for 
$690,000. Now, I’m told, it’s worth more than $1.25 million. What kind of 
interest rates could justify that?

In fact, the increase in housing prices is largely due to city planning.

In the early 1960s John Beavis, then city planner of Belleville, Ontario, told 
me why people there wanted city planning. Most of them already had houses, 
he said, with roads, curbs, sidewalks, sewers and water installed by the city 
and paid for in the general tax rate.

The planning bylaw was introduced because new subdivisions were being 
planned and more roads, curbs, sidewalks, sewers and water would be 
required. If the plan was passed people who bought houses in the new 
subdivisions would be required to pay for their services as part of the cost of 
their houses and, because they would also pay taxes, they would also have to 
help pay for the services to existing houses.

The minute the new bylaw was passed, he said, the cash value of every house 
in the city would increase by several thousand dollars.

When housing prices in Kamloops, British Columbia, began to soar I wrote a 
series of articles on the problem for a local newspaper. Developer Frank 
Hewlett told me the increase was largely because of city planning.

To illustrate his point he phoned to check the price of a ten-acre lot that was 
advertised for sale. The owner wanted $324,000 and if Hewlett would put 
$100,000 down, the owner would carry the balance at 10%. That was a 
reasonable price for the land, at that time and place, and 10% was a reasonable 
rate of interest for a solid developer with unquestioned credit.

Hewlett figured he could put 44 houses on the land so, without interest, the 
lots would cost about $7,300 each. That sounds cheap now, but this was at a 
time and place where you could buy a nice house for $15,000.

And the cost of the land was just the start. Hewlett figured it would take about 
13 months to get the paperwork sorted out, the services engineered and the 
project approved by city hall. The paperwork would cost about $8,800 per lot; 
more than the land itself; and when it was finished Hewlett would have to pay 
the city another $2,000 per lot for off-site services.

Total price for the land, the paperwork and the city connections would be 
$18,100 per lot in a city where, at that time, finished houses were still selling 

                                     We need to talk                                 page   87



for $15,000.149 Because of the planning bylaw, the cash value of every house 
in town increased by at least half, and many doubled or tripled.

About this time a friend of mine sold his house in Kamloops for $15,000. In 
less than a month it was re-sold for a profit of nearly $10,000.

City planning was not the only factor in that increase. A new mine was about 
to open nearby and a speculator from Calgary had come to town and put down 
payments on nearly every house that was for sale; including my friend’s. With 
the mine opening people needed houses, and the speculator ran the prices up 
to suit himself.

The mine was a factor in the speculator’s gamble but it was city planning that 
made it work because if developers could have started building when plans for 
the mine were announced they could have had houses on the market in about 
six months, and could have kept ahead of the demand. Because they had to get 
their plans approved by the city it took at least 18 months to get the first new 
house on the market, and a shortage developed.

Bureaucracy is still a factor in the high price of housing. In 2005 Toronto 
developer and builder Hugh Heron of Heathwood Homes estimated that 
bureaucracy and paperwork add about $30,000 to the price of a new home. 
That’s for a big builder, who can process a lot of applications together. For a 
small builder, the cost per house might be higher.150

Dr. Gary Hall, director of the Program on Values and Ethics in the 
Marketplace at Duke University wrote about the effect of planning in the 
United States, in a three- part article in Automated Builder magazine.151

He wrote that the Empire State Building was built in about a year, but it now 
takes about six years to build a medium sized hotel in California’s Ventura 
County. In the 1940s it took 60 to 90 days to complete the three steps required 
for a building permit in Los Angeles County but in 2003 the process involved 
228 steps and took about two and a half years. The paperwork provides work 
for civil servants but it increases the cost of a home by up to 50%.

In 1973, Hall wrote, about 62% of Americans between 30 and 35 years old 
owned their own homes and mortgage payments averaged about 21% of the 
home-owners’ annual income. By 1984 mortgages cost home owners an 
average of 44% of their total income, and in 2003 only 53% of Americans in 
the 30 to 35 year age group owned their own homes.
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And for all the extra costs imposed by planners and bureaucrats, modern cities 
are no more livable than the cities of 50 and 100 years ago. They have more 
room for traffic and more parking, but they are no improvement for people.

Modern cities are also short of ‘affordable’ housing, partly because the cost of 
paperwork may be a small part of the cost of a big house it’s a big part of the 
cost of a small house. Better for the builder to build the big house, for which 
paperwork represents a smaller percentage of the cost.

All aspects of civic management cost more in the modern world, and some so-
called ‘civil servants’ are cashing in on the trend. One classic example was 
revealed in July 2010 when Los Angeles Times reporters, Jeff Gottlieb and 
Ruben Vives wrote about the working-class City of Bell, California, with 
population about 40,000, where the city manager was paid nearly $800,000 a 
year, his assistant made more than $375,000 a year and the police chief made 
$475,000 a year to oversee the city’s 48 policemen. That’s about twice as 
much as the city of Los Angeles police chief was paid to oversee 10,000 
policemen.

Most of the city’s councillors were paid almost $100,000 a year, compared to 
the $4,800 a year average for councillors in other cities of the same size, and 
two department heads were each paid more than $400,000 a year. Eventually, 
all the city councillors were recalled and eight city officials were arrested and 
charged with corruption.152

Our modern economy is so complex that the line between producers and non-
producers is blurred, and it’s blurred still more by the fact that a modern 
economy could not function without some people who could be seen as non-
producers, but the distinction is still useful. We need both producers and non-
producers, but the higher the percentage of producers, the more wealth there 
will be for all to share. Many non-producers do well for themselves but, 
because they do not actually produce wealth, the more of them we have the 
less wealth we will have in the community as a whole.153

TAX RELIEF FOR THE RICH

Running for president in 2012 Mitt Romney preached the mantra that the 
American right wing has supported since the Reagan era of American politics; 
that if corporations and rich people didn’t have to pay taxes they would invest 
their money in new businesses and make more jobs for Americans. The idea 
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was first sold to the public as Reaganomics and/or trickle down economics or 
supply-side economics.

Many still preach this and some may actually believe it, but experience shows 
that it doesn’t work. When they have more money than they can spend on 
themselves rich people tend to bury it in offshore bank accounts or create 
corporations like Enron; which made big profits for the owners but added 
nothing to the American economy; or buy American factories, close them 
down and out-source production.

The overall effect of the program is obvious from the facts. When Reagan 
took office in 1980 the United States had a budget surplus. By the time Bush 
Jr. left office in 2008 the country was hopelessly in debt, banks were failing 
and unemployment was at disastrous levels. Still, some right wingers persist 
in the mantra.

SOCIAL DARWINISTS

Some people who call themselves ‘social Darwinists’ think they have a 
‘natural right’ to prey on other people because the law of nature is ‘survival of 
the fittest.’ The sounds like a good excuse for predatory or un-cooperative 
behavior but it overlooks the simple fact that individuals don’t survive. 
Groups and species do, and a group or species of animals that co-operate with 
each other has an obvious advantage over groups or species that prey on 
others of their own kind.

Chimpanzees and gorillas are stronger and more intelligent than baboons, they 
are protected by law in many areas and they have no natural predators but they 
are endangered and likely to become extinct. Baboons are not as strong or as 
smart as the apes, they are a favored prey of leopards and farmers shoot and 
poison them as pests, but they cooperate better than apes and their numbers 
are increasing.

With little more than a million years of history humanity is still a ‘flash in the 
pan’ as a life form and our ‘modern culture’; anywhere from ten to 200 years 
old, depending on where you draw the line; is the blink of an eye. Like our 
cousins the gorillas and the chimps we are strong, intelligent and; despite our 
brief surge of over-population; endangered.

To survive we need to build a cooperative society, with real equality of 
opportunity. That may be a forlorn hope, but it’s the only one we have.
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ECONOMIC PREDATORS

Some businesses are outright predators; operating within the law but only 
pretending to serve an honest function. Author Gary Rivlin wrote about some 
of them in Broke USA.154

The sub-prime mortgage business was one, in which finance companies 
offered mortgages to people who owned their own homes but could not 
qualify as ‘prime’ prospects for loans, often because they were un-educated. 
Many of these mortgages looked good on the surface but they came with 
auxiliary charges and fees that were not revealed until too late, and some 
mortgage brokers deliberately lied about the interest rate. Some of the people 
who signed contracts could not read them.

Rivlin details the case of a retired delivery and warehouse worker in Dayton, 
Ohio, whose wife worked in a school cafeteria. In 1995 they bought a $60,000 
house with a mortgage at 7% interest that cost them $526 a month. When the 
wife got sick and had to stop working and needed an operation they began to 
run up credit card debt and, to cover it, they re-financed their house with an 
$80,000 mortgage that they thought came at 7.2%.

But the mortgage broker didn’t tell them that, because they made payments 
every two weeks, they were making the equivalent of 13 monthly payments a 
year and the effective interest rate was 13.9%. Somehow the broker also 
neglected to tell them that the ‘closing costs’ would be $7,700, that the ‘single 
premium credit insurance policy’ they thought came free with the loan would 
actually cost them $7,600 and that to cover these costs he had signed them up 
for a ‘home equity loan’ that cost them 19.9%. All told they had ‘borrowed’ 
$95,000; $15,000 of which the finance company kept; and their payments 
were now $1,400 a month.155

Rivlin also cites the case of a retired single woman who borrowed $5,000 to 
up-grade the windows of her home. Over the next nine years she repaid 
$19,000, but her debt ballooned to $63,000. He says that in November 1992 
the 60 Minutes TV show documented the case of a man who was charged 
$3,500 in up-front fees on a loan of $11,400 at 23% interest.156

The predatory finance companies that made these loans pretend that they 
perform a public service by offering mortgages to people who could not 
otherwise qualify for them but, Rivlin says, a study by Fannie Mae found that 
half the people who got sub-prime mortgages in 1998 would have qualified for 
a regular mortgage.
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The big banks that could have offered regular mortgages pretended to be 
distant from the sub-prime business but Rivlin notes that many of the most 
active; and most predatory; lenders were in fact owned by the big banks and 
other ‘respectable’ corporations. Wells Fargo was in the business and so were 
Citigroup, Washington Mutual, JPMorgan Chase, HSBC, H&R Block, 
General Motors, Ford and General Electric.157

Whether the mortgage brokerages were owned by major banks or not the 
mortgages were usually sold, often in ‘bundles’ to banks and other investors. 
Ultimately, they were an important factor in the 2008 ‘melt-down’ of the US 
economy.

The government’s response to the melt-down is interesting. Rather than 
compensate or protect the victims of what were, in effect, criminal scams, the 
Bush Jr. and later Obama administrations spent billions of dollars to prop up 
the banks and other corporations that had created the problem.

If I were to rob a bank and get caught; would the penalty be that the 
government lets me keep the loot and pays me an equal amount in addition?

Rivlin also writes about the payday loan business. On one level it looks good, 
even if the interest rates are usurious (often in three figures on an annual basis) 
— they are cheaper than bouncing cheques or having utilities cut off — but 
the problem is that many companies charge ‘application’ fees and more fees 
for credit checks and, when they deliver the payday loan as a cheque, charge 
to cash the cheque! When the fees are too heavy for the customer to handle the 
loan companies encourage customers to take new loans to pay them off, and 
and they charge another set of fees on these new loans.

Much of the financial services industry is predatory and we may be tempted to 
see the people in it as enemies of society, but that might be unfair. Human 
beings are herd animals and; whether it’s invading a small country, cheering a 
football team or adopting a new set of moral standards; most of us will follow 
the herd. If following the herd can make you rich, that makes it easier.

THE TRAGEDY OF THE COMMONS

The need for an honest financial system is obvious but individuals, 
corporations and even governments tend to work for their own short-term gain 
rather than the long-term benefit of society as a whole. That’s an example of 
the phenomenon commonly called the ‘tragedy of the commons.’
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Traditional English villages had a field called the ‘commons’ where all 
villagers were free to graze sheep or cattle. The capacity of the field was 
limited but there was no way to limit the grazing rights of any individual 
villager.

If the field was over-grazed all would lose, but if any one villager reduced the 
number of his animals on the field he would reduce his own benefit. Because 
each individual stood to gain by grazing as many animals as possible for as 
long as the field lasted, many commons were over-grazed and ruined.

In the modern version of the problem it makes sense for self-centered 
individuals and corporations to support anything that promises a profit for 
them. Even if they know that their choice will harm or possibly destroy their 
nation they can rationalize a belief that they could not prevent it anyway, so 
they might as well profit by it.

We saw examples of that when tobacco companies insisted that cigarettes 
cause no health problems, when oil companies pretended that burning fuel did 
not contribute to climate change, when chemical companies and the 
refrigeration industry fought against the ban on CFC chemicals that were 
depleting the ozone layer of the atmosphere and when food packers pretended 
that the lead solder used in food cans did no harm. We see it now when food 
packers pretend that Bisphenol-A in the plastic lining of cans does no harm 
and biotech companies produce genetically modified plants that kill the bees 
that we need to pollinate many of our food crops.

A lawyer may know that the suit he prepares is unjust and that it will cause 
harm to innocent parties or to the economy, but he also knows that he will be 
well paid for his work. A politician may know that the policy he proposes will 
harm the country but he also knows that it will help the commercial interests 
that pay for his election campaigns and who may contribute to his retirement 
fund.

An oil-company executive may see the need to reduce our consumption of oil, 
but he will still work to increase it. He has to, because he is paid by the oil 
company, not by the public. Even if he feels a responsibility to the rest of us, 
he knows that any attempt he makes to reduce our consumption of the oil he 
sells will probably increase his competitors’ sales, harming the company he 
works for and doing no good to the world as a whole.

People who harm the commons may tell themselves that if they make enough 
money now they will be able to survive the consequences of their greed, 
whatever those consequences may be. Even some people who do not 
contribute to our problems form ‘survivalist’ communities in which they hope 
to live through an apocalypse. For a self-centered person, it makes sense to do 
whatever it takes to make enough money to survive.
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That should be no surprise, because co-operation among males is a relatively 
recent evolutionary development. Even now, males of many species tend to 
compete rather than co-operate.

A pride of lions usually consists of one male, several females and some cubs 
fathered by the male. When another male takes over the pride he kills all the 
old male’s cubs. When a male cub grows up, it is driven out of the pride.

Occasionally two or three young males may team up to drive an older male 
away from his pride, but the coalition lasts only until one of the members 
becomes strong enough to drive the others away.

Many herds of grazing animals consist of one herd bull, his females and their 
young. Younger bulls may be tolerated, but only on condition that they don’t 
act like bulls.

But human males co-operate. We can only guess at the reason but we can be 
fairly certain of our guesses. Over time all types of behavior appear, and the 
ones that work best survive because the animals or people who adopt that type 
of behavior survive and breed. They don’t have to understand what they are 
doing; they just do it and live or die by their actions.

Probably millions of years ago our pre-human ancestors learned that if they 
lived or travelled in groups they were less vulnerable to predators. Later they 
learned that if they hunted in groups, they could become predators themselves. 
Other animals did the same.

Male chimpanzees hunt colibus monkeys for food, but a single chimp has very 
little chance of catching one. A team of chimps can catch a monkey, and a 
team of male chimps can dominate their band, and claim more than their share 
of breeding rights. A single man is a poor hunter, but a team of men who 
cooperate can catch or kill any large animal.

But even when men live and work together, they still compete. In primeval 
communities we competed with other males for mates and for prestige and 
position within the band. When we co-operated with the men of our own band 
it may have been in competition against males of other bands for territory, 
hunting rights or other advantages.

Most of the competition is formalized now, but the roots are still there. When I 
meet a man of my own band I see a potential rival and when I meet one from 
another band I see a potential enemy.

I don’t consciously think that way because I am ‘civilized’ but, under the 
veneer of civilization, I still have instincts. I can control them, but they are a 
force to be reckoned with.

                                     We need to talk                                 page   94



The civilization that helps me control my instincts is supported by a network 
of traditions and laws that have evolved over thousands of years and are still 
changing. The balance is changing too, from rule by tradition to rule by law.

Families don’t need laws because they are ruled by common interest. They 
have a genetic bond, and all members of a family are concerned with the 
welfare of the family. Among clans or extended families some members will 
rank higher than others, but all will be taken care of. Any male who is not part 
of the family is an outsider, and he is protected only by his own strength and 
by the threat that his family may retaliate if he is harmed.

Bonds between members of a band are weaker than the bonds within a family 
but most of the members of a small band are relatives and\or friends, and each 
person still feels personal responsibility toward every other person in the 
band.

At this level they are ruled by custom or tradition, which is derived from the 
way members of the family treated each other. Custom, tradition or religion 
may also protect strangers but the males of the village still see each other as 
potential rivals, and strange males as potential enemies.

THE CHARITY BUSINESS

Charities and nonprofit organizations are supposed to work for the public 
welfare rather than for profit; but if the organization does not work for profit 
the management might.

When a for-profit organization makes a profit it can bank it as a capital reserve 
or pay it out as a dividend to its shareholders. A non-profit organization is 
required to spend all its income one way or another but pay and benefits for 
executives can be very good. The website www.charitynavigator.org reports 
that the ten biggest charities in the United States have annual expenses 
totaling about $10 billion. A study of the salaries of 3,929 American charities 
found that annual pay for charity CEOs ranges from an average of $149,523 in 
the northeast to $108,893 in the Mountain West, and that median pay for 
CEOs of big charities; with expenses over $500 million each; is $422,578. 
The study found nine charities that paid their CEOs over $1 million a year.158

An investigation by the Toronto Star found several charities that spend up to 
90% of their receipts on salaries and expenses, and up to 12 charity ‘tax 
shelters’ that collected millions of dollars and gave receipts for much bigger 
donations.159 One charity that issued receipts for more than $100 million, 
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supposedly to buy AIDS drugs for free distribution in Africa, provided a 
unique service to donors; the charity’s CEO also ran several ‘escort’ services, 
and apparently provided ‘charity’ receipts to his customers.160

Most charities provide a real service but, still, many of their executives are 
well-paid. Kate MacDonald, CEO of the Ontario Society for the Prevention of 
Cruelty to Animals, got $215,604 in salary and taxable benefits in 2011 and 
Tom Stephenson, CFO of the charity, got $139,151.161 Besides heading the 
SPCA, Ms. MacDonald is a member of the Association of Fundraising 
Professionals.162

A Toronto-based charity that collected used clothing raised $1.7 million 
between 1998 and 2000, but said it operated at a loss and did not pass any of 
the money on. Other charities kept up to 90% of donations for ‘expenses’ and 
management salaries.163

We could argue that the CEOs of real charities earn good salaries because they 
and the staffs they supervise plan and manage campaigns that raise big money. 
The Canadian World Vision charity, for example, spent $5.9 million on TV, 
radio and digital advertising and $11.5 million on direct approach marketing 
in 2012, but it raised $283 million from individual donors.

We could justify big pay for charity CEOs on the grounds that managers of 
foundations and government departments that donate to charity expect 
‘professional’ proposals, prepared and presented by professional fund-raisers. 
Many will not even look at a proposal offered by an ‘amateur,’ and people 
who just want to help people can’t expect much support. Still, when a charity 
runs like a business we have to question whether it is a charity or a business.

BETTING ON BETTING

If you’re not going to tax the rich and the poor have little or no money, how 
can governments cover their expenses? Some think they can do it with 
gambling.

Some U.S. states have always allowed commercialized gambling but in the 
past most states and Canadian provinces banned it. Now many governments in 
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both countries promote it. Legal gambling turns over tens of billions of dollars 
a year and contributes billions to government revenues, but the cost is 
unacceptably high.

In fact studies show that the cost is much higher than the returns. Profs Earl 
Grinols of the University of Illinois and David Mustard of the University of 
Georgia found that the social costs, due to crime, disease, job loss and other 
problems, of casino gambling in the U.S. add up to at least $27.5 billion a year 
and may be as high as $43 billion. That’s a range of from $140 to $221 per 
capita, for gamblers and non-gamblers alike. At the low end of the scale the 
social costs are 1.9 times greater than the revenue governments collect from 
gambling.164

One of the highest costs is due to the increase in crime. In an earlier study 
Prof. Grinols found that, on average, 12.4% of the crime in American counties 
with casinos was due to the casinos. In most cases the crimes were committed 
by two or three percent of the population who are compulsive or problem 
gamblers and who turn to crime to cover their losses.165

We have a classic example of that in Ontario, where one of the civic leaders 
who helped promote a casino near Orillia got hooked during a tour in which 
he saw the ‘benefits’ that casinos brought to other towns. By the time Casino 
Rama opened he had lost $25,000. Three months later his losses totaled 
$90,000 and he embezzled $80,000 from civic funds to pay his debts.166

Toronto police believe that the visa student who kidnapped and murdered 
nine-year-old Cecilia Zhang in October of 2003 had gambled away his tuition 
money and hoped to collect a ransom to cover the loss.167

The connection between casinos and crime is close, and there is evidence that 
it is a cause and effect relationship. Grinols, Mustard, and fellow economist 
Cynthia Hunt Dilley analyzed crime rates for every U.S. county between 1977 
and 1996 and concluded that casinos increase crime in their host counties and 
surrounding jurisdictions. In 1996, the last year for which statistics were 
available at the time of their study, casinos were apparently responsible for 
10.3 percent of violent crime and 7.7 percent of property crime in casino 
counties. Robberies increased by 20%, despite increased expenditures by law 
enforcement agencies, after the casinos opened.
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The data shows a time-lag between the opening of the casino and the increase 
in crime, which typically begins a few years after casinos open and increases 
over time. The researchers suggest that this time-lag reflects the addictive 
processes of problem and pathological gamblers who, the researchers found, 
typically take two or three years to exhaust their own resources before they 
turn to crime.

In fact the problem is probably greater than numbers suggest because, as 
Grinols notes, many problem gamblers steal from friends and relatives who 
don’t report the thefts. This has also been reported in the Canadian daily 
press.168

Grinols cites an American study of nearly 400 members of the organization 
Gambler’s Anonymous who had between them stolen more than $30 million, 
an average of $135,000 each, to cover their losses.

Considering the costs of police, of treatment and other factors, Grinols 
estimates that the average problem gambler in the United States costs society 
$10,112 per year.

Only about two percent of people become problem gamblers but Grinols 
found that the percentage of problem gamblers in a given area doubles soon 
after a casino is opened.

Problem gamblers are a problem to society but they seem to be the key to the 
business of gambling. Grinols estimates that anywhere from two thirds to 80% 
of gambling revenue comes from problem gamblers. In a Canadian study, 
reported by CBC News on Nov 2/04, Profs Robert Williams and Robert Wood 
of the University of Lethbridge calculate that in Ontario 60% of the revenue 
of gaming machines, 53% of the revenue of horse racing, 22% of the take 
from casino table games, 22% of the take from bingo and raffles and 19% of 
the take from lotteries, instant win and sports select comes from problem 
gamblers.169

The Canadian study found that in 2004 the Ontario government collected 
about $1.4 billion dollars from gambling and spent about $36 million on the 
treatment and prevention of problem gambling.

Grinols’ paper cites studies that found that about one percent of gamblers laid 
about 50% of all bets in Minnesota, and that 10% of gamblers laid 80% of all 
bets. He cites a 1998 report that 48.7% of casino revenues in Nova Scotia 
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come from compulsive and/or pathological gamblers. An Australian study 
found that 2.1% of the population were compulsive gamblers, and that they 
produced one third of all gambling revenue in the country.

Promoters argue that casinos provide employment but Grinols found that they 
also destroy other businesses. In one case, after a study sponsored by 
gambling interests showed increased employment in eight counties after 
casinos opened, Grinols and Mustard compared statistics from the gambling 
counties with 38 other counties that had similar unemployment to the casino 
counties in the year before the casinos opened. In the following year 19 of the 
38 gained more jobs than the casino counties.

And whether jobs are gained or lost, it is obvious that casinos produce 
nothing. They can move money from one person or one town to another but, 
because nothing is produced, society as a whole gains nothing. Promoters of 
border-town Canadian casinos suggest that they attract tourists and revenue 
from the United States, but that is open to question. When Loto Quebec 
opened a casino in Montreal it was expected to bring tourist revenue but 
studies show that up to 80% of the annual $200 million profit comes from 
within the province.170

It also appears that even the short-term benefits of casinos are disappearing. 
According to a news report net income from three Ontario casinos declined 
from a peak of $756 million in 1999 to $261 million in 2004. That appears to 
be mostly because several U.S. border states have opened their own casinos in 
the past five years.171

Earlier in this book I wrote of the phenomenon I call ‘Spencer’s law’; that 
when a government program fails the usual response is to enlarge it. In 
February of 2005 Ontario Premiere Dalton McGuinty announced that because 
a casino complex in the border city of Windsor was not doing well, the 
province would invest another $400 million in it. He said increased 
investment in the losing business would “generate still more money for our 
public services.” 172

We can’t shut casinos down because they are too powerful, but a responsible 
government would shut down government-owned casinos and refuse to 
license new ones or allow expansion of existing private ones. Government 
should also undertake a detailed study of the social costs of gambling. Good 
government demands that the casinos pay taxes to cover this cost, and Grinols 
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and Mustard estimate these taxes would take between 60% and 96% of the 
casinos’ total revenues.

It might not be fair to casinos to impose such taxes without warning but it is 
certainly not fair to the general public, or to the victims of casinos, to not 
impose them. A relatively low level of tax could be introduced immediately 
and increased to cover costs over a period of, say, ten years.

The owners and operators of casinos won’t like that, but any other course of 
action smacks of callous indifference to a serious problem.

back to table of contents

ABOUT MONEY

Some early forms of money had real value. Roman soldiers were paid in salt, 
the Maya of Central America bought and sold goods with cocoa beans and 
Chinese traders pressed tea leaves into cakes that were used as money in some 
areas. All these had real value, but other forms of money had only symbolic 
value. The people of the South Pacific island of Truk used huge stones as 
money and many Indians of central North America used wampum made of 
seashells. Neither the stones nor the seashells had much practical use but, 
because they were hard to get, they were considered valuable.

Symbolic money is the standard today but some standards are so well 
established that we forget they are only symbolic. Even gold and silver are 
symbolic because, for practical purposes, they have very little real value. 
Unless I make high-tech electronic gear and need gold to plate electrical 
contacts, I have no more real use for a pound of gold than for a pound of 
printed paper.

But whether it has real value or not, any kind of money is useful if it’s widely 
accepted, easy to store and keeps indefinitely.

If I catch a fish I must eat it or trade it before it spoils. To trade it I must find 
someone who has something I want, and who wants a fish.

But anyone with money can buy my fish, and anyone who has anything I want 
will accept money. If I don’t want anything right now, I can keep the money 
until I need it. In effect the value of the fish is stored in the money until I need 
it.

At one time I might have kept gold in a strongbox but now we store value in 
countless forms. I may keep it as art or gold or jewels, as paper in my pocket, 
as an account in a bank or in deeds that represent ownership of property.
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Conceptually, they are all the same. Once we accept the concept of symbolic 
money, we also accept all the symbolic forms we can agree on.

But whatever its form, symbolic money has no value beyond our agreement to 
accept it. it’s just a token and the real wealth is the fish or the berries or the 
shoes or the helicopter that it represents.

And the fact that money in any form can be stored creates a problem. Among 
hunting and gathering people who have no way to store wealth a man gains 
prestige by sharing, and the best hunter or fisherman in a band can prove that 
he is best by giving meat or fish to his neighbors. Because money can be 
stored a man in a money-based society can gain prestige by having more 
money; or jewels or other surrogates; than his neighbors, and people whose 
lives are distinctly anti-social can be and often are respected because they 
have a lot of money.

SAY’S LAW

If money represents goods, then all the money in an economy should be just 
enough to buy all the goods in that economy. That’s Say’s Law, named for the 
18th -19th century French economist Jean Baptiste Say who thought the value 
of the goods produced in a given system would always be balanced by the 
amount workers were paid to produce them. Because the workers would have 
enough money to buy all the goods on the market, all the goods would be sold 
and all the workers would have work.

We honor that idea as the principle of supply and demand. When goods and 
money are in balance, prices are normal. When goods are plentiful or money 
is scarce, prices drop. When money is plentiful or goods are scarce, prices 
rise.

Ideally, all the money in an economy should be just enough to buy all the 
goods in that economy. The balance is maintained because goods are 
continually being produced and consumed. As we eat potatoes, a farmer is 
producing another crop. As my shoes wear out, someone is making a new pair. 
The economy is big, and consumption and production balance out.

In actual fact the money remains while the goods come and go but for 
conceptual purposes we can pretend that money is created as goods are 
created and that it decays as the goods are consumed. As Adam Smith argued, 
the worker who creates the goods creates the wealth.

BENEFIT and COST GOODS
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But not all goods are wealth. Economist Alfred Marshall once observed that 
“a lawyer’s brief is just as real as a sack of potatoes.” That’s true, but a nation 
of farmers could get along without lawyers better than a nation of lawyers 
could get along without farmers.

Potatoes are wealth because they offer an unqualified benefit that anyone can 
use. A lawyer’s brief may help decide the ownership of wealth but the wealth 
it gives to some is taken away from others. It has no practical value outside its 
context and nobody can eat it or wear it or live in it. It may be as desirable as a 
winning lottery ticket, but it does not increase the store of wealth shared by 
the community.

Marshall himself understood this and in Principles of Economics, he wrote 
“Services and other goods, which pass out of existence in the same instant that 
they come into it, are, of course, not part of the stock of wealth.” 173 Obviously 
the farmer’s potatoes and the lawyer’s brief are two different kinds of goods 
and to understand the economy we have to distinguish between them. Potatoes 
have real value and if a farmer produces a bumper crop of potatoes our cost of 
living will go down, but if a lawyer produces more briefs our cost of living 
will probably increase.

Goods like potatoes and computers and automobiles and canned peas are an 
economic benefit to the community. Other goods, such as lawyers’ briefs and 
singers’ songs and the services of the policeman who walks the beat may 
produce social or other benefits, but they are economic costs. Let’s describe 
the two types of goods as benefit and cost goods.

As a general rule we could say that if an increase in the supply of a good or 
service would reduce the overall cost of living, that good or service is a 
benefit. If an increase in the supply of a good or service would increase the 
cost of living, that good or service is a cost.

Benefit goods are wealth. Cost goods may be desirable and they may have 
cash value, but they are not wealth.

There is a caveat here because the benefits of benefit goods may be 
conditional. If a farmer gets a bumper crop of potatoes from his regular fields, 
our cost of living goes down. If he buys downtown Toronto and bulldozes the 
buildings to create new fields to grow more potatoes, then corners the market 
and is able to sell them at an inflated price, our cost of living will go up. In the 
same way one practical car in my garage is a benefit but a collection of 
impractical cars would be a cost. Special cases exist and we must 
acknowledge them, but they do not invalidate the idea.

                                     We need to talk                                 page   102

173 http://www.econlib.org/library/Marshall/marP6.html#n23

http://www.econlib.org/library/Marshall/marP6.html#n23.%5D
http://www.econlib.org/library/Marshall/marP6.html#n23.%5D


Note that we lump goods and services together in this context. The distinction 
is between cost and benefit goods, and both categories include both goods and 
services.

Most material goods are benefits but some, like public monuments for 
example, are costs.

Some intellectual goods; like designs for new machinery, some computer 
programs and books on farming; are benefits but others; like most of the 
services of lawyers; are costs.

Many government services are costs, but some are benefits. High-end 
medicine like heart transplants may be costs but low-end medicine, like 
general sanitation and flu vaccines, are benefits.

This is not a moral or esthetic judgement. The only factors I consider in this 
distinction between cost and benefit goods is their effect on the cost of living. 
If an increase in production would increase the cost of living the goods are a 
cost. If an increase in production would lower the cost of living, the goods are 
a benefit.

And while we categorize goods and services as cost or benefit we need to 
remember that just because something is an economic cost rather than a 
benefit does not make it less desirable. At this point we are trying to 
understand the economy, not control it.

An economy that produced only benefit goods could survive but it would be 
boring. One that produced only cost goods might be interesting but the 
inhabitants would have no food, clothing or shelter. We need a combination of 
benefit and cost goods, and the ratio of one to the other is crucial.

A surplus of benefit goods is no problem but it is a waste. Many cost goods 
improve the quality of our lives, and we might as well have all that we can 
afford.

But too many cost goods is an economic disaster. When we see them as 
numbers in the GDP cost goods are the same as benefit goods but in real life 
they are costs and, if we produce too many of them, we will go broke.

Cost goods are not wealth but the people who produce them consume wealth. 
If they do not produce wealth themselves then the wealth they consume must 
have been produced by others. Much of our wealth is shared through the 
process I call the cascade. This is often considered to be part of the process 
economists call the multiplier, but it is in fact quite different.

THE MULTIPLIER AND THE CASCADE
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The concept of the multiplier is often attributed to English economist John 
Maynard Keynes but Keynes himself attributed it to R. F. Kahn, writing in the 
Economic Journal that Keynes edited.174 The idea has also been attributed to 
English/American economist Sir Ralph Hawtry.

The multiplier exists because one person’s cost is another’s income. A farmer 
who grows potatoes, for example, has to buy a tractor and fuel and seed and 
fertilizer and other equipment and supplies to work with, and he makes work 
for the people who produce them. Because most of these goods are themselves 
benefit goods; each one produces its own multiplier and the effect is 
compounded.

Before a tractor is manufactured people have to make the parts for it and 
before they can do that someone has to make the steel. Before that other 
people have to mine the coal and the iron ore, and before that someone has to 
make the mining machines, and so-on. The multiplier goes back as far as you 
care to track it, and it creates benefit goods at every step.

And the farmer must also feed, clothe and house himself and his family. If he 
spends 90% of his gross receipts on business and living expenses then he will 
pass on 90 cents of each dollar he earns to others. If they all spend 90% of 
their income each will pass on 81 cents of the farmer’s original dollar to 
others, and so forth. Ultimately, each dollar the farmer is paid for his potatoes 
produces about $10 in new productive business in the economy.175

But consumers who buy potatoes in stores pay much more than the farmer 
received when he dug them out of his field. The increase in price from the 
field to the store is the result of the process I call the cascade.

After the farmer brings the potatoes in from the field someone is paid to 
inspect and grade them. Someone else trucks them to a processing plant where 
other people wash them and package them in five and ten-pound bags, then 
someone else hauls the bags to a store where clerks put them on display and 
cashiers check them out.

Each operation adds value to the potatoes, because it’s more convenient for a 
consumer to buy them washed and packaged at a store than to buy them direct 
from the farmer. Each operation also increases the cost, because the people 
who process the potatoes have to be paid.
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But while we have more people working and earning money, the cascade 
produces no more potatoes, and no new wealth has been created. The cost of 
the potatoes has increased and they have become more useful, but we still 
have only the potatoes that the farmer dug out of his field.

The multiplier creates new wealth, but the cascade just distributes wealth that 
has already been created. The cashier who checks potatoes out of the store 
earns money and she will pass some of it on to others, but her salary is part of 
the cascade created by the farmer’s potatoes, and the money she spends is a 
continuation of the same cascade. Conceptually, the money she earns and 
spends represents a share of the farmer’s potatoes.

This does not denigrate the cashier’s role. She performs a valid function and 
she earns her share of the cascade but, for a valid measure of the economy, we 
must distinguish between the creation of wealth and the transfer of wealth. 
Both are valid functions but they are also distinct functions.

The multiplier is a side-effect of the production of wealth. The cascade is 
produced by the distribution of wealth. When we import goods we get a 
cascade in our own country, but the multiplier is produced by producers and it 
stays in the country where the goods were produced.

This does not denigrate the cascade because, in many cases, it is an integral 
component of the finished product. I could buy potatoes direct from the farmer 
and wash them myself but I could not buy iron ore from a mine and make my 
own car. I might make my own furniture but it would be more practical to buy 
wood from a lumber yard than to go into the woods and cut down a tree. 
There is obviously a middle ground between the multiplier and the cascade, 
but the distinction is still important.

If we did not distinguish between multiplier and cascade we might say that a 
lawyer’s brief produces a multiplier too, because it creates work for a judge 
and for law clerks, secretaries, bailiffs and others; but no wealth has been 
created. Like the cashier in the supermarket, the lawyer does not actually 
produce wealth. Instead, he takes a share of the wealth produced by others.

DIFFERENT DOLLARS

The dollars the cashier and the lawyer earn and spend look like the dollars the 
farmer is paid for his potatoes but in fact they are quite different. That may 
sound strange, but the idea that some dollars can be different from others is 
not new. American bankers, for example, call the money they deposit in 
Federal Reserve banks “high-powered money,” because the amount they can 
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lend to their customers is based on the amount they have on deposit in a 
Fed.176

Money created by the production of goods is different from the money 
generated by the cascade. Let’s call the money created by the production of 
wealth root dollars, to distinguish them from the money generated by the 
cascade, which we will call derived dollars.

The root dollars the farmer is paid represent the creation of new wealth. The 
derived dollars the cashier is paid represent the transfer of existing wealth 
from one person to another. Both are valid functions, but the creation of 
wealth increases the total amount of wealth in the economy and the transfer of 
wealth does not.

We also have a third type of money that I call imagined dollars. This is legal 
money but it is literally created by imagination.

When you borrow from a bank the bank actually creates much, sometimes all, 
of the money it lends you. Banks in the United States have to have some 
money of their own because the amount they can lend their customers is a 
multiple of the money they have on deposit in a Federal Reserve bank, but 
banks in some countries don’t have to have any money at all. Canadian banks, 
for example, have to maintain an average balance of zero in the Bank of 
Canada but if they don’t draw from the bank, they don’t have to deposit in it.

When you borrow money the bank writes a cheque or credits the amount of 
the loan to your account, and the money is created at that point. The bank may 
not actually have the money, but that’s okay if enough money will come in 
from deposits and repayment of other loans to cover the cheque.

Like derived dollars, imagined dollars are not created by the production of 
goods. Unlike derived dollars, imagined dollars can start a cascade.

Derived dollars can’t start a cascade because they are already part of one, and 
when derived dollars are passed from hand to hand the movement is a 
continuation of a cascade that has already been started. Imagined dollars are 
new to the system and, because they are not part of an established cascade, 
they start a new one of their own.

Most economists assume that, because bank loans and credit sales are 
balanced by debts and because in theory they will eventually be paid off in 
real money, they make no difference to the economy. That’s true, up to a point. 
There is obviously no problem if I buy a car or a TV set on credit, but what if 
I borrow a billion dollars?
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The money is new and, even if I will repay it some day, it’s here now and it 
upsets the balance. The long-term effect of a big loan will depend on what I 
do with the money.

Remember Say’s Law? All the money in an economy should be just enough to 
buy all the goods in that economy.

If I use a billion imagined dollars to build a factory or a block of apartment 
houses or a fleet of fishing boats I create new wealth. We have more money in 
the economy but we also have more wealth, and the balance between money 
and material wealth is maintained.

In this case the imagined dollars act like root dollars and, in effect, the loan 
just shifts the sequence a bit to create the money before, rather than after, the 
goods are produced.

But what if I use a billion imagined dollars to buy goods that already exist? 
Suppose I borrow them to buy apartment houses or a factory or a fleet of 
fishing boats that someone else built ten years ago? Now we have an extra 
billion dollars in circulation, but no new wealth has been produced.

Whether you call it Say’s Law or supply and demand the balance between 
wealth and money has changed and all money will lose enough value, through 
inflation, to restore it. There is no conceptual difference between using a 
billion imagined dollars to buy an asset that already exists and printing a 
billion extra dollars to pay our debts.

A single billion-dollar loan would not make much difference to a national 
economy but we are not dealing with a single billion-dollar loan. As wheeler-
dealers buy, take over and merge companies, big banks issue dozens of multi-
billion dollar loans in a year.

The flood of money creates inflation, which gives the borrower a bonus that 
makes it easy to pay the loan off. Because the borrower profits from inflation 
he can pay off the first loan and borrow another billion, to buy another 
established business and start another round of inflation.

Further, because wheeler-dealers who buy and sell companies tend to buy and 
sell established companies rather than start new ones, they seldom create any 
real wealth to balance the new money they pour into the system. Some 
promoters start new companies like Enron, which made fortunes for the 
insiders but produced nothing of value and eventually collapsed. Because 
manipulations like these devalue all our money, the wealth the promoters gain 
creates poverty for everyone else.

If I borrow to build something new the bank advances money on my 
production and the ultimate result will be more wealth to be shared by all. 
When I borrow to buy existing property the bank agrees to share everybody 
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else’s production with me. That’s not fair, because the bank does not own the 
production it offers to share.

Banks financed most of the big developments of the modern world and I don’t 
suggest that we could get along without them but, because they actually create 
money, we need to control them. Governments mint coins and print bills but 
banks create money when they make loans and economist James Rickards 
says private banks create 80% of the money in the United States.177 Even the 
Federal Reserve system, which creates the other 20% of U.S. money, is 
privately owned.

But governments have to back symbolic money, and only governments should 
be allowed to create it. That’s not my idea; Thomas Jefferson, for one, beat me 
to it. In the debate over the Re-charter of the Banks Bill of 1809 he said: “If 
the American people ever allow private banks to control the issue of their 
currency, first by inflation, then by deflation, the banks will deprive the people 
of all property until their children wake-up homeless on the continent their 
fathers conquered. The issuing power should be taken from the banks and 
restored to the people, to whom it properly belongs.” 178

President Woodrow Wilson gave banks the power to create money in 1913, 
when he signed the Federal Reserve Act, but he later realized that he had 
made a mistake.

“I am a most unhappy man,” he said. “I have unwittingly ruined my country. 
A great industrial nation is controlled by its system of credit. Our system of 
credit is concentrated. The growth of the nation, therefore, and all our 
activities are in the hands of a few men. We have come to be one of the worst 
ruled, one of the most completely controlled and dominated Governments in 
the civilized world; no longer a Government by free opinion, no longer a 
Government by conviction and the vote of the majority, but a Government by 
the opinion and duress of a small group of dominant men.” 179

But while some decry it, bankers treasure their ability to create money from 
nothing. Mayer Amschel Rothschild, founder of the House of Rothschild, 
once said “Let me issue and control a nation’s money, and I care not who 
writes the laws.” 180

It may be too late to bring the banks under complete control and we may not 
want to, because they can be more entrepreneurial than politicians and civil 
servants. The banker who floats a loan hopes to make a profit on it and might 
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be willing to risk a new idea, but a politician or civil servant in the same 
position would have nothing to gain and, possibly, his reputation and prestige 
to lose. We can’t expect a man in that position to make a good decision.

Bankers perform a valid function when they create new money to fund new 
development but they cause inflation when they create new money to buy 
existing development. Obviously, we need to regulate them.

Ideally, we would have a dual banking system that would allow the creation of 
new money to fund new development, but demand that loans to cover the 
purchase of existing capital assets must be made from existing reserves. This 
would require banks to pay reasonable interest on cash deposits; a benefit to 
depositors; so they would have reserves from which to advance loans for take-
overs, and it would encourage them to back new development.

Banks and wheeler-dealer promoters would not like this development because 
the existing system of free money and inflation works well for them, but it 
does not work well for the general public.

A BENEFITS TAX?

Real prosperity comes from the production of real goods, but both Canada and 
the United States seem to be losing out there. We can’t compete in the global 
market because our workers get paid holidays and other benefits that add to 
the cost of labor. As long as importers can sell goods made by low-wage 
workers who have no benefits, North American goods can’t compete.

But we could make a small change in our taxation.

Manufacturers can avoid the cost of employee benefits by moving to countries 
where they don’t have to pay them but consumers can not. If we don’t pay for 
benefits by buying goods made in our own countries we must pay 
unemployment benefits and welfare and, ultimately, the cost of crime and 
police protection.

So why not accept reality and pay the benefits when we buy the goods? I don’t 
like point-of-sale taxes any more than anyone else does, but the piper must be 
paid.

Suppose all statutory employee benefits were paid by the government, with 
revenue from a point-of-sale tax on retail sales. The benefits would be 
essentially the same as now but instead of the cost being built into the 
production cost of North American goods, it would be financed by a tax on the 
retail sales of all goods.
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If I buy a shirt made in the third world I do a North American worker out of a 
job and, because I increase unemployment, the government has to collect 
taxes to support the unemployed shirt-maker. If the government collects those 
taxes from shirt-makers the cost of North American-made shirts will increase, 
and so will sales of imported shirts.

If the benefits tax were added to the price of all shirts it would make shirts 
made in North America relatively cheaper and shirts from the third-world 
relatively more expensive. Even if I still choose a shirt made in the third-
world, I would still be helping to support the unemployed North American 
shirt-maker.

This one change would tend to ‘level the playing field’ between North 
American and some third-world manufacturers. Because the benefits tax 
would not be collected on exports it would make North American goods more 
competitive in world markets and because it would be collected on imported 
goods sold in North America, it would reduce the advantage now enjoyed by 
foreign producers who pay their employees no benefits.

This is the rational way to manage a social welfare system. It’s easy for 
governments to prescribe benefits and demand that private employers pay 
them and handle the paperwork, but that is obviously inefficient. The benefits 
are prescribed by the government and in some cases actually paid by the 
government, so why not let the government handle them? The rational way is 
to let the government handle social welfare, and let private industry tend to its 
own business. For efficiency, many of the benefits could take the form of tax 
credits.

A benefits tax would also make it easier for North American companies to hire 
employees. Under the present system a company that needs a few extra 
employees often finds it cheaper to pay overtime to existing staff than to hire 
more people, because of the cost of benefits and problems that come with 
layoffs. If companies did not have to pay for benefits they would find it more 
practical to hire the people they need than to over-work the people they have.

A benefits tax would present a few problems, but none that could not be 
handled. The most serious one is that North Americans already resent point-
of-sale taxes and it would be very difficult for any government to impose 
another one.

But that’s just a matter of management. It’s not the taxes we resent so much as 
the nuisance of having to pay them separately. We resent sales taxes partly 
because we know that the price the store advertises is not the price we have to 
pay. If the benefits tax and the GST and the sales tax are all included in the 
sticker price, they will be less nuisance.
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Some retail prices would change. If companies that sell low-wage third-world 
goods want to maintain their profit margins they would have to raise their 
prices, and prices of North American-made goods would be reduced.

But unless the government uses the new system as an excuse to raise taxes, 
the overall cost of living should remain stable. We are not buying new 
services, after all, we’re just paying for them in a more equitable way.

A competent government would find a way to administer point-of-sale taxes 
without creating a nightmare of paperwork for the public and a dream world 
of sinecures for civil servants. That sounds like a vain hope, but an aroused 
public could demand it.

A benefits tax in North America would also help workers in low-wage 
countries because countries that depend on exports must keep wages down to 
remain competitive. If they lose their export markets they would have to build 
internal economies, and to do that they would have to pay workers enough to 
buy the goods they produce.

Our problem is that most politicians don’t think they can afford to waste time 
on policies that would bring prosperity. The only prosperity that matters to 
them is their own, and most of them seem to think they can buy it by bribing 
us with our own money.

Unfortunately, they are right. Some of them will get elected, and the only 
question then will be whether it would be worse for the country if they keep 
their promises, or if they break them. Either way, we will lose.

Still, it’s something to think about. If we could boost our own economy and 
the third world at the same time, why not? We’ve seen that most of the effects 
of the so-called ‘global market’ have been negative, so maybe it’s time to try 
something else. Some people will lose out to the change, of course, but most 
of the losers; in North America and the third world; will be people who have 
made so much out of the global market that they can retire in luxury. With a 
benefits tax, most of the rest of us can start to live better.

back to table of contents

ENERGY FOR THE FUTURE

We can’t live without food, but we can’t maintain our modern life style; or 
feed nearly seven billion people; with just our own human energy. Some time 
in early pre-history we began to harness the energy of animals and by late pre-
history we were also using water and perhaps wind power.
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Now we see fossil fuels as the key to prosperity. One of Hitler’s objectives in 
WWII was to gain the oilfields of Rumania; Japan attacked the United States 
because it needed Indonesia’s oil and it could be argued that if Iraq had 
nuclear weapons and North Korea had oil, the U.S. would have invaded and 
occupied North Korea.

We still have lots of energy but much of it is hard to get at. Aside from coal 
and conventional oil Canada has the Athabaska tar sands that, we are told, are 
second only to the oil reserves of Saudi Arabia. One thing we are not told 
quite so often is that much of the tar sands deposit is too deep to mine with 
present techniques. We also have several deposits of oil shale, but the fracking 
process used to extract it is expensive, and may pollute ground-water.

Most of the energy that most of us use is electric. Some is produced by 
burning coal, oil and natural gas, but our first major source of electric energy 
for southern Ontario and western New York was Niagara Falls.

Water power is a good way to generate electricity but it’s not perfect. One 
problem is that we don’t have enough of it. Another is that it creates 
environmental problems.

If you dam rivers to generate hydro power you flood land and interfere with 
the migration of fish. Dams also stop the spring floods that have been a part of 
the ecology for millions of years, and some of the downstream effects are hard 
to foresee.

Who could have guessed that Quebec’s James Bay power development would 
be a factor in the decline of Newfoundland’s codfish? It’s not the only factor, 
of course, but until the rivers were dammed spring floods scoured the bottom 
of James and Hudson Bays and flushed enormous quantities of nutrients out to 
Davis Strait, where the young codfish live. Now that no longer happens.

Even when you take water from a natural waterfall to generate power you 
change the ecology, because when water goes over a fall it gets aerated. Water 
that goes through a power plant does not, and the lack of aeration changes the 
downstream ecology. This is not to say that we should not use water power, 
it’s just a reminder that everything has a cost.

Most of our power is generated by heat engines, and the first big heat engines 
burned coal. This was the fuel that powered the industrial revolution, that still 
powers much of the world and is going to power much of the world for at least 
the next hundred years or so.

But if it’s burned in obsolete plants, coal can be dirty. We can look for cleaner 
and more-efficient ways to use coal but, at the same time, we also need to look 
at alternative fuels. Some people think that means solar and wind power but 
solar power is expensive and it can’t produce much energy for people who 
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live in the north. Wind power has more potential, but it is still not likely to 
displace power produced by heat engines.

The most obvious alternative fuels, already in use in several parts of the 
world, are municipal garbage and worn-out tires. There are efficient and clean 
burners available for both.

Tires are made mostly of oil and carbon black, both of which burn well, and 
worn-out tires make an excellent fuel. There is a minor problem that if you 
can’t chop them up you need a special burner to burn them cleanly, but 
choppers and burners are available.

Burning used tires is also one of the few ways to recycle fuel oil.

“We can’t recycle oil after we burn it,” one tire industry executive told me, 
“so we make it into tires and recycle it before we burn it.”

Garbage is not a good fuel but it’s cheaper than free, because if you don’t burn 
it you have to do something else with it. Some ecologists don’t like this idea 
but it works in other parts of the world, including some that are more 
genuinely concerned about pollution than we are. We might wonder if 
‘ecologists’ that protest the used of tires or garbage as fuel might be 
encouraged and/or supported by oil, gas and coal interests, whose sales would 
suffer if we burned either used tires or garbage to generate power.

Garbage can also be used to produce methane, but that takes a long time and a 
lot of space. If garbage is already buried it may be cost effective to collect the 
methane it produces, but it would be more cost-effective to not bury it in the 
first place. We can also produce methane and other fuels from plant waste, 
farm animals and even human sewage, and we need to research this.

It’s already under development in the USA, where a test plant at Carthage, 
Missouri processes about 200 tons/day of waste from a turkey processing 
plant into gasoline, diesel oil and industrial chemicals.181 This is going to be a 
big business some day.

We can also recover methane from a strange material called a clathrate, or gas 
hydrate. Under some conditions methane gas becomes locked in a lattice of 
water molecules to produce a material that looks and feels like ice. Some 
scientists believe there is about ten times as much gas hydrate in the world as 
there is natural gas in other forms.
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One of the theories about strange events in the Bermuda Triangle is based on 
the fact that there is a huge field of clathrates off the eastern coast of the USA. 
These clathrates are generally stable but sometimes a relatively minor event, 
such as an earth tremor or an undersea landslide, can shock some of them into 
breaking down and releasing methane gas.

Huge volumes of gas are released under the sea and, because water full of 
bubbles is not heavy enough to float on, ships can sink without warning. 
Methane is lighter than air so it rises, and if an airplane were to fly into a 
cloud of methane it would be destroyed when sparks ignited methane that 
mixed with air inside the plane. Such explosions would be relatively small, 
because if the plane is completely within the cloud of methane the only air 
available to support combustion would be within the plane, but the plane 
would be destroyed without warning and without trace.

We have huge deposits of clathrates in several parts of the world, but we don’t 
know how to convert them into gas at a controlled rate. When and if we find a 
safe and efficient conversion process, clathrates will be a valuable source of 
power.

We also have nuclear power and, like it or not and regardless of the problems 
of waste disposal, we will have to get more of it.

But we don’t know what kind of nuclear power. One interesting design, 
proposed by American physicist Farrington Daniels in the 1930s and first built 
by Germany in 1985, is called a “pebble bed reactor.” In this design the fuel is 
sealed inside ceramic balls. The size of the balls and the amount of fuel in 
each one are such that a pile of balls will produce heat, but can’t reach critical 
mass. It’s a simple and elegant arrangement.

The German prototype suffered a minor problem soon after the Chernobyl 
disaster in which a Russian reactor poisoned the land around it and, even 
though the German breakdown did no serious harm, the reactor was shut 
down.

But the idea was solid and both South Africa and China have developed the 
German design. China has a small (10 megawatt) pebble bed reactor in 
operation, and plans to build about 30 big ones by 2020.182

Millions of people are afraid of nuclear power, but much of the fear is a by-
product of anti-war propaganda of the 1960s and 70s. Its true that nuclear 
power can be dangerous but statistically, when you count the cost of mine 
accidents and disease caused by pollution, coal power is much more 
dangerous. It’s true that nuclear pollution lasts but ground-zero for the atomic 
bomb that hit Nagasaki is now a tourist site in a thriving city and Bikini atoll, 
where the U.S. used to test nuclear weapons, now has a healthy ecosystem.
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Nuclear reactors could produce the power we need, but distribution is another 
matter. The question here is whether we’re better off with a few big power 
plants or with a lot of little ones. Businessmen and bureaucrats like big power 
plants because they are built and run by big corporations with big 
bureaucracies but they are not very efficient because transmission lines are 
expensive, because power is lost in transmission and because transmission 
lines can and do fail.

We saw that happen in January of 1998, when an ice storm broke Quebec 
Hydro’s high tension lines and the city of Montreal lost power for nearly two 
weeks. Some areas lost power for more than three weeks.183

Conventional wisdom tells us the ice storm of 1998 was unusual but the 
unfortunate fact is that it was just part of a pattern we have seen in the weather 
in the past couple of years. It happened again, in Nova Scotia, when a storm in 
the fall of 2004 broke high-tension lines and more than 100,000 people lost 
power for several days. With the changes we know are happening in the 
world’s climate, we can expect more such events.

And power grids can fail without storms. Back in 1965 a technical fault 
caused a massive power failure that blacked out about a quarter of North 
America, and we had another major failure in the summer of 2003.

But the 2003 failure did not shut off all power. I live in downtown Toronto 
and in the 2003 power failure I noticed that dozens of buildings still had 
lights. We also had some lights and elevator service in our building because, 
like most big modern buildings, we have a backup generator that starts 
automatically if city power fails. It can’t power the whole building, but it can 
maintain vital services.

In the power shortages of the late 1940s Ontario’s public system could not 
keep up with the demand, and different parts of Toronto were ‘browned out’ 
for four hours each day. Rather than lose production some factories installed 
their own generators. In most cases these generators were not big enough to 
run the whole factory but, running 24 hours a day, they could produce as much 
electricity as the factory would use in four hours. By agreement these factories 
ran their generators 24 hours a day, and were not browned out with the rest of 
the city.

This suggests the possibility of a ‘distributed’ power system in which big 
buildings would generate their own power and feed their surplus into a web 
that would supply other buildings. Such a distributed power system would 
require no public investment and would be more efficient and more 
dependable than the present grid.
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Small engines may not be as efficient as big power plants but they offer 
several advantages to compensate. One is that because the small engines are 
on-site, very little power is lost in transmission and the overall efficiency 
could well be better than big plants. Another is that because the small engines 
are on site the waste heat, which is usually about 30% of the total energy, can 
be used to heat a building or wash water, or for an industrial process.

Another consideration is that if there is a large market for them, we can expect 
to see the development of more-efficient stationary engines. Some diesels are 
already 50% efficient, (compared with less than 40% for a typical large steam 
plant), and that could be improved. The first steam engines were so inefficient 
that a steamship could not carry enough coal to power it across the Atlantic 
Ocean. The breakthrough was the development of the double expansion 
engine; in which steam that had been allowed to expand in one cylinder was 
then piped to another, larger, cylinder where it was allowed to expand further. 
The same idea works, in diesel or natural gas engines and Gottlieb Daimler 
patented his double expansion gas engine in 1879. Nearly a dozen others have 
been built since, but modern engine-builders are wedded to the idea of cheap 
fuel and they find it easier to sell smaller, faster and less-efficient engines.184 

With small power plants distributed everywhere we would have a more 
dependable system, with less need for a high-tension distribution network. 
The power utility might still maintain some big plants but, at most times, they 
could run on reduced power.

It would take a while to get such a network set up but we could start by asking 
buildings to start their emergency plants before, rather than after, an overload 
on the system causes a failure. It costs the buildings money to start their 
systems, of course, but if they could avoid a power failure that would force 
them to start their systems anyway, I would expect them to cooperate. If they 
could sell the electricity they produce for a profit, to their tenants or to the 
provincial grid, it would be no surprise if many buildings choose to install 
bigger and more-efficient power plants. If the price of power varies and big 
buildings know what it costs them to generate it, they could run their own 
generators any time they could sell power at a profit.

THE PRICE OF POWER

We all like cheap energy and on one level it would be political suicide for a 
government to promote higher prices but, on the other hand, a cheap energy 
policy may amount to suicide for the whole human race.
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Like it or not, coal is the most abundant fuel we have for now and we need to 
develop cleaner and more efficient ways to burn it. We also need to build 
clean-burning plants to run on garbage, used tires and other waste material.

We need to consider alternatives such as clathrates and the more conventional 
wind and solar power, and perhaps we should look at ‘pebble bed’ reactors.

We need to consider a distributed power system, in which large buildings 
would generate their own power and sell their surplus to the network.

But above all, we need to conserve. For tens of thousands of years there were 
few humans in the world and it didn’t matter much what we did, because we 
couldn’t change much on a global scale. We know that, in some areas, our 
ancestors set brush fires that burned over hundreds or thousands of acres to 
drive game. Some climate scientists now believe that ‘global warming’ began 
about 8,000 years ago, with the spread of agriculture.185

Now we number in the billions, and a single human may consume more of the 
world’s resources than an elephant. Some individuals consume more than a 
herd of elephants, and that is obviously not sustainable. I know that we can’t 
actually destroy the world but we can make it unable to support us, and that’s 
just what we are doing.

We have to stop somewhere and, if we are rational, we can do it before it’s too 
late. Conventional wisdom tells us that the more energy we consume the 
better we live, but reason tells us that if we can’t learn to conserve we may not 
live.

back to table of contents

THE MILITARY INDUSTRIAL COMPLEX

The Military Industrial Complex or MIC is one of the oldest institutions on 
the planet, one of the biggest and also one of the most dangerous.

Before a pre-historic bandit chieftain conquered and occupied a village he 
made friends with the craftsmen who produced his weapons and, when he 
became ruler of the village, he gave them special status. The relationship 
between bandits or armies and their suppliers has continued for thousands of 
years and, with the rise of states, has broadened.
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Most of us see the MICs of different countries as individual entities that 
sometimes cooperate as members of alliances like NATO, SEATO or the 
Warsaw Pact. That’s valid, as far as it goes, but it ignores other, more natural, 
alliances.

If an aircraft manufacturer in France or Germany develops a new fighter plane 
that’s bad news for the American MIC because it means France or Germany 
are less likely to buy fighter planes from the United States. If Russia; as a rival 
and perhaps enemy of the United States; develops a new fighter plane that’s 
good news for the American MIC because it means an American company 
must develop a new fighter plane, the American military must buy it and 
American taxpayers have to pay for it. With luck, French and German and 
other air forces may also buy it.

If the French army grows, there is less need for the American army to grow. If 
the Russian army grows, there is more need for the American army to grow.

The nations of France and the United States are allies and the United States 
and Russia are rivals, on one level, but on another level the MICs of France 
and the United states are rivals and the MICs of Russia and the United States 
are allies. In fact, since the second MIC in the world developed all MICs 
around the world have been allies. In the long run one army may conquer 
another but, if there is no war, each one gains from the growth of a potential 
enemy.

The power of the MIC is not all malignant. In days of yore armies ruled but 
they also supported technical progress because their constant need for better 
weapons has driven the development of industry and technology through the 
ages. The ancient Hittite empire grew partly because Hittite craftsmen 
developed war chariots and iron weapons. In more recent times, smiths had to 
produce thousands of iron swords, helmets and other equipment for each 
Roman legion.

Honore Blanc invented mass production to make muskets for Napoleon’s 
army and Eli Whitney tried to copy Blanc’s system to produce muskets for the 
American army. Navies developed modern ships and air forces drove the 
development of modern aircraft. Armies supported the railways that helped 
make the American Civil war and WWI so deadly; because they rushed big 
armies and virtually unlimited supplies of ammunition to battles that would in 
earlier wars have been fought by smaller forces; and the Interstate highway 
system that has played an important role in the development of the American 
economy began as a defense project. The first ‘spacecraft’ was the German V2 
rocket, built to bomb Britain during WWII.

The development of mass production and better weapons tipped the balance of 
power within the military-industrial complex. For thousands of years soldiers 
were more important than their weapons and even when advanced weapons; 
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such as a bronze sword rather than a stone axe; gave one man an advantage, 
the better soldier might still win almost any engagement.

But the winner of a modern war is the side with the most and/or the best 
weapons, not the best soldiers, so the modern military-industrial complex is 
controlled by the industrial component rather than the military. In years gone 
by an army general outranked anyone in business or trade but in the modern 
world a general may leave the military to work for a commercial company.

The arms industry now runs the MIC and rules much of the world. That’s 
lamentable, but not surprising when seen in context. The Franco-Prussian war 
was won by Krupp cannon; which had longer range than the French guns and 
which pounded French lines from positions the French guns could not reach; 
and the American Civil War was, in some ways, a contest of factories and 
railroads. Even before the U.S. entered World War I American factories 
supplied British, French and Russian armies and in World War II they became, 
almost literally, ‘the arsenal of democracy.’ The Korean War increased the 
wealth and prestige of the American arms industry and the combination of the 
Cold War, the Vietnam war and the space race gave the MIC virtually 
sovereign power.

The military side of the American MIC now includes the army, the navy, the 
air force, the marine corps, the coast guard and, whether we consider them 
military or not, dozens of assorted spy and security agencies, the armed forces 
of the Drug Enforcement Administration, the Alcohol Tobacco and Firearms 
agency, thousands of police forces and others. Some of these organizations are 
ostensibly civilian but, because they spend tens of billions of dollars for arms, 
uniforms, helicopters, armored cars and other military-type supplies and 
services every year, they must be considered part of the MIC. Some of the 
most sophisticated and expensive planes in the world; the U2 and the SR71 
Blackbird; were designed and built for the Central Intelligence Agency and in 
1968 the CIA commissioned construction of the $350 million Glomar 
Explorer ship, ostensibly to mine manganese nodules from the ocean floor but 
actually to recover a sunken Russian submarine that the United States had 
located but Russia had not. The ship was ostensibly built for a private 
company, but it had no civilian purpose.

The United States’ National Aviation and Space Administration is nominally a 
civilian entity but it serves the military, and the American military has talked 
publicly about plans to control space.186 I argue that one important cause of 
the First Gulf War was Iraq’s plan to build a huge cannon that would shoot 
satellites into orbit much cheaper and more efficiently than the rockets that 
NASA uses. The American public was told that the cannon was a weapon but 
because of its size, design and location; all of which were public information; 
it could not be aimed at any targets of potential military importance. It had 
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originally been designed for NASA, but it was sold to Iraq after NASA 
rejected it.

The cannon presented no military threat to anyone but, because it could 
launch satellites efficiently, it was a serious economic threat to the American 
MIC. I suggest that this was the reason NASA refused to build it.

Some supporters of NASA pretend that we will some day travel to and explore 
other planets and even star systems, and that we may some day colonize other 
planets. This is a convenient fiction because it justifies huge expenses for the 
public and huge profits for some members of the MIC, but it is not realistic 
because the Earth has not enough resources to explore much of space with the 
technology we have, and that technology is so profitable that the MIC will not 
support or even allow the development of more-efficient technology. Space 
travel beyond Earth orbit is a dead end, but that’s not a problem because the 
metasystem of the MIC lives on the process and does not care about the end 
result.

THE WAR ON TERROR

Since the end of the Cold War, MICs of the United States and its satellites 
have turned to the War on Terror as a profit center. The 9/11 attack that 
destroyed New York’s World Trade Center was a serious incident but the 
American response to it has done far more harm to the “American dream” and 
to the United States’ standing in the world than the attack itself.

The attack created worldwide sympathy for the United States, but the 
American reaction threatens to plunge the world into a new dark age.

But a dark age need not be dark for everyone. We know that the United States 
invaded Afghanistan and Iraq for the benefit of the Afghan, Iraqi and 
American people, but some people benefitted more than others. One 
beneficiary was the Carlyle Group of companies, which makes arms and 
which has included George W. Bush, his father George H. W. Bush and British 
Prime Ministers John Major and Tony Blair among its officers and the Bin 
Laden family as one of its early investors. In 2001, according to an article in 
The Guardian187 the Carlyle Group was worth about $3.5 billion. In 2010 the 
company’s website claimed a total value of $90 billion. The benefits of the 
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Bush wars to investors in the Carlyle Group are obvious, but the benefits to 
the Afghan, Iraqi and American people harder are not so easy to see.188

The multi-billion-dollar War on Terror has already abrogated freedoms that 
Americans used to think were guaranteed, created new and powerful police 
authorities within the United States, justified two wars of aggression that have, 
directly or indirectly, killed hundreds of thousands of civilians, driven the 
United States to violate the Geneva Convention that used to govern the 
conduct of wars, motivated a nuclear standoff with North Korea, brought the 
United States to the brink of a war with Iran and produced years of misery and 
uncounted deaths in the middle east. The effects on terror are hard to assess 
but common sense and the National Commission on Terrorist Attacks upon the 
United States (also known as the 911 Commission) suggest that, because it has 
provided new motivation for terrorists, the War on Terror will probably spur a 
significant long-term increase in terrorism.

It has also changed the nature of the United States. In 2002 the Bush 
administration adopted torture as an official US government policy and made 
regular use of ‘waterboarding’ techniques, even though an earlier US 
government had hung Japanese soldiers who used them on American prisoners 
during WWII. In 2014 it was revealed that in the War on Terror the American 
CIA had used tortures far more brutal than waterboarding.189 

In May of 2013 Edward Snowdon left his job with a consulting firm working 
for the American National Security Agency. After flying to Hong Kong he 
showed reporters evidence that the NSA was illegally tapping phone lines and 
intercepting cellphone calls and emails of American citizens and the leaders of 
friendly countries.190 The agency argued that it’s efforts were all directed to 
frustrating the plans of terrorists but it’s a bit of a stretch to describe the 
chancellor of Germany or American citizens, including some senior 
politicians, as ‘terrorists.’

The War on Terror has given the ‘land of the free’ many of the trappings of a 
police state, but this should be no surprise. The roots of the MIC date back to 
the capture and occupation of a peaceful village by marauding bandits and the 
relationship between soldiers and policeman and the civilians they are 
supposed to serve and protect has always been touchy. History includes many 
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examples of armies and police forces that decided to rule rather than serve the 
public, and it should surprise nobody if and when it happens again.

THE SPACE RACE

Early men may have thought the sun, stars and moon were gods, or perhaps 
spirits. The first astronomers may have been shamans or priests, who 
interpreted the messages of the stars in the fore-runner of today’s astrology. 
We don’t know when travelers began using Polaris; the pole star; as a guide 
but it was probably about 10,000 years ago, with the rise of agriculture, that 
priests developed calendars to predict the best times for planting and harvest. 
German archaeologist Klaus Goldmann, argues that the Goseck circle, 
discovered in 1991 in Saxony-Anhalt, Germany, is one of a series of solar 
observatories built in Austria, Germany, and the Czech Republic about 4,900 
BC.

All the ancient empires had some form of astronomy and even the semi-
civilized Britons of 2,000 BC built the world-famous monument that we call 
Stonehenge as an observatory and, perhaps, a calendar.

The oldest known Babylonian star catalogue dates from about 1200 BC and 
Babylonian astronomers recorded the passing of Halley’s comet in 164 BC. 
The first mathematics may have been developed to predict astrological events 
and many ancient buildings were aligned to astronomical features. Babylonian 
astronomers discovered a repeating 18-year cycle of lunar eclipses about 740 
BC.

Probably before 100 BC Greek astronomers developed the Antikythera, a 
complex clockwork mechanism that seems to be a mechanical computer to 
predict the positions of planets and stars at different times. Some time before 
that Ptolemy of Alexandria developed his Ptolemaic theory that placed Earth 
at the center of the universe and the sun, moon and stars on ‘crystal spheres’ 
that surrounded it. His view was less accurate than some that preceded it, but 
the Ptolemaic theory was adopted as conventional wisdom by the Greeks and 
Romans, and supported by the Roman Catholic church for nearly 1,700 years.

Aside from it’s use in marking the seasons early man had little real use for the 
study of astronomy but it must have been of great use to the priests, because it 
gave them prestige and, probably, material rewards. Even now, astrologers are 
paid for ‘calculations’ that most scientists see as hokum. In the last couple of 
hundred years we have learned quite a bit about the universe but the study has 
cost us hundreds of billions; perhaps trillions; of dollars, and we seldom stop 
to question why.

We spend billions to put telescopes in orbit to discover planets around other 
stars that we have no hope of ever visiting and no reason to care about. We 
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spend billions to send men to the moon and machines to Mars while people 
starve on Earth, and we may know more about the surface of Mars than we do 
about the bottom of our own oceans.

This is obviously out of balance, but most of us never wonder why. I suggest 
that we do it because the priests and shamans of ancient times claimed to 
interpret the will of the gods, and modern astronomers have inherited some of 
their prestige.

The ‘space race’ is easier to understand. Chinese armies used rockets more 
than a thousand years ago and by 1944 German V2 rockets actually reached 
the top of Earth’s atmosphere. Since then the global MIC has spent trillions of 
dollars on various Inter-Continental Ballistic Missiles. As a side effect of 
weapons development we have the positive benefits of satellite 
communications, mapping and weather prediction, but these account for a 
small part of the cost of ‘space exploration.’

In fact the military’s control of space exploration probably makes it more 
expensive and less useful. From about 1960 to his assassination in 1990 
Canadian Gerald Bull believed the practical way to launch satellites was with 
a huge cannon. He designed such a cannon for NASA and when the American 
space agency refused to buy it, he sold the idea to Saddam Hussein and began 
to build the gun in Iraq.

A relatively small test model was built and tested but the working model, 
named Big Babylon was never finished. It was to have a barrel 512 feet long 
with a bore of 3.3, weighing 1,655 tons and the whole gun was to weigh 
nearly 2,300 tons.

Western propaganda painted the project as a weapon to attack Israel but that 
was obviously not the case, because the cannon was built on and supported by 
the side of a mountain and it could traverse an arc of only a few degrees; not 
enough to allow it to point at Israel or any other significant military targets. 
Western intelligence agencies knew this because a model of the gun was on 
public display at least a year before construction began. I recall one news 
story that explained that while the gun could not actually point at Israel, a 
shell from it could land in Israel after three orbits around the world.

When Bull was assassinated (in Brussels, Mar 22/1990) western propaganda 
blamed the ‘hit’ on Israel but, personally, I think that was misdirection. The 
gun was no military threat to Israel or anybody else, but it was a serious threat 
to the prosperity of the private companies that made American rockets, and to 
American dominance of space, because it could have launched satellites at a 
tiny fraction of the cost of rockets. The unfinished gun was one of the first 
targets destroyed in the First Gulf War, and I suspect it was one of the reasons 
the war was fought.
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I’ve heard that NASA is now thinking about building its own guns to launch 
satellites, and that the American model will be powered by natural gas rather 
than gunpowder. That would be a big improvement over rockets, but still not 
very practical. It’s also not likely, because the companies that make NASA’s 
rockets have enough political clout to to prevent it.

We could argue that the most sensible launch-system would be a maglev rail 
line up the side of either Mount Kilimanjaro in Kenya or one of several 
mountains in Ecuador. Like a shot from Bull’s canon a space shot by maglev 
would still need a rocket to reach orbit but, rather than firing the rocket at a 
dead stop near sea level, a launch from a mountain-side maglev would put it 
more than 15,000 feet above sea level and traveling several hundred miles an 
hour before it fired.

Like the cannon, the maglev would replace the huge and expensive first stage 
of a conventional rocket and, because the tons of fuel and weight of the first 
stage would not have to be lifted off the Earth, either one would require much 
less fuel to launch the same load. With fuel, the first stage of the Saturn V 
rocket weighs 2,300 tonnes.191

A maglev would require a lot of electricity but the power plants that drive it 
could also serve civilian needs and, with huge supercapacitors to store several 
days’ production of electricity for release in a few minutes, it might not 
require an unusually large power plant.

The advantage of Mount Kilimanjaro and Ecuador is that both are close to the 
equator, and the preferred orbital path. The advantage of maglev over the 
cannon is that human passengers could survive the acceleration.

The advantages of Cape Canaveral are that it is under American control and 
that it is very profitable for the companies that build and launch the rockets. 
The use of rockets as launch vehicles has the advantage that they were 
developed to carry weapons, and can still be used to deliver weapons. One 
possible disadvantage of Cape Canaveral is that if we get the kind of sea-level 
rise some scientists predict, it will be flooded.

Science fiction writers postulate ‘wormholes’ and other gee-whiz long range 
space-travel options and I concede that they could exist; but we will never find 
them as long as the MIC pours the planet’s resources into a program that 
produces private profits rather than useful results.

The maglev launcher that I propose might or might not be practical; I’m not 
an engineer and if I were it would probably take a couple of years’ work to 
answer that question; but a rational government would certainly look at it. 
Bull’s cannon is the result of 30 years’ work by a brilliant engineer, and there 
is no rational reason to doubt that it would work.
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And we should stop spending billions to search for planets orbiting other stars. 
I don’t insist that it will always be impossible to go there, but it should be 
obvious that if we keep wasting our resources on super space telescopes, 
hopelessly impractical rockets and showboating efforts to explore the moon 
and Mars, we will never be able to develop practical space; let alone 
interstellar; flight.

back to table of contents

RATIONAL NATIONAL DEFENSE

Many of our traditional social institutions are obsolete and I suggest that our 
concept of ‘defense’ needs some rethinking. Even though the United States in 
particular has earned a lot of enmity in recent years we are in no danger of 
armed physical invasion because we have big oceans on each side of us and 
land masses too big to be occupied by any foreign army.

In fact it’s more than 200 years since any outside power has tried to invade 
North America. Japan bombed Pearl Harbor in 1941, but that was to prevent 
the American fleet from interfering with Japan’s conquest of Asia and there 
was no serious plan to invade the mainland.

But we are threatened by major natural disasters and subject to dozens of 
minor disasters every year. I argue that a rational defense policy would 
prepare for them.

DISASTERS

We like to think our governments could offer help after a natural disaster but 
that illusion was shattered in 2005 when Hurricane Katrina flooded New 
Orleans. More than 1,800 people were killed and the U.S. Federal Emergency 
Management Agency proved to be woefully incompetent. Canadians got a 
shock in the summer of 2012 when part of the roof of a shopping mall in 
Elliot Lake, Ontario, collapsed and some people were trapped. Local firemen 
who searched the wreckage heard tapping that they interpreted as signals from 
survivors but the provincial rescue team sent to the site decided that it was 
‘too dangerous’ to search for them. Four days later, after heavy equipment 
came from Toronto to pull the wreckage apart, the bodies of two victims were 
recovered. If they had survived the collapse in perfect health, they would 
probably have died of thirst before the ‘rescue’ team found them.

Katrina was a regional disaster for New Orleans and the Gulf Coast and the 
mall collapse was local, but we could face disaster on a continental or even 
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global scale. The world has been and will again be bombarded by meteorites 
that pack more destructive power than nuclear weapons.

Meteor strikes are not as rare as we once thought. Most scientists believe that 
the dinosaurs were killed by a meteor that struck near Mexico’s Yucatan 
peninsula about 65 million years ago, and we know there have been strikes in 
historic times. About 150 meteor craters have been identified, and earth 
scientists estimate that is about 10% of the total. Astronomers believe that at 
least 300,000; and perhaps as many as 100 million; asteroids large enough to 
do serious damage cross orbits with Earth, and might hit us some day.

More than a million years ago a meteorite blasted a crater 3.3 km in diameter 
and 368 meters deep in the rock of Nunavut’s Ungava peninsula. About 
50,000 years ago a smaller one created the famous Meteor Crater in Arizona. 
If any humans were living in the southwestern U.S.A when it hit, they died 
within the next few weeks.

Australia sustained a major strike that left nine separate craters about 3,500 
years ago. We have no history of the effects, but they must have been 
calamitous.

In 536AD a global veil of dust blocked sunlight, causing cool temperatures, 
crop failures and the collapse of empires around the world. The cause may 
have been a volcano, but some suspect a meteorite impact.192 The dust cloud 
that caused the “year without summer” in 1816 has been blamed on the 1815 
eruption of Mount Tambora, in Indonesia.193

On June 30 of 1908 something; probably a chunk of ice from a comet; 
exploded above the Tunguska area of Siberia, with 1,000 times the power of 
the bomb that destroyed Hiroshima. There was no count of human deaths but 
about 1,000 square miles of forest was flattened. Another big one hit Siberia in 
1947.

On Aug 13 of 1930 a meteor struck somewhere in the Amazon basin, with an 
impact that was felt for hundreds of miles. A near miss grazed the atmosphere 
over the Western United States in 1972 and air blasts comparable to the 
explosion of nuclear weapons occurred over Colorado Springs, Colorado and 
Micronesia in 1995.194
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In February of 2013 a meteorite about 20 meters in diameter exploded about 
18 miles above the Russian city of Chelyabinsk, injuring 1,500 people enough 
to require medical treatment and damaging about 7,200 buildings in six cities. 
The blast was more than 20 times as powerful as the atomic bomb detonated 
at Hiroshima.

So far nothing bigger has hit within the bounds of civilization but the danger 
is very real. Oceans cover most of the Earth, and a big strike in an ocean 
would trigger tsunamis that might wipe out coastal areas.

A strike in the Pacific might wipe out Los Angeles, San Francisco, Seattle, 
Vancouver, Tokyo, Hong Kong and dozens of other cities. A strike in the 
Atlantic might wipe out the Atlantic coast of the United States and major 
cities in Europe.

This is a threat more real than the possibility of invasion by Grenada or Cuba, 
but it is only one of a half-dozen or more real threats to North America and the 
world that our governments are not prepared for.

Caldera volcanoes; flat volcanoes, which are much more dangerous than the 
‘small’ volcanoes that form conical mountains; could wipe out half of 
humanity. Genetic evidence suggests that in the whole world, only 5,000 or 
10,000 people survived the eruption of the volcano Toba, in Sumatra, about 
74,000 years ago.195

One of the biggest caldera volcanoes known is Yellowstone Park in the United 
States. Virtually the whole park is the mouth of the volcano and when it 
blows, about once every 600,000 years, it produces about 8,000 times as much 
ash as Mount St. Helens. It last blew about 600,000 years ago and geologists 
say that some sections of the park are now moving. The next time it blows, it 
will wipe out most life over about half of North America.

The U.S. Geological Survey is also keeping an eye on the Caldera volcano of 
Long Valley, east of San Francisco, which has had a couple of minor eruptions 
in the past thousand years. Its last major eruption, about 760,000 years ago, 
was thousands of times more powerful than Mount St. Helens and would 
probably have wiped out all life in several southwestern states.

In Europe, geologists now know that the Bay of Naples is actually the mouth 
of a volcano, and that Vesuvius, the volcano that destroyed the Roman city of 
Pompeii, is just a pimple on the side of the caldera.

The discovery of caldera volcanoes and the threat of Yellowstone Park were 
the subject of a documentary film, Supervolcanos shown several times on The 
Discovery Channel in February of 2001. Most of the geologists who appeared 
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on the show were professors from the University of Utah. According to the 
U.S. Geological Survey’s volcano hazards website Mount St. Helens produced 
about 0.25 cubic kilometers of ash, but the last eruption of Long Valley 
produced about 600 and the last eruption of Yellowstone produced about 2,000 
cubic kilometers of ash.

In the past 200 years, more than 250,000 people have been killed by relatively 
small eruptions. In 1815 the Tambora volcano in Indonesia killed about 
10,000 people and another 82,000 died in the famine and disease that 
followed. In 1883 a minor eruption of Krakatoa wiped out animal and 
vegetable life in the Krakatoa island group and created tsunamis that killed 
36,000 people in Java and Sumatra, and that reached Hawaii and South 
America. In 1902 the eruption of Mt. Pelee in Martinique killed about 29,000 
people in the port of St. Pierre. These small eruptions were not major events 
on a world scale but, in the modern world, comparable eruptions could wipe 
out the crops that feed millions of people.

Scientists around the world are keeping an eye on the Cumbre Vieja volcano 
on La Palma, in the Canary Islands. Its last eruption in 1949 was nothing 
special but the next time it goes; which could be tomorrow or any time within 
the next 1,000 years; it will probably split the mountain and drop an enormous 
slab of rock into 4,000 feet of water.

That will produce a wave that will be about 300 feet high when it hits the 
West African coast, 33 feet high when it hits Lisbon and about 40 feet high 
when it hits the south of England. There it will roll up the Thames estuary and 
destroy most of London.

On this side of the Atlantic the wave will be about 40 feet high as it 
approaches the coast but it will pile up in shallow water or constricted areas 
and the tsunami that eventually hits a city may be 50 or 100 feet high. It will 
travel about 20 miles up major rivers and will cause major destruction in 
every city on the east coast.196

In the Pacific we know that from time to time huge chunks of Hawaii have 
fallen into the sea and caused tsunamis that devastated much of the Pacific 
Rim. USGS research geophysicist Peter Cervelli estimates such events occur 
about once every 100,000 years and, he says, other scientists suggest that 
comparable events may occur somewhere in the world every 10,000 years. 
The tsunamis produced by a typical Hawaiian Island landslide may be 300 
meters high; or about 30 times as large as the Indian Ocean tsunami of 
2004.197
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And some could be even bigger. Many geologists predict that some day “the 
big one” earthquake will slide much of coastal California into the sea. If that 
happens everybody in the Los Angeles area will die, and the cost and loss of 
life will be higher in Asia than in California. If a medium-sized asteroid were 
to land in the sea it would cause a tsunami that would wash right around the 
Earth, and that might take a week or more to subside.

Scientists working for the Geological Survey of Canada say there is a 12% 
chance of a major earthquake in the Vancouver area within the next 50 years. 
When it comes it will either be bad or; if the sandy soil of the Fraser River 
delta liquefies; very bad. The Canadian military will probably not be able to 
help because the nearest army base is at Edmonton, and road and rail 
connections will probably be broken. In anticipation, the city of Vancouver 
has relief supplies spotted in containers around the city.198

Our sun warms the Earth and sustains life, but but sometimes it erupts with a 
coronal mass ejection; commonly called a flare; that could wipe out much of 
our modern technology. In 1859 the solar flare that astronomers call the 
Carrington event produced aurorae — like the ‘northern lights‘ — around the 
world. In some areas they were so bright that people could read a newspaper 
by them.

We didn’t use much electric technology in those days but telegraph systems 
all over Europe and North America failed, some telegraph operators got 
electric shocks and telegraph wires threw sparks.199

Because solar flares are directional and the Earth is in orbit around the sun, 
most of them miss us. We missed a big one by two weeks in July of 2012.

“If it had hit, we would still be picking up the pieces,” says Daniel Baker of 
the University of Colorado.

A powerful solar flare would probably wipe out all our communication 
networks, our satellites and even our electrical power. With the power loss we 
would also lose our water systems, because they depend on electric pumps.

We’ve had blackouts before, but not on a global scale, and not because all the 
equipment was, to use a slang term, ‘fried.’ Most previous blackouts could be 
fixed by re-setting a few circuit breakers but after a solar flare comparable to 
the Carrington event we might have to rebuild the whole system, and we 
would lose most of the conveniences of modern life for years.
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We were lucky in July of 2012, but physicist Pete Riley, has calculated the 
odds of a solar storm strong enough to disrupt our lives in the next 10 years is 
12 percent.200

There is no question about whether a global disaster will strike or not, the 
question is when. The chance that any one of them will occur in our time is 
slight but the odds are cumulative and if we add up all the possibilities we get 
odds that, with tens of millions of lives at stake, are not acceptable.

We can’t do much to protect ourselves from climate change or a big meteorite 
or a giant volcano but, whatever happens, we stand a better chance of survival 
if all the goods we need are produced all over the world. That way we can 
assume that any disaster will do us some damage, but it would take one of 
global proportions to wipe humanity out.

back to table of contents

ROUTINE PROBLEMS

Major disasters may not happen in our lifetime but some lesser disasters occur 
every year. Forest fires have always been a problem for both Canada and the 
United States and they seem to be getting worse, here and around the world. 
In the past ten years we have seen world-scale wildfires in Asia, Australia, 
Europe and the Americas.

But we don’t have any specialized equipment for fighting them. Conventional 
fire trucks are not much use in most forest areas but I can visualize a machine 
that would be useful in some areas.

Imagine a bulldozer built into a hollow steel barge. If the barge was empty the 
combination would float and it could be driven by a powerful jet-pump. 
Ashore, the same pump could fill the barge with water and, as a bulldozer, this 
machine could drive to a fire scene where the pump could power a high-
pressure hose. Powered by the main engine the machine’s monitor could – like 
the monitors on fireboats and those used in ‘hydraulic’ mining operations— 
have a range of several hundred yards. Essentially, this would be an 
amphibious fire-boat.

It would not be a very good bulldozer but while bulldozers fighting wildfires 
are used to push burning trees and scape topsoil, they don’t often have to cope 
with hard sub-soil.

This machine would have to travel to the general area of a fire on a truck but, 
off-road, it could break through bush to reach a fire. On land it could carry 
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thousands of gallons of water over rough terrain and if a lake or a river gets in 
the way, it could dump the water and become a fireboat.

If it carried a stock of hose it could pump large quantities of water to a fire 
well out of range of a lake or river. Ideally, two machines would work 
together; one floating on or parked beside a water source, pumping water to 
one fighting the fire.

Many fire-fighting crews use helicopters or water-bombers, but most water 
bombers are helicopters or converted WWII bombers and both have serious 
drawbacks. Converted warplanes take ten or twenty minutes to land and pick 
up a load of water and they need an airport with a water supply to reload.

Helicopters are much more expensive to buy and operate than comparable 
fixed-wing airplanes and they have to stop and hover to pick up a load of 
water. They are slower than fixed-wing planes, require more maintenance and 
don’t have as much range.

One Canadian company makes a specialized fire-fighting water bomber. 
Skimming the surface of a lake or river a Bombardier CL415 water bomber 
can pick up more than 6,000 liters of water in 12 seconds, mix it with foaming 
agent and drop it on a fire a few minutes later. If the lake is five miles from the 
fire a single CL415 can make a drop every five and a half minutes, and can 
maintain the pace for two to three hours.

In fact CL415 water bombers are in a class of their own and they are in use 
around the world, but no single organization has enough of them to fight a 
major fire. Every year wildfires destroy hundreds of millions of dollars worth 
of American and Canadian forests and homes, and occasionally parts of cities. 
Individual states and provinces can’t afford big fleets of water bombers, but; 
with the individual planes costing a fraction of the price of a jet fighter or 
bomber; a fleet of them would be a small item on a national defense budget.

Southern California suffers a serious fire about once every ten years. The 
Laguna fire disaster of 1970 covered 175,000 acres, destroyed 382 homes, 
wiped out the communities of Harbison Canyon and Crest and killed eight 
people. The Cedar Fire of 2003 destroyed hundreds of thousands of acres and 
killed 14 people. In 2014 a series or wildfires devastated the area around San 
Diego.

A big fleet of water bombers could have saved billions of dollars worth of 
forests and homes in the United States and planes could be sent overseas, on 
request, to help other nations. On Feb 7 of 2009 - Sixty-five people were 
killed by bush fires in the Australian state of Victoria, approaching the 1939 
“Black Friday” record in which bush fires killed 71 people and wiped out 
several towns over about 20,000 square kilometers of land.
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In the summer of 2007 wildfires in Greece killed 84 people and burned 
670,000 acres of forest and farmland. At one point, flames reached the 
outskirts of Athens.

Fighting wildfires around the world sounds like an airy-fairy do-good idea and 
on one level it is, but it’s also good business. We spend billions on jet fighters 
that serve no real function in the modern world except to maintain our 
national image, and water bombers would give us a better image at less cost. 
They could not stop an armed attack, but there is no credible threat of an 
airborne attack on North America.

But fires are not the only threat to our security. In years gone by we used to 
average about one disastrous flood a year in North America and a few more 
around the world but, with the change in climate, the numbers are rising. In 
the few weeks before this was written, in September of 2014, we have had 
news reports of ‘instant’ floods caused by record-breaking torrential rains in 
several North American cities, in England, India and elsewhere. Again, this is 
an area in which people around the world need to be defended.

Canadian Armed Forces and the U.S. National Guard help when we have 
floods, but neither is trained or equipped for the job. To cope with floods we 
need a specialized force equipped with shallow draft jet boats, powerful 
pumps, amphibious vehicles and other specialized equipment. Much of this 
equipment could be stored on railway trains that could get to any part of the 
country, and an airborne corps could offer trained men and/or specialized 
equipment to other countries, on request.

A specialized flood-control organization could also develop new equipment. 
While writing this I dreamed up the idea that I call the ‘water-bag levee.’

Suppose a flood-control team had a supply of huge waterproof bags, each one 
maybe six feet in diameter and 100 or more feet long. Lay a bag in place, 
pump it full of water and, presto, instant levee. Water bags could also be piled 
up to make a higher levee, or added to existing levees. They would need 
internal braces to hold their shape, but that’s a minor design problem.

Because floods are an occasional problem the men of a flood control force 
would be idle most of the time, but we have more floods than wars. When 
there is no flood, the men of an emergency response corps could fill other 
needs.

We also need specialized construction crews. In the modern world we depend 
on central power for light, heat, cooking and water supply, but a serious ice 
storm, tornado or solar flare can disable a power grid. Suppose we had a 
couple of battalions of linemen equipped with military-type vehicles that 
could operate off-road or in deep snow. They could be a valuable contribution 
to rebuilding in any area that has been struck by an earthquake, tsunami or 
other disaster.
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Oil spills are a threat to the world, and very expensive to boot. Retired 
University of Toronto professor Richard Hummel – a world expert on the 
behavior of fluids – has demonstrated a technique that would allow small 
boats towing underwater vanes to collect floating oil into a deep pool in the 
water and to ‘herd’ the pool to a convenient location where it could be 
recovered. The small boats could be controlled by a computer and, because 
they would not have to carry human crews, could be small enough to be 
carried in a big plane.

Years ago, after a oil tanker sank off Canada’s east coast, I dreamed up a 
system that might have controlled the BP Deepwater Horizon oil spill in the 
Gulf of Mexico. The equipment for this would be relatively cheap, and it 
could be kept on hand and flown to the site of a spill or perhaps delivered by a 
high speed ship like the Russian ekranoplan ground-effect craft that 
Americans call the Caspian Sea monster.201

While the specialized equipment is en-route, conventional ships would drop 
four or more anchors in a pattern around the source of the spill. The 
specialized equipment would consist of a huge tarpaulin – perhaps several of 
them laced together – that would be winched down to float over the source of 
the spill. It could not be winched down flat, of course, but it could easily be 
winched down edge-on and flattened, slowly, in place.

A large fabric tube – probably six feet or more in diameter and with enough 
sections laced together to reach the surface – would be laced to a hole in the 
middle of the tarp. As it fills with oil the tube would float to the surface and it 
could discharge into a floating fabric ‘corral’ that could be as large in diameter 
and as deep as required. Components of the system could be laced together or 
connected by heavy-duty zippers and, if well designed, the corral could be 
enlarged while in use without spilling any oil.

Oil from the spill would float up the tubes to gather in the corral and be held 
until tankers or barges could pump it up and take it to a refinery.

Snow is a problem in Canada and some parts of the United States and 
emergency response forces could also maintain trains carrying crews, plows 
and trucks that could help local crews after a major storm. Every year at least 
one city has problems and, because we usually have a day or so warning of a 
major storm, we could have the equipment waiting for it. The train could have 
living quarters for crews, and it could travel with a storm.

National disaster response corps would be expensive, but they would be 
cheaper and much more useful than a conventional military and they would be 
very good for foreign relations.
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Some Americans think the United States should be policeman to the world. 
That might be a useful function but no matter how well a policeman does his 
job many people will resent and dislike him. Firemen are popular with 
everybody and, given a choice I would rather be a fireman than a policeman; 
but I would want to be a good fireman.

The only credible human threat to either Canada or the United States is 
terrorism and while jet fighters and bombers might motivate a terror attack, 
there is no way they could counter one. An effective firefighting and rescue 
service that worked around the world might reduce terrorists’ motivations and, 
if they do strike in North America, minimize the damage.
There is no question about whether disasters will strike or not; the questions 
are when and where. We spend hundreds of billions of dollars to prepare for a 
war that may never come; surely we can afford to spend a few billion to 
prepare for disasters that plague us every year.

Ideally we need a much bigger and better-equipped disaster response team like 
the one maintained by Fairfax County, Virginia, which helps dig people out 
after earthquakes and other disasters around the world. That one team 
probably makes more friends for the United States than all the billions of 
dollars the State Department spends to install and support foreign dictators. 
Federal governments could maintain a much bigger force that could also work 
around the world.

A trained and equipped disaster response team could be far more useful than 
anything we can offer now. In most cases our first response to a disaster is to 
send ‘experts’ to ‘assess’ the situation but, in most cases, these people are just 
tourists. When they arrive in a disaster area, where food, water, transportation 
and places to sleep are at a premium they expect and usually receive the best 
of everything and, because they don’t know their way around and they don’t 
speak the language, some local official has to leave his real work to act as 
their guide and interpreter.

Except for well-trained and equipped firemen and/or rescue workers who can 
be on the scene within a few hours, people who have suffered a disaster don’t 
need people. They have lots of people, and any we send just add to the 
crowds.

When former president Bill Clinton flew to Haiti to see the damage caused by 
the 2010 earthquake, U.S. troops that had taken over the Port-au-Prince airport 
turned relief planes away to keep the runway clear for his landing.

In fact, we don’t need to send anyone to find out what survivors of a disaster 
need. As a human being myself, I already know what people need 
immediately after a disaster.

I need to drink water every day, and I assume that other people do too. If a 
disaster pollutes or destroys water supplies people will drink whatever is 
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available, but if the available water is polluted it may spread disease or worse. 
The immediate need; the day of the disaster, not a week or so later; is drinking 
water in single-serving cans, plastic bottles or drink boxes.

We need supplies of bottled drinking water to send immediately. Once the 
immediate need is met we could pay a brewery or soda-pop bottler near the 
affected area to bottle more water. Where water treatment is practical, we 
might send small reverse-osmosis filters that people could set up and use 
themselves.

People also need food and, to people living in wreckage with no water or 
cooking facilities, a bag of wheat or even flour is not food. After the Indian 
Ocean tsunami American navy ships delivered military MREs — meals-
ready-to-eat — which are useful but not ideal, and too expensive to store in 
the quantities that might be required. Better would be a single-serving food 
bar that would be cheap, portable, simple to use and would provide a balanced 
diet. These bars should last indefinitely in storage and we could and should 
make and store them by the millions.

People also need to sleep, and sleeping bags of aluminized bubble-pack plastic 
would cost only a few cents each. They would be warm enough for most 
conditions, and the bubble pack would provide a sleeping pad. Rolls of sheet 
plastic, or of large diameter plastic tubing, could be used to make tents or 
temporary patches for damaged buildings.

And we all need latrines. We don’t normally supply these to disaster survivors 
but where crowds of people lack them, disease can spread quickly. A ‘first-
response’ disaster kit should include air-portable latrines that could be used for 
a week or so after a disaster and disposed of when they are no longer needed. 
They could be made of corrugated cardboard, with plastic bladders, and they 
need not be expensive. Mass-produced and cheap, they could also be used for 
special events.

When New Orleans was flooded by Hurricane Katrina thousands of people 
were trapped on roofs and about 20,000 at the infamous Louisiana 
Superdome, which had been designated as a ‘shelter of last resort.’ Helicopters 
could not evacuate them but could have delivered food, water, latrines and 
sleeping bags and pads.

Because volcanic dust can be deadly, disaster-response supplies might also 
include hundreds of thousands of paper face-masks. Because some deadly 
germs are spread through the air, these masks might be fine enough to provide 
some protection against germs. Such masks are already in common use in 
some Asian cities. For disaster relief we might also stock a few thousand 
emergency medical kits. Most of these would include only bandages and 
antiseptics and perhaps pain killers but more complete kits, for distribution to 
doctors and paramedics, could include more sophisticated supplies and 
equipment.
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The simple kits would be relatively cheap and they could be supplied to 
anyone who can use them. Even in the smallest village someone will have 
some skill in healing, but villages don’t stock much of the sort of supplies that 
are needed after a disaster.

All these supplies are cheap and we could keep them on pallets, ready to load 
into the first available commercial airliner heading for an affected area. 
Shipments of emergency supplies should preempt all other freight, including 
the equipment of TV news crews, on flights to disaster areas.

We could not keep enough supplies on hand to cover the needs generated by 
disaster on the scale of the Indian Ocean tsunami of 26/12/04, of course, but 
we could and should push for development of a worldwide disaster-relief 
network that would stock relief supplies around the world. When this is 
established disaster supplies would be available everywhere, and a global 
network could have more than enough for virtually any disaster that humanity 
can survive.

A global disaster relief network might also standardize rescue equipment and 
training. This does not mean that all countries must use the same equipment, 
but it does mean that we could consider international standards that would 
make the equipment of all countries compatible.

A global network could also provide a central office to coordinate operations. 
Some much-needed aid for victims of the Indian Ocean tsunami was delayed 
because airports were jammed with planes, many of them carrying supplies 
that were not needed at that location.

A global network could also make arrangements with brewers and soda-pop 
bottlers around the world to produce drinking water as required for an 
emergency. These companies have high-volume water filtration plants and, 
especially if plans were made beforehand, they could quickly and easily 
convert to produce clean canned or bottled water.

Food, water, sleeping bags, latrines and first-aid kits are all cheap but they are 
necessary and, if we are prepared, they could be delivered quickly. The large-
scale aid programs that governments seem to like, on the other hand, cost a lot 
of money but don’t seem to help much.

We could also use a stock of ‘instant houses’ that could be delivered and 
erected en masse. One Canadian company makes houses of cardboard; which 
sounds like a temporary solution until you learn that they are guaranteed for 
30 years — which is the normal lifetime of a modern house. Cardboard houses 
for emergency relief would be much cheaper, designed and manufactured to 
last five or ten years, but they would be more private and ‘homelike’ than 
tents. They could be manufactured in various sizes, or in modules that could 
be connected to form anything from a one-room hut to a large house, and the 
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line could also include larger units that could be used as offices, workshops or 
aid stations.202

It would be nice to think that the world will learn a lesson from past disasters 
and will be prepared for the future, but that does not seem likely.

We don’t want to eliminate all our military capability, of course, but we need 
to reconsider our priorities. It’s been more than half a century since Pearl 
Harbor and we seldom see more than one serious meteorite strike in a century, 
but we face other natural disasters every year. A rational defense policy would 
consider these facts.

It might also help us gain control of the MIC. It’s much too big, too old and 
too powerful to be shut down but it might be diverted. If we can give the 
industrial side new and profitable equipment to produce and the military side a 
challenging task, we might be able to divert it.

back to table of contents

TWISTING THE TRUTH

Most North Americans refuse to believe that we are exposed to propaganda 
because they think it’s used only by totalitarian regimes. It’s true that most of 
the dictators of the past used propaganda but, by modern North American 
standards, they didn’t have the hardware to do much with it.

In Hitler’s day the average German probably read more newspapers than a 
modern North American but while there were some Nazi newspapers, for most 
of the decade there were also independent publications. The Nazis subsidized 
home radios but the average was still less than one per household, and perhaps 
one home in several thousand had a TV set. Many households had record 
players but most records of that era were of classical or dance music and they 
were played for the music, not as background. The Nazis used loudspeaker 
trucks, but these were effective only in densely-populated areas.

The average North American watches TV and listens to a radio or record 
player for several hours every day. On the streets and in buses and subways, 
we are continually assaulted by advertising.

And most of this material either is or contains propaganda. We know that we 
are exposed to a lot of advertising and most of us are aware of the public 
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relations industry, but very few of us appreciate how much they control our 
lives. One of the first to understand this was Edward Bernays, the man who 
coined the term “public relations.” In his book Propaganda he wrote ....

“Those who manipulate this unseen mechanism of society constitute an 
invisible government which is the true ruling power of our country.

“We are governed, our minds molded, our tastes formed, our ideas suggested 
largely by men we never heard of.

“This is a logical result of the way in which our democratic society is 
organized. We are dominated by the relatively small number of persons who 
understand the mental processes and social patterns of the masses.” 203

Bernays wrote those words in 1928. Modern propagandists don’t tell us what 
they can do, but we must assume they have better techniques at their 
command than Bernays could have imagined. They certainly have more 
hardware, including television, the internet, video games and so-forth. Most of 
us think of these devices and programs as entertainment, and the 
propagandists are quite happy to let us think that.

They are, but they are also; or can be; much more.

Bernays knew that newspapers and other media depend on advertisers and, 
because of that, people who control big advertising budgets can control the 
media. He also realized that while advertisers may compete on one level, it is 
very much in their interest to cooperate on another.

It does me no good to prove that the car I am trying to sell is better than my 
competitor’s unless you are convinced that you need a new car so, before I tell 
you about the virtues of my brand, I have to convince you that you need a new 
car. So does my competitor and the message that you need a car is a secondary 
part of each ad, but it’s always there and the effect is cumulative.

Because the same message appears in every ad, it’s very powerful. With a 
dozen or more competing car manufacturers making conflicting claims I may 
not be able to convince you that the car I advertise is the best but, between us 
all, we can probably convince you that your present transportation is not 
adequate.

Meanwhile the people who sell appliances tell you that your refrigerator is 
inadequate, your TV set is obsolete and so-forth. The claims for different 
products may conflict but they all agree that whatever you have now is not 
enough and that you will not be happy until you get more, and more 
expensive, material goods. Because the media is controlled by advertisers, this 
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same message also pervades the supposedly non-advertising component of the 
media.

Apologists tell us that because many different products are advertised the ads 
negate each other. It is true that the brand names balance out but the ads 
themselves reinforce each other to convince us that we need the kind of 
product that is advertised.

And where it suits their purpose, advertisers deliberately attack our customs 
and beliefs. In the 1920s and 30s, according to Prof. Stuart Ewen of the City 
University of New York, the American advertising industry launched what 
amounted to a deliberate assault on the family, with ads that questioned 
parental wisdom and encouraged children to challenge parental authority. In 
Captains of Consciousness Ewen cites examples of deliberately destructive 
ads from the 1920s and 30s, and quotes advertising agency executives’ 
explanations of the ‘need’ to undercut parental authority in order to replace the 
older generation’s ethic of saving with the ‘new’ ethic of consumption.204

In the 1960s this developed into a ‘youth culture’ that, the media told us, was 
driven by the new ideas of youth. In fact it was driven by the old ideas of the 
advertising industry, delivered through youth to older generations.

As we grow up we learn from our peers and authority figures, but the peers 
and authority figures of millions of North Americans are the characters of TV 
soap operas and sitcoms. Millions more identify with or take their cues from 
pop singers or from fictional characters in books.

And most of the models of modern youth are deliberately abnormal and/or 
extreme. They have to be, to stand out in a competitive marketplace.

For the past thirty years or so most advertising has supported the women’s 
movement. This is partly because advertisers believe that women are more 
easily led than men but, whether deliberately so or not, it is also an extension 
of the industry’s campaign against the family.

We might see paradigm-challenging ads as an attempt to destroy society but, 
from the advertisers’ point of view, it’s just good business. In the 1920s and 
30s many adults resisted the consumer ethic, but children could be converted 
and be persuaded to nag their parents. In the modern world the women’s 
movement is very good for business, and it makes sense for advertising to 
support it.

The benefits of the women’s movement to women may be open to question, 
but there is no question about it’s value to business. Women who work at paid 
jobs are more likely to buy clothes than to make them, and to buy prepared 
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food and restaurant meals rather than cook their own. Working women need 
more clothes, cars and services than women who stay home, thus creating 
more consumption for commercial business to profit from and more taxes for 
governments. For economists who believe in numbers, these are obviously 
benefits.

Part of the advertisers’ support for the women’s’ movement takes the form of 
hidden messages. Most of us don’t see them because advertisers use a 
bewildering variety of techniques, including many that are not known to or 
believed by the general public. Even if the advertiser does not consciously 
support the women’s movement these hidden messages are included in ads, 
because all advertisers need to be seen as friendly to women.

When Vance Packard recognized subliminal images in magazine 
advertisements he wrote a book about them. Hidden Persuaders was a best 
seller, but it didn’t change anything.205 In 1971 English psychologist N.F. 
Dixon wrote that more papers have been published on subliminal perception 
than on any other subject in psychology, but most textbooks either ignore or 
minimize it.206

Many people don’t believe that subliminal advertising techniques work or that 
they are used. Writing in the early 1970s, Professor Wilson Bryan Key said a 
survey found that 60% of Americans believed that subliminal advertising 
techniques exist only in science fiction and that 90% believe that they are 
illegal.207

Any doubts that subliminal advertising exists and is used were laid to rest in 
the summer of 2000, when news programs around the world revealed and 
televised the subliminal content of one of then-presidential-candidate George 
W. Bush’s TV commercials. When the commercial was slowed down the word 
“rats” was seen to drift across an image of Bush’s opponent, Al Gore. Bush 
said he did not know about the subliminal message and some people may have 
believed him, but there is no question that it was there.208 

Until that subliminal was discovered Bush led the polls by a wide margin but 
afterward he lost so much popular support that when he was declared winner 
of the election, many people questioned the win. I can’t help wondering 
whether Bush slipped in the polls because he was caught using subliminals or 
because he stopped using them.
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In this case the subliminal content was easy to find because that particular 
advertisement used an obsolete technique. Back in the 1970s Key wrote that 
“modern” subliminal techniques use constant low-intensity messages, rather 
than a high speed flash, and they are much harder to detect.209

The best of modern advertising bypasses our rational thought processes by 
presenting images, rhythms and managed emotions rather than ideas.

In one famous advertisement a handsome and obviously healthy cowboy rode 
a beautiful horse through beautiful countryside. The scene had nothing to do 
with the cigarettes it advertised but it portrayed a life that looked very 
attractive, and the one part of it that anyone could achieve was to smoke the 
cigarettes. Millions of people reacted to that picture, and accepted the 
cigarettes as part of the scene.

Modern advertising has helped to change our world, but the material we 
recognize as advertising is just the tip of the iceberg. Propaganda is a close 
relative of advertising but while advertising is an overt attempt to convince us 
to buy or do this or that, propaganda adjusts our attitudes or our perceptions to 
make us want something.

If I publish material that urges you to buy an Acme model XYZ gugglerump, 
or to buy any make or model of gugglerump from the Galumptious 
Gugglerumpery, that’s advertising. If I publish an article about the wonderful 
device we call a gugglerump and how it can improve your life, that’s 
propaganda.

As a general rule the makers and sellers of gugglerumps create and pay for 
advertisements and the media in which they publish their ads creates and 
publishes propaganda, and these are separate operations. Granted that the 
people who make and sell gugglerumps may help to prepare the editorial 
material or even write it themselves, if it’s good propaganda it will promote 
gugglerumps in general rather than any specific make of gugglerump and it 
will at least pretend to present an unbiased view. Because the media depends 
on or hopes for advertising from several makers of gugglerumps the 
propaganda will usually include information or other material supplied by 
several or all of them.

And most of the editorial material will be more-or-less accurate and truthful. 
Some people think of propaganda as a pack of lies but a lie may be caught 
and, if it is, the propaganda will be nullified. The art of the sophisticated 
propagandist is to tell the truth, but only that part of the truth that he or she 
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wants known.210 As the poet William Blake wrote in Proverbs (line 95): “A 
truth that’s told with bad intent beats all the lies you can invent.”

The danger of propaganda is that it tends to stray further and further from the 
truth because the people who create it are, even more than the rest of us, 
immersed in it. Because they live in a maelstrom of propaganda their point of 
view is skewed and when they produce their own advertising or propaganda, 
they start from the skewed viewpoint.

Even honest advertisers and propagandists are themselves likely to be led 
astray. We may think of them as Machiavellian geniuses who know exactly 
what they are doing but most of the people who produce advertising and 
propaganda are, like you and me, ordinary people who are themselves led 
astray by the misinformation that assails us all.

Suppose that, as a propagandist, I aim to puff the truth by about 10% in 
everything I write for my client. When I write about Acme gugglerumps I puff 
your need for a gugglerump by about 10%, I puff the quality of the Acme 
brand by about 10% and I puff the benefits to the economy when you buy a 
gugglerump by about 10%.

If I were the only one doing it that would be no problem, because I know the 
truth and when I write the next ad or public relations release, for gugglerumps 
or some other product, I will start from the same base.

But I am not alone. After I write my blurb I go out to the world where I am 
assaulted by thousands of other blurbs and advertisements, all with a 10% puff 
factor. After a while I will accept that 10% puff as reality and when I write my 
next ad or release I will puff the facts 10% from my perceived reality, thus 
producing a total puff factor of 21%. Because thousands of other 
propagandists and ad-writers are doing the same I will now accept this as 
reality and the next time I puff my perceived truth by 10% the actual puff 
factor will be over 30%.

The problem will be compounded if the makers of rumplegigs, which serve 
roughly the same purpose as gugglerumps, mount their own campaign. Now 
every time the rumplegig campaign makes a claim the gugglerump campaign 
will top it, and vice versa. Before long it will be obvious that no one can live 
without both of them.

If we had a stable baseline to compare things with we could see this happen, 
but there is no baseline. We live in a culture of puff and propaganda, and it is 
running amok.
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Most of the propaganda that assails us has a commercial rather than a political 
purpose, but most of it is based on a single political/economic point of view.

back to table of contents

ENTERTAINMENT AS PROPAGANDA

Many of our opinions are based on ideas offered in newspaper editorials and 
opinion columns, but the most insidious propaganda we are exposed to is 
presented as entertainment.

French social psychologist Gustav Le Bon saw the potential for this. In 1895 
he wrote....

“Nothing has greater effect on the imagination of crowds of every category 
than theatrical representation.” 211

Movies and television are wonderful media for propaganda because we 
interpret them the same way we interpret real life. When I read a newspaper or 
a book I use the learned skill of reading, and I have to imagine the scenes and 
events I read about. Because I have to create the scene in my own mind, I am 
less likely to mistake it for real life.

But the images and sounds of a movie or TV show consist of images and 
spoken words, much like real life. In my conscious mind I know that what I 
see is fiction but subconsciously I can, and some people do, confuse the movie 
with the real world.

Psychologist Daniel Schacter of Harvard University says all our memories, 
whether we remember the source or not, are subject to what he calls 
“leakage”. When we recall a scene or an event we may include details from a 
different scene or event.

And we may remember some events that never happened at all. In The Myth 
of Repressed Memory psychologist Elizabeth Loftus says that most of us can 
confuse fiction with fact.

She cites the results of a an incident in February 24, 1984, in which a sniper 
shot at children in a school playground in Los Angeles. A few days after the 
incident psychologists from UCLA who interviewed the children found that 
several of them had clear “memories” of things they could not possibly have 
seen.
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Some of the most detailed first-hand recollections of the event were among 
children who had not been at school that day. The children really did 
remember, but the memories were false.

Loftus once challenged her students at the University of Washington to 
implant false memories in friends and relatives. About one-quarter of the 
implants were successful.

Student Jim Coan convinced his 14-year old brother Chris that, when Chris 
was five years old he had been lost in a shopping mall in Tacoma. It never 
happened but, with little effort, Jim was able to give Chris a memory that 
Chris could not identify as false.

French psychologist Jean Piaget, a world leader in developmental psychology, 
knew about false memories from personal experience. As cited by Loftus, 
Piaget recalls a clear memory of the time his nurse fought off a man who tried 
to kidnap him.

Piaget was five years old at the time, but when he was 15 the nurse admitted 
that the story had been a fabrication, made up to impress Piaget’s parents. In 
fact Piaget remembered only the nurse telling his parents about the supposed 
incident, and his parents relating it as an anecdote, but for years he thought he 
remembered a real event.

Loftus says that in several speeches President Reagan cited an act of heroism 
for which a U.S. Navy pilot was awarded the Congressional Medal of Honor. 
That incident was portrayed in a movie, but does not appear on the records of 
any winners of the medal.212

In my personal experience I have a clear memory of two friends telling me 
about Philip Zimbardo’s Stanford Prison Experiment, but I have to doubt it 
because the experiment was conducted in 1971 and I haven’t seen those two 
friends since 1956. I can also remember where the conversation took place, in 
a small town in central Mexico where I spent two months in 1956 and have 
not been since.

Movies are very powerful because film makers use tricks to sway our 
emotions, and to make us see things the way they want us to see them. One of 
the most powerful is background music. A scene of a woman taking a shower 
might be neutral but the same scene can be scary if ominous music in the 
background tells us that something terrible is about to happen. Even the 
lighting of a scene can be disturbing, because in life we see the world lit by 
nature but in a movie we see it lit by skilled technicians who want to control 
our mood.
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Filmmakers have to use tricks to affect our moods because that’s why we 
watch movies. If they portrayed the world as it is, we would go out into the 
world rather than into a theater.

Fictional arguments are often more convincing than real ones because when 
the writer of fiction presents an argument he also presents the counter-
argument, and he presents only the counter-argument that he chooses to 
present. The result is that we see the point argued and won without hearing 
any real argument. Even the author of fiction may be fooled, because we can 
all convince ourselves of the truth of anything we really want to believe.

This does not suggest that novelists and film writers are part of a deliberate 
plot to manipulate us. There is no need for a plot because in most cases when 
an American writer presents ‘the American way of life’ as the best in the 
world he actually believes that to be so. Most of the people who produce 
propaganda are trying to lead, rather than deliberately mislead, their audience.

But they are themselves led by the propaganda that others produce. In fact the 
phrase ‘the American way of life’ was coined as an advertising slogan, in a 
1937 attempt by the National Association of Manufacturers to convince 
people that the depression was not happening.213

Whether it’s deliberate or not the propaganda value of some TV shows is easy 
to see. In one popular TV serial the U.S. Navy is portrayed as such a 
wonderful and caring institution that I am tempted to enlist and get into 
trouble, just so I can meet the nice people who work in the Judge Advocate 
General’s office.

In one landmark episode that I saw on Jan 31/05, Navy lawyers successfully 
defended the United States against charges of war crimes committed in Iraq. 
Many of the millions of Americans who saw that episode, and who will never 
see anything to counter it, now know that a world court found the invasion of 
Iraq justified and that no American committed any war crime. Most of them 
will never learn that the U.S. does not recognize the world court and does not 
allow the prosecution of Americans for war crimes.

The U.S. Navy has figured prominently in several big-budget movies and the 
reason for the Navy’s participation in films is obvious, because even 
Hollywood budgets could not cover the fair-rental cost of an aircraft carrier 
and hours of flight time for modern jet fighters. Without the Navy’s 
cooperation such films could not be made, and it’s a safe bet that the Navy 
does not cooperate with films that do not show the Navy and the world the 
way the Navy sees it.
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This is not necessarily a Machiavellian plot. The American war-film industry 
got its start in World War II, when the U.S. was at war and propaganda was 
the order of the day. Canada’s National Film Board got its start at the same 
time, with propaganda as its primary function.

After the war the men who came home had stories to tell, and people wanted 
to see war films. Because they were popular studios kept making them and, 
because the public wanted the films, the military cooperated.

But whether the effect is planned or not, war films are good for the military. 
Every military force in history has had a perennial need for more recruits and 
bigger budgets; and popular films that glorify the military, fighting men and 
weapons help them get both. Unfortunately those films also glorify wars, and 
they have probably played a part in changing the largely peaceful country that 
tried to stay out of the First and Second World Wars into the jingoistic war 
machine of today.

In theory it may be possible to make a movie or a TV show without 
propaganda but it’s hard to see how because every film portrays the world as 
the director sees it, or as he wants his audience to see it.

Books can also have a powerful effect. The phenomenon psychologists call 
the Werther effect is named for the hero of a novel written more than two 
hundred years ago by German poet Johann Wolfgang von Goethe.214

The book winds up with a passage in which Werther dresses in boots, a blue 
coat and a yellow vest, sits at his desk with an open book, and shoots himself. 
After it was published so many young men shot themselves, in obvious 
imitation of Werther, that the book was banned in several countries.

The effect is well known today. In April of 1994 singer Kurt Cobain shot 
himself. In the next year several teen-age suicides played Cobain tapes as they 
killed themselves, and some left notes naming Cobain.

Psychiatrists have known for years that one suicide in a mental hospital is 
liable to be followed by others and, more than 20 years ago, American 
sociologist David Phillips found that it also works in the outside world.215

At the time the U.S. suicide rate averaged 1,200 to 1,700 every month, 
depending on the time of year and other factors. Phillips found an average 
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increase of nearly 60 in the month after any suicide reported on the front page 
of either the New York Times or the New York Daily News.

Some suicides have more impact than others. In 1962 the death of Marilyn 
Monroe apparently triggered nearly 200 suicides in the next month.

Pop singers are also propagandists, whether they mean to be or not. Some, like 
the Beatles, have literally changed the world.

Some of them are idealists but the success of even the best singers depends on 
promotion by a record company, and the ones that are chosen for success in 
the modern world have a message that suits the record company and/or the 
corporation that owns it. The substance of modern music is a mix of a 
corporate message plus whatever schtick the singer chooses as his or her 
personal signature.

In a world of teens who have been taught to resent adults, anger and hatred are 
good signatures. If Satan’s Sodomists or some other band spews hatred and 
resentment it may not sell records to adults but, whatever they think of the 
music, some teens will be attracted to any band that adults dislike. Peer 
pressure will attract others and, because adults dislike it, the band and the 
attitudes it promotes can be a hit.

Professional sports are also useful for propaganda. Two thousand years ago 
politicians and patricians in ancient Rome kept the masses sedated with ‘bread 
and circuses.’ In the modern world spectator sports are so important that 
whole cities may be disrupted for one event, television stations rearrange their 
schedules around prize fights and ball games and newspapers have whole 
sections devoted to ‘sports.’

Spectator sports encourage ‘fans’ to display mindless loyalty and to act as 
members of a group rather than as individuals. If the fans are then told that 
their heroes and other members of the group drink this or that brand of beer or 
whatever, the group loyalty can be transferred to the brand. Most people don’t 
think they can be manipulated so easily, but they don’t ask why commercial 
companies pay hundreds of millions of dollars to support and promote 
professional spectator sports.

I know that a hockey player is no better judge of hair shampoo than I, and that 
he may not even use the shampoo he recommends. Personally I can’t imagine 
anyone buying shampoo on a hockey player’s say-so, but I know that hard-
headed people who measure their results pay big bucks for the hockey 
player’s endorsement.

I use that shampoo because it just happened to catch my eye at the drug store. 
It’s not bad.
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Spectator sports also keep people focused on the behavior, activities and needs 
of sports heroes rather than on their friends and family. The ability of men to 
ignore their wives and children while they concentrate on a TV broadcast of a 
game between two teams of professionals they have never met, has achieved 
joke status in some circles.

But if it is distressing to their families the loyalty of sports fans to their chosen 
team is valuable to advertisers. As the French student of propaganda Jacques 
Ellul wrote:

“When propaganda makes the individual participate in a collective movement, 
it not only makes him share in an artificial activity, but also evokes in him a 
psychology of participation, a ‘crowd psychology.’ This psychic modification, 
which automatically takes place in the presence of other participants, is 
systematically produced by propaganda. It is the creation of mass psychology, 
with man’s individual psychology integrated into the crowd.

“In this process of alienation, the individual loses control and submits to 
external impulses; his personal inclinations and tastes give way to 
participation in the collective.” 216

Ellul distinguished two types of propaganda, with two subdivisions of each. 
Agitative propaganda tries to convince us to change something and integrative 
propaganda tries to convince us that there is no need for change. Either type 
can be either political propaganda, which is disseminated by a political entity 
with a specific program, or sociological propaganda which is disseminated by 
all of us, often unintentionally.217

When a leader appears at a rally and his supporters cheer, that’s both an 
example and a result of integrative sociological propaganda. The supporters 
cheer to show that they like their leader and, by cheering, they hope to 
encourage others to like him. When a union leader tells workers that the 
company makes too much profit and that they should demand higher wages, 
that’s an example of agitative political propaganda. The distinctions between 
agitative and integrative and political and sociological propaganda are useful 
but, as we will see, they can be and often are blurred.

Sociological propaganda is generally benign but all kinds of propaganda are 
potentially dangerous because effective propaganda and advertising affect 
everybody, including the people who create them. The peacock with the 
longest tail probably believes he is the best mate and a good car salesman 
believes that the car he promotes is the best and that his customer needs it. A 
bible-thumping preacher may actually fear his own damnation and Maya 
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priests and kings subjected themselves to painful rituals in order to please 
their gods.

We need to understand propaganda but, at the same time, we also need to 
realize that it is not necessarily bad, or evil or harmful. If I stage a rally to 
promote the idea that we should all be nice to one another that’s political 
propaganda, but it may not be harmful. If you go to that rally and cheer 
enthusiastically that’s sociological propaganda and, again, not necessarily 
evil.

Ellul recognizes only two basic types of propaganda, but I recognize a third 
that is probably more common. I call it collateral propaganda and, like 
sociological and political propaganda it need not be harmful but I think it is 
more common, and more commonly harmful, than the other kinds.

Like collateral damage in a war, collateral propaganda spreads beyond its 
intended target and hits or affects people it has not been aimed at.

Suppose, for example, the police chief of a small town wants a new cruiser or 
more men or better radios or whatever. In order to convince the town council 
of his need he talks about drug dealers moving into town, or a motorcycle 
gang or some other popular bogeyman.

Whether the town council listens or not others will, and some will worry about 
this new threat. Someone may decide not to open a new business or build a 
new house because the character of the town is changing, a teenager may 
decide that if drugs are going to be available he will look for them and try 
them and a drug dealer or motorcycle gangster from another town may decide 
that if things are happening in this town, he wants in on the action. The police 
chief may really need a new cruiser or a better radio but, in his campaign to 
get it, he does real damage to the town.

The police chief’s campaign is one example of propaganda gone awry, and 
there are many others. Every car dealer, for example, advertises the cars he 
sells but together they all promote the idea that everyone needs a new, big and 
expensive car. They know that not everyone needs or can afford one, of 
course, but they don’t realize or care that their combined propaganda, plus the 
national and regional advertising and propaganda of the companies they 
represent, creates needs that can’t be filled and therefore must make some 
people unhappy.

The need for a new car may not be a serious one but remember that virtually 
every business is trying to establish a need for its wares and, while any single 
unfulfilled need of this sort may be a small matter, the combination of all of 
them, and the social isolation felt by those whose perceived needs are unfilled, 
is not. Most poor people in most first-world towns and cities have more 
material goods than most people in the third world, but they are taught by 
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their society that they need more material goods and that they can’t be happy, 
or accepted by the people they see as their peers, without them.

We all create collateral propaganda, to a certain extent. The preacher and the 
manager of a charity who talk about the misery of the poor, and all of us when 
we talk about; or perhaps hint at; our personal status and prestige, are forming 
or trying to influence others’ view of the world.

back to table of contents

VIRAL ADS

In a recent development some companies now use ‘viral ads,’ that consist of a 
joke or some other attraction with a low-key advertisement built into it. These 
ads are put on a video-sharing website where millions of net surfers can see 
them and email them to each other. In early 2007 the famous ‘bridezilla’ clip, 
that purported to show a bride so frustrated with her hair on her wedding day 
that she cut it off, was viewed by more than 10 million people. In fact, it was a 
staged presentation by a hair products company.

CHAIN MEDIA

Fifty years ago local newspapers and radio stations were owned by local 
people and they reflected local opinions. Now many of our newspapers, 
magazines and radio and TV stations are owned by giant corporations, and 
they reflect the opinions of those corporations. The newsrooms of some 
newspapers have been merged with the newsrooms of TV stations and, for a 
while, newspapers in one Canadian chain were required to publish editorials 
that were written at the chain’s head office.218 That policy seems to have been 
been changed, under public pressure, but no one believes that the papers are 
free to express opinions that are not approved by head office. One way or 
another, the company that hires the editor controls the newspaper.

One politician who recognized the advantages of chain newspapers was 
Adolph Hitler. During World War II Allied propaganda portrayed him as ‘a 
failed house-painter’ but in fact he was chairman of the board and controlling 
stockholder of Eher Verlag, the publishing company that, by 1938, owned 
more than half of Germany’s major newspapers. By 1944, it owned nearly 
90% of them.219
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Basil Zarahof, aka ‘the merchant of death’ was an arms dealer, not a ‘media 
baron’ but he understood, and used, the power of media. A director of the 
English arms maker Vickers and owner or partner of several other arms 
makers and dealers around the world, he bought control of the Paris 
newspaper Excelsior four years before the outbreak of the First World War. 
Under Zarahof’s ownership the paper began printing articles about the need 
for arms and the likelihood of a war with Germany, many of which were read 
into the record of the Reichstag. It has been suggested that these articles drove 
the German decision to increase military spending.

After the war started Zarahoff set up the Agence Radio press service in Greece 
which, in the words of author John T. Flynn “ ....resorted to all the familiar 
devices of international propaganda. It subsidized newspapers, bribed editors, 
issued pamphlets, financed meetings, and generally managed all the standard 
techniques of underground activity,” 220 and eventually brought Greece into the 
war on the Allied side.

Publisher William Randolph Hearst has been credited with a key role in 
starting the Spanish American War, by printing the accusation that Spanish 
saboteurs were responsible for the explosion (later attributed to coal gas) that 
sank the battleship Maine in Havana harbor.

In one famous exchange the illustrator Frederic Remington, sent to Cuba to 
provide pictures of the war, is said to have telegraphed Hearst that he wanted 
to come home because war seemed unlikely. According to the story Hearst 
telegraphed back: “You furnish pictures. I will furnish war.” 221

Hearst could also take much of the credit for the modern ‘war on drugs.’ 
Hemp fiber used to be used in high-quality paper but it was expensive to strip 
the rind off by hand and cheaper paper; like newsprint; could be made from 
wood. Hearst had interests in mills that made paper from wood pulp and he 
was not pleased when, in 1919 George Schlichten received a U.S. patent on 
his improvements of the ‘decorticator,’ a machine to process hemp and other 
fiber-bearing plants mechanically. Soon afterward the Hearst newspapers 
began printing a series of scare stories; many of them apparently fabricated; 
that blamed marijuana for much of the crime and many of the ills of society.222

Modern media moguls might argue that some papers back one political party 
and some another, but that’s bafflegab. For practical purposes the most 
important difference between the main-line political parties is that, at any 
given time, one is in power and the other is not. The leaders and all the senior 
members of all major parties are ipso facto members of the establishment, and 
they have far more in common than they have differences. Canada’s New 
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Democrats sing a different tune during election campaigns but when they 
have held provincial power, they made little difference. The most lasting 
effect of Ontario’s brief flirtation with a socialist NDP government was the 
construction of a privately-owned toll road.

Most of the world thinks of the American Republican party as ‘war-mongers’ 
but the Democratic administration of Barak Obama goes beyond saber-rattling 
to assassination of perceived enemies around the world with remote-
controlled aircraft that may kill more innocent civilians than ‘enemies.’

Still, it may be unfair to blame the politicians because political office-holders 
are mostly figureheads and much of the real power is vested in the civil 
servants who advise them. Politicians with a different agenda would have to 
hold power through several elections to make much difference, and corporate 
media makes sure that radicals don’t hold power for long.

We might argue that politicians and even civil servants are mostly window 
dressing anyway. For practical purposes the media runs the country because, 
directly or indirectly, it tells us what to think. This would be no problem if we 
had a variety of media with a variety of views but, in the modern world, we 
have few sources of information and they all hold essentially the same point 
of view. 223

The media’s agreement is itself a powerful tool because the power of 
propaganda is reinforced by the phenomenon that sociologists call social 
proof. Most of us tend to believe what most of the people around us believe 
and if all the pundits agree, most of us will accept their view. If we all agree, 
we must be right.

But it’s possible that we are all wrong. As the late Pulitzer prize-winning 
columnist Walter Lippmann once wrote, “When the first six people we meet 
agree with us, it is not always easy to remember that they may all have read 
the same newspaper over breakfast.” 224

If the pundits agree that may be because they were all chosen by the media. 
Someone can be found to comment from any point of view and, obviously, the 
media will choose someone whose point of view the editors of that particular 
media outlet consider valid. If no notable public figure holds the required 
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point of view that’s no problem, because the fact of being invited to comment 
makes the commentator notable.

Where the media outlet offers a ‘balanced view’ with opinions from both sides 
it chooses the spokesmen for both sides, and if the spokesman for one side of 
a question is less convincing than the spokesman for the other, that should be 
no surprise. If the media outlet’s owners support one view of the world, the 
management will not select a convincing spokesman for the opposite view.

‘Experts’ and editorialists have the most weight but social proof makes all 
news reporters important because each one reaches thousands or millions of 
listeners or readers and their audience is inclined to believe what they say or 
write. That’s why public relations people do whatever it takes to get reporters 
on their side. When I worked as a reporter I got free trips to Europe and to 
resorts in Canada, the U.S. and Mexico and some really fabulous meals at the 
expense of public relations people who wanted to make friends. I think all my 
reports were honest, but quite a few PR people have spent quite a lot of money 
to convince me that they and their clients were nice people.

back to table of contents

NEWS WHITEOUTS

A whiteout is the opposite of a blackout. In a blackout you can’t see because 
there is no light, but in a whiteout you can’t see because there is too much 
light in the wrong place. News whiteouts occur when important news is buried 
under other, sometimes trivial, news.

As a reporter I didn’t notice news whiteouts until, about 30 years ago, I 
witnessed an attack by local thugs on a camp of migrant fruit pickers in a 
small town in British Columbia. The thugs were easily identified but they 
were locals and the victims were not and the local RCMP detachment was 
reluctant to press charges.

Partly, perhaps, because a reporter had witnessed the attack, charges were 
eventually laid. Months later a trial was held, on the day of a U.S. presidential 
election. I came from Toronto to testify but the fruit pickers who had been 
attacked were not able to come. I had not seen the one man who was on trial, 
and the charge was dismissed.

I wanted to write a news report about the case but, as one editor told me, “if 
you had the second coming today, we couldn’t run the story.” The Crown 
Attorney and the police could argue that there was no attempt to cover 
anything up, but the incident never made it into the national news.
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American presidential elections are held only once every four years but major 
sports stories, such as ‘bowl’ football games, the world series of baseball and 
the Stanley Cup of hockey, add up to several whiteouts a year. If you have to 
stage an event that must be held but you don’t want noticed; perhaps a trial or 
an investigation or an announcement you are legally required to make but 
don’t want anyone to see or hear; you can time it so it won’t be noticed amid 
the hoop-la.

If a special whiteout is required at a specific time, a high-profile event can be 
staged. Celebrities can be used to create a news whiteout if they happen to get 
married or divorced or do something else at an appropriate time or, if no 
established celebrity is doing anything interesting, a new one can be created.

In Canada in the fall of 2002 a sports announcer whose contract was not 
renewed by a TV network was front-page news for several days until the 
network agreed to his salary demands. For those few days the fate of one ‘TV 
personality’ (whom I had never heard of until after he was let go) distracted 
attention from the firing of a provincial cabinet minister for abuse of his 
expense account, from calls for police to investigate the double billing that we 
now know as the AdScam scandal, other irregularities in government contracts 
and the news that Prime Minister Jean Chretien had flouted government 
regulations and apparently saved business friends from a loss when he spent 
$100 million for two executive jets that the government did not want or need. 
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These events were all reported, but they all took second billing to the 
continuing story about a sports announcer’s campaign to keep his job.225

If we were looking for a conspiracy we might assume that the network 
deliberately dumped the sports-caster to precipitate a crisis and that the news 
media took up the cause intentionally, but we don’t have to believe in a 
Machiavellian plot. If a decision will make life just a little bit easier for you 
and me and most of our friends, it should be no surprise to anyone if we make 
that decision.

back to table of contents

LET’S FREE THE PRESS

We don't have to assume that media barons had malicious intent when they 
built their empires. American law encourages chain media because the cost of 
buying another newspaper or TV station is a business expense, and it makes 
sense for a very profitable business to use its profits to buy other businesses 
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rather than give them to the government as taxes. In Canada Roy Thomson, 
who built a huge media empire, said Canadian inheritance taxes make it more 
practical for the heirs of small newspapers to sell them than to keep them.

But if control of information is too important to be given to government it is 
certainly much too important to be given to private interests. If we allow them 
free reign, private interests that control information become the de facto 
government.

In order to serve the people and retain its own power, government must find 
some way to break the power of very large media corporations. In today’s 
world chain media has a business advantage over independent media, but it 
represents a threat to the welfare of the nation.

If we valued freedom of opinion, no single individual or corporation would be 
allowed to own or control more than one media outlet. Because no single 
company could own both a newspaper and a TV station, merged newsrooms 
would be illegal. Press associations, such as Associated Press or Canadian 
Press and even commercial news services like Reuters would be allowed and 
broadcasters could form networks to buy entertainment in bulk and could sell 
news stories to one another but, in a free world, each individual media outlet 
must be independent. The record of Hitler’s rise in Germany should be taken 
as a warning of the danger of media barons but; for some reason; media 
barons do not feel the need to remind us that Hitler was a media baron.

We also need to rethink government subsidies for books, movies and TV 
productions. The overt purpose of the subsidies is to support artists but, 
because some projects are subsidized and some are not, the net effect is a form 
of censorship. Because subsidies give a commercial advantage to the projects 
that are subsidized these projects are more commercially viable and, because 
subsidies are available, publishers and film production houses must think 
twice about anything that might offend the civil servants and politicians who 
control the subsidies.

Having said that I should admit that I have myself received one provincial 
government grant as a writer, and that the publishers of two of my books have 
received government help. No government has helped with the writing or 
publication of this book.

Hitler’s and Stalin’s propaganda machines were controlled by the state, and 
they served the political ends of the state, but the state is nearly obsolete in the 
modern world. Modern propaganda machines are controlled by private 
interests and they give those interests more power than private interests, or 
even democratic governments, should have.

back to table of contents
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BARNUM’S LAW

Some idealists use propaganda and/or advertising to promote their causes, but 
much public-service advertising and propaganda misfires because of the 
phenomenon I call Barnum’s Law in honor of Phineas Taylor Barnum; one of 
the owners of the Ringling Brothers, Barnum and Bailey Circus that was 
billed as “the greatest show on earth.”

Barnum was one of the great salesmen of history, and he was famous for the 
way he cooperated with the press. Most businessmen will cooperate on a story 
that reflects credit on them but Barnum would help reporters on any story, 
good or bad. When people asked him why he would help reporters with a 
story that made him look bad he stated his principle, that I consider one of the 
great laws of salesmanship, “There is no such thing as bad publicity.” He 
knew that whatever the story and whatever the public reaction to it, publicity 
is valuable.

In 1866 the American Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Animals 
received a complaint that snakes in Barnum’s New York museum were fed 
live rabbits.

ASPCA president Henry Bergh took up the question with letters to Barnum 
that described the terror of the rabbits and the hypnotic gaze of the snakes. 
These letters somehow found their way into the New York World and, as the 
controversy developed, other newspapers in the United States and even in 
England. Barnum’s answers were also leaked to the press and the public 
correspondence continued from December of 1866 to June of 1867.

Bergh’s florid descriptions were overdrawn, to say the least, but they were 
wonderful advertising. Visitors flocked to the museum, and Barnum made a 
fortune.

A friend of mine saw Barnum’s Law in action when she worked for a driving 
school in Hamilton, Ont. One of the school’s instructors got drunk and drove 
one of the school’s cars off Hamilton Mountain. The local press named the 
school in their stories, and business dropped for a couple of weeks.

Then it came back, and it boomed for a couple of months.

When an instructor gets drunk and wrecks a car it’s not good publicity for a 
driving school and, while people remembered the accident, they stayed away 
from the school. But after they forgot about the accident they still remembered 
the name of the school and, when they looked for a driving school, one name 
was more familiar than others.
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Real estate developer Donald Trump wrote about his experience with 
Barnum’s Law in The Art of the Deal.226 He had to tear down the old Tiffany 
Building to build the Trump Tower and some people wanted him to save the 
Art Deco sculptures from the facade. Trump didn’t think they were worth 
much and he knew it would cost a small fortune to save them, so he had them 
destroyed.

The next day the New York Times ran a front-page picture of workmen 
destroying the sculptures and for several days the media and public figures 
criticized Trump for his decision.

“Even though the publicity was almost entirely negative,” Trump wrote, 
“there was a great deal of it, and that drew an tremendous amount of attention 
to Trump Tower. Almost immediately we saw an upsurge in the sales of 
apartments.”

He found that “good publicity is preferable to bad but, from a bottom line 
perspective, bad publicity is better than no publicity at all.”

Because of this the American government’s propaganda against drug use is, 
for practical purposes, an advertising campaign promoting the use of illegal 
drugs and well-meaning efforts to restrict the sale of guns in both Canada and 
the United States have backfired.

back to table of contents

PROPAGANDA AND EDUCATION

Some people think their education and study of ‘news’ keep them safe from 
propaganda, but that’s not so. A hermit in a cave on a remote mountain might 
be immune to modern propaganda but the rest of us are affected one way or 
another. As a general rule, the more we are part of society the more 
propaganda we are subjected to and the more likely we are to be influenced by 
it. As Jacques Ellul says ....

“The uncultured man cannot be reached by propaganda. Experience and 
research done by the Germans between 1933 and 1938 showed that in remote 
areas, where people hardly knew how to read, propaganda had no effect. The 
same holds true for the enormous effort in the Communist world to teach 
people how to read. In Korea the local script was terribly difficult and 
complicated: so, in North Korea, the Communists created an entirely new 
alphabet and a simple script in order to teach all people how to read. In China, 
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Mao simplified the script in his battle with illiteracy and in some places in 
China new alphabets are being created.” 227

And, a page later in the same book, (italics Ellul’s) ....

“Naturally, the educated man does not believe in propaganda; he shrugs and is 
convinced that propaganda has no effect on him. This is in fact one of his 
great weaknesses and propagandists are well aware that in order to reach 
someone, one must first convince him that propaganda is ineffectual and not 
very clever. Because he is convinced of his own superiority, the intellectual is 
much more vulnerable than anybody else to this maneuver, even though 
basically a high intelligence, a broad culture and a constant exercise of the 
critical faculties and full and objective information are still the best weapons 
against propaganda.” 228

Most of us can find evidence of this in our own experience. There were always 
more Communists in universities than in factories and even now the student 
bodies of some universities include Communist and/or neo-communist 
groups.

back to table of contents

SCHOOLS AND SCHOOLING

Propaganda depends on education and we’re getting more and more of that, 
but we might question whether we are getting the kind of education that 
would serve us best.

First, we need to question how early it should start. In 1932 novelist Aldous 
Huxley set a novel in the most dismally mechanistic and anti-human society 
that his fertile imagination could conceive. In Brave New World babies were 
‘hatched’ in government hatcheries, rather than born and they were raised in 
state nurseries rather than by mothers.229 We don’t have government 
hatcheries yet but we do have day-care, and there is pressure for government 
support and therefore government control of day-care centers.

This is not a new idea. Mothers have always needed help with their children 
but in the extended family of the pre-industrial era they had it in their own 
homes. Women worked at home most of the time and when they had to go out 
the older children looked after the younger under the supervision of 
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grandparents and great-grandparents. Siblings and grandparents both loved the 
children they cared for and young children never had to leave their homes.

Modern day-care is more like the state nurseries that Huxley imagined, in 
which children were programmed to fill a preordained role in society. In 
Huxley’s book some children were deprived of essential nutrition in order to 
reduce their intelligence and suit them for menial jobs and, as we will see, the 
combination of poverty and our system of day-care and public education also 
conditions some children for menial roles.

No institution can meet all the needs of human babies, because human babies 
need individual care. Some animals bear their young in litters of up to a dozen 
at a time but most human children are born one or two at a time. Human 
mothers are not equipped to nurse more than two babies at once and, whether 
we assume that this is a result of evolution or because we believe in planning 
by mother nature or by God, we know that babies are not born to be raised in 
litters.

One professional who looked at day-care and found it wanting is the late Dr. 
Burton White, a psychologist who has taught at Harvard, Brandeis and Tufts 
Universities. He was the founder of the Harvard Preschool Project and its 
director for the thirteen years it operated, the first director of the Brookline 
Early Education Project and Senior Consultant to Missouri’s New Parents as 
Teachers project.

He would be an icon of the day-care industry, except that he condemns day-
care. In a printed article he says: “I would not think of putting any child of my 
own into any substitute care program on a full-time basis, especially a center-
based program.” 230

On his internet site about the problems of day-care Dr. White says:.

“The people that I know who have studied the development of children over 
the years number in the hundreds because I’ve been around for a long time. I 
don’t know two of them that applaud the notion of a transfer of the prime 
responsibility of child rearing over to any substitute. Most of the people I 
know do not like it. Very few of the people I know are willing to speak out in 
public the way I do. There’s only two, there’s Selma Fraiberg, and myself.” 231
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If psychologists are reluctant to criticize day-care that may be because many 
of them make their living from institutions that sponsor day-care, and because 
they need the good will of the corporate culture.

In fact the effects of day-care have been studied and the results of the studies 
have been published, but they are ignored by people who have a vested 
interest in day-care.

Psychological experiments and studies conducted in the 1960s and 1970s 
found that babies are not happy when they are abandoned by their mothers.232 
To solve this problem one American ‘expert’ who supports day-care says that 
children will have less negative reactions to day-care if they begin when they 
are about three months old, before they learn to recognize their mothers. If 
they don’t know their mothers they won’t know they have been abandoned. If 
they have never been accepted, they can never be rejected.233

Psychologist Selma Fraiberg says that babies who do not get attached to their 
mothers develop the condition she describes as “the disease of non 
attachment” that prevents them from forming normal human bonds. With no 
experience of human ties, she says, these people may have no conscience and 
are often unable to observe or criticize their own behavior.234

And they may grow up aggressive and potentially violent. A study of five to 
eight year olds who had spent most of their first years at a very good day-care 
center at the University of North Carolina found that they were more likely to 
hit, kick, threaten and argue than children raised by their mothers. Other 
studies have found that day-care children are considerably less responsive to, 
and more aggressive toward, adults than are children raised at home.235

There is no question that modern children are more aggressive than the 
children of earlier generations. As I was working on the first edition of this 
book, the daily news included reports the murder conviction of a girl who was 
15 years old when she was part of a gang that beat up a classmate. When the 
battered girl tried to go home the murderess and a teenaged boy followed her, 
pushed her into a creek and held her under until she drowned.236

                                     We need to talk                                 page   161

232 Blum, Marian, The Daycare Dilemma, D C Heath & Co, Lexington, Mass, 1983, p 18.
233 ibid.
234 Fraiberg, Selma, Every Child’s Birthright, Basic Books, New York, 1977, pp 43-51.
235 Belsky, Jay, The Effects of Infant Day Care Reconsidered, U.S. Department of Education, 
Office of Education Research and Improvement, Washington, 1988, p 30, 32, 33.
See also Maynard, Fredelle, The Child Care Crisis, Penguin Books Canada, Markham, 1985, 
p 119.
236 Baglole, Joel and Ian Mulgrew, “Jury finds Ellard guilty of murdering Virk,” National 
Post, p A5, Apr 13/05.



Also in the news was the impending release of Karla Homolka, the sweet 
young lady who helped her boy friend and later husband to rape and murder 
her own sister and to abduct, torture, rape and kill at least two other teenaged 
girls.237

In this same month 13-year old Nina Courtepatte was beaten to death by a five 
‘friends,’ including a 19-year-old boy and a 16-year-old girl, on the Edmonton 
Springs golf course.238

Another teenaged girl helped torture, rape and murder 16-year-old Robbie 
McLennan in a park near Orangeville, Ontario, in April of 2002. The girl and 
two boys, one 16 and one 19, burned him with cigarettes, raped him and 
shoved sticks of wood up his anus before they crushed his skull with a 
stone.239

The 16-year-old girl kicked McLennan so hard she ruptured one of his 
testicles, and stamped on his face so hard she left a footprint.240

As I was working on the web version of this book the news included stories 
about two 12-year-old girls accused of stabbing another girl 19 times in the 
woods. Police in Waukesha, Wisconsin said they were trying to please an 
online demonic creature called Slender Man.

Some people may believe that young girls have always acted like that, but the 
girls I grew up with didn’t.

Today’s news includes a story from Albuquerque, New Mexico, about three 
teen-aged boys who, for about about a year, attacked and beat up homeless 
men. They were charged with the murder of a man who was beaten so badly, 
with concrete blocks and a metal fence pole, that his face was un-
recognizable. Another man was hospitalized after this attack and a third 
escaped.241

Boys are naturally more aggressive than girls but in my day we did not torture 
each other (very much) and we seldom committed murder. Most of us 
recognize the name Columbine High School because that was the first well 
publicized case of teenaged boys seriously trying to mass-murder their 
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schoolmates, but there have been quite a few others since. Were all these teen 
killers the products of day-care? I don’t know, but I do know that they are 
products of a society based on day-care. If they were not in day-care 
themselves their schoolmates were, and if their schoolmates are aggressive 
they must learn to be aggressive themselves. Teens, even more than adults, 
accept the standards of their peers.

The combination of aggression and guns is particularly deadly in the United 
States where, the last time I looked, StopTheShootings.org counted 387 
shooting incidents in American schools or schoolyards since 1992. According 
to the organization, 69% of the shooters are aged 10 to 19 years.

Some, like the 1999 Columbine High School shooting with its 15 fatalities, the 
2007 Virginia Tech shooting with 33 fatalities and the 2012 Sandy Hook 
Elementary School shooting with its 28 fatalities got national; even 
international; news coverage, but most were only local news. Still, the 
organization lists shootings in 41 states with California (69 shootings with 86 
dead) leading the pack.242

Several studies have suggested that children raised in day care tend to be 
hostile, but those studies were conducted in the 1950s, 60s and early 70s. 
Modern day-care research tends toward experiments to prove that, for selected 
slum children, very expensive care and training by psychologists can offer 
some advantages over home care by inadequate parents.

The experimental centers at which these studies are conducted bear no 
relationship to the average day-care and the studies avoid any consideration of 
damage that may be done to average children by the average level of day-care. 
That’s not surprising, given that most of the research is conducted by people 
who either make their living from day-care or who plan careers in the field.

After a two-year-old child died in an un-licensed day care center in the 
Toronto suburb of Vaughn public health inspectors; who had not inspected the 
day care after two previous complaints; found a horrifying list of violations.

Un-licensed day care centers in Ontario are allowed to take up to five children 
in addition to the operator’s own. Inspectors found that this one had 35 
children registered.

The inspectors found potentially-deadly listeria bacteria in a chicken stew, 
over-age deli meats and cooked grains in the kitchen along with dirty diapers, 
rotting food in the refrigerator and, in one of the two houses the center 
occupied, 14 dogs. A mixture of garlic and tomatoes in a refrigerator was 
fermenting and dried oatmeal was stored under a sink with cleaners and 
garbage.

                                     We need to talk                                 page   163

242  http://www.stoptheshootings.org/

http://www.stoptheshootings.org
http://www.stoptheshootings.org


Toys were not sanitized and it appears that staff seldom bothered to wash their 
hands.

Inspectors were told that one three-and-a-half-year-old girl, who was toilet 
trained, was made to wear a diaper and was belted into a car seat to watch TV, 
without supervision, in a basement. The girl’s parents said the girl often 
smelled like a dog when she came home.243

Some psychologists favor day-care and some oppose it but, as always, 
research money is available for studies that will favor something commercial 
interests want but not for anything that might discredit it. Psychologists who 
get funding for their research become better-known and their opinions are 
reported by corporate media. Psychologists who do not favor day-care get 
little corporate support, and their work is seldom recognized.

A lot of people say they want subsidized day-care, and it sounds like a good 
idea until you look at it. One problem is that it benefits mothers who don’t 
want to take care of their own children, and (relatively) penalizes those who 
do. The benefit to business is that if day-care is subsidized more women will 
be able to work for lower wages and, with their labor pool guaranteed, 
employers will have no reason to increase wages for anyone.

A study by the University of Lethbridge and the Vanier Institute of the Family 
found that 90% of Canadians think that in a two-parent family one parent 
should stay home and look after the kids but Statistics Canada tells us that 
53% of young children in Canada are in some kind of day-care.244

Many mothers think they have to work to help pay the bills, but there is reason 
to question the wisdom of that decision. In May of 1999 the NBC TV show 
Dateline featured the ideas of writer Linda Kelly, who argued that the earnings 
of many working wives do not cover their taxes and the extra expenses they 
incur.

She analyzed the household income of a couple from Lawrence, Kansas. 
Between them Tony Ingram and his wife Julie made about $10,000 a year 
over the U.S. median at the time. Julie made about $15,000 a year but Kelly 
showed that it cost her $18,600 to earn it, and the couple wound up with 
$3,900 less cash a year than they would if Julie stayed home.

To begin with, she paid $3,900 a year in taxes because, as a second income 
earner, she got no deductions. The clothes she wore to work cost her $750, she 
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paid her mother $1,000 a year to take care of her child, it cost her $1,250 to 
travel to and from work, her meals at work cost $4,155 and, because she 
worked, the family’s weekend meals cost $1,000 more than they need have. 
Lack of time to shop carefully cost $3,900, other services cost $500, 
maintenance and repairs on her car cost $1,000 and special toys for the 
children, to compensate for their mother being away all day, cost an extra 
$500. In addition, Tony lost about $750 in overtime he could not take.245

Numbers for other families would be different, of course, but Kelly argues 
that most American families would be better off if the wives stayed home than 
if they worked.

Some women make more and some less than Julie Ingram but whether the 
individual woman wins or loses, there is no question that the world of 
business gains. Today’s working women are more likely to buy clothes than to 
make them and they don’t have time to make or even repair clothes for their 
families. They are more likely to buy prepared food and restaurant meals and 
they buy more clothes, cars and services than women who stay home.

Kelly’s was just one of several studies that found that the average working 
wife and mother does not earn enough to cover the tax on her pay plus the 
increased tax on her husband’s pay and the extra expenses she incurs by going 
to work. While a typical two-income family today earns more than a typical 
one income family of the 1970s, the two-income family often has less money 
available for discretionary spending.246

In 1976, married mothers in the U.S. were more than twice as likely to stay 
home as to work full time. By the year 2000, the figures were reversed. In 
1976 only 21% of working women went back to work within six months of 
the birth of their first baby. Now, 70% are back to work within six months.247

Prof Elizabeth Warren of Harvard Law School suggests that working women 
helped boost house prices in the United States because families with two 
incomes can pay more.248

Business makes more profit when women work for wages but some people 
wonder whether profits should be the primary consideration. They should not, 
from a human point of view, but the business world is not concerned with the 
welfare of humanity.
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The advertising industry favors day-care because it takes children away from 
the influence of their parents. This supports the industry’s assault on the 
family that began in the 1930s. Children raised at home will probably adopt 
the values of their parents, and they may resist advertising and propaganda 
messages that conflict with those values. Children raised by an institution will 
accept the values that institutions give them.

Because they are not raised by their parents, day-care children do not learn to 
respect their parents or to look to them for leadership. If children resent being 
abandoned, they may resent or even hate their parents.

They can be forced to obey the adults and adolescents who work in a day-care 
center but, because day-care employees are paid help who don’t have much 
time to interact with any one child, the children are not likely to look to them 
for approval.

In fact because most day-care workers are low-paid and some of them resent 
their jobs but have no power to change them, children may hold them in 
contempt.

If the children don’t respect them day-care workers can’t teach much because, 
among social animals, the young will imitate the behavior of high-status 
adults but they will not imitate or learn from adults who have low status in 
their community.249 Children don’t know how much their care-givers are paid 
but all young primates understand status. Because they see that the day-care 
worker has to defer to her employers and even to their parents, they will not 
respect her and they are not likely to learn much from her.

With no adult models to admire day-care children learn to identify with their 
peer group to a much greater extent than do children who are raised at home.

That creates a problem because whether they like them or not, children need 
adults to teach them how to live. Even among animals, some migratory birds 
have to be taught to migrate and many carnivores have to be taught to hunt.

If they have no adults to teach them some birds can’t migrate. At the 
appropriate time they will fly, but they don’t know where to go and they may 
fly in circles or in the wrong direction.250 Most carnivores have a natural 
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instinct to hunt but unless they have elders to teach them, they may not learn 
to be efficient hunters.

Human children are even more dependent on adults because so much of our 
behavior is learned, rather than instinctive. Instinct can’t teach us how make 
or use a bow and arrow, or to plant tubers or grain. Instinct does not teach us 
to make clay pots or stone axes, or to weave baskets or to catch fish with a net 
or a hook, or even to look both ways before we cross a street. We have to learn 
all such behaviors, and we learn most of them from our parents and other 
adults in our families.

The most important lessons we learn are the morals, ethics and relationships 
that make our communities work. These have always been the responsibility 
of families but the family’s ability to teach depends on trust and respect for the 
wisdom of adults. If young people don’t respect adults, they will not learn 
from them.

And they won’t learn the skills of parenting. We might think that instinct 
would make good parents but the evidence of too many ‘bad’ parents shows 
that this is not the case. The skills of good parenting have been developed 
over tens of thousands of years, tested by natural selection and passed on from 
mother to daughter and father to son by example. If they are not learned and 
used by each generation, they will be lost. Apologists for institutional care 
may argue that day-care personnel are trained and that modern psychology has 
developed better ways to raise children, but that is open to question.

I remind you that one American ‘expert’ recommended that babies be put in 
day-care before they learn to recognize their mothers. We might also cite the 
work of John B. Watson, professor of psychology at Johns Hopkins University 
and one of the founders of behavioral psychology, who considered all but the 
“gratifications of the marketplace” to be perverse and socially damaging.251

In a book on child care Watson advised parents to “never hug and 
kiss” (children) “never let them sit on your lap. If you must, kiss them once on 
the forehead when they say good night. Shake hands with them in the 
morning. Give them a pat on the head if they have made an extraordinarily 
good job of a difficult task.” 252

Watson developed his theories in the early part of the last century and we find 
them horrifying today, but they were part of the academic fashion of his time. 
Modern academics insist that modern theories are valid, but the fact is that 
tradition has stood the test of time and theories have not.
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But because tradition is not written it can be lost and, if one complete 
generation of children were to be raised in nurseries, it would be. In fact very 
few children are raised completely by paid workers, but the behavior of some 
modern teens suggests that some of us have already gone too far.

Day-care also suffers from the problem that, like other low-paid workers, 
many day-care workers are looking for something better. If they find it they 
will leave, and the children will have to get used to another care-giver. We can 
hope that the new one will not take too long to learn the children’s names.

It’s dangerous to criticize day-care because it’s so very good for business, 
because so many women believe that it’s better to work for cash than to raise 
children and because many politicians gain support by promising free state-
supported care for children.

But day-care is a problem. It’s probably not the only reason for the change in 
personality of our children but it would be foolish to deny that it is probably a 
factor. When something is predicted by respected scientists and then it 
happens, we have to suspect that the people who made the prediction may 
have known what they were talking about.

We can’t ban day-care but we certainly do not want to subsidize it. Subsidized 
day-care is good for business because it enables women to work for lower 
wages and it is a good freebie for politicians to promise but it penalizes full-
time mothers and it encourages more women to work for wages and let others 
raise their children. It also pleases economists, because it boosts the GDP that 
they find so fascinating.

On the other hand if we want mothers to raise their own children we have to 
make it possible, with tax breaks for men who support a full-time mother and 
with subsidies for full-time single moms.

And where day-care is necessary, it should be good. That does not mean 
government-managed day-care because government services are seldom good, 
but it does mean supervised and regulated day-care. Close supervision would 
be expensive, but children are worth the price.

Reproduction is the basic function of any life-form, but babies don’t 
reproduce. Humans have not reproduced themselves until they have raised 
their children to adulthood, and their reproduction has not been successful 
unless the grown children are at least equal to their parents. As the English 
anatomist and anthropologist Sir Arthur Keith said, “child raising is the first 
industry of every species. If it fails, the species fails.” 253
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ELEMENTARY SCHOOLS

Public schooling began in England with the Elementary Education Act of 
1870 that established a state-supported system of elementary schools. Author 
Alvin Toffler explained the reasons for this, in The Third Wave....

“the early mine, mill and factory owners of industrializing England 
discovered, as Andrew Ure wrote in 1835, that it was ‘nearly impossible to 
convert persons past the age of puberty, whether drawn from rural or from 
handicraft occupations, into useful factory hands.’ If young people could be 
prefitted to the industrial system, it would vastly ease the problems of 
industrial discipline later on. The result was another central structure of all 
Second Wave societies, mass education.

“Built on the factory model, mass education taught basic reading, writing and 
arithmetic, a bit of history and other subjects. This was the ‘overt curriculum.’ 
But beneath it lay an invisible or ‘covert curriculum’ that was far more basic. 
It consisted, and still does, in most industrial nations, of three courses: one in 
punctuality, one in obedience and one in rote, repetitive work. Factory labor 
demanded workers who showed up on time, especially assembly line hands. It 
demanded workers who would take orders from a management hierarchy 
without questioning. And it demanded men and women prepared to slave 
away at machines or in offices, performing brutally repetitive operations.

“Thus from the mid-nineteenth century on, as the Second Wave cut across 
country after country, one found a relentless educational progression: children 
started school at a younger and younger age, the school year became longer 
and longer (in the United States it climbed 35 percent between 1878 and 
1956) and the number of years of compulsory schooling irresistibly 
increased.” 254

Modern schools continue the program Toffler wrote of and they offer some 
extra benefits that Toffler did not mention.

One is that schools support the advertisers’ program of diminishing the 
influence of families. If children learn from their parents they will consider 
their parents to be the authority but if they learn in school, from teachers who 
sometimes tell them their parents are wrong, they learn that the teacher is the 
authority. After they learn to accept strangers as authority figures, they will be 
easier to control.

Schools teach children what to want and to enjoy. One of the important 
lessons is in ‘school spirit,’ a form of mindless enthusiasm that can later be 
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transferred to support for professional athletes whose own loyalty is for sale to 
the highest bidder.

Schools teach children to conform. Whatever the activity they must act as they 
have been told to act, and original ideas may be punished. Schools destroy 
initiative by teaching children that the only acceptable activity is whatever the 
teacher wants them to do. In a natural family a child will pay attention to 
whatever interests him or her at the time and will decide for himself whether 
to play or to build something or to sit and watch. Children in school learn to 
do what the teachers tell them to do and they are taught that what they want 
and what they think are irrelevant.

Schools teach children to concentrate on things that are of no interest to them. 
To any healthy mind a bee buzzing around a flower or a puppy playing with a 
ball are far more interesting and important than, say, a list of the kings of 
England or of the presidents of the United States. Schools teach children that 
their own judgment is of no importance and that someone will tell them what 
to be interested in.

They also teach what educational theorist Ivan Illich calls “the need to be 
taught.” In Deschooling Society he argues that if we were offered the 
opportunity, most of us could learn most things on our own.255

That may be true, but people who learn things on their own would not be 
optimal consumers. It’s much better for advertisers if children grow up being 
told what to think, rather than learning to think for themselves, and one of the 
functions of schooling is to teach children to believe what they are told by 
designated authority figures.

School also teaches children to be helpless. Psychologists around the world 
have studied the phenomenon they call “learned helplessness” in dogs, cats, 
rats, cockroaches, goldfish and people since the 1950s, but the system of 
education has been creating it since the early days of mandatory schooling.

Experiments show that when any animal learns that it can’t control its 
environment, it stops trying. In a typical experiment dogs are placed in a 
“shuttle box” which has a low partition down the middle. The floor of either 
side can be electrified to give the dog a shock, and if only one side is 
electrified the dog can avoid the shock by jumping the partition.

To condition a dog to feel helpless experimenters electrify both sides of the 
box at the same time, so the animal can’t escape the shock by jumping the 
partition. After conditioning the dog will cringe and whine and urinate when it 
is shocked, but it will not jump the partition.
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For the second stage of a typical experiment the experimenter puts a second, 
unconditioned, dog in the box and electrifies only one side at a time. The new 
dog will jump the partition to avoid the shock but the conditioned dog will 
not. Even though it can see that the other dog avoids the shock, it will not 
jump the partition.

People react the same way. I don’t know of any experiments in which people 
were shocked but in the late 1970s tests at a Veterans Administration hospital 
at Northport, New York, found that, after a few weeks in hospital, patients 
seem to be conditioned to be helpless.256

In the Northport experiment outpatients and patients were tested for their 
ability to learn to use mechanical controls to turn off an annoying noise. 
Outpatients learned the task quickly but patients who had spent a few days in 
hospital took longer to learn and some patients who had spent weeks or 
months in hospital never did learn.

In her report of the experiment psychologist Maritza Aminita Jonas notes that 
hospital patients have little or no control over their environment. “Choice of 
food and time of meals, television station, physician availability, standard 
procedures (such as temperature and blood pressure readings) not to mention 
the time and type of medical information concerning the individual, are all 
important factors over which the patient has little or no control.” 257

School children learn that they are helpless when they have to spend most of 
their day in a classroom, not talking to their friends and learning or pretending 
to learn things that do not interest them.

In people and animals, Jonas says, learned helplessness makes the individual 
passive, slows learning and reduces the individuals’ sexual and social 
functions.258
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HIGHER EDUCATION

We also need to look at higher education. In theory both Canada and the 
United States have very good education systems and if you believe the 
numbers we’re way ahead of most countries.

A survey by The Economist magazine found that in 1995 about 40% of 
Canadians went on to post secondary education compared with about 35% of 
Americans, 25% of French students and 10% of Germans. From 1985 to 1994 
the percentage of Canadians who got post secondary education rose from 
about 30% to nearly 40% but in Sweden it kept steady at about 18% and in 
Germany it dropped.259

But how does our ‘educational advantage’ show up in wages? The Canadian 
Labour Congress defines “low pay” as less than two thirds of the median 
wage for a full time job. According to a survey by the CLC 23.7% of 
Canadians and 25% of Americans but only 13.3% of Germans and 5.2% of 
Swedes are ‘low-paid.’ Somehow, the correlation between university 
education and high wages does not seem to work the way the way we’re told 
it does.260

If university education leads to the good life we should be better off than 
people with less advanced education, but it doesn’t seem to work that way. 
Sweden is a small country with less than ten million people and relatively few 
resources but, somehow, the Swedes have developed world-class industries 
like Volvo, SAAB, SKF, Ericsson and others.

And they did it with less than half the percentage of university graduates that 
we have! How can Swedes make such wonderful cars, trucks and heavy 
machines with so little education? Do they hire foreigners to read Shakespeare 
and translate Greek poetry for them while they work in factories?

Germany, with even less ‘advanced’ education than Sweden, is a world-leader 
in high tech.

The fact is that you don’t need education to make things, you need training. 
Most of us have been raised to respect education because in most European 
countries a few hundred years ago priests educated the sons of nobles while 
craftsmen took the sons of commoners on as apprentices.
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Some of those craftsmen were in fact very well educated. The stone-masons 
who built the cathedrals of the middle ages were brilliant engineers with an 
intimate understanding of mathematics and other sciences, but they learned 
their trade by apprenticeship rather than in school.

Through most of history education by priests has outranked training by 
craftsmen but, since the industrial/scientific revolution, practical knowledge 
has had more meaning. A lord could tell a serf what crops to plant and a priest 
could tell him when to plant them, but both had to bow to a working 
mechanic’s knowledge of machines.

In later years students at the English universities of Oxford and Cambridge 
were allowed to study science, but it was understood that they would never 
put it to practical use.

Before the American revolution, the 13 colonies were not allowed to make 
their own steel. As a colony Canada was not meant to develop an independent 
economy and Canadian schools were set up to educate the sons of colonial 
administrators and of the local elite. As a nation we were expected to learn 
enough technology to prepare raw materials for shipment to England but not 
enough to manufacture finished goods.

The United States became ‘the arsenal of democracy’ and Canada developed 
enough industry to help England through two world wars but, with a steady 
supply of trained immigrants from Europe, Canada didn’t need much 
technical training and we didn’t get much.

Then came the fall of 1957 and the first Russian Sputnik satellite. It proved 
that Russia was winning the space race, and frantic politicians decided that it 
was because they had better schools. The United States set out to catch up 
and, as a junior partner in the cold war, Canada followed suit.

But the education gap was in technical schools, and we opened liberal arts 
colleges. That’s hard to justify, but not hard to understand.

Technical schools need expensive equipment and they are expensive to run, 
because anyone qualified to teach in a technical school can take his choice of 
well-paid jobs in the real world.

Arts colleges need only classrooms and a library, and teachers are cheap 
because they require no specific skills. Almost any arts graduate can teach arts 
courses, and teaching is about as good as any job that an arts degree qualifies 
you for.

And to a politician or an administrator, one school is as good as another. 
Perhaps because politicians and senior civil servants don’t need training 
themselves, they don’t seem to recognize the difference between training and 
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education; and all schools look the same when they are just promises in an 
election campaign or entries in a balance sheet. Because we could open arts 
colleges cheaper and faster than technical schools we did, nine new 
universities in Ontario alone, within a few years.261

We had no need for most of the arts graduates they turned out but, as often 
happens in the modern world, the supply created the demand. As more and 
more people received degrees, a degree became a basic requirement for more 
and more jobs.

The change came about partly because many big companies hired personnel 
officers who held degrees.

The new personnel officers were ‘specialists’ who had a theoretical 
background in hiring people but didn’t know much about the company they 
worked for or about the jobs they hired people for. They could not judge 
relevant skills but they could look at paper qualifications and, by considering 
only candidates who held degrees, they could make their own jobs easier.

It’s illegal to discriminate by race or sex, even when these may make a 
difference on the job. It is not illegal to discriminate by education, or even to 
demand education that is not required for or appropriate to the job.

In ancient China, would-be administrators were required to write a poem and 
the applicants with the best poem and the best calligraphy were chosen. In 
modern Canada some company personnel officers choose employees on the 
qualifications they understand, university degrees, whether the degrees are 
relevant to the job or not.

By the late 1960s the continued need for technical schools was obvious and 
Canadian provincial governments tried to correct it by opening ‘community 
colleges’ to teach technology. The colleges lost their chance for equality when 
educators agreed that a community college diploma was not equal to a 
university degree.

That made the colleges second-rate, for losers only, and ever since they have 
been trying to break away from the technological role they were intended to 
fill. They are now called Colleges of Applied Arts and Technology and most of 
them now emphasize courses in arts or some form of administration.

Most arts courses are of little use but some teachers claim that they ‘teach you 
to think.’ Most students, on the other hand, know that the way to get good 
marks is to show how one can rationalize the teachers’ conclusions from the 
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teachers’ premises. All students know that it is not wise to question either the 
premises or the conclusions, and many of the ‘best’ students actually believe 
both of them.

Even if students do not learn anything useful, tradition promises graduates soft 
and well-paid jobs. In Canada, Trudeau’s and later governments filled the need 
by ‘creating’ jobs with grants, and by expanding the federal and provincial 
governments.

That was a political decision and many of the jobs were an upscale form of 
workfare, planned to fit the education of the people who needed jobs rather 
than the needs of the economy. In 40 years this job creation produced the 
runaway bureaucracy that now strangles the country.

We can no longer afford make-work jobs but politicians still promise job 
creation and young people still go to university for an education they hope 
will launch them into management, even though we have less and less to 
manage.

High school graduates go to university because teachers tell them they need 
degrees. Vocational guidance teachers are supposed to advise students but 
many of the teachers assigned to vocational guidance have no technical or 
practical skills themselves, and are not qualified to advise anyone about the 
real world. Raised to respect university degrees they encourage students to 
plan for a university education, in the hope that civil service sinecures for all 
will become available some time in the future.

A few years ago I spent a couple of days with a young English truck driver 
whose family owned a fleet of about 40 big trucks and several warehouses. 
When he quit school at 16 to work as a truck driver, his teacher tried to 
convince him to stay.

Because a teenager can’t be licensed to drive a big truck in England the 
company bought a custom-made medium truck that would handle like a big 
one, and that cost about as much as three years’ board and tuition in a good 
private university, for the boy to learn on.262 When he went to work as a truck 
driver young Paul began a course of on-the-job training that was virtually 
guaranteed to land him in top management of a company worth quite a few 
million dollars, but all the schoolteacher could see was that he was going to 
drive a truck.

He could have finished his ‘education’ and then gone to work for the family 
company but, had he done that, he would not have learned anything about 
either trucking or warehousing. By starting as a truck driver he learned the 
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business from the ground up, and earned the respect of the men who work for 
his family and who will someday work for him.

And he has earned respect. A few years after Paul started work he won a 
national ‘tarping and roping’ contest, in which drivers compete to tie a load 
safely to a truck and cover it with a secure tarpaulin. He’s also an expert driver 
and, while I was visiting, an older driver came with us on one trip to see how 
Paul could weave a big truck through a narrow winding lane. The older driver 
had more time on the job, but Paul was known to be one of the few who could 
take a truck through this particular lane. In this case that was an important 
skill because the lane in question was in a factory complex where the 
company made deliveries. If drivers could not take big trucks through the lane 
deliveries would have to be made by smaller trucks, at higher cost.

If Paul had a degree from Oxford no trucker would listen to anything he said 
about any aspect of trucking. Because he learned from the ground up and 
because he is an acknowledged expert, even old hands trust his judgment.

In contrast one Canadian trucking executive told me that on the Queen 
Elizabeth Highway between Toronto and Hamilton he always drove his car in 
the center lane, at less than the speed limit. When one of his company’s trucks 
passed him on the right, he cited the driver for a ‘safety violation.’

That man was the ‘safety manager’ for a trucking company but, until I told 
him, he didn’t know that it’s legal to pass on the right on a multi-lane road in 
Ontario and that on many main roads, including the Queen Elizabeth, big 
trucks are not allowed in the extreme left lane. The drivers he was supposed to 
supervise soon learned to recognize his car and, because they dared not pass 
him, he created a rolling road block that was anything but safe. He was ‘well 
educated,’ but worse than useless in his job.

With a pretense of facing reality university students are now switching from 
general arts to commerce and business administration courses; but what will 
they administer? If there are no trained workers for the factories, there will be 
no factories to run.

For the past 20 years or so the big deal in education has been computers, and 
we still hear about the lack of computer-trained craftsmen. That’s a half-truth.

We hear that there is a lack of machinists to run computer-controlled 
machines, for example, and the promoters of education tell us we need more 
computer training. They miss the point that the need is for machinists, not for 
computer programmers.

We have lots of unemployed programmers, but very few unemployed 
machinists. Many modern machine tools can be controlled by computers but 
they are still machine tools and the man who programs the computers must 
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know what the tools can do, and how they do it. He must, in other words, be 
capable of running the machine himself.

If the programmer can’t do the job himself he can’t program a machine to do 
it, but a man who can run the machine can learn to program it. Some industrial 
robots are programmed by ‘walking’ them through the job they are to do. In a 
‘walk through’ a man who knows the job guides the robot, and the robot 
memorizes the moves. The man must know the job very well, but he doesn’t 
have to know anything about programming.

Some schools pretend to teach ‘practical’ subjects but I question the wisdom 
of trying to learn any practical subject in school.

If we want to study ancient Greek literature we go to school, because there is 
no practical use for a knowledge of ancient Greek literature and scholars who 
know nothing else have no way to make a living but to teach school.

But the study of a practical subject; like marketing, for example; is quite 
different. Anyone who is good at marketing can make more money in private 
industry than he can as a schoolteacher and, because of that, we have to 
assume that people who teach marketing in schools may do it because they are 
not good enough to succeed in real-life marketing.

The school won’t know that, of course, because teachers are hired by 
administrators who check paper but may not themselves understand the 
subject to be taught and are not qualified to judge the teacher’s qualifications. 
Some students may realize that their teacher does not know what he’s talking 
about, but if they want to pass the course they will pretend to respect him.

Even if the teacher was once good enough to make it in a real world he is not 
in the mainstream of the business, and he may not be current.

It is also possible that a teacher knows marketing well but there are no jobs for 
marketing grads, so he has to teach school. When we have a surplus of 
‘experts,’ the ones who can’t get jobs may become teachers and turn out more 
‘experts.’

That really does happen. About 20 years ago a friend of mine who already had 
a degree in computer science was ‘retrained,’ at government expense, as an 
‘instrument mechanic.’ There was a need for instrument mechanics but none 
of the 20 students in my friend’s class got jobs after graduation, because the 
type of instruments they were trained to service were obsolete before the 
course began. The teacher had not been able to keep up with the industry, but 
he was still able to sell his outmoded skill.

In most cases we could learn more and better as apprentices or understudies 
than as students. If I want to learn marketing, for example, do I want to spend 
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three years studying it under a teacher who may not be good enough at 
marketing to get a job in it himself?

I would do better to start as a trainee in a good marketing firm or in the 
marketing department of a big company. If the company is willing to hire me I 
know they think there will be work for me as a marketer. Because I will see 
my teachers’ success as marketers in the real world I will know how well they 
understand marketing.

That’s the ideal but when 20 people apply for one opening in a marketing firm 
and nineteen of them have degrees or diplomas in marketing, the one that has 
no degree is not likely to get the job. That’s a shame because he might have 
the best natural talent and the nineteen who have paper qualifications may 
have learned nothing useful. In fact the school may have given them 
misconceptions and wrong ideas that could make them less useful than 
someone with no training at all.

A former accountant told me about the students she used to hire. In most 
cases, she said, high school students showed more initiative and learned faster 
than university students who were part way through courses in accounting.

As a journalist I have been appalled by the trend to school training for 
reporters. In years gone by most newspapers trained their own reporters, on 
the job. There wasn’t much unemployment among journalists in those days 
because newspapers trained only the reporters they could use and the supply 
of trained reporters generally matched the jobs available.

Now reporters are trained in schools of journalism. With government and 
students paying the bills the schools can and will train everybody they can 
lure into a course, and they graduate far more ‘trained’ journalists than the 
industry can use.

Most journalism grads will never get jobs in ‘their’ field and most of those 
who do will work for low wages. As a reporter on a small-city newspaper 
more than 40 years ago I bought a house for slightly less than one year’s 
salary. Now, a young reporter on a small-city paper might be hard-pressed to 
buy a new car on one year’s salary.

In a perfect world schools would train only enough students to fill the need, 
but that’s obviously impossible. As long as schools offer free choice of 
courses we have to expect students to sign up for the courses they think will 
lead to the top jobs.

And even if we could limit the openings in school; no-one knows exactly how 
many jobs and what kind of jobs are open now, let alone what will be open 
three or four years in the future.
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I used to think that Manpower Canada tracked jobs as part of its function as 
the national employment agency, but that’s not so. When I tried to confirm my 
previous belief a member of the agency’s public relations staff told me that 
Manpower knows only about jobs that are hired through its own offices, and 
that most private business does not deal with it. It never listed more than about 
25% of all the jobs in Canada, and at times the level drops as low as 10%. 
Still, it provides jobs for its own employees.

Governments and government contractors have to hire through Manpower and 
that may help to create the illusion that there are more jobs for people with 
academic training than for people with practical skills. Like ancient Chinese 
administrators who were hired on the basis of poetry and penmanship, civil 
servants are not chosen for either practical knowledge or useful skills.

But even if the schools knew what jobs would be open when their students 
graduated, on-the-job training would still have the advantage that it would sort 
out mistakes faster. When I started work as a newspaper reporter I discovered 
very quickly what the job was like. As it turned out I enjoyed it, and I did well 
enough that the newspaper I started with, and later other newspapers, were 
willing to keep me.

Most journalism schools have their own make-believe newspapers, but school 
papers are not the real thing. After three or four years of school, journalism 
students have three or four years’ experience as students but none as 
journalists.

That’s a shame because the graduates have invested three years of their lives 
in training and they still don’t know if they will like journalism or if they are 
suited for it. All they know is that they like school and that they can pass 
courses.

And they are not trained journalists, as the quality of many modern papers 
proves. One important difference is that students get through school by 
believing what they are told, but a good journalist knows that many sources 
will distort a story for their own ends.

Another difference is that students who run school papers learn to bow to the 
dictates of teachers and school officials. That may be one reason why so many 
modern newspapers bow so submissively to the demands of advertisers and 
even of government officials.

With cheap education almost any student can train for almost any job and 
most students like to think they will get the jobs they train for. That’s a nice 
dream but the sad fact is that there are not enough soft and interesting jobs to 
go round, especially in an economy that is failing for lack of productive 
workers.
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Personally, I would like to be president of General Electric. Dozens of schools 
offer training that might qualify me for the job but, unfortunately, General 
Electric already has a president.

Hundreds of North American companies need skilled workers but they’re hard 
to find because most of our schools are training people to be company 
presidents. If General Electric and other companies did their own training 
things would be different, because students would face reality much earlier.

In the present world you can spend three years and tens of thousands of 
dollars training to be president of GE before you find out it already has a 
president, and by the time you face reality it may be too late to retrain.

In a world of apprenticeship training you could wait until someone is ready to 
hire a trainee for the president’s job, or you could start work tomorrow as an 
apprentice machinist. The training you get as an apprentice may be better than 
you would get in school because schoolwork is always make-believe but the 
training of an apprentice is real. Students in school don’t have to be serious 
about either their projects or their choices because most of what they learn in 
school has little bearing on real life and, in many courses, they may be able to 
fake their way through exams. For some, at least, the habit of faking things 
persist. Apprentices work and learn in the real world, and the decisions they 
make in training are real.

Further, there is the very serious danger that by concentrating on ‘advanced 
education’ we may lose the skills we have.

Canada never trained many skilled craftsmen because, for much of our 
history, we could get them as immigrants from Europe. Now we need to train 
our own because most skilled craftsmen can do better in Europe than they can 
here. We need a serious apprenticeship program of our own, and if we don’t 
start it soon we may not have enough skilled tradesmen to manage it.

It takes a tradesman to train a tradesman, and too many of our tradesmen are 
now unemployed or retired. When the last master of a trade retires, it will be 
too late to think about an apprenticeship program.

In a healthy economy training as a machinist could lead to the president’s 
office, as it did for Henry Ford, the Dodge Brothers and others. In Adventures 
of a Bystander management guru Peter Drucker reports that in the 1930s, 40s 
and 50s, when General Motors was the world’s leading carmaker, most GM 
executives started as factory workers. The few who had university degrees did 
not talk about them.263 Now most GM executives have university degrees, but 
the company has become an also-ran in the its field.
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Still; in a world of formal schooling, practical training is a dead end. If 
university graduates control management they will make sure no non-graduate 
rises to their level.

And we maintain the myth that our unemployment problems are caused by 
lack of education. If everybody had a degree, school promoters say, we would 
not have unemployment.

Maybe so, but The Economist survey shows that we already have more 
‘advanced education’ than countries that are more prosperous than we are!

So where do we get the idea that more education leads to higher wages? We 
learn it in school!

I don’t suggest that we can get along without schools but it should be obvious 
that we can’t get along without apprentices. About thirty years ago an 
electrician in Yellow Springs, Ohio, told me that he had to have an apprentice 
because he could not get work without one. Yellow Springs is home to 
Antioch College, one of the best liberal arts colleges in the United States, but 
people there know that they need tradesmen and that tradesmen need training, 
and they will not hire a tradesman who has no apprentice.

The demand for apprenticeships in Yellow Springs is a local initiative, but the 
need is global. I agree that most tradesmen also need school training but, 
besides establishing and funding more trade schools, a rational government 
should offer tax benefits and even subsidies to tradesmen and companies that 
train apprentices and to the apprentices themselves.

And even more important, we need to learn to appreciate tradesmen and 
apprenticeships. We must learn that while a man with a degree in business 
administration may be qualified to manage a branch plant or to establish an 
Enron-type business it takes tradesmen to make the things we need and use 
every day, and that most productive businesses are founded by tradesmen.

As I wrote the first edition of this book in the spring of 2005 some Canadian 
TV commercials appeared to encourage young people to train for trades. This 
was good start, but the commercials were condescending and insulting. In one 
an architect explained to a young tradesman that he, the architect, could not do 
the wonderful things he does if it were not for the relatively insignificant work 
of the tradesman.

The fact is that tradesmen have given us the modern world. Vic De Zen, 
founder of the Royal Plastics group that operates around the world, is a tool 
and die maker. So is Frank Stronach, founder of Magna International with 
24,000 employees and sales of more than $4.5 billion a year. The Wright 
brothers never finished high school but they learned to make and repair 
bicycles and they built the engine that powered their first airplane. Frank 
Whittle, the inventor of the jet engine, joined the RAF as an apprentice 
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mechanic and qualified as a pilot and test pilot before the military sent him to 
university. The Wright brothers, Henry Ford, the Dodge brothers and others 
were tradesmen, not professionals, and poor old Thomas Edison had only 
three months of schooling. These men all had ‘training’ rather than an 
‘education’ and it’s a safe bet that their training served them better than an 
education could have.

At his point I can’t resist repeating the joke about Bill Gates, who dropped out 
of university to found Microsoft and earn tens of billions of dollars to become 
one of the richest men in the world. It has often been said that if he had 
finished university, he might have become a millionaire.

back to table of contents

EDUCATION BY ENTERTAINMENT

We learn by watching others and, sometimes, by imitating them. A baby 
watches it’s parents and as it develops the ability it imitates their movements, 
their speech patterns and ultimately their relationships.

As we grow up we learn from our peers and authority figures, but the peers 
and the authority figures of millions of North Americans are the stars of TV 
soap operas and sitcoms. Millions more identify with or take their cues from 
pop singers or fictional characters in books.

Most of the models are deliberately abnormal. They have to be, to stand out in 
a competitive marketplace.

Bing Crosby and Frank Sinatra sang about love and lived relatively normal 
public lives. Rock groups like Dismember, Pungent Stink and Verbal Abuse do 
not. Sherlock Holmes used his brain to solve cases in which something was 
stolen and perhaps one person was threatened or killed. Some of today’s 
fictional detectives use their fists and machine guns to fight baddies who plan 
wholesale slaughter.

And it will get worse, because life imitates art. Movies set standards for real-
life bad guys to aspire to and, when the real-life bad guys catch up with movie 
villains, the movies have to become even more extreme to maintain their 
shock value.

It’s easy to confuse movies or television shows with reality because we 
perceive them as sounds and images, very much like the way we perceive real 
life. That can create problems because psychologists tell us that about 70% of 
social communication is through body language, and most of the rest is 
through tone of voice. Words carry less than 10% of the message.
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We learn to read non-verbal cues from our peers but, when we get a significant 
portion of our human inter-action by watching movies or TV, we learn it 
wrong.

When Joe Virile looks into Jane Fertile’s eyes and tells her he loves her, he’s 
lying. In fact he may hate her, and in any case he is following a script.

But to millions of budding Jane Fertile’s his love is real, and she watches 
every nuance of body language and facial expression. Joe is faking it but he is 
setting the standard by which real-life lovers will be judged, and if they don’t 
fake it they may not be believed.

If Joe Virile is a good enough actor he may try to mimic the body language of 
true love, but there’s very little chance that he will get it right. He will do 
better as an actor, in fact, if he parodies real body language; because the 
parody will have more impact in the fictional setting.

That’s a problem because many children see more intense human inter-action 
in the thirty hours or so of television they watch every week than they do in 
real life, and they may pay more attention to TV than to real life. Because they 
are part of a highly-charged drama, and because we pay more attention to the 
antics of actors on the screen that we do to real people in the real world, the 
lessons we learn from fictional characters on movies and TV screens carry 
more weight than the lessons we learn from real people.

When we sit with people to watch TV we are there to watch TV, not to sit with 
people. If we read a book rather than talk to friends, we choose the characters 
in the book as our friends.

Thanks to the wonders of modern media, many of us have a distorted view of 
the world. If we grow up with movies and TV, we may also have trouble 
communicating with others.

If I live in the real world I will model my behavior and expectations on the 
real world, and I may eventually learn to deal with the real world. If I live in a 
world of fiction I will learn from fiction, and I will learn only to deal with the 
world of fiction.

If the people I meet have been exposed to the same amount of the same fiction 
as I have, it might work out all right, in some cases at least. If I model my 
behavior on one fictional character, perhaps they will model theirs on another.

But what if real human reactions creep into the interchange? If I am too 
wrapped up in fictional emotions and reactions, will I be able to deal with the 
real thing? Or will I feel so uncomfortable with the real world that when one 
of my fictional heroes commits suicide, I may think about following his lead?
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Perhaps not, but there is evidence that one common characteristic of people 
who can’t make it in school or in life is an inability to read body language. If 
they had spent more time with real life, and less with fiction, they might have 
done better.

One of the most popular forms of entertainment these days is video games, 
which allow players to act out their fantasies as super-killer soldiers, criminals 
or rapists. I can’t help wondering if these games would be as popular with a 
generation raised by mothers, rather than day care. Either way, they may be 
good training for the future.

back to table of contents

THE LAW

In my analysis of the economy I classified the services of lawyers as cost 
goods. That doesn’t mean we shouldn’t have any lawyers, but it does mean 
that the more lawyers we have, the less wealth the rest of us have to share. 
Most lawyers do very well for themselves and sometimes for their clients but, 
for the most part, they are a burden on society as a whole.

One reporter’s survey found that several American lawyers make more than 
$10 million a year and that the best-paid lawyer in the U.S. received more 
than $90 million in fees in 1996.

But lawyers don’t actually produce anything and the wealth they gain for 
themselves and (sometimes) their clients is taken from others. Lawsuits for 
‘slip and fall’ accidents cost the city of New York about $200 million a year 
and, according to  TV reporter John Stossel, the cost of lawsuits and insurance 
adds $100 to the price of the average football helmet, $500 to the price of a 
car and about $3,000 to the price of heart pacemaker.264

In an op ed article in the Washington Examiner (Apr 20, 2011) Lawrence J. 
McQuillan and Hovannes Abramyan of the Pacific Research Institute 
calculate the cost of litigation; including annual damage awards, plaintiff 
attorneys’ fees, defense costs, administrative costs and deadweight costs from 
torts such as product liability cases, medical malpractice litigation and class 
action lawsuits; at $328 billion per year.

That’s the direct cost but, the article says, the threat of litigation also changes 
behavior; often in what the article described as “economically unproductive 
ways.”
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The article notes that fear of medical liability prompts doctors to engage in 
‘defensive medicine,’ at a total cost of $124 billion a year. This is reflected in 
the high cost of medical insurance which, the article estimates, adds 3.4 
million Americans to the rolls of the uninsured. Because people without good 
medical care lose more time from work the article estimates that this costs $39 
billion per year in lost production.

The article suggests that legal costs also hamper innovation because 
companies spend money on legal defense rather than research and 
development, and withhold or withdraw products from the market. It argues 
that more than 51,000 U.S. jobs have been lost due to asbestos-related 
bankruptcies alone, and that employees at the bankrupted companies have lost 
$559 million in pension benefits, and that side effects of tort cases cost $537 
billion per year in addition to the direct cost of $328 billion for a total of over 
$865 billion per year. It blames tort cases for an annual loss of $684 billion in 
shareholder value.

It argues that some drugs that could save lives are not offered to the public, 
because they might also kill some people and thus lay the manufacturer open 
to a ‘class action’ lawsuit; in which one or more lawyers represent many 
‘clients’ who claim to have been harmed by someone’s real or imagined 
behavior; that could cost billions.

The Dow Corning class action offers a classic case. About one percent of the 
company’s total business was the production of about 750,000 jelly-like breast 
implants for women who had lost a breast to disease or who just wanted 
bigger breasts.

But in January of 1992 the U.S. Food and Drug Administration imposed a 
moratorium on use of the implants. Lawyers across the country smelled blood 
and some advertised in local newspapers to find women who had implants and 
who might be persuaded to file claims against Dow Corning.

The company was not worried because it carried more than $250 million 
insurance, but hundreds of thousands of women filed claims that their silicone 
breast implants caused illnesses such as rheumatoid arthritis and auto-immune 
disease.

In fact studies by the Mayo Clinic and other reliable medical facilities found 
that women with breast implants have about the same incidence of diseases as 
women without implants but, with 750,000 implants in use, a lot of women 
with implants also have diseases. Lawyers encouraged any woman with an 
implant and a disease to blame the disease on the implant.

And facts are no defense against predatory lawyers. It would have been so 
expensive to fight the cases that Dow Corning offered a ‘global’ settlement of 
$105,000 to $1.4 million to each claimant, depending on her health and age.
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That would have cost the company more than $4 billion but it would have 
limited the lawyers’ take and many of them urged women to continue their 
lawsuits. One Houston lawyer pursued more than 1,000 claims outside the 
global settlement.

In May of 1995, after a federal judge said the $4.2 billion that Dow Corning 
had committed to settle the claims would not be enough, the company filed for 
voluntary bankruptcy.265

Breast implants were a tiny part of Dow Corning’s business and the company 
offered them only as a public service. Nobody ever proved that any implants 
harmed anyone but a business worth billions of dollars had to claim 
bankruptcy protection for nine years, ending in June 2004.

In 1997 some lawyers attacked the huge Dow Chemical Corporation, on the 
grounds that it owned part of Dow Corning.266 One lawsuit was settled for 
$3.9 million even though, in the words of company spokesman John Musser, 
“Dow Chemical is not and never has been in the silicone business. Dow 
Chemical never made these devices, never researched and never sold them 
and never offered any opinion on their safety.”

The beneficiaries of this case included everyone who had breast implants and 
some form of disease, everyone who had breast implants and could fake some 
form of disease, the lawyers who launched suits and their employees, Dow 
Corning’s lawyers and their employees, judges who heard the suits and all 
court employees, the news media who reported the suits and countless others. 
If a lawyer had to rent extra office space to handle the new business, his 
landlord became a beneficiary of the case but, for all the money that changed 
hands, no wealth was created. For every gain, there was a loss.

Many of the claims were probably fraudulent but, even where the case is 
based on fraud, many of the beneficiaries may be honest. When a fraudulent 
claim is tried in court the stenographer who records the trial is not part of the 
fraud but, because it creates well-paid work, he or she still benefits from it. We 
can’t blame him for enjoying the benefit but, at the same time, we have to 
remember that his gain is society’s cost.

In January of 1993 ABC Television’s 20/20 public affairs show tracked some 
of the lawsuits that destroyed the multi billion dollar Johns Manville 
Corporation and six other companies that produced asbestos or products that 
included asbestos.

The case is not a direct parallel to the Dow case because there is evidence that 
asbestos can cause health problems and that some companies continued to use 
asbestos after they knew of the problems.
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The asbestos companies paid millions for their mistake but most of the money 
was collected by lawyers. Most of the 500,000 people who sued for damages 
got only a few thousand dollars each, but the lawyers who orchestrated the 
lawsuits got millions.

And some innocent companies were harmed. Keene Corp has more than 4,000 
employees making hundreds of assorted products but it made the mistake of 
buying a small company that had once made asbestos ceiling tiles.

The company cost $8 million to buy and the litigation over a product it did not 
even make when Keene bought it cost more than $530 million. Plaintiffs got 
about $210 million of the settlement, and lawyers collected about $350 
million.

The cost of civil litigation also means that people who can’t afford lawyers 
may have no lawyers may have no defense against a wealthy individual or 
person who cheats or otherwise injures them.

Civil law protects wealthy people and corporations from critics with ‘SLAPP’ 
suits — the acronym stands for “strategic lawsuit against public participation”  
— that threaten to burden the victim with heavy legal costs. These are enabled 
by an early 17th Century legal decision that if someone says they have been 
libeled, it’s up to the defendant to prove that they have not libeled their 
accuser, rather than the reverse. Typically, the complainant has lots of money 
and perhaps lawyers on staff, and the defendant can’t afford a proper defense. 
Even if the suit has obviously invalid, the defendant will have to pay for a 
legal defense that he, she or they may not be able to afford.

I saw one example of legal bullying a few years ago when the chairwoman of 
a committee in the co-operative apartment house where I live sued some of 
her committee members. The committee chairwoman was a lawyer and at one 
point she told our building manager that the suit cost her nothing, because her 
lawyer managed it as a ‘professional courtesy,’ but it could have cost her 
committee members thousands of dollars.

Because the suit was so obviously unjust the co-operative hired a lawyer to 
defend the committee members; at a cost, as I recall, of $5,000. I know details 
of the case because I was on the co-operative’s board of directors at the time.

back to table of contents
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THE POLICE

We can dream of country without lawyers but it’s hard to think we could get 
along without police. You and I always obey the law, of course, but we are 
exceptional. Some people are criminals, and many others would be if the 
police were not there to protect us.

But this creates a problem because while it’s obvious that no policeman 
should have authority over you or I, it is also obvious that the police should 
have authority over everyone else and some people think they should even 
have authority over us. Ultimately, we are the voluntary prisoners of a group 
of armed men who are supposed to ‘serve and protect’ us, but there are times 
when that description of their duties wears thin. In any administration the 
police serve and protect wealthy people and government officials more 
zealously than ordinary citizens, and they to identify with other policemen 
more readily than with civilians.

A typical member of the New York city police, for example, might identify 
more readily and more closely with a policeman from Los Angeles than with a 
civilian citizen of New York.

Policemen think of themselves as an elite, the city’s finest, but sometimes; as 
in the Chicago police riot of 1968 in which about 23,000 police attacked about 
10,000 protesters; they behave like thugs. The Chicago riot began with the 
beating of a young boy and escalated.

In 2010 more than 20,000 policemen from forces across Canada, supposedly 
‘protecting’ a G-20 summit meeting in Toronto bullied and assaulted dozens 
of people and arrested more than 1,000 people; including some who were 
shopping and others who were waiting for street cars. Many of the riot-
equipped policemen removed their name tags and used false names when they 
booked people they arrested, and almost all refused to name their cohorts who 
had assaulted and beaten civilians. Most of the civilians who were arrested 
were never charged, and even policemen who had been filmed beating 
civilians were not charged.

Some apparently-civilian rioters damaged property but later a Royal Canadian 
Mounted Police report revealed that two of the seven people arrested by the 
RCMP were in fact undercover policemen.267

The undercover policemen must have done something to get arrested by the 
Mounties; who are generally more restrained than local cops; and if they were 
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trying to incite violence it would not be the first time. In August of 2007 
leaders of a protest against the North American leaders summit in Montebello, 
Quebec, unmasked three plainclothes Quebec Provincial Police officers who 
were urging protesters to throw rocks.268 Quebec police have the nasty habit 
of beating time with their nightsticks on their shields as they march beside 
protesters, in what can only be seen as deliberate provocation.

One Toronto City policeman who gained fame for his bullying tactics in 
confrontation with a protester during the police riot that developed over the 
G20 conference maintained a Facebook page in which he described his job as 
‘taking garbage off the street.’ He is famous as “Constable Bubbles” because 
he warned a young woman who was blowing bubbles that if one of them 
touched him, he would arrest her on a charge of “assault.” His mistake was 
that he didn’t realize, or didn’t care, that he was being recorded on cellphone 
video at the time.

The G-20 incident may have been one of the reasons Toronto’s police chief’s 
contract was not renewed when it ran out, but most of the policemen who 
misbehaved were never properly punished. It would be hard to punish a whole 
police force properly but, considering that most policemen believe in 
punishment for misbehavior, something should have been done.

On November 18, 2011 University of California at Davis police officer Lt. 
John Pike fired pepper-spray, at close range, at the faces of about a dozen 
students who were sitting on a path in the campus quad in an Occupy 
movement demonstration.

Defending his action the university police chief said Pike was surrounded by 
protesters and separated from supporting officers but videos of the event, 
shown on TV news programs around the world, showed that the students were 
peaceful and seated and that Pike was never surrounded or threatened. He was 
later fired from the university police but, despite the evidence of his illegal 
assault, was not charged as a criminal.269 One suspects that he might have 
been fired because he was videotaped in action, rather than because he 
assaulted people he was supposed to protect.

In an article in Harper’s magazine writer Lewis Lapham notes that on April 15 
of the year 2000 police in Washington DC arrested more than 600 people with 
no lawful reason and held them for up to 18 hours without access to food, 
water, telephone, lawyer or a toilet. The people were presumably planning to 
protest outside a meeting of the World Bank. On Sept 27, 2002 Washington 
police arrested 400 people in Pershing Park for failing to obey an unspecified 
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order. The arrestees each had one wrist tied to the opposite ankle, so they 
could neither stand up nor lie comfortably.270

In Oct. of 2003 the FBI sent a memorandum to 15,000 local police agencies to 
explain that the use of tape recorders or video cameras and the wearing of 
sunglasses or headscarves are signs of ‘criminal intent.’ In some American 
jurisdictions, Lapham says, cell phones qualify as ‘instruments of crime’ and 
anyone who has one commits a misdemeanor.

Most North American police are armed and we’d like to think they are 
responsible, but that’s not always the case. On Dec. 2, 2013 Michael 
MacIsaac, a resident of Ajax, Ontario, near Toronto, was feeling ill and, rather 
than go to work, he stayed home to rest. He had earlier been diagnosed with a 
condition called “ temporal lobe epilepsy” that sometimes affected his 
memory and behavior. The day before; a Sunday —he had a minor seizure 
that his wife described as “typical.”

But about 10 am Monday he got up, spoke without seeming to make any sense 
and ran, naked, out of the house into freezing weather. Several neighbors 
called police as he ran around the neighborhood, sometimes banging on the 
windows of cars and swearing at the drivers.

Somewhere, he picked up a wrought-iron chair leg. When two Durham 
Regional Police cars arrived the policemen yelled at him to drop the leg then; 
12 seconds after they got out of their cars; shot him. He died in hospital the 
next day.

Most times policemen are exonerated when they shoot a citizen; even when 
there is no apparent justification; but the Toronto policeman who shot 18-year 
old Sammy Yatim one night in July of 2013 had the misfortune to be caught 
on camera.

Yatim was riding a streetcar when he exposed himself and unfolded a small 
knife. When he began shouting at the other passengers the motorman stopped 
the car and everybody but Yatim got off.

He was alone in the car when policemen surrounded it and began shouting at 
him to “drop the knife.” When he did not obey quickly enough policeman 
James Forcillo shot him; nine times. As Yatim lay dying on the floor of the 
streetcar, another policeman climbed aboard and tasered him.

The boy was in no position to hurt anyone before he was shot, and he may 
have been confused by the policemen yelling and threatening him. The 
policeman who shot him was one of many on the scene, he was armed and 
wearing a bulletproof vest, and he kept shooting after the boy went down and 
was obviously wounded. Eventually, because of the public outcry the 
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policeman was charged with second degree murder, but the newspapers say he 
won’t be tried for several years. Presumably, when the public outcry dies 
down the charges will be dropped.

As this is written thousands of protesters in Ferguson, Missouri, are protesting 
the death of 18-year-old Michael Brown who was shot, nine times, by a police 
officers. An autopsy found that the bullets were probably not fired at close 
range, and that only one shot -- believed to be the last one -- was fatal. 
Witnesses said the boy had his hands up and was surrendering when the 
policeman opened fire.

We think of the United States and Canada as free countries but, as police in 
both countries have demonstrated many times and as Lapham notes in his 
article, the difference between a policed state and a police state can be slight.

back to table of contents

CRIMINAL COURTS

The police are supposedly restrained but are more often backed up by a 
system of criminal courts, overseen by an ordained priesthood of judges and 
lawyers who are paid to protect us from abuse by police but who are not 
always successful.

We like to pretend that everybody is ‘equal before the law’ but that’s an 
obvious shibboleth. Most law protects rich people from robbery by poor 
people but offers dozens of ways for rich people to, in effect, rob poor people. 
Our system of lawyers and modern courts also offers rich people immunity 
from the same laws that control poor people. We may never know, for 
example, whether O.J Simpson actually killed his ex-wife and her lover or 
not, but we can be certain that if Simpson had not been wealthy he would have 
been convicted of the crime.

We also don’t know for certain that boxer Rubin ‘Hurricane’ Carter, a 
contender for the world welterweight boxing championship, was not one of 
two men who shot a bartender, a waitress and customers in the Lafayette Grill 
grill in Patterson, New Jersey, in the 1960s.

We know that Carter had complained, in a Saturday Evening Post article, 
about the way Patterson police treated black people; that he passed a lie 
detector test and that witnesses to the killing said that he was not the killer. We 
know that the police did not test the bar for fingerprints or paraffin-test Carter 
(to see if he had fired a gun) the night of the murders. We know that there was 
a reward of $12,500 for conviction of the murderer, that the witnesses against 
Carter were known criminals who had been promised early release from jail 
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for their testimony and that the prosecutor in the case concealed evidence that 
his witnesses had failed a polygraph test.

Still, Carter was convicted of the crime in 1969 and after the original 
conviction was overturned in 1976, he was re-convicted at a new trial. 

He was eventually freed by a case launched by the Association in Defense of 
the Wrongly Convicted and the state agreed not to re-try him in return for his 
promise that he would not sue. Obviously, the state was more worried about 
the possibility of a lawsuit than that an innocent man had spent seven years in 
jail, and that he lost the sight in one eye due to an operation while he was in 
prison.271

We can be certain that Geronimo Pratt was not guilty of a murder in Santa 
Monica on Dec 18,1968 because Pratt, a member of the Black Panthers, was 
under surveillance by the FBI and known to have been in Oakland at the time.

Still, he was charged in the summer of 1970 and spent 26 years and seven 
months in jail, (including eight years in solitary confinement) before he was 
released on bail in 1997.272

In Texas Michael Morton was convicted of the murder of his wife Christine 
and spent 25 years in jail before he was exonerated by DNA evidence.273 
There was no evidence to suggest that he had done it; in fact his three-year-old 
son said his father was not home when it happened; but he was the only 
suspect, so he was convicted.

Prosecutor Ken Anderson did not tell the court that the boy had seen the 
murder and described the man who did it, or that neighbors had described a 
man parking a green van behind Morton’s house and walking into the woods 
behind it, or that a blood-stained bandana had been found in the woods. DNA 
tests showed that some of the blood on that bandana was Morton’s wife’s, and 
some was from a known criminal; who killed another woman in similar 
circumstances less than two years after the death of Christine.

Anderson, the prosecutor who withheld the evidence, became a judge in 2001 
but when the facts of Morton’s case were revealed he stepped down as a 
judge, served five days of a ten-day jail sentence, paid a $500 fine, was 
sentenced to 500 hours of community service and lost his license to practice 
law. The Innocence Project of Texas and the Texas Criminal Defense Lawyers 
Association are now reviewing other cases that he prosecuted.
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Morton was one of more than 2,000 wrongfully convicted people who were 
exonerated between 1989 and 2012, according to data compiled by the 
University of Michigan Law School.

On Sept 3 of 2014 Henry Lee McCollum and his half brother Leon Brown 
were released from prison after 31 years -- McCollum on death row and 
Brown with a life sentence. When McCollum was 19 years old and Brown 15 
they had been convicted of the rape and murder of 11-year-old Sabrina Buie 
near Red Springs, South Carolina, in 1983.

There was no physical evidence to tie them to the crime but, under police 
pressure, the boys -- both of below-average intelligence -- confessed. In their 
first trial both were condemned to death but Brown's sentence was later 
reduced to life imprisonment.

McCollum's execution was delayed time and again and finally, under pressure 
from the Center for Death Penalty Litigation of Durham, North Carolina, 
DNA from cigarette butts and fingerprints on a beer can found near the dead 
girl were tested and found to match an older man who lived nearby and who 
had been convicted of a assaulting three other women, and of a rape and 
murder that occurred a month after Buie's death.

After the men's release -- having spent virtually all their adult lives in jail -- 
prosecutor Joe Freeman Britt, who had sent them to death row with no real 
evidence, insisted that he still believed they were guilty.274

Canadian law offers comparable cases. On Aug 9, 1972 Leopold Roy of 
Ottawa was stabbed to death by a burglar and a petty criminal named Romeo 
Phillion was convicted of the murder.

While in custody Phillion confessed to the murder but in 2003, when he asked 
for a new trial, it was revealed that a police report that had been hidden from 
the defense showed that Phillion was being watched by police and was known 
to have been about 200 km away from Ottawa when the murder took place. In 
June of 2003 he was released on $50,000 bail after 31 years in jail for a crime 
that the police knew he could not have committed.

But why would a man confess to a murder he has not committed? That sounds 
strange, but it’s not unheard-of.

After a white woman was beaten and raped in New York’s Central Park in 
1989 five black teen-agers were convicted and sent to prison. They had 
‘confessed’ after ‘interrogations’ that lasted from 14 to 30 hours but in 
December 2002, after they had spent 13 years in jail, charges against them 
were dismissed because an older man confessed to the crime and was linked 
to it by DNA evidence. Apparently the boys had confessed because they 
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thought (or were told) that if they did, they would be allowed to go home. 
Later they recanted their confessions, but were convicted anyway.275

The boys may have been easy to bully but it’s hard to explain the case of Paul 
Ingram, who became a victim of the 1980s fad among psychiatric ‘therapists’ 
to diagnose ‘childhood sexual abuse’ as the cause of many women’s problems. 
The therapists; some of them medical doctors but some with no recognized 
training or qualifications; insisted that their patients had ‘suppressed’ 
memories of abuse. After literally hundreds of families had been destroyed 
and dozens of innocent people jailed it was established that, in fact, most of 
the ‘memories’ had been implanted by the therapists.

This does not imply that the therapists implanted the memories deliberately; 
most were just incompetent. The fact that false memories can be implanted 
was established by Dr. Elizabeth Loftus, a professor of psychology at the 
University of Washington and explained in her book The Myth of Repressed 
Memory.276

Paul Ingram, a sheriff’s deputy in Olympia, Washington, was charged with 
child abuse and satanic rituals on the basis of memories ‘recovered’ by his 
adult daughter and, after he was pestered by police, therapists and a preacher, 
he eventually confessed to the crimes and was sentenced to 20 years in jail. 
He was effectively proven not guilty before he was sentenced and he tried to 
recant his confession but, because he had confessed, his plea of innocence was 
not accepted.277

In 1932 Yale Law Professor Edwin Brochard documented 65 wrongful 
convictions in his book Convicting the Innocent, and in 1992 authors Michael 
L Radelet, Hugo Adam Bedau and Constance E Putnam listed more than 400 
cases, in the 20th century alone, in their book In Spite of Innocence. In 
January 2000 Illinois Governor George H Ryan declared a moratorium on 
executions, largely because 13 men who had been condemned to death had 
been exonerated and released in the last 15 years.

By early 2003 The Innocence Project at the Benjamin N Cardozo School of 
Law in New York City had cleared 123 people who were convicted of serious 
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crimes. More than 30 of them had confessed, under police pressure, to the 
crimes they had not committed.278

In the 1999-2000 academic year the Northwestern University School of Law 
launched the Center on Wrongful Convictions, which is now linked with The 
Innocence Project. Both are also working to foster wrongful conviction 
projects in other states.

The Northwestern center receives and screens roughly 200 requests for 
representation per month but on average it can accept only one of them, even 
though workers at the center believe that many of the cases they must reject 
are valid.

In Canada the Toronto-based Association in Defence of the Wrongly 
Convicted has cleared about 20 convicts since 1993.

The numbers suggest that the United States has a higher rate of wrongful 
convictions that Canada, but that may be an illusion. More wrongful 
convictions have been exposed in the United States than in Canada but that 
may be because more Americans have taken the trouble to check up on their 
police and courts. Some of them have turned up some horrifying cases.

Shirley Kinge of Ithaca, NY, was convicted after a man and his wife, son and 
daughter were blindfolded, shot and set on fire. The case was “solved” by 
New York State Trooper David Harding, who testified that he found Kinge’s 
fingerprints on a gas can at the scene.

That was the only evidence, but it was enough to convict Kinge of arson and 
burglary. She was sentenced to 22 to 60 years in prison before it was 
discovered that Trooper Harding had lied. He had found Kinge’s prints 
somewhere; possibly at a nearby restaurant; but not on the gas can or 
anywhere else at the scene of the crime. After two and a half years in prison, 
Kinge was freed.

Harding, his partner and his supervisor were sent to prison and three other 
troopers went to trial on other charges. Together they are said to have faked 
fingerprints in 40 cases involving murder, burglary, rape and drugs. Their 
motive, apparently, was that they wanted credit for solving crimes.

According to an ABC News story police have been caught faking fingerprints 
in New York, California, Alabama, Arizona, Oklahoma, Tennessee and 
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Georgia. One Georgia policeman admitted to faking fingerprints in 29 
cases.279

Conventional wisdom tells us that the evidence of forensic labs is dependable, 
but that is not always true. In fact, it has never been proved that fingerprints 
are unique.

Lawyer Brandon Mayfield of Beaverton, Oregon, knows that fingerprint 
evidence may not be conclusive. After the 2004 terror bombing of a railway 
station in Madrid, Spain, Spanish police sent fingerprints from a bag 
containing detonators to Interpol, and the FBI matched them with Mayfield’s. 
His phone was tapped, his house illegally broken into and searched and 
Mayfield himself was arrested. When the FBI sent Mayfield’s fingerprints to 
the Spanish authorities they said there was no match and, in a court case that 
eventually gave Mayfield a settlement reported to be $2 million, it was 
established that; rather than a match; Mayfield’s fingerprints were one of 20 
sets that were ‘similar’ to the ones retrieved from Madrid.280 For the FBI, in 
this case at least, ‘similar’ was good enough.

Other forensic evidence may also be suspect. In Oklahoma, police chemist 
Joyce Gilchrist was fired after a man who was convicted of rape on her 
testimony was freed after 15 years behind bars. Gilchrist had testified that his 
hair matched hair found at the scene of the crime, but further testing showed 
that his DNA did not match.

Gilchrist’s testimony has contributed to more than 1,150 convictions, 
including 11 that resulted in executions, and the FBI recommended a review 
of all her cases. By Sept of 2001 investigators had reviewed 583 case files and 
marked 99 for further review. At that point there were 574 case files left to 
review.281 A Google search of Gilchrist’s name in 2014 got more than a 
million hits, including reports of men released after years in jail for crimes 
they did not commit.

In Montana Jimmy Ray Bromgard was 18 years old when he was convicted of 
the rape of an eight-year-old girl. He had been picked out of a police lineup by 
the girl who said it might have been him but his conviction was based on the 
evidence of Arnold Melnikoff, director of the Montana state crime lab, who 
said hairs on the girl's bed were similar to Bromgard's.

Bromgard got three 40-year sentences, to be served concurrently, but fifteen 
years later the state discovered that Melnikoff had used an invalid system of 
hair analysis. He told jurors that head and pubic hair taken from the crime 
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scene matched samples obtained from Bromgard but, even by the standards of 
the day, the FBI lab says that the hairs found in the eight-year-old’s bedding 
were not similar to Bromgard’s. Bromgard was freed after DNA analysis 
proved his innocence, but some jurors from the trial said they still thought the 
hair evidence proved that he was guilty.

In 2007 Montana Attorney General Mike McGrath -- who had prosecuted the 
case -- stated under oath that he still believed that Bromgard was guilty. He 
suggested that either the eight-year-old girl was 'sexually active' or that the 
DNA that was not Bromgard's could have been the father's -- who had 
presumably assaulted the girl.282 In 2008, after two terms as attorney general, 
McGrath was elected chief justice of Montana's Supreme Court.283

Melnikoff moved to Spokane in 1989, to work as a drug analyst for the 
Washington State Highway Patrol. He wanted to work as a forensic hair 
analyst, but failed the qualifying exam.

In 2007 Canadians learned that Charles Randall Smith, once considered one of 
the best in his field of forensic child pathology, was a fraud. For 24 years, 
Smith worked in the hospital’s pediatric forensic pathology unit of Toronto’s 
Hospital for Sick Children, where he conducted more than 1,000 child 
autopsies.

His testimony sent dozens of people to jail for child abuse; including rape of 
an infant; but an Ontario coroner’s inquiry that reviewed 45 cases that Smith 
described as either homicide or criminally suspicious found that his 
conclusion was unjustified in 20 of them. After the review’s findings were 
released in April 2007, Ontario’s government ordered a public inquiry that 
concluded, in October 2008, that Smith “actively misled” his superiors, “made 
false and misleading statements” in court and exaggerated his expertise in 
trials.

Smith was fired by the hospital and lost his license to practice medicine, but 
families had been destroyed and dozens of people spent years in jail because 
of his irresponsible testimony.

Society as we know it could not exist without laws and people to enforce them 
but, for society to work well, those laws must be fair and the enforcement just. 
Unfortunately, prosecuting attorneys are paid to prosecute people rather than 
to discover whether they are guilty or not and, in most cases, the law pits a 
paid prosecutor and a powerful support network against whatever the 
defendant can afford. That’s a good deal for the prosecutor but not for the 
citizen who may be accused of a crime he or she did not commit.
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We also need to reconsider pre-trial detention. An editorial in the Toronto Star, 
(July 28, 2014) notes that more than half of the 25,000 people in Canadian 
jails have not been convicted and are, legally, innocent. This is not only 
unjust, it is also expensive because (according to the Star) it costs an average 
of $183 a day to keep someone in jail. As the editorial notes, that would pay 
for a stay in a nice hotel.

back to table of contents

JUSTICE FOR THE POLICE AND COURTS

We give our police and our courts considerable power, and with that comes 
considerable responsibility. To make it work, we need to demand justice for 
all; policemen and court officers included.

In Canada, it’s illegal to wear a disguise for the purpose of committing a 
crime. The police officers who removed their name tags during the G20 
protest took them off so they could not be identified if or; as it turns out; when 
they committed the crime of assaulting citizens; including many who were not 
involved in the protest. Some of them got some departmental discipline but, in 
justice, they should have been charged. At least one citizen was arrested 
because he had a bandana — around his neck, not covering his face — when 
he was nowhere near the protest.

We hire policemen to enforce the law, but they should also be subject to it. 
The university policeman who pepper-sprayed students at U Cal Davis was 
fired, but he should also have been charged with assault.

Policemen who shoot and kill people who pose no direct threat to anyone 
should be charged; as one Toronto policeman has been; with second-degree 
murder. At the very least, a policeman who fires his weapon without due cause 
should lose the privilege of carrying a gun.

The policemen who arrested Rubin Carter should have tested the bar for 
fingerprints and paraffin-tested Carter to see if he had fired a gun and the 
prosecutor concealed evidence. The prosecutor should have got a sentence at 
least equal to Carter’s.

The prosecutor who convicted Geronimo Pratt, knowing that he could not be 
guilty of the murder for which he was charged, should have got a sentence to 
match his; including the eight years in solitary. The prosecutor who withheld 
evidence that would have cleared Michael Morton was charged, but his 
punishment did not fit the crime. In justice, he should have received the same 
sentence as Morton. The prosecutor who convicted Romeo Phillion should 
have received the same sentence as Phillion, and so-forth.
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I agree that these recommendations are draconian, but they fit the crimes. In 
the 12th century Maimonides argued that “it is better and more satisfactory to 
acquit a thousand guilty persons than to put a single innocent one to death.” In 
the 18th century English jurist Sir William Blackstone said “the law holds it 
better that ten guilty persons escape than that one innocent suffer.” In the 
United States Benjamin Franklin said, “it is better 100 guilty persons should 
escape than that one innocent person should suffer,” and John Adams said “It 
is more important that innocence should be protected, than that guilt be 
punished.” 284

Most prosecutors and policemen say that they want justice. In a just society, 
they would get it.

back to table of contents

PRISONS

We could argue though, that not even the most venal prosecutors deserve the 
treatment they might get in prison. Perhaps because judges and lawyers 
seldom wind up in prison themselves, they may may not understand how 
cruel; and probably counter-productive; it is.

Psychologist Philip Zimbardo discovered that in the summer of 1971, when he 
headed a team of psychology researchers who set up an experimental 'prison' 
in the basement of Stanford University's psychology building. Funded by the 
U.S. Office of Naval Research, the experiment was intended to study the 
causes of conflict between military guards and prisoners.285

Seventy five students from several universities volunteered to take part in the 
experiment, for pay of $15 a day. Psychologists tested them all and accepted 
the 24 they considered the most 'normal.' Half, chosen at random, were 
assigned to play the roles of 'guards' and the others to be 'prisoners.' Among 
the prisoners nine were chosen, again at random, to start the experiment and 
three were held in reserve. The guards were divided into four shifts of three 
each, an undergraduate research assistant took the role of 'warden' and 
psychologist Philip Zimbardo, in charge of the experiment, took the role of 
prison 'superintendent.'

The guards were dressed in military khaki shirts and pants, wore mirrored 
sunglasses and carried batons which they were allowed to wave, but they were 
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not allowed to hit prisoners. They were not allowed to do physical harm to 
prisoners but were encouraged to make their lives uncomfortable.

Guards and prisoners alike were all middle-class American college students 
and the guards knew that the prisoners had committed no crimes but, from the 
beginning, several of them deliberately bullied and tormented their charges. 
The first night the guards woke the prisoners at 2AM for a head count and 
later they played bullying games; making the prisoners sing their numbers and 
ordering them to do push-ups and other punishments.

Prisoners wore loose smocks with numbers sewn on them, stocking caps and 
ankle chains. Guards called prisoners by their numbers and insisted that 
prisoners address each other by number, but prisoners had to address guards as 
"Mr. Corrections Officer."

On the second day one group of three prisoners rebelled and blockaded their 
cell door but the guards called in other shifts to work overtime and; in 
violation of their orders; used the building's CO2 fire extinguishers to break 
the rebellion.

The prison had been opened with one 'solitary' cell; actually a converted 
closet; but the guards constructed another and began systematic harassment of 
the prisoners.

There were no washrooms in the cells and; when they were permitted to go; 
prisoners were escorted to a washroom in chains, with bags over their heads. 
Some of the guards deliberately guided the prisoners into obstacles as they 
walked.

Buckets were provided in the cells at night but, sometimes, the guards would 
not allow the prisoners to empty them. A couple of times the guards took the 
prisoners' blankets outside and dragged them through burrs, which the 
prisoners had to remove before they could sleep.

The first prisoner broke down and began ranting after about 36 hours. A day 
later another developed a full body rash and had to be sent home. A 'reserve' 
prisoner who replaced him went on a hunger strike and a couple more were on 
the verge of breakdown when the experiment; which had been scheduled to 
last two weeks; was called off after six days. Zimbardo himself notes that he 
fell into his role as prison superintendent and didn't recognize the problems 
until graduate student Christina Maslach; who he later married; pointed them 
out and insisted that the experiment be shut down.

This was the first scientific study of relations between prisoners and guards 
and it shocked the world of psychology that among normal American students 
those chosen as guards became bullies; and several showed serious sadistic 
tendencies; while healthy college students chosen as prisoners became sullen, 
submissive and uncommunicative.
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The study was widely reported in popular literature and Zimbardo wrote the 
required report on it but, for more than 30 years, he was unable to write the 
book that a major publisher requested. When he did write it he included the 
results of other experiments and an account of the scandal of Abu Ghraib 
prison in Baghdad; where the sadism of the guards was comparable to the 
sadism of the guards in his experiment.286

He cites the case of the new prison (in Napa, California, but Zimbardo does 
not name the town) in which 132 citizens volunteered to stay three days to test 
the facilities. Before the three days were up one housewife broke down and 
had to be released, and one woman took another hostage and threatened to cut 
her with a knife.287

In another experiment 29 staff members of Elgin State Hospital (since 
renamed Elgin Mental Health Center) in Elgin, Illinois were admitted as 
'patients,' to live under the care of 22 of their fellow staff members. In the 
course of the three-day experiment most of the make-believe patients acted 
the same way 'real' patients did; six tried to escape, two withdrew into 
themselves, two wept uncontrollably and one came close to nervous 
breakdown.288

Zimbardo suggests that human behavior is shaped by two forces, which he 
calls dispositional and situational or, in lay terms, a person's nature and the 
situation in which he finds himself. He notes that the guards in his 
experimental prison were all middle class college students who had been 
tested and found to be normal in disposition but the situation in which they 
found themselves; as prison guards; made them behave as bullies and sadists.

Now, consider the sort of person who is likely to apply for a job as prison 
guard — a job that does not pay much or offer good working conditions or 
much prestige, but provides license to bully people. Put that person in a 
situation that makes normal college students act as bullies, and guess how he 
or she will behave.

In The Lucifer Effect Zimbardo quotes a prisoner who spent 37 months in 
solitary confinement in an Ohio state prison. He said that if he even whispered 
to the man in the next cell he would be "beaten by guards, sprayed with 
chemical mace, black- jacked, stomped and thrown into a 'strip-cell,' naked, to 
sleep on a concrete floor without bedding, covering, wash basin or even a 
toilet. The floor served as toilet and bed and even there the 'silent system' was 
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enforced. To let a 'moan' escape your lips because of the pain and discomfort 
resulted in another beating." This man says he spent months in the punishment 
cell, as part of his 37 months in solitary.289

He was arrested and was being punished as a thief and he says that when he 
gets out he will certainly not steal again; but he dreams of killing. Most of his 
hatred is directed against police and prison guards, but can we bet that he 
won't relieve some of it with attacks on citizens?

He says he won't steal again but with a prison record, and with the attitude his 
experience may have given him, he is not likely to find honest work. If he 
does steal again it's a safe bet that he will not hesitate to kill someone, if 
necessary, to avoid being caught.

And what about the million or so people imprisoned for having or smoking 
marijuana, or perhaps for the profit of a judge who took pay-offs for 
sentencing teen agers to a private prison? They will be released some day, but 
they will be released as graduates of the kind of school for crime that 
Zimbardo describes as a 'breeding ground of evil.'

back to table of contents

HEALTH CARE

Most North Americans think we have the best medical care in the world, but 
that’s not so.

Looking at the “overall health system performance” of 191 countries the 
World Health Organization rates Canada 30th in the world, behind Morocco, 
and the U.S. 37th, behind Costa Rica.290 In a 2014 study of the quality of 
health care in 11 ‘developed’ countries; Australia, Canada, France, Germany, 
Netherlands, New Zealand, Norway, Sweden, Switzerland, the United 
Kingdom and the United States; the Commonwealth Fund — an American 
nonprofit that specializes in health care issues — rated Great Britain and 
Switzerland best, the United States last and Canada second-last. The United 
States has by far the most expensive health care in the world, costing $8,505 
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per person, Canada came fourth in the cost-per-person ranking at $4,522 while 
the overall leader, Great Britain spent only $3,405 per person, Switzerland 
spent $5,643 and third-best-overall Sweden spent $3,925 per capita.291 The 
United States ranked last on measures involving the cost of care, the 
efficiency of delivering it (too many duplicate tests, avoidable emergency 
room visits, and administrative hassles), and the fairness of its system (lower-
income Americans go without care more often than their counterparts in other 
countries). The U.S. also ranked last on indicators of healthy lives as 
measured by infant mortality, healthy life expectancy at age 60 and deaths that 
might have been avoided through medical care.

A study by a team from Harvard University’s medical school found that the 
cost of administration of American medical care is over $1,000 per person; 
more than the total cost of some more effective systems.292

The American problem stems from three sources. One is a combination of 
private for-profit medical insurance and what I call the insurance effect.

When a service is covered by insurance we don’t have to care what it costs, 
because the insurance pays it.

We might think the insurance company would worry about the cost, but that’s 
not so. Premiums are set to cover costs plus a percentage for profit, and the 
higher the costs the higher the profit. More, the higher the costs the greater the 
perceived need for insurance. Government insurance is not supposed to make 
a profit but the people who manage it get a boost from high costs too, because 
the more money a bureaucrat manages the bigger the department and the more 
powerful the bureaucrat.

The insurance effect is a problem but it can be controlled when the insurer is a 
government, because (believe it or not) governments can be motivated to save 
money. They’re not very good at it but they do better than private business 
which; in the case of insurance; likes to make things as expensive as possible 
because that makes their service look more desirable and, at the same time, 
increases their mark-up.

The second problem is the fee for service system by which American doctors 
are paid for how much treatment they deliver rather than for whether or not 
they cure their patients. One study found that from one fifth to one-third of the 
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cost of American health care is for un-necessary care.293 One expensive and 
painful treatment — ‘high dose chemotherapy with bone marrow transplant‘ 
— was given to 40,000 women; 9,000 of whom died before clinical trials 
showed that it was no better than the standard treatment.294 In a study in 
Vermont, 7% of the children under 16 years old in one town had their tonsils 
removed but in another town, two hours away, 70% had them out.295 One 
study found that about 30% of the medical care paid for by the U.S. 
government’s medicare program was not needed.296 A 2001 study of 4,000 
medicare patients at 173 hospitals in five states found that 75% of bypasses 
but only 30% of angioplasties were justifiable, and that 14% of angioplasties 
and 10% of bypasses were ‘clearly not appropriate.’297

This ties in with the third problem, which is that American lawyers may sue 
doctors for malpractice if a patient suffers because of a problem that might 
have been detected by a test the doctor did not order. This feeds back to the 
insurance problem because; even if they are careful to order every test 
possible; American doctors have to pay a fortune for malpractice insurance.

Many businessmen like private health insurance because it ties people to jobs. 
If insurance companies charge extortionate rates to private customers, 
corporations can offer health insurance as a benefit that self-employed 
individuals may not be able to afford. Unfortunately, in a world in which 
many employers are as loyal to their employees as a shark to a codfish, job-
related insurance benefits are liable to be wiped out at any time.

The United States may have the best medical care in the world for those who 
can afford it, but it ranks low on international scale because many people can’t 
afford either the care or the insurance. The Obamacare program may improve 
that situation, but even Obamacare insurance is expensive.

Private medical insurance has problems, but in the spring of 2014 Americans 
got a first-hand lesson in one kind of problem that can develop in a 
government-operated health care system; in this case the Veterans Affairs 
hospitals that are supposed to care for American veterans. Official numbers 
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showed that the system was operating well but on April 30 auditors reported 
that at least 40 veterans had died while awaiting care at the VA facility in 
Phoenix, Arizona. Later reports showed that at least 120,000 veterans were 
left waiting and many never got care while some VA facilities faked reports to 
show that their performance was up to standard. The scandal led to the early 
retirement of one top Veterans Health Administration official and the 
resignation of the Secretary of Veterans Affairs.

Canada’s government health insurance works fairly well, but it still has 
problems. According to Statistics Canada, at least 3.5 million Canadians have 
no family doctor.298

The shortage is getting worse because women now make up about 60% of 
Canadian first-year medical classes299 and a 2004 a survey by the College of 
Family Physicians and the Canadian Medical Association found that women 
doctors work an average of seven hours a week less than men doctors. Taken 
together, these numbers add up to an even more severe shortage of doctors in 
the future.

This problem is especially acute in areas where medical facilities are limited. 
In many remote villages and even in some towns in settled areas of the 
country, there is no full-time doctor.

Many doctors don’t want to live in remote villages and, because we have a 
shortage of doctors, they don’t have to. It’s also a problem that a large 
percentage of Canada’s population is immigrants, and immigrant doctors are 
not allowed to practice without jumping through more hoops than some are 
willing to face.

The United States seems to be stuck with high costs and poor health care 
because its private medical insurance companies are among the most 
profitable businesses in the world and, with the world’s best propaganda to 
manage public beliefs and opinions, they can easily defeat any attempt to 
introduce national health care. They were even able to cripple President Barak 
Obama’s program to make private health care accessible. For a couple of 
weeks this was a lead story on most American media, but none thought to 
question whether it was more likely that the U.S. government was unable to 
build and manage a working website or that a huge industry with billions of 
dollars in annual profit at risk might suborn the government employees who 
created the website or hack and sabotage the website itself.
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Private insurance also has the problem that it does not; and can not; cover 
‘pre-existing conditions.’ This makes sense, because if an un-insured patient is 
told that he needs — say — a $100,000 operation, it would not be reasonable 
to expect an insurance company to issue a policy after the need for the 
operation is diagnosed, and perhaps allow the policy to be cancelled after the 
surgery is performed.

That much is reasonable but a related practice, of insurance companies telling 
clients who have paid premiums for years that something is ‘not covered’ after 
it is diagnosed, is not. The advantage of national insurance is that every 
citizen is covered from conception to grave and, ideally, every condition, 
disease and treatment is covered. In fact some treatments are not covered in 
some countries but, in Canada at least, media exposure has forced the 
provincial governments that handle health insurance to cover some very 
expensive and still-unproven treatments. Publicity is a powerful argument 
when the final decision is made by a politician who must some-day stand for 
re-election.

One of the best health care systems; cheap and effective; is in the city-state of 
Singapore, where citizens are required to save a specified amount every year 
in a dedicated account for medical expenses. In effect the government makes 
this up with a tax credit and if the citizen’s tax is less than the required 
deposit, the government makes up the difference. Citizens pay their own 
routine medical expenses out of this account, and the government insures 
them against disastrous expenses. When citizens die, their medical savings can 
be passed on to their heirs.

Singapore rates sixth in the world in a study of overall efficiency in all WHO 
member states.300

back to table of contents

THE PLAGUE THAT WILL COME

We need to talk about health care because the plague that will sooner or later 
kill tens of millions of people around the world is not an apocalyptic vision; 
it’s a mathematical probability.

The more people there are in the world the more chance that some disease will 
develop into a super-killer and the more there are to catch and spread 
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disease.301 The more people there are the more we move into areas; like the 
rain forests of Africa and South America; where dangerous diseases may lie 
dormant.

Any disease becomes more dangerous when it travels, because people in the 
area where it evolved have developed some level of immunity but people in 
other areas have not. Through most of history microbes and viruses around the 
world had little chance to travel from continent to continent but, when they 
did, we saw some of the great plagues of the world.

Bubonic plague; AKA the Black Death; had been known in Asia for years but 
it did not run wild until it reached Europe. According to some estimates the 
smallpox that Europeans brought to the Americas may have killed up to 90% 
of the natives of two continents.

Now we travel more than ever before. It is estimated that more than a billion 
people a year cross international borders302 and every one of them carries 
known and unknown microbes, viruses and parasites to international airports, 
hotels, convention centers and other meeting points where the bugs can mix, 
match and mutate into super-killers that could kill half; or perhaps all; of us.

Health authorities know the danger, of course, and they do what they can. In 
the winter of 1997-98 public health authorities in Hong Kong killed more than 
1.3 million chickens because a flu virus from chickens infected 14 people and 
killed four.303

That sounds like an extreme reaction to the death of four people in a city of 
six million, but health authorities dare not take any chances with a new variety 
of flu. In times when there were fewer people and less international traffic; 
and therefore less risk of epidemic; flu epidemics ravaged the world in 1729, 
1732, 1781, 1830, 1833, 1889 and 1918.304

Between 1918 and 1920 the disease we now call the Spanish Flu305 infected 
about 500 million people and killed between 50 and 100 million of them, 
including more than 500,000 in the United States. In about seven months from 
September of 1918 to March of 1919 it killed 33,387 people in New York 
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City,306 about 5% of the population of Ghana and 20% of the population of 
Samoa.

That was at a time when the world was less crowded than it is now. If a flu 
bug of comparable virulence develops in the modern world, health officials 
say, it will probably kill about 60 million people. That’s about equal to the 
total of soldiers and civilians that were killed in WWII.307

And the flu is just an old friend that sometimes gets out of hand. Some of the 
super-diseases that are now emerging from the jungles of Africa, Asia and 
South America are much more dangerous.

The Marburg virus first showed up at a medical lab in Marburg, West 
Germany in 1967.308 The lab used kidney cells from African monkeys to make 
vaccines, and one of the monkeys carried the virus.

Thirty one veterinarians, lab technicians, animal handlers and their close 
contacts were infected. Seven died.

Marburg is a close relative of Ebola, which is one of the most feared viruses 
of the modern world. In 1989 one of the four known varieties of Ebola raged 
through an animal quarantine center in Reston, Virginia. Hundreds of 
monkeys were killed and the building was decontaminated by a three-day 
soak in formaldehyde gas, which was supposed to kill every living thing in it. 
Months later the same variety of Ebola broke out again, killed all the monkeys 
and infected all the people who worked in the building.

By pure luck this case turned out to be the only known variety of the Ebola 
virus that is harmless to humans. Among the other three the death rate varies 
from 50% to 90%, and there is no known cure. If the monkeys in Reston had 
carried one of the other three strains of the virus, the U.S. would have faced a 
national catastrophe.309

And it still might. This form of Ebola spreads through the air, and several 
people have been infected. So far this strain is harmless to humans but it’s 
now loose in North America and, some day, it might mutate.

Ebola is one of a set of viruses that doctors describe as ‘level 4,’ most of 
which are usually fatal and for which there is no known treatment. We have 
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had several outbreaks of level 4 viruses so far and if we maintain the fiction of 
a global village around which people can travel at will, and through which 
goods can be shipped in large quantities, we can expect more.

Nobody knows when or how the global plague will come but as I write this an 
epidemic of Ebola is raging through five countries in West Africa. It has killed 
more than 2,000 people so far and the World Health Organization has taken 
the extreme step of approving the use of un-tested drugs in hopes of 
controlling it.

back to table of contents

A RATIONAL HEALTH CARE PROGRAM?

It should be obvious that having the 37th best health care in the world, or even 
the 30th, is not good enough. If poor people have to doctor themselves or find 
it hard to reach a doctor a new variety of flu; or Ebola or Marburg or some 
new horror; could spread beyond hope of control before it was identified. 
Americans, in particular, see medicine mostly as a business opportunity but 
logic suggests that public access to medicine should be seen as defense against 
a threat more deadly, and far more likely to strike, than any possible military 
attack.

We might argue that Singapore has the most sensible health care program, and 
this might be combined with the system some ‘witch doctors’ used in Costa 
Rica.

In the 1950s I spent some time with an American rancher near the town of 
Buenos Aires de Osa. Even though there were American and British-trained 
doctors available my host patronized the native healers he called ‘witch 
doctors’ because, he said, they understood tropical diseases.

They also had an interesting billing system. If you go to a ‘regular’ doctor, he 
charges by the visit or the procedure. If you go to a native healer there is no 
charge for the visit but, after your cure has taken effect, you are expected to 
pay him whatever you think the cure was worth. The native healer’s insurance 
is that you will probably need treatment again, some time in the future, so if 
his cure works you want to keep on good terms with him.

Some of the native healer’s treatments involved chants that the patient had to 
sing, but others used local plants. One that I know worked was to prevent 
attack by vampire bats.

There were some in the area and I had been bitten, before visiting the ranch. I 
was sitting by a campfire with a group of Terroba Indians when one of them 
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leaned forward, pulled a bat off my throat and threw it into the fire. I had 
heard a vague rustling sound, but was not aware of the bat.

The rancher told me he had trouble with bats too, because they will come back 
to the same cow night after night and, eventually, may kill it. On the advice of 
the native healer he collected some Ojo del Vaca (Eye of the Ox) beans, drove 
nails into them and hung them on string around the necks of cows that had 
been bitten.

He gave me a bean and I was wearing it when I visited a local farmer, not far 
from where I had been bitten before. The farmer’s house was made of mud 
and wattle and I slept on the enclosed porch.

One day as we sat and talked a man looked at the mud and wattle wall beside 
the spot where I slept, then drew his machete and dug a nest of bats; perhaps a 
half dozen of them; out of the wall.

I had been sleeping beside that nest for at least two weeks but, wearing the 
bean, I had not been bitten. That was the only ‘witch doctor’ medicine I tried, 
but it worked.

In a perfect world we might combine Singapore’s system of paying for 
medical care from a dedicated account with the Costa Rican native healers’ 
system in which you pay for the cure, rather than the treatment. That would be 
ideal, but it would probably be impossible to introduce either of these to the 
United States in opposition to the propaganda campaign that would be 
mounted by health insurance companies. While government insurance is 
probably the second-best solution some Canadian doctors and politicians 
suggest that ‘private’ medicine should be available for those who can afford it. 
On one level that makes sense.

Some drugs and medical procedures are so expensive and/or questionable that 
we just can’t offer them to everyone. If the chances are 99% that the patient 
will die anyway and the treatment will cost $100 million, should the public 
pay for it? On the other hand if the patient is wealthy, should he not be 
allowed to spend his own money on any slim chance that he might survive?

But if we allow private medicine we need to demand that any politicians or 
civil servants who are not happy with the public system must pay their own 
way if they go private. Otherwise, they will not see any need to improve or 
even maintain public medicine.

We might privatize optional surgery that serves vanity rather than health 
needs. On the other hand dental treatment, which most of us need sooner or 
later, and which relates to our general health, could and should be provided by 
the government.
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Some of the pressure for private medicine may come from drug companies, 
some of which make obscene profits. They don’t like Canada’s government 
insurance because some provincial health programs refuse to pay American 
prices, and they won’t cover some very expensive drugs.

We can get some indication of the kind of profits we’re talking about, and of 
the lengths to which drug companies will go to get them, from an article in 
Canada’s National Post310 newspaper.

The article reports a free dinner for doctors, paid for by a drug manufacturer, 
at the most expensive restaurant in Montreal. Doctors who accepted the free 
meal also got a $350 ‘honorarium’ for participating in an ‘advisory board 
meeting.’ The same company later paid doctors $400 each to ‘evaluate 
training of the company’s salesmen,’ at a meeting at the Casino de Montreal 
followed by free admission to the casino’s show. Another drug company 
offered an ‘honorarium’ of $6,000 to doctors who referred patients to a test of 
two anti-cholesterol drugs.

A sidebar to the article lists some freebies that were listed as infractions of the 
industry’s code of conduct. One company paid for designer hairdos for doctors 
and their families, another invited doctors to free baseball games, one offered 
a three-day ‘conference’ on the French Riviera and another offered four days 
in Jamaica. We like to think that the doctor who prescribes a drug does it for 
our health but, with freebies like these to consider, we have to assume that 
some doctors will prescribe some drugs as a favor to the companies that 
provide the freebies. One report suggests that something like this might 
happen in China. When Chinese journalists submitted bottles of tea instead of 
urine samples to ten Chinese hospitals, six of the hospitals diagnosed urinary 
tract infections and five prescribed expensive drugs.311

For now, I have some suggestions. One change I would like to see is a central 
registry for all health records.

This makes sense for a lot of reasons. One is that it would keep records on the 
hundreds of thousands of Canadians who have no family doctor, and who get 
treatment only at walk-in clinics. Another is that if you get sick anywhere in 
the world, any doctor you go to could have access to your records.

Some people might worry about privacy, but that should be no problem. My 
bank records are in the bank’s computer, but you can’t get at them. Medical 
records could be equally private.

But while names would be private statistics would not, and the computer 
could be programmed to give us early warning of a developing problem. In a 
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big city a hundred or more people could come down with a new disease the 
same day and, if they all go to different doctors, the city would have no 
warning of what could be the start of a serious plague. If all health records are 
kept in a central computer, we could get warning of a developing problem.

In fact the province of Ontario has encouraged doctors to enter their records 
into a central computer but, the last I heard, many doctors are not cooperating. 
Because the government pays for medical care there is an easy remedy for 
that; if the records are not in the central computer the treatment did not occur 
and the government need not pay for it. That’s a draconian solution but, 
considering that central records could give advance warning of a plague that 
could kill millions, it would be justified.

Computerized central records might also warn us of doctors and patients who 
abuse the system, and keep a tab on the effectiveness of doctors. A few years 
ago I changed doctors because the one I had been seeing found too many 
chronic conditions that could be treated but not cured. A problem she had been 
unable to cure in a couple of years was cleared up by one visit to another 
doctor who recognized it as a common yeast infection.

We also need to train more doctors, and to find doctors willing to work in 
remote areas. In May of 2005 a TV news program reported that the town of 
Geraldton in northern Ontario was desperately trying to find a doctor willing 
to work for a salary of $300,000 a year. If it costs that much to hire a doctor 
we can certainly afford to pay for a doctor’s training in exchange for, say, five 
or ten years’ service at a salary that would keep a young doctor in comfort but 
not luxury. Doctors who agree to remain on salary beyond the required time 
might qualify for higher wages.

I propose that the federal government establish new medical and nursing 
schools, with free tuition and perhaps a living allowance for students. To pay 
for their education graduates of the free schools would be required to work for 
a specified period where-ever the government sends them. Doctors and nurses 
who refuse to work where they are assigned would be required to pay the full 
cost of their education before they are licensed to practice.

Canadian medical care is supposed to be a provincial responsibility but it 
might not be practical for each province to establish its own medical school. 
Where doctors trained by the federal government work for a provincial 
government, some cost-sharing arrangement could be worked out.

That might be a problem, but it would not be reasonable to allow red tape to 
interfere with anything as important as health care and responsible 
governments would not allow it to happen.

Doctors have to intern to complete their education and apparently some 
immigrant doctors are unable to get internships. Here again, a federal program 
could and should help.
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Immigrant doctors who are qualified in their own countries might also be 
required or allowed to work for a government, for a stated period, if the 
medical standards of their home countries are adequate.

After a specified period of government work immigrants and doctors who 
graduate from the free school would be allowed to practice as they choose. 
With an adequate supply of doctors assured, the government could even allow 
private practice. Regular medical schools would continue in operation and 
students who pay for their education would be free to practice as they choose. 
In exchange for this freedom they could be required to pay a higher 
percentage of the cost of their education than medical students do now.

Conventional wisdom tells us that doctors are high-minded servants of 
humanity and many of them are, but some appear to be more interested in 
making big money than in serving humanity. That’s their right, of course, but 
if we pay for their education we have a right to demand a few years’ service in 
return. With a corps of salaried doctors we could have fully-staffed hospitals 
in all cities, clinics in every town and at least one readily-accessible general 
practitioner in every village.

With enough doctors, we could prepare for the plague we know is going to 
come, sooner or later.

When it does it will be a disaster because governments think they can prepare 
for it by appointing bureaucrats to make plans to allocate the resources we 
don’t have. What we really need is several complete military-style field 
hospitals, able to set up at short notice anywhere in the world. This could be 
nearly as expensive as maintaining a military force but when we count the 
cost we must remember that any plague anywhere in the world is a threat to 
all of us, and that well-equipped field hospitals could be our first line of 
defense.

These hospitals could be staffed by salaried doctors from the free medical 
schools. Most of the time there would be no plague to fight, of course, but 
hospital staffs could also work on vaccination and other programs for the UN 
or for foreign aid.

We could also take some load off the government system by making 
businesses or individuals who cause injuries pay for them. If someone is bitten 
by a dog, for example, the provincial health system should sue the dog’s 
owner for the cost of treatment. If someone is injured on a job where the 
employer has allowed violations of safety regulations, the health system 
should sue the employer. If someone is injured in the course of a crime, the 
health system should sue the perpetrator of the crime. The health system could 
not always collect, of course, but the threat of such a suit would make at least 
some people more aware of their responsibility to others.
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A national health system should also be authorized to levy a tax on sources of 
pollution that threaten human health. If a factory emits toxic smoke or fumes, 
the health system could and should be authorized to estimate the cost of those 
fumes to the health system, and sue to recover that cost. In the short term this 
would create a lot of work for lawyers, but in the long term it should result in 
a cleaner environment and lower costs for health care.

And whatever happens, health insurance should be a government monopoly. I 
concede that a government operation will probably be inefficient but the 
alternative is private insurance and we can see in the States how well that 
works.

We also need to question the very expensive efforts some doctors make to 
preserve life when it appears to be hopeless. We consider life to be sacred and 
believe that it should be preserved where possible, but what if the cost of 
preserving one life takes resources that could have preserved many?

Some charitable groups fly children from the third-world to Toronto for very 
expensive surgery. At the same time we have thousands of children in our own 
third-world of Indian reserves who could benefit from much cheaper 
procedures. It’s a fine thing for Canadian doctors to separate conjoined twins 
from Asia, but should they not take care of Canadians first?

Even where Canadian hospitals serve Canadians, they do not do it as well as 
they might. Hospitals tell us that one of the reasons about 8,000 Canadians die 
every year from super-bugs they pick up in hospitals is that many Canadian 
hospitals can’t afford proper infection control systems and practices.

We also need to address the problem of organ donation. Canadians are asked 
to fill out and carry a card if they are willing to donate their organs after death 
but, even though many of us would be willing, few make the effort. Twenty-
two countries around the world now use a ‘negative option’ on organ 
donations; if you don’t fill out and carry a card that says your organs are not to 
be donated, it is assumed you are willing to donate. This makes a lot of sense 
and while it might require a referendum, we should at least consider it.

Some people think abortion is a crime. Maybe so, but in my world there are 
worse sins.

Life is a chemical process. I destroy life every time I swat a mosquito or eat a 
carrot.

The difference between a mosquito and a carrot and a human baby is that the 
baby can develop into that wonderful entity that we call a human being.

I don’t like the idea of abortion because I suspect it may be traumatic for the 
mother, but I consider it a positive sin to bring a baby into the world if it is not 
wanted and will not be given a chance to develop to its full potential.
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It’s ironic that some people who insist on the “right to life” of unborn babies 
have no compunction about killing children and adults. If the abortion of a 
fetus is a sin how can you describe the bombing of a city or the use of 
depleted uranium weapons, cluster bombs or land mines?

back to table of contents

HOW WE ARE GOVERNED

Many of the topics we’ve covered so far have been the concern of 
government. As citizens, we also need to talk about the form of our 
government.

In the modern world we hear a lot of talk about the dangers and the cost of 
‘big government’ and some of it is valid, but the alternative to a strong 
government is rule by warlords. We’ve seen that in the past and it still exists, 
in some parts of the world, but we don’t want it here.

Some people don’t believe it could happen here, but that’s an illusion. We may 
not be in immediate danger of rule by military warlords but we are even now 
subject to the predations of economic, legal and bureaucratic warlords.

If you haven’t heard much about them that’s no surprise because I coined the 
terms as I write this, but we read about the activities of these modern warlords 
every day. Economic warlords take over companies with leveraged buy-outs 
and either run them into the ground or break them up and sell the parts for a 
profit. Legal warlords launch class action lawsuits that benefit no-one but 
themselves and bureaucratic warlords in government and private industry 
build empires that create and administer morasses of overly-complex 
regulations.

We need government and most of us favor the system we call democracy, but 
we don’t all understand it. Conventional wisdom tells us that it began in the 
city-states of ancient Greece, notably Athens, where citizens elected their 
rulers.

But only about 10% of the people of ancient Athens were citizens and they 
were all descended from invaders who conquered the original inhabitants, 
about 1100 BC. The 90% of the population who were descended from the 
original inhabitants were slaves and, in the ‘democracy’ that many of us have 
been taught to admire, they had no rights at all.

In 1766 some English settlers in North America tried to form a democracy, but 
the ‘self evident’ truth that ‘all persons are created equal’ did not apply to 
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blacks, Indians, Asians, women or poor white men. Even now, in Canada and 
the United States, some of us are more equal than others.

Through most of history governments have been conquerors that took and 
held power by force of arms.312 After a while they were seen as legitimate and, 
in the past few hundred years, we have seen gradual progress toward 
democracy.

Both Canada and the United States model their governments on the British 
Westminster system that was state-of-the-art 150 years ago but is now 
generally considered to be obsolete.

We call it democracy because we elect our leaders but, because we use an 
obsolete system, we are often ruled by minorities.

When governments took power by conquest the winners didn’t have to listen 
to the losers. Both the American and Canadian electoral systems are based on 
the same idea, because we are among the relatively few modern countries that 
still choose governments with first-past-the-post or, as I call them, winner-
take-all elections.

This is a simplistic system in which the candidate who gets the most votes 
wins the seat and the party that wins the most seats controls the government. It 
sounds fair but, because there are more than two candidates in many ridings, 
we are frequently ruled by politicians and a party that more than half the 
country voted against.

Suppose we have an election with parties A, B and C. In one riding candidates 
for parties A and B each get 33% of the vote and party C’s candidate gets 
34%. He gets the seat, even though nearly two-thirds of his constituents voted 
against him.

If this happens in 34% of the ridings in the country, party C will form the 
government. If it happens in 51% of the ridings, party C will have a majority, 
and absolute power.

In 1980 the Liberal party won an absolute majority in the Canadian 
Parliament with about 48% of the popular vote. In 1984 the Progressive 
Conservatives won an even bigger majority with just half the vote and in 1988 
they held power with just 43% of the vote. In 1993 the Liberals got a majority 
with just over 41% of the vote and in 1997 they held it with 38% of the vote. 
In 2000 the Liberals got a majority with 40.8% of the vote and in 2004 they 
held power with 36.7% of the vote.
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When we recall that Canada has one of the lowest voting participation rates in 
the world, the numbers are even more shocking. In 1997, for example, just 
67% of qualified voters actually cast a ballot so the 37% vote that gave the 
Liberals power actually represented only about one-quarter of qualified 
voters.313

In the United States George W. Bush ‘won’ the 2000 presidential election with 
50,456,002 total votes. His opponent Al Gore got 50,999,897 votes; more than 
a half million more than Bush; but because Bush won in more states than Gore 
he gained the power to involve the country in the two longest wars in 
American history, neither of which was justified and neither was a clear win.

Americans and Canadians pay lip service to the idea of elections but neither 
nation turns out in force on election day. One of the most common reasons 
people give for not voting is that they don’t think their vote means anything. 
In too many cases, they are right.

Larry Gordon, executive director of Fair Vote Canada, an organization that 
asks for a new look at Canada’s election laws, writes of what he calls a 
“phony majority” in which a minority of voters achieve majority power. 
Between 1980 and 2003, he says, Canadians held 64 provincial elections and 
in 37 of them; nearly 60% of the total; majority governments were elected by 
a minority of voters.

Gordon writes that the Ontario provincial election of October 2003 Liberal 
MPPs were elected with an average of 29,028 votes each, Conservative MPPs 
were elected with an average of 64,966 votes each and New Democratic Party 
MPPs were elected with an average of 94,390 votes each. The 126,651 people 
who voted for the Green party did not elect one MPP between them.314

But even if most of the country voted against it, a Canadian government with 
a majority can do more-or-less as it pleases. Because power is concentrated in 
the cabinet and the Prime Minister chooses the cabinet, a Prime Minister with 
a majority has virtually absolute power.

In theory he could be constrained by the Senate but, as Prime Minister Brian 
Mulroney proved in 1990, that is not necessarily so. When the Senate tried to 
block his new Goods and Services Tax, Mulroney appointed eight new 
senators to give him a majority. This is democracy?

The United States has a different problem because the American president is 
more like a king than a member of Congress, but he has more power than any 
modern king. The American problem; inherent in many democracies; is that 
nearly half (sometimes more than half) the country considers their president 
an enemy and they feel the need to oppose, rather than support him. If the 
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president happens to be black the problem is compounded and the government 
may be deadlocked.

Supporters of the winner-take-all system argue that it gives us strong 
governments, able to make real changes. Unfortunately, it also creates ideal 
conditions for the development of what psychologist Irving Janis called 
groupthink.

This is the tendency for people in homogeneous and cohesive groups to agree 
with one another, especially when under pressure. Under some conditions 
such groups may consider themselves infallible, ignore the advice of experts 
and tend toward extreme decisions.

In a ground-breaking book Janis argued that groupthink played a major role in 
Britain’s attempt to appease Hitler before World War II, in the American 
failure to prepare for an attack on Pearl Harbor, in the invasion of North Korea 
that led to the Chinese entry into the Korean War, in American participation in 
the Vietnam war and in the American-backed attempt to invade Cuba at the 
Bay of Pigs.315

After the book was published Janis cited groupthink as a probable factor in the 
loss of the space shuttle Challenger in 1986 and, since Janis died in 1990, 
others have cited it as a factor in the loss of the shuttle Columbia in 2003. We 
might also consider it a factor in the Russian Communist Party’s decision to 
destroy the peasants of the Ukraine by taking their seed grain, thus causing the 
famine of 1931-2 in which seven and a half million people died, in the Nazis’ 
attempt to kill all the Jews in Europe, in the Israeli war against Palestinians 
and in European and American support for the right-wing government of the 
Ukraine’s efforts to hold the ethnically Russian eastern part of the country; 
which fears ‘ethnic cleansing’ by a government that hates Russians.

Groupthink is also suspect in the U.S. War on Terror, in the invasion and 
occupation of Iraq and in the fact that many Americans still support the 
invasion of Iraq that most of the world sees as unjustified aggression, that 
started the longest war in U.S. history and that seems to have kicked off 
decades of war and terrorism.

The winner-take-all electoral system also makes it possible for a government 
to retain power by ‘gerrymandering’ electoral districts to favor the party in 
power.316
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The winner-take-all system has obvious problems but most North Americans 
don’t know about the variety of proportional representation systems that have 
been adopted by dozens of countries including Argentina, Australia, Austria, 
Belgium, Brazil, Chile, Colombia, Czech Republic, Denmark, Estonia, 
Finland, Germany, Greece, Hungary, Iceland, Indonesia, Ireland, Israel, Italy, 
Latvia, Liechtenstein, Luxembourg, Malta, Mexico, Netherlands, New 
Zealand, Nicaragua, Norway, Paraguay, Peru, Poland, Portugal, Slovakia, 
Slovenia, South Africa, Spain, Sri Lanka, Surinam, Sweden, Switzerland, 
Turkey and Venezuela.

There are several different types of proportional representation systems but 
they are all intended to produce a government that represents the actual vote. 
If one party gets 37% of the vote, for example, that party would get 37% of 
the seats in Parliament or Congress.

In one simple type of proportional representation election each party offers a 
list of candidates and, for example, if it wins 37 seats the first 37 people on the 
list get them. This works in Holland, where the whole country is treated as one 
riding. It would not work in Canada or the United States because each 
geographical region wants its own representative, but we could use a 
variation. Instead of 295 ridings across the country, for example, Canada 
could have only 60 and each one could send five members, elected by a 
proportional system, to parliament.

In the federal election of 1997 the Liberal party got 38% of the vote, Reform 
and Progressive Conservatives got 19% each and the Bloc Quebecois and New 
Democrats got 11% each.

With only 38% of the vote the liberals won 155 seats, an absolute majority in 
the 301-seat house, and they held absolute power. The 61.6% of Canadians 
who voted against them were, for practical purposes, not represented in the 
government.

But suppose Canada had a simple form of proportional representation, with 60 
ridings and five representatives for each of them. In such a system the same 
vote might have elected two Liberals, one Reform and one Progressive 
Conservative in each riding, and the fifth seat would be won by either a New 
Democrat or the Bloc Quebecois. The riding would be much larger, on 
average five times the size of existing ridings, but most voters would have a 
member to represent their point of view. The Liberals would still form the 
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government but they would be a minority, and would have to respect the 
views of others.317

Some politicians say that a minority government is weak but it is also 
democratic. If politicians were to work for the good of the country, rather than 
for the benefit of their own party and supporters, a minority government could 
work as well as a majority. Some politicians’ real objection to a minority 
government is that it does not allow them to rape the country for the benefit of 
their party and their friends.

The biggest parties in the U.S. and Canada like the winner-take-all system 
because it virtually guarantees that one or the other of them will hold power. 
When one holds power the other may promise to bring in proportional 
representation if we elect it, but does anyone trust a politician’s promise?

It would take a long and hard fight to get any change but if we could get one 
or another form of proportional representation and, if we could demand that 
several parties be represented in the cabinet, we would have some protection 
against groupthink and governments that offer mindless support to right-wing 
dictators and warmongers. It’s hard to forget that while the United States 
pretends to support democracy it has supported coups that replaced elected 
governments with right wing dictators in Iran, Chile, Argentina and 
Guatemala and it backed an attempted coup in Nicaragua.318

I am sure that most American citizens support the idea of democracy, but 
some of them confuse it with a right-wing free-market winner-take-all free-
for-all in which those who can are free to plunder and rob those who can’t 
defend themselves.

To reform our electoral system we also need to consider redistribution, to give 
urban areas equal representation with rural areas. Because the population of 
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urban areas is increasing and the population of rural areas decreasing, a single 
vote in a rural area may carry two or three times the weight of a vote in an 
urban area.

We might also consider a reverse poll tax on people who don’t vote. In a 
democracy we could argue that it is a citizen’s duty to vote, but it would not 
be practical to withdraw citizenship from people who don’t vote. It would be 
practical to offer a tax credit, or some other benefit, to people who do vote.

back to table of contents

ELECTION BY LOTTERY?

If I really had my druthers I would consider a system in which some 
politicians were selected by lottery rather than by election. I don’t suggest that 
the average person would be much better qualified to rule than the average 
politician but I don’t think he or she would be much worse, and we might get 
a higher average level of honesty. In our system it takes a lot of work and a lot 
of money to get elected and, while I concede that some may make the 
investment for the benefit of the country, I am sure that some do it for personal 
gain.

I first suggested the idea of election by lottery as a joke but, as a friend 
pointed out, it deserves consideration.

In England the House of Lords gives the nobility a voice in government 
without the need for election. In Canada the Senate was presumably planned 
to do the same but in fact it gives party hacks and friends of the Prime 
Minister a sinecure. Senators are paid but many of them don’t often report for 
work and some of them, as Canadians learned in the ‘senate scandal’ of 
2013-4, play fast and loose with expense accounts and housing allowances.

Americans elect their senators and some Canadians think Canadian senators 
should be elected, but elected senators are politicians who have to toe the 
party line and who have political debts to pay.

But suppose senators were chosen by lot, from among everyone who voted in 
the most recent election. Because the job might require a sacrifice for some 
people anyone could refuse it, and if he or she does another would be chosen.

Senators would be appointed for a specified term, not for life, and they would 
be well-paid, but only if they actually do the job. They would not get a life 
pension but, as an aid to resettlement, they might get full pay for a year after 
their term expires.
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That would be a good deal for the senators but it would also be good for the 
country because it would create a representative group of citizens who are not 
professional politicians and who have no debt to any political party or special 
interest, to balance the professionals. The chance of winning a senate seat 
might also encourage more people to vote.

Some senators chosen by lot might be stupid and some might be dishonest but 
so might senators who win elections or are chosen by an elected politician. 
The difference is that while we know that senators who are elected or 
appointed by a Prime Minister will represent a party, and quite possibly a 
special interest group; we can hope that senators chosen by lot would be 
representative of the majority of citizens.

back to table of contents

CIVIL SERVANTS

The third branch of government is the civil service, which wields power 
through its control of information and its ability to recommend and administer 
regulations. In theory the civil service has no governmental power at all, but 
in fact it has considerable.

And in some ways, a civil servant may be beyond the reach of the law. In its 
investigation of the Canadian AdScam scandal the Gomery Commission was 
told that most of the civil servants who flouted the law and delivered millions 
of tax dollars to friends of the Liberal party were not punished or even 
dismissed. Three civil servants received reprimands for their behavior, but one 
of them appealed and the reprimand was withdrawn.319

Civil servants don’t make laws but they propose regulations, and we are ruled 
more by regulation than by law. Politicians and civil servants both like 
regulations because they give civil servants power, and every new regulatory 
board gives politicians and senior civil servants an opportunity to install their 
friends and supporters in sinecures.

Most of the rest of us don’t like regulations because they limit what we can 
do, and because many regulations cost us money.

Still the need for regulation is obvious. If there were no regulation of 
broadcasting, for example, radio and TV stations would be impractical 
because signals on the same frequency would overlap and neither would be 
useful. Without regulation, traffic on city streets would be hopelessly snarled.
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But some regulations are open to question. In Canada we have seen how 
building and zoning bylaws limit the supply of affordable housing and the use 
of new construction techniques. Some fire regulations serve some retired 
firemen and their friends better than they serve the public and an attempt to 
regulate handguns created a nightmare world of armed gangs and gunfights in 
our cities. In the United States an attempt to ban the sale of liquor created 
organized crime and helped the FBI to grow from a small and innocuous 
government office, mostly concerned with commercial fraud, to the large, 
politically powerful and well-armed force it is today. A plan to stop the sale of 
illegal drugs created a new type of organized crime, and the structure of a 
police state.

Regulation produced the worker benefits that cripple Canadian industry and 
World Trade Organization regulations prevent us from protecting Canadian 
and American jobs with import restrictions.’

One problem is that regulations are developed in the never-never land of the 
civil service but they are applied in the real world, where they affect people 
who work for a living.

This is a very real problem. In the mid 1980s I wrote several stories for 
Transport Canada’s Transpo magazine. One was about the department’s plans 
to mandate front-wheel brakes on big trucks.

The bureaucrat who promoted the regulation had an impressive demonstration 
set up, with a small ramp and a model of a tractor-trailer truck. He showed me 
that the combination could jack-knife with the tractor’s rear wheels locked, 
but not with the front wheels locked and the rear wheels free to turn.

He said his demonstration proved that the truckers’ worry that front wheel 
brakes would cause rigs to jack-knife was unfounded. That was a surprise to 
me because by that time I had spent about five years talking to truckers and 
writing about trucks, and no-one had ever told me that front-wheel brakes 
would make a rig jack-knife.

When I researched this story I spoke to working truck drivers and while some 
had heard that front-wheel brakes might cause a jack-knife, none of them 
worried about it. Most Canadian truck already had front-wheel brakes, but 
there were a few truckers who did not want them.

They drove in hilly country on roads that were sometimes slippery, and if they 
did not make it to the top of a hill they would have to back down; but if they 
had front wheel brakes, very little brake pressure would make their front 
wheels lock up and they would lose all steering control. On the other hand, if 
the hill was so long and so steep that they could not make it up on the first try, 
it would be deadly dangerous to try to back down without using their brakes.
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They could accept front-wheel brakes with a cutout switch, to shut them off if 
necessary, but the proposed regulation would not allow that. If the brakes were 
mandated, truckers who disconnected them would invalidate their insurance.

In the USA at the time all new trucks came with front-wheel brakes, but 
truckers were free to install a cutout switch or to disconnect them completely.

I wrote these reservations into my story, but the editor took them out and the 
regulations were approved. Since then I have seen several trucks that went off 
the road because they could not back down a slippery hill with front wheel 
brakes and, in fact, I was riding in one of them at the time. Because this is 
more likely to happen in remote areas (I’ve seen it on the Dempster and the 
Trans-Labrador Highways, and on two ice roads) running a truck into a ditch 
may cost tens of thousands of dollars and risks the driver’s life.320

The trouble with regulations is that, almost as though by natural law, they tend 
to increase in complexity and restrictiveness. That should be no surprise 
because regulation is what the civil service does and when one regulation is 
written, it’s time to start work on another. As regulations become obsolete they 
may be forgotten, but they are seldom repealed.

Years ago the Reader’s Digest published an anecdote about a student at 
Oxford University who discovered an old regulation that required the 
university to supply him with free beer while he studied for exams. He 
demanded beer and got it, but the University fined him for not wearing a 
sword on campus.

Another anecdote describes a review of British Navy regulations during the 
1950s, and the decision that it was no longer necessary that British warships 
carry a saddle for the captain’s use when he goes ashore.

We need regulations but we also need common sense. I suggest that we need a 
government department that would, in effect, be in charge of deregulation. 
Any citizen would have the right to appeal any regulation to this office, and all 
serious appeals would be investigated. If the regulation was found to be 
inappropriate exemptions could be issued or the regulation itself withdrawn. 
In addition, this office would review all regulations every five years and 
challenge any that appeared questionable. If the regulation could not be 
justified, it would be withdrawn.

A government should also maintain a public information office to explain any 
law or procedure to any citizen. If the government serves me, why should I 
have to pay a lawyer to tell me what it wants?
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More than fifty years ago, as a young newspaper reporter, I discovered 
Turnbull’s Law which states that, given a choice of possible solutions for a 
problem, a civil servant will choose the most expensive solution that will not 
solve the problem. The logic is simple; the more expensive the solution the 
more important the man who chooses and administers it, but if the problem is 
solved the administrator may be out of a job.

back to table of contents

REPUBLIC vs MONARCHY

Whenever Canadians talk about a change in the government someone suggests 
that we become a republic. That’s especially popular among the kind of 
politicians who would rather be American than Canadian, and others who 
don’t want anyone looking over their shoulders while they rob and betray us.

But there is a lot to be said for a monarchy and some of the wealthiest, best 
developed and most democratic countries in the world, including Japan, 
Sweden, Denmark, Norway, Holland and Belgium as well as the UK, retain it. 
Spain tried a republic but when dictator Francisco Franco died in 1975 the 
Spanish government invited the grandson of King Alfonso XIII to assume the 
throne as King Juan Carlos I. In 1978 a new constitution restored the 
monarchy.

In days of yore a monarch ruled but in the modern world he or she is a 
figurehead, and a referee who keeps the politicians in line and focused on their 
jobs. Politicians may not like this, but it’s good for the country. In some 
republics the president acts as a monarch while the Prime Minister rules, but a 
president is not a king.

The advantage of a hereditary monarch is that he or she has been raised in the 
job, spends a lifetime training for it, has no politics, holds office for life and 
has no need to plan for his or her personal future. A president, on the other 
hand, has to campaign for election and when he takes office he will have 
political and possibly monetary debts to pay. Because he does not keep the job 
for life, he has to plan for his retirement.

Aristotle said “when money has been spent to get office the purchaser may 
naturally be expected to fall into the habit of trying to make a profit on the 
transaction.” 321

Historians tell us that the Roman governor of a subject nation had to steal 
three fortunes while in office. He needed one to pay the people who got him 
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the job, one to retire on and the third to bribe the judges who would try him 
for stealing the first two.

A monarch has no need to steal and while some monarchs may be expensive, 
the average constitutional monarch is probably cheaper than the average 
president of a comparable country. When Queen Elizabeth, titular head of 
state of 16 countries322 travels she takes a row of seats in the first-class section 
of a commercial flight, but the U.S. President has two custom-made 747s.323
One study found that the Royal family costs the average British taxpayer the 
equivalent of 87 cents a year324
while an American writer says President Obama and his family cost the 
United States $1.4 billion a year, or about $4.40 per citizen.325

Because a monarch has no politics, the cost of security is relatively low. The 
assassin who kills a president may destroy a government but an attack on a 
constitutional monarch is an attack on the country, rather than the government 
of the day, and would cause anger but not political change. Four American 
presidents have been assassinated and there have been 20 failed attempts326 
since the inauguration of George Washington in 1789, but the last time an 
English monarch was assassinated was in 1483. Queen Elizabeth II can walk 
among her people without fear but the U.S. President must be surrounded by a 
small army when he appears in public.

If a president confers an honor or opens a public building that may be seen as 
a political statement, one way or another. An opponent of the president might 
refuse to accept an honor from him and a supporter might be honored for 
partisan reasons. A monarch might honor someone at the request of the 
government of the day, but the final decision is up to the monarch and the 
ceremony itself has no political or partisan overtone.

A monarch provides continuity of government, because the crown has 
undeniable access to all government secrets. When the government of a 
republic changes the new government may not know everything the previous 
government did and, because the previous government does not support the 
new government, some dealings may be kept secret. The monarch has access 
to the secrets of every government and, if it is in the interests of the nation, he 
or she may reveal secrets of a previous government to a sitting government.

                                     We need to talk                                 page   226

322 http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/States_headed_by_Elizabeth_II
323  http://www.nationalgeographic.com/tv/specials/airforceone/fast_facts.html
324 MacPherson, Robert, “Royals cost each U.K taxpayer a litre of milk,” National Post, June 
29/06, p A16.
325 http://www.dailymail.co.uk/news/article-2210323/Obama-family-costs-
taxpayers-1-4BILLION-year.html cites the book Presidential Perks Gone Royal by Robert 
Keith Gray
326 http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/
List_of_United_States_presidential_assassination_attempts_and_plots

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/States_headed_by_Elizabeth_II.%5D
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/States_headed_by_Elizabeth_II.%5D
http://www.nationalgeographic.com/tv/specials/airforceone/fast_facts.html.%5D
http://www.nationalgeographic.com/tv/specials/airforceone/fast_facts.html.%5D
http://www.dailymail.co.uk/news/article-2210323/Obama-family-costs-taxpayers-1-4BILLION-year.html
http://www.dailymail.co.uk/news/article-2210323/Obama-family-costs-taxpayers-1-4BILLION-year.html
http://www.dailymail.co.uk/news/article-2210323/Obama-family-costs-taxpayers-1-4BILLION-year.html
http://www.dailymail.co.uk/news/article-2210323/Obama-family-costs-taxpayers-1-4BILLION-year.html
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/List_of_United_States_presidential_assassination_attempts_and_plots
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/List_of_United_States_presidential_assassination_attempts_and_plots
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/List_of_United_States_presidential_assassination_attempts_and_plots
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/List_of_United_States_presidential_assassination_attempts_and_plots


The Canadian monarchy lost some of its effectiveness when the crown began 
to allow the Canadian government of the day to name its choice of Governor 
General, and it was crippled when former Prime Minister Pierre Trudeau 
‘patriated’ the constitution.

The words ‘patriating the constitution,’ have a fine nationalist ring but in fact 
the old system, in which the Canadian government could not change the 
constitution on its own, was close to ideal.

If the government can’t change the law freedom is safe, but a government that 
can change laws is not bound by law. We saw that when former Prime 
Minister Brian Mulroney ‘packed’ the Senate with his supporters to ensure 
passage of a tax that most Canadians didn’t want. Thanks to Trudeau a prime 
minister with a majority can now act as a virtual dictator, and Canada has a 
political system that could some day be taken over by a real dictator.

A written constitution is not practical if it can not be altered to fit world 
conditions; the men who drafted the American Constitution had no way to 
foresee the development of air travel, the internet or other world-changing 
developments; but a constitution that can be changed by the government in 
power is no protection at all. I remind you that Hitler gained and held power 
in the Weimar Republic under a constitution that was generally accepted as 
one of the most democratic in the world; and that most of the world's dictators 
rule republics.

back to table of contents

WRAPPING IT UP

Like I said, we need to talk; and I’ve said my bit, but will it make any 
difference? Probably not.

The problem is that while we think of humans as a rational species, we’re not 
always rational. We can make decisions when we try, but most of the time we 
don’t try.

We can’t afford to, because life and the world are too complex for conscious 
thought.

As I write this I’m thinking about my argument and cursing my computer but, 
at the same time my autonomic nervous system handles the much more 
complex tasks of operating my heartbeat, breathing, body temperature and 
other functions; some of which my conscious mind can not control.
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When I walk an internal auto-pilot controls my balance and the mechanics of 
walking, and maintains automatic collision-avoidance systems to keep me 
from bumping into lamp-posts and other pedestrians even though I may not 
consciously see them as obstacles. When I was very young I learned how to 
walk but it was my unconscious mind that learned, and my conscious mind 
doesn’t know how I do it.

For some destinations I may have to ask directions or think about my route but 
my internal auto-pilot can handle many local errands. I think ‘library’ or 
‘coffee shop’ and can then concentrate on other things; or perhaps switch off. 
My unconscious mind knows the way, and it can take me there without my 
help.

But it doesn’t always know the best route. Many times it will take me by the 
route I used the first time I visited that location, and while there may be an 
obvious short-cut my internal auto pilot may not use it. Sometimes it slips and 
when I plan to go to a corner store I may find myself walking past it to a 
familiar library.

That’s what we call ‘path dependency’ and it’s common to most living things. 
Naturalist Konrad Lorenz cites several examples.

He had pet ravens that sometimes followed him around as he rode his bicycle 
and he found that if they wanted to go the same place again, they would 
follow the route he took on his bicycle rather than fly direct.

“For instance, my ravens slavishly and exactly retraced a path they had taken 
only once, even when the first excursion was was made by following me as I 
rode on my bicycle along a winding road and the second flight to a given 
destination had to be made without me. This behavior had a particularly 
nonsensical appearance because the destination was visible from our house 
and the birds could have reached it by direct flight through the air.” 327

Lorenz found that young jackdaws learned the routes to specific destinations 
from adults, and they always followed the route they had been taught.

“... these conditioned pathways are are so rigidly followed by jackdaws that 
one could almost speak of ‘runways.’ They are just as rigidly transmitted (or, 
more exactly, passed on as tradition) from one generation to the next.” 328

Lorenz’ best example of path dependency comes from the water shrews he 
kept in a tank that, because the shrews are air-breathing land animals that hunt 
in water, was part aquarium and part terrarium. The shrews have poor eyesight 
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and, on land, they always follow exactly the same paths from one place to 
another. They can travel fast only if they stick to their habitual route.

“Once the shrew is well-settled into its path-habits it is as strictly bound to 
them as a railway engine to its tracks, and is unable to deviate from them by 
even a few centimeters. If it diverges from its path by so much as an inch it it 
is forced to stop abruptly, and laboriously regain its bearings....”329

On one route the shrews habitually jumped from one stone to another. When 
Lorenz removed the second stone the shrews jumped, crashed because the 
stone they wanted to land on was not there, then found their way back to the 
first stone and jumped again; to crash again.330

“In order to change its route,” Lorenz wrote, “the water shrew must change its 
whole path-habit, and this cannot be done at a moments notice but gradually, 
over a long period of time. An unnecessary loop-shaped detour takes weeks 
and weeks to become a little shorter, and after months it is not even 
approximately straight. The biological advantage of such a path-habit is 
obvious, it compensates the shrew for being nearly blind and an enables it to 
run exceedingly fast without wasting a minute on orientation. On the other 
hand it may, under unusual circumstances, lead the shrew to destruction. It has 
been reported, quite plausibly, that water-shrews have broken their necks by 
jumping into a pond which had been recently drained.” 331

One is tempted to compare water shrews to senior politicians, civil servants 
and executives of large corporations.

Most politicians and high-level civil servants are more intelligent than water 
shrews, but their primary objective may be to get and keep their jobs rather 
than to do them. A politician’s first job is to get nominated, and his second is 
to get elected. Once in office he has to maneuver for status within his caucus, 
cater to his supporters and maintain his public image, and he may not have 
time for irrelevant details like running the country, state or city. At the highest 
political levels ministers, prime ministers and presidents have to work even 
harder on their public images and they may leave decisions about policy and 
so-forth to their supporters and to civil servants.

But politicians’ supporters have their own concerns, and they have no 
responsibility for the welfare of the nation. Senior civil servants have to 
pander to the politicians who appoint them and, at the same time, watch out 
for sneak attacks by subordinates and rivals; so they have little time to worry 
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about public policy. Junior civil servants have to figure out how to get 
promoted, and they are not expected to think about public policy.

Among administrators success or failure is measured by promotions or lack of 
them, not by ideas. As John Maynard Keynes once wrote, “Worldly wisdom 
teaches that it is better for the reputation to fail conventionally than to succeed 
unconventionally.” 332

An experiment by physiologist Erich von Holst of the German government’s 
Max Planck Institute gives us some insight into the nature of leadership.

Fish that swim in schools prefer to stay near the center of the school, where 
they are safe from predators. Schools of fish don’t often travel fast or far, 
because fish on the edge of the school keep trying to move toward the center.

Some fish leave the school to chase after food but they return immediately 
after they catch it. If there is a lot of food in one direction the school will 
move that way because as some fish return to the school others leave it to 
obtain the food, but there is no concerted movement.

In his experiment von Holst removed the forebrain; which controls the 
schooling instinct that pulls fish to the center of a school; from a common 
minnow.

That minnow became the undisputed leader of the school. It would swim 
toward food or anything else that interested it and some fish would always 
follow. Because the ‘leader’ minnow lacked a forebrain it never felt the need 
to turn back to the center of the school and, because it never turned back, the 
others followed it.333

Like fish, many humans will follow the leader who seems most sure of 
himself and we seldom stop to think that he might be sure of himself because 
he is not smart enough to question his decisions.

But if politicians and civil servants don’t think for themselves they do listen to 
the public, if the public complains loud enough. I won’t ask you to endorse 
my ideas without thinking, but I do ask you to think about them, and to 
improve on them if you can.

Then tell the politicians what you think, and write letters to newspapers and 
magazines. The world is in a sad state now because we’ve been letting priests 
and politicians lead us for too long. If humanity is going to survive and if the 

                                     We need to talk                                 page   230

332 Keynes, John Maynard, The general theory of employment, interest and money, 
MacMillan, London, 1936, Harbinger 1964 edition, p. 158. This quotation must strike home 
to a lot of people; a google search turned up more than 26,000 pages linked to it.
333 Lorenz, Konrad, On Aggression, 1971 printing, Bantam Books, NY, pp. 139-40.



world is going to be worth living in, we need to talk about what kind of a 
world we want.

Benjamin Disraeli, one of the great English prime ministers, is said to have 
said “I must follow the people, for am I not their leader?” 334 

If our leaders need to be led, it’s up to us to lead them.
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