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PROLOGUE  

This is a book about systems and metasystems — what they are and 
how they relate to human society. We’re also going to consider where 
they are taking us and, to predict that, we have to understand how 
they developed in the distant past. 

Most of us think we know how human culture developed; but many 
of our ideas are based on the guesswork of theologians and armchair 
philosophers of an earlier era. 

The ‘invention’ of farming, is one example. Sixty years ago schools 
taught that, before the agricultural revolution, most of humanity lived 
on the edge of starvation. Then some bright soul ‘invented’ farming 
and since then we have had an assured source of food and time to 
invent writing and poetry and all that stuff. Some people still believe 
that. 

But the idea is ridiculous. Chimpanzees and other apes find all the 
food they need without farming but armchair scholars didn’t think 
that humans -- more intelligent and more adaptable than apes -- could 
do as well. Now we know that people who lived before the 
agricultural revolution were generally healthier, grew bigger and lived 
longer than farmers and that, even now, some hunting and gathering 
people who live in trackless deserts eat better and have more leisure 
than most modern middle-class Americans. 

We also have a problem with maps. If you were to plot an airline 
route from Vancouver to Tokyo on a Mercator projection — the kind 
of map found in most school-rooms — you would head roughly west-
southwest across the Pacific, and you would have a very long trip. 
The shortest airline route from Vancouver to Tokyo heads north, 
following the BC and Alaska coasts, then south along the Aleutian 
Islands.1

 I learned this when, an hour after takeoff from Vancouver, I asked the stewardess why I 1

could still see land.
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Most of our leaders think they know how we got to where we are now 
and where we are going in the future — but so did Lenin, Stalin, 
Hitler, Neville Chamberlain, Lyndon Johnson, George W. Bush, 
Donald Trump and others who made disastrous mistakes. 

Some books predict a future of high-tech progress and wealth. That’s 
no surprise because books are written to sell and most of us like 
predictions that we will all 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 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 need to know where we came 
from and we have to understand the forces that drive us. Most of 
those forces are products of the metasystem of metasystems that I call 
The System. 

Much of what you will read in this book may contradict what you 
learned in school, but it’s based on serious science and my sources are 
listed. It’s not what I learned in school and not what your grandfather 
believed but it’s real and, if we can study and understand metasystems 
and The System, we may be able to build the future we want. If not, 
we may not have a future. 

 back to table of contents  
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THE ARGUMENT 

Most people think the President, Congress and the Senate run the 
United States; the President, the National Assembly and the Senate 
run France; the Prime Minister and the Houses of Parliament run 
Great Britain and so forth. Most people are mistaken. 

Some think a secret society of billionaires controls all three countries 
and most of the rest of the world. Wrong again. 

Governments and billionaires have considerable influence but I argue 
that governments, billionaires and secret societies are all controlled 
by the self-organized metaphysical entities that I call metasystems. 

This is not a conspiracy theory. It’s nature study, because the entities 
that I call metasystems are close relatives of the natural phenomena 
that biologists call co-evolution and emergent behavior. 

Co-evolution refers to organisms that have evolved together to 
depend on one another. An insect called the fig wasp lays its eggs 
only in one type of fig, and that type of fig is pollinated only by fig 
wasps. If there were no wasps the figs could not reproduce and, 
without figs, the wasps could not reproduce. Yucca plants are 
pollinated only by yucca moths, which hatch from eggs laid only in 
yucca plants. Co-evolved life forms depend on each other for 
survival. 

Emergent behavior develops because it benefits its participants. In 
Arabia a thorny- tailed lizard may share a burrow with a black 
scorpion. The lizard eats insects and the scorpion could kill the lizard 
but, when they live together, the lizard eats predators that might 
attack the scorpion and the scorpion protects the burrow — and 
therefore the lizard — from foxes and men that hunt lizards. Either 
can live without the other, but both benefit from having a partner. 
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In Brazil, dolphins herd schools of fish up to human fishermen, then 
catch the ones that escape the fishermen’s nets. Biologists have 
observed a mother dolphin teaching her calf how to do it.  2

Fishermen and dolphins cooperate because both catch more fish when 
they work together. Similar collaborations between dolphins and 
human fishermen have been observed in Australia and Africa. 

Relationships develop when two or more entities have a common 
purpose or problem, or when the behavior of one affects or enables 
the behavior of another. I call all such developments metasystems, and 
I see them as entities in their own right. 

We might compare the members of a metasystem to an ant colony, 
which many biologists consider to be a single organism. As far back 
as 1911 biologist Wm Morton Wheeler wrote (in the Journal of 
Morphology) that “the ant colony is an organism.” In modern times 
biologist Edward O. Wilson describes an ant colony as a “diffuse 
organism.”3

The colony consists of physical organisms — ants — and a 
metaphysical  something-or-other that ties them together. In the same 4

way a metasystem consists of the humans that serve it and the 
metaphysical component that unites them. It’s easy to assume that the 
organizing force in an ant colony is something we call ‘instinct’ but 
instinct is internal and while it can guide an individual ant, it can’t 
rule a colony. When thousands of instincts work together, we have a 
metasystem. I concede that the metasystem could not exist without 
the ants and their instinct, but neither could the colony. 

 Simoes-Lopes, Paulo C. with Marta E. Fabian and Joao O.Menegheti, “Dolphin 2

interactions with the mullet artisanal fishing on southern Brazil, a qualitative and 
quantitative approach,” Revista Brasileira Zoologica 15(3), 1998, pp 709-726. 

 Wilson, Edward O, The Insect Societies, Belknap Press of Harvard University Press, 3

Cambridge, MA, 1971. 

 The word metaphysical need not refer to ghosts or spirits. It describes entities that exist, 4

but have no physical form. The English language is metaphysical, and so are customs, 
traditions, ‘the market’ and dozens of other things that we are familiar with. 
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Metasystems have been around for a long time and I suggest that 
what we think of as human history is actually the history of 
metasystems and, to a lesser extent, systems. I argue that they 
produced the civilization that we see as a human accomplishment, 
and that they control it. Some metasystems have robbed most of us of 
our basic human nature and now they threaten the very future of 
humanity as we know it. Even though they have no physical form 
some metasystems have considerable physical power and, as we will 
see, they do not all serve humanity. 

Probably the best known metasystem is the Military Industrial 
Complex, AKA the MIC, which is the informal and often un-
acknowledged alliance between military forces and the industries that 
supply them. Some politicians; some members of the MIC and even 
some members of the public pretend that there is no alliance but it is 
obvious that military forces could not function without arms-makers 
to produce their weapons, and that arms-makers would not be 
profitable if there were no military to buy their products. If they 
depend on one another, they are allies.

Most of us see the MICs of different nations as discreet entities but, as 
American Secretary of State, Henry Kissinger recognized an unholy 
alliance between the MICs of NATO and the Warsaw Pact. 

In Almost Everyone’s Guide to Economics economist John Kenneth 
Galbraith wrote that Kissinger “once told me that you could 
understand the relations between the Soviet Union and the United 
States only if you realized that the proponents of military 
expenditures in both countries had united against the civilians of both 
countries.”5

Kissinger realized that the supposedly- opposed MICs were actually 
allies because development and growth of the Russian military 
establishment drove growth of the American MIC, and vice versa. 

 Galbraith, John Kenneth and Nicole Salinger, Almost Everyone’s Guide to Economics, 5

Houghton Mifflin, Boston, 1978, p. 145. 
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The cold war was a burden for Russian and American civilians, but a 
boon to the MICs of both countries. 

In the modern world the so-called War on Terror is in fact a War of 
Terror in which western military, police and security forces are allied 
with Islamic terrorists against citizens of the United States and 
Muslims everywhere; and the War on Drugs is an alliance of 
American police forces and the Drug Enforcement Administration 
with Mexican cartels and American drug dealers, each side supporting 
the growth and prosperity of the other. 

The entity that I call The System is a metasystem of metasystems that 
now includes most of the world and is still growing. Metasystems 
composed of other metasystems can be described as compound 
metasystems, and compound metasystems that are global in scope can 
be described as global metasystems. 

The network of metasystems that rules the world is large and 
intricate, but before we study it, we need to define our terms. 

 back to table of contents  

SYSTEMS 

A system can be defined as an organization that continues through a 
change of leadership and/or membership. The Roman Catholic 
Church is a system that has survived the death of dozens of popes, 
millions of priests and hundreds of millions of members. The system 
we call the United States continues through regular changes of 
government officials and the deaths of citizens. 

I got this definition of a system from the late Prof. Anatol Rapoport, 
(one of the fathers of games theory and the man who sparked my 
interest in the study of systems) but, for my purposes, I have to refine 
it a bit. In my terminology I add the conditions that a system has a 
formal organization and leadership, an address and members who see 
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themselves as members and who have a common purpose. We know 
who is pope and who is president of the United States, and we know 
where they live. We assume that members of the Catholic church 
support the church, and that American citizens support the United 
States. 

The simplest type of human organization is a family dominated by an 
alpha male. In more complex societies the members of a family 
follow the alpha male of the family and he, in turn, follows the alpha 
male of the group. 

This is what I call a ‘charismatic leader’ type of organization and it 
works pretty well. In ancient times Alexander the Great’s armies 
didn’t know where they were going, but they followed Alexander to 
conquer countries they had never heard of before. 

If a charismatic leader dies but the members choose to follow the 
course he set, rather than a new leader, the organization will morph 
into a system. Alexander built an empire, but it did not morph into a 
system and it broke up soon after he died. 

The followers of a charismatic leader serve the leader but members of 
a system serve a chosen or assigned purpose and the leader can lead 
only in the direction of that purpose. The Pope is head of the Roman 
Catholic church but he can’t make Catholics worship the devil. The 
President of France can’t crown himself king and the president of the 
East Idaho Ladies Sewing Circle can’t make the ladies turn from 
sewing to arc welding. These organizations have their path set and the 
function of the leader is to lead them on that path. 

If a system works well the members will value it and they may 
consider the welfare of the system to be important. As time passes 
and circumstances change the original purpose of the group may 
become secondary and the survival of the system more important. 
Eventually the original objective may be lost or altered but, if the 
survival of the system is a priority, the system will survive. 
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In 1981 a group of truckers in the village of Notre Dame du Nord, 
Quebec, organized a drag race of loaded trucks to raise money to help 
build a new arena. The arena was completed long ago but the Rodeo 
du Camion is now an annual event that raises millions of dollars for 
civic projects in and around the village. 

The group that ran the original event has evolved into a system that 
continues to stage the races because people like them and because 
they provide full or part-time jobs for dozens of villagers. When the 
original purpose was accomplished, the system found a new purpose. 

We might question whether a commercial corporation can outgrow its 
function because that function is, ultimately, to make money; but 
there is no question that it can evolve. The Minnesota Mining and 
Manufacturing Co, generally known as 3M, was formed in 1902 to 
mine abrasives to make grinding wheels. The first mine was a failure 
but 3M went on to sell about $30 billion a year worth of products we 
see or use every day. Two of its best-known products are Scotch Tape 
and Post-it Notes, neither of which have much to do with mines, 
abrasives or grinding wheels. 

At this point both mining and manufacturing are incidental to the 
entity we call 3M. The business of the corporation is to survive and 
grow, and any single commercial activity is secondary. 

If and when the survival of a system organized and nominally 
controlled by humans becomes the primary objective of the members, 
the system may become an near-autonomous entity. In this form it 
looks very much like other systems but where some systems serve the 
humans who manage them, others manage the humans who serve 
them. 

During World War II economist John Kenneth Galbraith served as 
deputy head of the U.S. Office of Price Administration, with authority 
to set prices for many commodities traded in the United States. The 
final decision was his but he knew that no single man knew enough to 



The System page �  of �16 376

make such decisions and that 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.”6

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 
system is a servant of the system, not its master. 

He may not even be a key player. Galbraith notes that the director of 
the Manhattan Project that developed the atomic bomb during World 
War II was U.S. Army General Leslie R. Groves. As the general in 
charge of a huge project Groves travelled by limousine. Physicist 
Enrico Fermi, who played a key role in the development of the bomb, 
rode to work on a bicycle. 

If Groves had quit he could have been replaced the next day by any of 
thousands of other men. Whoever he was, the replacement would also 
have travelled by limousine and demanded the impressive office and 
other perks that General Groves enjoyed. 

 Galbraith, John Kenneth, third edition of The New Industrial State, New American Library, 6

NY, 1979, p. 60.
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If Fermi had left, the project would have ground to a halt. Groves 
might have kept his job and his limousine and his office but, without 
Fermi, he could have accomplished nothing.7

The man who runs a large organization may be an exceptional person 
but, management consultant 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.”8

For a sobering view of the nature of leaders and leadership, consider 
the results of an experiment by physiologist Erich von Holst of the 
German government’s Max Planck Institute, as described by zoologist 
and philosopher Konrad Lorenz. 

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. 

 Ibid, p. 77.7

 Drucker, Peter, Concept of the Corporation, John Day Co,NY, revised ed. 1972, pp. 26-27. 8
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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.  9

The function of a leader is simply to lead and in many situations any 
direction, right or wrong, is better than no direction. For some 
systems the ideal leader may be the kind of person that Russians used 
to call an aparatchnik. This is a party member or other insider who 
may have no technical competence or leadership ability at all, but 
who has friends and knows the rules, and who works both to his 
advantage. 

A typical aparatchnik will take great care to see that all rules and 
procedures are followed to the letter. He may be a dead loss as a 
manager but still a good leader because, with rules to follow, he will 
have no doubts. A brilliant scientist might not be a good leader 
because he would question even his own decisions. 

In either case, the system is more important than the leader. 

 back to table of contents  

METASYSTEMS 

Metasystems don’t need leaders. In 1986 computer programmer Craig 
Reynolds wrote a program to control the behavior of virtual birds, 
which he called boids. He found that if his boids were given only 
three rules they would behave very much like a real flock of birds, or 
a school of fish. 

  Lorenz, Konrad, On Aggression, 1971 printing, Bantam Books, NY, pp. 139-40. 10 9

www.red3d.com/cwr/ boids/ 
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Aside from the obvious — that it must avoid colliding with fixed 
objects in its virtual environment — each boid controlled by 
Reynolds’ program is required to travel in the same general direction 
as other boids and to try to stay near the center of the flock but avoid 
crowding other boids. 

Each boid ‘knows’ where all the other boids are, but reacts only to the 
boids in its immediate neighborhood. 

Reynolds’ three rules can control a flock of thousands of boids or 
other virtual animals and the behavior they produce is very similar to 
the behavior of real animals. A modified version of this program 
controlled the behavior of swarms of animated bats and flocks of 
animated penguins in the 1992 movie Batman Returns and has been 
used in other films and some demonstrations.

Birds don’t know Reynolds’ rules but some will have a natural 
propensity to behave one way and some to behave another. Birds 
whose natural propensity is to behave as Reynolds rules demand form 
flocks and birds that do not, do not. Flocking develops and survives 
because birds that flock are more likely to survive than birds that do 
not Birds near the center of a flock are generally safe from raptors 
because a raptor can’t dive into a flock without risking a collision that 
would injure it. Birds that leave the flock and fly on their own are 
easy prey, and so are birds that fly at the edges of the flock. Birds that 
do not avoid fixed obstacles or other birds will collide, and be injured 
or killed. 

Because it improves the chances of survival flocking behavior is 
sustained from generation to generation and, even though 
metasystems have no recognized leaders and no formal structure, they 
may be more stable than any formal system. 

Birds are probably not aware of the rules that control their flocking, 
and humans — even those who serve metasystems — may not be 
aware of the metasystems that control them. The one things that all 
members of a metasystem have in common is that the welfare and/or 
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the behavior of any member can be affected — whether consciously 
or not, intentionally or not — by other members of the metasystem. 

As a general rule, the smaller the metasystem the closer the bond. 
Human beings are all life-forms and members of the animal kingdom 
and of the same species but, beyond that, we are also members of one 
race or another, we are all have a religion or lack one, we all speak 
one or more languages, are citizens of one or more countries and are 
members of social and occupational groups. My bond with white-
skinned English-speaking writers is stronger than my bond with, for 
example, a North Korean soldier or an African elephant- poacher, my 
bond with another mammal is stronger than my bond with an insect 
and my bond with any human is stronger than my bond with any non-
human life form. 

Neither systems nor metasystems have any bond with humans or 
concern for our welfare. We know that smoking is a serious health 
problem but, long after the danger of smoking was recognized, 
tobacco companies added nicotine to cigarettes to make them more 
addictive. Even now, men and women who have children of their own 
plan and use advertising to attract teen-agers who are not yet 
addicted. Indirectly, they encourage their own children to smoke. 

We know that our use of automobiles strangles cities, creates health 
problems and contributes to climate change that may cause a global 
famine, but the governments we elect to protect our interests enact 
laws that discourage the sale of smaller and more efficient cars. Most 
of the most fuel-efficient cars in the world are not sold in North 
America because they do not meet American ‘standards.’ Nearly 30% 
of the cars in Japan the type they call ‘mini-cars,’ with engine 
displacement of 650 cc or less, which burn about half as much fuel as 
the smallest cars sold in the United States. Outside North America 
many small cars have diesel engines that are cleaner and more 
efficient than gas engines and many countries approve the use of cars 
with tiny lawnmower-size engines. The smallest cars are not allowed 
on expressways, but they are very efficient in cities and can be used 
on many highways. 
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Some governments pass laws that will harm their citizens. In the 
summer of 1998 the government of Canada changed a law to permit 
the use of manganese methylcyclopentadienyl tricarbonyl as an 
additive in gasoline. MMT, as it’s usually called, is illegal in some 
American states because it is known to cause damage to human 
nervous systems. It was illegal in Canada until the American 
manufacturer threatened to sue the Canadian government, and 
Canadian law was changed to allow it.  The families of the 10

politicians that approved the change, and of the oil company 
executives that sued for it, are among the people whose nervous 
systems are being damaged.

We know that gambling is addictive and that it does serious social and 
economic damage but state and provincial governments across North 
America run or license casinos and manage or allow lotteries. If the 
politicians and bureaucrats are not harmed themselves, the gambling 
they encourage harms some people and may destroy their own 
families.  11

Many metasystems include predators who prey on other members of 
the same metasystem. Predators and prey are not allies, but they are 
part of the same metasystem because they affect each other’s 
behavior. 

A chief of police is not likely to join the American Bar Association 
and the National Association of Chiefs of Police would not accept a 
drug lord or a gang of bank robbers as members but, because their 
occupations intersect, many lawyers and all policemen are part of a 
metasystem that includes drug lords, bank robbers and other 
criminals. 

 McArthur, Keith, “NAFTA ruling goes against Ottawa,” The Globe and Mail, Nov 14/00, p. 10

B1.

 For an outline of the kind of harm government-sponsored gambling does to our society 11

see the article “We’re all paying for Government’s Gambling Addiction,” by Bruce 
Hutchinson, starting on page 47 of the April/97 edition of the Canadian edition of Reader’s 
Digest. For a specific example of a municipal official who helped bring gambling to his 
town, was hooked himself and wound up embezzling from trust accounts to support his 
addiction read Losing Mariposa by Doug Little, ECW Press, Toronto, 2002. 
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Systems are mortal because they are organized and managed by 
people and, in many cases, the people who organize and/or manage 
them live comfortable lives. Because they are comfortable they don’t 
want change and because their leaders don’t allow change systems 
don’t adapt — or don’t adapt well enough — to changing conditions. 
In the past few thousand years humans have established countless 
kingdoms and empires, but none have lasted more than a few hundred 
years. Because a metasystem like the MIC is self-organized it has no 
management to prevent change and, while parts of it may die, the 
metasystem itself will adapt to changing conditions. 

The first MIC must have formed thousands of years ago and MICs 
have been forming and merging ever since. The systems that spawned 
the first MICs are long-gone but — because there has never been a 
time without one — we could consider the global MIC that exists 
today to be a development, rather than a descendant, of the original. 
As a system can survive the loss of individual members and even 
leaders, a metasystem can survive the loss of individual members and 
a compound metasystem can survive the loss of individual 
metasystems. Even in ancient times, the loss of a Roman Legion or 
the conquest of an enemy meant little to the compound MIC of the 
day, because Rome had more legions and lots of enemies. 

In our time the global MIC has grown to enormous size because 
nations have formed larger and larger alliances — like NATO, 
SEATO and The Warsaw Pact — and each one merged the MICs of 
the countries within it. With a bigger industrial sector each MIC is 
able to develop new weapons, driving rival MICs to develop new 
defenses and more new weapons. 

The global MIC is enormous and virtually immortal, but metasystems 
don’t have to be big or long-lived. When I ride an elevator I share 
with the other passengers an interest in the quality or lack of music, in 
the freshness of the air and in the hope that the mechanism will not 
break down — but only for a few minutes. When I leave the elevator 
the metasystem continues, because the occupants are still concerned 
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about the state of the elevator, but I am no longer a member of it. 
When the elevator is empty, the metasystem dissolves. 

 back to table of contents  

REAL LIFE EXAMPLES 

When I first wrote it I thought the example of the metasystem in the 
elevator was hypothetical but it turns out to be reality. In The Social 
Animal psychologist Elliot Aronson cites the famous case of Eleanor 
Bradley who tripped and broke her leg while shopping on Fifth 
Avenue. She lay on the sidewalk, begging for help, for 40 minutes 
while hundreds of people walked by; but none helped her or called an 
ambulance. 

The New Yorkers who bypassed her had no common bond but, where 
a bond exists, people will help. Aronson also wrote of the time he was 
camping in Yosemite National Park and he heard a man’s voice cry 
out in the night. He grabbed a flashlight and went looking, and saw 
dozens of other lights heading the same way. It turned out that the 
problem was not serious — a man shouted partly in surprise when his 
camp stove flared up — but the example is interesting.  12

The people who bypassed Eleanor Bradley would not have risked any 
danger if they offered help, but if the man’s cry in Yosemite had been 
due to a bear attack, the campers who ran to help might have been in 
danger. 

Aronson speculates that because the people in the park were all 
camping, they felt they had some kind of bond. 

The effect, if not the reason, was demonstrated by an experiment by 
Irving Piliavin , in which an accomplice staggered and collapsed in a 13

New York Subway train. He lay still and stared at the ceiling and, in 

 Aronson, Elliot, The Social Animal, Viking Press, NY, 1972, pp. 38-40.12

 ibid, p. 43.13
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most of 103 trials people rushed to his aid. Even when the actor 
carried a bottle and reeked of alcohol, he got immediate help in about 
half the trials.

Aronson suggests that people in the same subway car “have the 
feeling of sharing a common fate.” I suggest that they form a 
metasystem. 

Our membership in some metasystems — as a passenger in a train or 
an elevator or a camper in a park for example — is brief, but our 
membership in others — such as gender and racial groups — may be 
for life. 

back to table of contents 

THE NATURE OF SYSTEMS AND METASYSTEMS 

Once formed a system or a metasystem may evolve and grow like a 
life-form, but is it really alive? We might argue that for years but 
according to author Ellen Thro, European computer programmers 
working on artificial life have agreed that when a program becomes 
autonomous it is alive.   Because it is self-organized and has no 14

human managers a metasystem is autonomous and therefore, by the 
standards of artificial life, alive. 

And whether they are really alive or not, if we think of both systems 
and metasystems as life forms we remind ourselves that they have 
their own wants, needs, intentions and ambitions— all of which are 
distinct from those of the humans who may think they control them. 

Of course we have no reason to believe that either systems or 
metasystems actually want, need or intend anything, but here I use the 
word loosely. We know that flowers can’t possibly want or like 
sunlight, but many flowers grow better when they have sunlight and 
some will turn to face the sun. In the vernacular we say that these 
flowers want or like sunlight, even though we know they can not 

 Thro, Ellen, The Artificial Life Explorer’s Kit, Sams Publishing, Carmel, IN, 1993, pp. 5-15. 14
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possibly want or like anything. In the same way when I say that a 
system wants or likes this or that, I do not suggest that the system is 
conscious. 

Neither do I suggest that systems, metasystems or The System can 
have intentions as we normally use the term, but here again I use 
traditional license. Biologists know that the bright colors and nectars 
of flowers are not designed to attract bees. They just happened and, 
because they attract bees, the flowers that evolved them have 
flourished. By convention, we attribute design and intent to many 
natural characteristics and, in the same way, I attribute intent to the 
different types of systems even though they can have none. 

It makes no difference to a fly whether a Venus flytrap flower intends 
to trap it or not. Either way, the fly is trapped. 

Neither the flower nor the system or metasystem need intentions. 
They do what they do because they are what they are. For both, the 
‘behavior’ may have developed by random mutation, but it survives 
because it helps the entity to survive and grow. 

Even animals don’t want to grow. Evolution does not care what 
plants, animals or things want. Changes occur, for one reason or 
another, and the ones that work are passed on. 

Within human society a system or metasystem can grow by gaining 
control of more money, power or people. Most of the humans 
involved in them would like to see the commercial systems we call 
corporations make profits but the systems themselves want only to 
grow. We see this when huge corporations continue to grow, even 
though they continually lose money. 

Once established, most corporate systems tend to grow because the 
humans who manage them are ambitious and if they can’t find a 
legitimate need for a new product, service or level of administration, 
they can rationalize one. As the corporation’s needs change some 
products, services and administrations may become redundant but 
they will not be discontinued if the systems or metasystems that 
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supply them find some way to maintain the appearance of need, if not 
the need itself. 

If that sounds unreasonable remember that we speak of effects, not 
causes. Some metasystems will grow and some will fail but in the end 
it is only the ones that grow that we concern ourselves with. They are 
the evolutionary successes and the others are failures. 

A successful metasystem will even defend itself. Faced with the same 
stimulus some metasystems will respond this way and some that, and 
some will survive and some will not. The survivors are those whose 
response to a threat amounts to an effective defense. 

At times one system or metasystem may cooperate with another but, 
whether cooperative or not, human systems tend to be competitive. 
This may be partly because they are potentially cannibalistic. The 
fastest way for one system to grow is by absorbing other systems and 
we have seen this occur throughout history. 

In years gone by empires grew by conquering nations and other 
empires and, in the past hundred years, we have seen many of the 
commercial systems we call corporations grow to enormous size by 
taking over other corporations. 

In the modern world nations do not take over other nations 
completely but they do conquer them and set up puppet governments, 
integrating the conquered nation into the conquering system if not the 
conquering nation. In World War II Nazi Germany set up the Petain 
government in France and the Quisling government in Norway, and 
the governments of Iraq and Afghanistan are now supported by 
foreign troops. 

In most cases the citizens of puppet states are not happy but, to a 
system or metasystem, human considerations are of no more interest 
than the long-term interests of cattle or other animals are to a farmer. 
Systems and metasystems are not opposed to humans any more than 
humans are opposed to cattle but, when the interests of metasystems 
and of people clash, metasystems will support the interests of 
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metasystems and the servants of a system will support the system 
they serve. 

A new leader might change the nature and behavior of a system, but 
that is not likely. Over time a system develops a nature, like the nature 
of any living thing, in response to internal and external pressures. 
Within limits the leader can steer a system as the captain steers a 
sailing ship but, like the captain of a sailing ship, the leader of a 
system can sail only in directions that the wind, currents and other 
conditions — including the nature of the system — allow. 

Like the captain of a sailing ship the leader of a system can beat 
against the wind but that takes time and, unlike a sailing ship, a 
system may be autonomous. In many cases a system will choose the 
individual who leads it and, most times, it will choose a leader who is 
committed to the course the system is already following. Some 
systems will resist or get rid of a leader who tries to change it. As we 
noted earlier, the Pope could not make Catholics worship the devil. 

We might question whether a system or a metasystem uses people or 
whether the people it uses are part of the system or the metasystem 
but I’m going to bow out of that one. If physicists can say that light is 
a wave motion that sometimes shows the characteristics of particles, 
or a shower of particles that seem to travel in waves, I can fudge on 
the exact nature and composition of a system or metasystem. My 
personal feeling is that some people are part of systems or 
metasystems and others are used by them.

back to table of contents 

COMPOUND METASYSTEMS 

One metasystem can include another, and another and another in a 
seemingly endless chain. A termites’ nest or termitary, for example, 
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 
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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.  15

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.16

We see each individual termite as a single entity, but that’s an illusion. 
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. It’s a very active little critter and it 
moves around a lot, but not under its own power. 

Many 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 the protozoan 
around. 

The other surprise is that Mixotricha paradoxa probably can’t digest 
cellulose either. Fortunately, it plays host to at least two symbiotic 

 Wilson, Edward O, Sociobiology, Harvard University Press, Cambridge, Mass, 1975, p. 15

11-12.

 Eugene Marais’ work Die Siel van die Mier was originally published in Afrikaans, in 1925. 16

The English translation, The Soul of the White Ant was published in 1937, after Marais’ 
death, by Dodd, Mead & Co, NY.



The System page �  of �29 376

bacteria that do the job for it.  The bacteria enable the Mixotricha 17

paradoxa to produce the enzyme that digests the cellulose that the 
termite eats, and thus enable the termite to build the termitary. 

Each individual termite is a system with internal metasystems that 
have internal metasystems and, at the same time, is itself part of a 
larger metasystem. We could also say that individual human beings 
are metasystems because we also need bacteria to digest the food we 
eat, but the human systems and metasystems we will consider in this 
book all start with complete humans. Most of them are groups of 
humans, but some human-based systems and metasystems include 
animals or machines. 

A cavalry regiment could not exist without horses and an air force 
could not exist without airplanes. Some military units exist without 
either horses or airplanes but an infantry regiment is very different 
from either an air force command or a cavalry regiment. 

The horses make the difference between cavalry and infantry and that 
difference may be very real. A troop of cavalry might have more in 
common with, and possibly more respect for, a group of civilian fox 
hunters or a team of polo players than with and for a company of 
infantry. Some troops of cavalry may include men who are also 
members of a fox hunt or a polo team, but neither a cavalry troop nor 
a fox hunt would include infantrymen. 

Some human systems also include places. A city council, for example, 
could not exist without its city.

back to table of contents 

WHEELS WITHIN WHEELS 

As we saw among termites, discreet entities may form metasystems 
that in turn are components of other metasystems or systems. We like 

 Margulis, Lynn, “Symbiosis and evolution,” Scientific American, 225(2) pp. 49-57, 1971.17
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to think that corporations, governments and other systems are under 
human control but the fact is that most are run, directly or indirectly, 
by internal metasystems. The ‘inner circle’ may be a clique of 
officials — part of the ‘technostructure’ that Galbraith referred to — 
and this explains why a change of government may not bring a 
change in policies. 

As Galbraith observed, most leaders’ decisions have to be based on 
the research and recommendations of a technostructure and, in most 
cases, the technostructure does not change when a new government is 
elected. The technostructure that delivers information to Barak 
Obama, for example, is essentially the same organization that 
informed George W. Bush; so it should be no surprise if two 
presidents with different attitudes similar decisions. 

Governments may also be influenced by people who have no official 
connection with them. Many wealthy men and corporations, for 
example, offer campaign contributions to two or more political parties 
and/or candidates. Whatever their own beliefs they consider it good 
business to buy access to the inner circles of all political parties, so 
they are covered no matter which wins election. 

This can extend beyond national boundaries. We have already noted, 
for example, that national MICs around the world are united in a 
global MIC. We assume that each individual member of every 
national MIC is loyal to the system he serves but, because each MIC 
is a metasystem with no fixed membership and because all MICs have 
common interests, members of each national MIC must also be 
members of the global MIC which, because it thrives on tension and 
threat of war, must be seen as hostile to every individual nation. 

We know that in the 1930’s and even the 1940’s, for example, 
Germany’s Nazi party had ‘sympathizers’ in many countries, 
including Britain, France and the United States. Some of these 
sympathizers hoped for benefits when and if Germany won the war, 
but others may have just seen an opportunity to do business. 
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In the 1950s and 60s there were active Communist parties in most 
western countries and in today’s world we know that some people in 
other countries sympathize with the American Republican party. Most 
Americans would deny the possibility that a non-American could 
influence the attitudes and policies of an American politician or 
political party, but few people in other countries would doubt it. 

Ultimately, we are ruled by metasystems and, whether human or not, 
metasystems are natural phenomena. The organization of an ant hill is 
produced by the behavior of the ants, but that does not make it less 
natural. 

back to table of contents 

A METAPHYSICAL LIFE FORM 

Systems and metasystems both control their members, but the level of 
control varies. Among eusocial insects, such as ants and bees, the 
metasystems’ control is absolute. Some human systems, such as the 
Rodeo du Camion, are run mostly by volunteers and the demands they 
can make on their members are limited. Working for a commercial 
company like 3M is a career for tens of thousands of people and the 
company can move many of those people around the country to suit 
its needs. The systems we call armies and churches, and terrorist 
groups like Al-Qaeda can send men to their death. 

Control does not have to imply that either systems or metasystems 
have intelligence or intentions as we understand them. Obviously a 
metasystem could have neither — but our understanding of these 
things may be open to question. Some economists believe that the 
metaphysical entity they call the market is self-regulating, and some 
things that have no brain can behave in ways that we would normally 
expect of an animal with intelligence. 

Plasmodial slime molds develop from spores that settle on soil, leaf 
litter or rotting wood and morph into individual amoebae. 
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For a while the amoebae creep through films of water toward any 
source of light, and engulf bacteria like other amoebae as they move 
but, in time, the random population of amoebae coalesces into a blob, 
called a plasmodium, that can resemble a small worm or a disc a 
couple of inches across. It holds this form for about two weeks — still 
creeping through films of water and toward light — then transforms 
itself into a plant shape with a base and stem supporting a top that 
will produce spores that will develop into new slime molds. 

Slime molds have no brains or discernible nervous systems but they 
can find their way through a maze. At the Bio-Mimetic Control 
Research Centre in Nagoya, Japan, scientist Toshiyuki Nakagaki laid 
out a 3x3 cm maze pattern, with two outlets and four possible routes 
from one to the other, on a sheet of agar. 

He placed small piles of ground oat flakes at both outlets of the maze 
and pieces of Physarum polycephalum slime mold in it. Initially the 
slime mold spread out to fill the whole maze but after eight hours it 
had contracted into a tube that filled just one route — the shortest one 
— between the two piles of food.18

We have no reason to suspect that slime molds might be intelligent 
but at least they are alive. What about a drop of oil, dyed pink and 
doped with acid? 

Northwestern University chemist Bartosz Grzybowski put one such 
drop on a film of water at the entrance to a complex maze and found 
that it followed a reasonably direct route, with few mistakes, to reach 
an acid- soaked lump of gel at the exit. In fact it did better than the 
slime mold because the mold filled several dead-end passages, and 
then had to withdraw from them. The doped oil found the right route 
with no mistakes. 

Sounds weird? Yes, but there is an explanation. The report I read, 
explains that acid from the gel seeps through the film of water, 
making it more acidic the closer you get to the gel. The acid in the oil 

 Nakagaki, T. et al. “Maze-solving by an amoeboid organism,” Nature, 407: 470 (2000). 18
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changes the surface tension of the droplet, attracting it to more acidic 
sections of the maze and eventually to the gel at the exit.  19

It’s not intelligence as we understand it, but it looks very much like 
the kind of behavior that can be driven by intelligence. I suggest that 
both systems and metasystems can also display behavior and I think 
of them, and of the global metasystem that I call The System, as living 
entities. It may be a stretch to think they are alive but there is no 
doubt that both exist and that they can behave as though they were 
alive. Whether they are actually alive or not is a matter of semantics 
and I leave that for another argument. 

When we consider a system as a life form its original purpose is not 
relevant. It may have been formed to support a prophet or to help the 
needy or to govern a town or to manufacture refrigerators but when it 
develops into a system the original end becomes secondary. The 
primary purpose of a system is to survive and grow. 

While it might seem strange to compare — for example — a charity 
formed to protect orphans to a pirate crew that attacks and robs ships, 
the comparison is valid because we are talking about the form, rather 
than the function. 

A man may work as a butcher, baker or candlestick maker but, 
whatever his occupation, he is still a man. In the same way a system 
may perform this or that function without affecting the fact that it is a 
system. 

Some systems perform many functions, sometimes through 
ownership or control of other systems. National governments own 
and operate railways, airlines and other commercial corporations. 
Churches own farms, businesses and commercial real estate. The U.S. 
Army Corps of Engineers builds and maintains dams and waterways 
around the United States. In China the People’s Liberation Army 
operates hotels and other commercial businesses. 

 Barras, Colin, “What a maze-solving oil drop tells us of intelligence,” New Scientist 19

#2744, 21 January 2010. On the internet at http://www.newscientist.com/article/ 
mg20527443.900-what-a-mazesolving-oil-drop-tells-us-of-intelligence.html 
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The important question about a system is whether it has or has not 
reached the point at which the welfare of the system is its primary 
objective. If it has; then any other function, purpose or standard can 
and will be adjusted to promote the survival and growth of the 
system. 

back to table of contents 

LIVING ON AUTOPILOT 

We’re not surprised that rules can control amoebae, insects, fish and 
birds, but human beings are intelligent and we make our own 
decisions, don’t we? Well, sort of. 

We are rational and we can make our own decisions, but we don’t 
think about everything we do. We can’t, because life and the world 
are too complex for conscious thought. 

As I write this my reason is concentrated on the argument and the 
operation of my computer. At the same time my autonomic nervous 
system handles the much more complex tasks of maintaining my 
heartbeat, breathing, body temperature and other functions. It does 
these jobs with no help from my conscious mind and, in fact, my 
conscious mind does not know how to maintain these functions. The 
signals that control them come from my brain, but my brain gets them 
from a set of rules. 

When I walk down the street learned responses control my balance 
and the mechanics of walking, and maintain 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. Walking is a learned skill and I know how to avoid 
obstacles but I don’t have to maintain conscious control very often. 
My brain can do that by following a set of rules. 

Other automatic systems are alert for the sound of brakes, squealing 
tires, running feet and other audible or visual cues that could signal a 
threat to my safety. I am vaguely aware of motor traffic, road 
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crossings and other potential hazards but I don’t really think about 
them. If an emergency does occur, my automatic systems will usually 
respond to it before my conscious mind knows what is happening. 

In unfamiliar territory I may think about my route but on my home 
ground I may choose a destination when I set out and not think about 
it until I arrive. Sometimes my automatic navigation system may take 
me to the wrong destination, as when I set out for a store that I 
seldom visit and walk past it to a familiar library. 

We can even drive cars on automatic control. In 1992 a Canadian 
court found that a man had driven his car several miles across town 
and murdered his in-laws while he was asleep.  20

If we actually thought about everything we did it would take us all 
day just to choose a salad for lunch. Instead we form preferences and 
we usually ignore other possibilities. 

Our preferences are based partly on experience and partly on 
information we accept from others. I know from experience that I like 
a Caesar salad but if you recommend a Waldorf and if I trust you, I 
might try it. 

Most of us rely on rehearsed or prescribed behavior in most 
situations. In our social intercourse we know what ‘is’ and what ‘is 
not’ done, in our personal lives we have ‘habits’ and, if we work for a 
system, there are appropriate ‘procedures’ to follow for most 
situations. 

Further, we can sometimes prepare for physical activity with mental 
rehearsal. Some golfers believe they can improve their game by 
imagining a perfect swing and many gymnasts, competition divers, 
dancers and others try to imagine every detail of a perfect 
performance before they begin. 

 Vienneau, David, “Sleepwalker’s acquittal upheld Court rules killing an “involuntary act,” 20

Toronto Star, 08/28/1992, p. A17.
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Some athletes perform specific routines under controlled conditions 
and their moves are always in the same order but, even in situations 
where we have to remain flexible, programmed and rehearsed 
behavior can help us perform better. Many moves in judo, fencing 
and other martial arts are learned and practiced as specific sequences 
but, most times, an athlete entering competition has no idea which 
moves he will use in which order. 

Instead he will watch his opponent and, as the match develops, he 
will decide that this or that sequence might be successful and he will 
try it. His opponent, on the other hand, may have planned to lure him 
into trying just that and, even after he starts one sequence, a 
combatant must be ready to change to a completely different one at 
very short notice. Again, the different sequence — and even the 
switch from one to the other — have probably been rehearsed. 

Chess is a game for ‘thinkers’ but the best players have studied games 
of the past and memorized strategies and sequences that are often 
named for great players. Again, they may change to a different 
sequence at short notice but many of their games are still based on 
learned sequences. 

We may or may not think about our habits and procedures when we 
adopt them but, in most cases, we will not think when we use them. 
In fact many of us go through much of our daily life without actually 
thinking about what we are doing. 

We know that employees in some fast-food restaurants and other 
businesses are guided by rules and ‘procedures’ that tell them how to 
do their jobs, how to deal with customers and even what to say. We 
have all met corporate or civil functionaries who can not or will not 
think beyond the rules of their jobs and most of us have, in our own 
lives, acted from habit in a situation in which our habitual response 
was not optimal. Most of us also have habits and points of view left 
over from childhood which we know are not useful, but which are 
very hard to shake. 
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We are rational and we can think things through but in many 
situations we rely on habit or instinct. Because we live in groups we 
are also influenced by what other people think and do and when one 
person ignores convention, the rest of the group may not approve.21

Most of us don’t think of ourselves as herd animals but we live in 
groups and we tend to conform to whatever group we are with. 

In the early 1950’s psychologist Solomon Asch demonstrated this 
with a famous series of experiments in which about three quarters of 
the subjects chose to agree with a group rather than to trust their own 
judgment. 

Each run of each experiment involved one subject and six to eight 
others who pretended to be subjects but were in fact Asch’s 
confederates. The experiment was described as a ‘test of perception’ 
and the group was shown two cards. One of the two had a single line 
drawn on it, the other had three lines. One of the three was the same 
length as the line in the single card, one was slightly, but still 
noticeably, different and the third was very different. 

Confederates and the subject were asked, in turn, to decide which of 
the three lines was the same length as the sample. In the first couple 
of runs the confederates gave the right answer but in later runs they 
began to give wrong answers. The subject of the experiment was 
always one of the last two or three to be asked and, after a couple of 
runs, about two thirds of the subjects agreed with the confederates, 
even on obviously incorrect answers. 

Different runs of the experiment showed that if one of the 
confederates gave the right answer first the subject was more likely to 
give the right answer.22

 Schachter, Stanley, “Deviation, rejection and communication,” Journal of Abnormal 21

Social Psychology, 46, 190-207.

 Asch, Solomon, “Opinions and social pressure,” Scientific American, vol. 193 #5, Nov. 22

1955, pp. 31-35.
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Other experiments since have confirmed Asch’s results and 
psychologist Irving Janis saw this tendency to agree as the cause of 
bad decisions by groups. He argued that the phenomenon that he 
called groupthink was a major factor 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 the Vietnam war, in the 
American- backed attempt to invade Cuba at the Bay of Pigs and in 
the loss of the space shuttle Challenger in 1986.23

Janis died in 1990 but, since then, others have cited groupthink 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 1933 in which 7.5 million people died — in the 
Nazis’ attempt to kill all the Jews in Europe and the Israeli war 
against Palestinians. We blame Stalin for the Ukraine famine and 
Hitler for the persecution of the Jews but a national leader — even a 
dictator — does not act alone. 

Groupthink may also have been a factor in the American decisions to 
invade and occupy Afghanistan and Iraq, and in the fact that many 
Americans accepted and still justify wars that most of the world sees 
as unjustified aggression and that have sparked decades of war and 
terrorism. 

These decisions were all the product of homogeneous and cohesive 
groups that were under considerable pressure. Under some conditions, 
Janis argued, such groups may begin to consider themselves infallible 
and, if that happens, they will ignore the advice of experts and will 
tend toward extreme decisions. 

back to table of contents 

 Janis, Irving L. Victims of Groupthink, Houghton Mifflin, Boston, 1972. 23
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CONVENTIONAL WISDOM 

Even when we think for ourselves, most of us base our decisions on 
the body of belief that we call ‘conventional wisdom;’ which might be 
defined as whatever ‘wisdom’ The System chooses to recognize. In the 
16th century conventional wisdom included the ‘fact’ that the world is 
the center of the universe and for years most people ‘knew’ that 
witches and heretics had to be burned at the stake. 

When George Washington had laryngitis physicians tried to cure it by 
bleeding him. They took more than two liters of blood, and 
Washington died a day later. Some ‘natural’ therapies still suggest that 
a patient with fever should be wrapped in a wet sheet. 

In most cultures conventional wisdom includes a belief in, or at least 
lip service to, one of the local religions. In some areas, this is 
mandatory and strictly enforced. 

This does not mean that the religion has to be true, or that those who 
enforce the lip service believe in it themselves. One section of Plato’s 
Republic describes the god that must be worshipped by citizens of the 
ideal city state, without suggesting that such a god might actually 
exist.  In the same way some conventional wisdom often includes 24

‘facts’ about history — such as which side was actually responsible 
for a war and who actually won it — that citizens are expected to 
believe. 

Even when it is wrong, conventional wisdom is a powerful force. In 
his foreword to the third edition of The New Industrial State 
economist John Kenneth Galbraith wrote of ... “a sizeable group of 
economists who unhesitatingly associate whatever they have been 
told to believe in their youth with absolute scholarship. Anything 
alien to such installed belief is deficient.”25

 Buchanon, Scot, ed, The Portable Plato, Viking Press Inc., NY, 1948, 364, 357-8, 353-4.24

 Galbraith, John Kenneth, foreword to the revised third edition of The New Industrial State, 25

New American Library, 1979, p. xi. 27 Galbraith, John Kenneth, The Affluent Society, 
second ed, 1970, New American Library, 1979, pp. 33-42.
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Conventional wisdom survives partly because the leaders of the world 
are trained to accept it. In order to be accepted as ‘management 
trainees’ they had to get through school and, as trainees, they had to 
ape the views of the power elite for years without challenging any 
sacred cows. By the time most leaders actually have much power, 
their ideas are hopelessly stuck in the past. 

And they may never change, because they think they are right. Before 
they can change they must be willing to admit that much of their lives 
have been based on mistakes and that many of their past decisions 
were wrong. 

Even if he knows the truth a member of the elite may find it 
convenient to support a falsehood. In The Affluent Society Galbraith 
writes that a man who tells people what they already believe will get 
more public approval than a man who tells them something new.26

By Galileo’s day no educated man could seriously believe that the 
stars were points of light on huge crystal spheres that surrounded the 
earth, but church leaders who had never questioned Aristotle’s ideas 
could not afford to admit how stupid they had been. 

That’s understandable. Suppose that you are a prince of the Catholic 
Church, about 1616. You know that the church says the earth is flat 
and the center of the universe, but you also know that astronomical 
calculations based on this view do not work out. 

You know that for more than 50 years astronomers — including the 
Vatican’s own astronomers — have been basing their calculations on 
Copernicus’ view that the world and other planets orbit around the 
sun, and you know that calculations based on this premise work out. 

Now Galileo says the world really does orbit around the sun. Do you 
agree, or do you arrest him? 

 Galbraith, John Kenneth, The Affluent Society, second ed, 1970, New American Library, 26

1979, pp. 33-42. 
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In Galbraith’s words, “while the strategic advantage lies with what 
exists, all tactical advantage lies with what is acceptable.” 

In other words, you arrest Galileo. 

You can’t afford to admit that he is right because that would mean the 
church was wrong, and the power of the church rests on the belief that 
it is right. 

If you support Galileo it will be you and him against the authority of 
the church. If you support the church it will be you and the rest of the 
church against Galileo. 

Sooner or later the truth will out but that’s no problem for you 
because, without your help, it will take years for that to happen. 

You’re an old man now and if you support the lie you will keep your 
comfort and prestige for the rest of your life. After you are dead 
people may know that you were part of the power structure that was 
in error, but the structure will still be there and it will protect your 
reputation along with its own. 

If you support the truth you may spend the rest of your life in conflict 
and, possibly, jail. After you are dead people may know that you 
supported the truth, but that won’t help you then. 

Galbraith does not write of princes of the church but he observes that 
“the speaker or writer who addresses his audience with the 
proclaimed intent of telling the hard, shocking facts invariably goes 
on to expound what the audience most wants to hear.” In the modern 
world, much of the art of politics is to say what voters want to hear. 

This applies even if “what voters want to hear” is hopelessly 
unrealistic. In The General Theory of Employment, Interest and 
Money economist John Maynard Keynes wrote .... “Worldly wisdom 
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teaches that it is better for reputation to fail conventionally than to 
succeed unconventionally.”27

We like to think that ‘modern science’ is willing to accept new ideas, 
but that belief is itself a matter of conventional wisdom. According to 
New Scientist magazine some English scientists believe that the 
system of ‘peer review’ in which scientific journals allow senior 
scientists to review and sometimes to block publication of a paper in 
their field is unfair. The protesting scientists suggest that in some 
cases the senior scientists may slant their reviews to discredit or block 
rival research.  Even if there is no direct rivalry involved, the ‘peer 28

review’ system ensures that scientific research that supports 
conventional wisdom is more likely to be published than research that 
negates it. 

Most British scientists rejected Darwin’s theory of evolution when it 
was published and millions of Americans, including some who have 
been exposed to a process they describe as ‘education,’ still reject it. 
Soon after Einstein published his Theory of Relativity a book was 
published in which 100 other scientists argued that he was wrong.  In 29

the 1920’s Prof. Ivan Wallin of the University of Colorado suggested 
that some species evolve by merging with other species31 but, when 
the idea was ridiculed, he gave it up. Since then it has evolved into 
the widely-accepted Serial Endosymbiosis Theory.  Biologist Lynn 30

Margulis’ first paper on the idea, “Origin of Mitosing Cells,” was 
rejected 15 times before it was finally published by the Journal of 
Theoretical Biology in 1967.31

 Keynes, John Maynard, The General Theory Of Employment, Interest and Money, p. 158 27

in the 1970 reprint by St. Martin’s Press, London. 

 “Referee or rival?” New Scientist Feb 6, 2010, p. 6.28

 http://www.ekkehard-friebe.de/Hundert-Autoren.pdf29

 Wallin, Ivan E, Symbionticism and the origin of species, Williams & Wilkins Company, 30

Baltimore, 1927. 

 Margulis, Lynn, Symbiotic Planet, Basic Books, NY, 1998, p 6, 53. 31
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Writer Kristen Ohlson reports that after Harvard University professor 
Martin Nowak published a paper that questioned the accepted 
inclusive fitness theory that purports to explain why some animals 
cooperate even at a cost to themselves, 137 scientists signed a letter to 
Nature (the journal that published the paper) expressing their outrage. 
Many of them condemned the journal for giving Nowak a voice and 
suggested that his paper was published only because its authors came 
from Harvard.”32

I don’t pretend to explain this but I can rationalize it. We know that 
among most primates, the young learn from and imitate the behavior 
of high-status adults, but not from adults who have low status in their 
community. Author Robert Ardrey wrote of an experiment in which 
biologists in Japan found that only a few hours after the alphas 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 33

to eat caramels and, 18 months later, only 51% of the band would eat 
caramels. Konrad Lorenz cites experiments by Robert M. Yerkes that 
found that chimpanzees learn by imitation, but they learn only from 
high ranking chimpanzees.34

To a student at any level his or her teacher has high status and, more, 
parents and other high-status individuals expect the student to learn 
from the teacher. What the teacher teaches is gospel. 

So when the one-time student is an educated and high status adult; he 
will be suspicious of someone of equal or lesser status who proposes 
a new idea or criticizes one that was installed by his teacher. Even if 
the old idea was installed by a primary-school teacher with lower 
status than the person who offers the new idea, it was installed by 
someone who was seen as high status at the time and it is being 
countered by someone who is seen as equal to or perhaps lower than 

 Ohlson, Kristen, “Cooperation Instinct,” Discover12/2012, p. 34+.32

 Ardrey, Robert, The Social Contract, Dell Paperback, New York, 1970, pp. 124-129.33

 Lorenz, Konrad, On Aggression, 1968 printing, University paperbacks, Methuen, London, 34

p. 37. 
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the adult to whom it is offered. Obviously, the idea installed by the 
teacher will be considered more valid. 

This need not apply in every field, because many ideas are not taught 
in lower schools and some fields of knowledge are completely new. I 
didn’t learn about computers or DNA testing or sub-atomic particles 
in elementary school, and I am open to new information about these 
topics as it comes along. Millions of people learned the story of 
Genesis in primary or perhaps Sunday school, and they will not 
consider any alternative to it. 

Some anomalous ideas may be the result of what Scientific American 
columnist Michael Shermer has described as ‘compartmentalized 
thinking.”   He quotes University of Pennsylvania psychologist 35

Robert Kurzban who sees the human brain as a collection of 
interacting modules that are sometimes at odds with one another. 
When new ideas are presented, he says, they may be rejected by one 
part of the brain even if they are accepted by another. 

I’ve seen an example of that myself. A neighbor of mine worked as an 
emergency room nurse while she was earning her master’s degree in 
nursing. She knew that microbes can ‘change’ to resist antibiotics but, 
for religious reasons, she did not believe in ‘evolution.’ 

In her case the religious belief does no harm because she is able to 
accept scientific facts that affect her job, but some people are not able 
to distinguish between conventional wisdom and scientific fact. 

back to table of contents 

THE ROOTS OF EVOLUTION 

We tend to associate evolution with plants and animals but the 
concept applies in many fields. It developed out of a study of 
prehistoric tools. 

 Shermer, Michael “Logic-Tight Compartments,” Scientific American, January 2013. 35
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Early scholars didn't recognize the earliest stone tools as tools but 
some Danish peat bogs preserved prehistoric stone axes complete 
with wooden handles and leather bindings. They were obviously tools 
and, in the early 19th century, the Danish Museum of Antiquities was 
established to collect them. 

In 1816 Christian Thomsen was appointed director of the museum 
and he began to sort what was at that point a completely disorganized 
collection of prehistoric junk. In those days museums had no way to 
tell the age of prehistoric goods and, in his efforts to organize the 
artifacts, Thomsen sorted them according to the materials they were 
made of -- stone, bronze and iron. 

As he sorted he realized that some were older than others and in 1836 
he published his suggestion that human history could be divided into 
three 'ages' -- the stone age, the bronze age and the iron age. Many 
archaeologists consider this paper to be the beginning of modern 
archaeology.  Ancient tools evolved and tools and artifacts still 36

evolve. My computer is evolved from the huge, expensive and clumsy 
Eniac and Univac machines of the 1940's, which in turn are evolved 
from the 'Difference Engine' invented by Charles Babbage in the 
1830's and the Jacquard loom, developed in 1804, which was itself 
evolved from a loom built by Jacques de Vaucanson in 1745. 

My car is evolved from the three-wheeled horseless carriage that Karl 
Benz built in 1885, which had roots in the chariots of the Hittite 
Empire. A modern jetliner is evolved from the airplane the Wright 
brothers flew at Kitty Hawk in 1903, the gliders that Otto Lilienthal 
built in the 1890's and the kites that have been popular in China since 
prehistoric times. 

The evolution of tools and machines is not exactly like the evolution 
of plants and animals but it is analogous. Both are examples of 
change that is guided by selection at each stage. The difference is that 
both the changes and the selection among man-made artifacts are 

 Hayden, Brian, Archaeology, the Science of Once and Future Things, W H Freeman and 36

Co, New York, 1993, pp 87-94. 
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guided by human choice. Plants and animals are produced by nature 
and the changes and the choices are made by nature. Whether the 
selection is by man or by nature the process is the same and, in either 
case, positive feedback from a single change may begin a cascade. 

back to table of contents 

THE EVOLUTION OF A METASYSTEM 

Social systems evolve too, but while plants and animals can change 
only between one generation and another, social systems can change 
at any time. More, they can add change on change, or reverse an 
earlier change. 

A nation, for example, can change from monarchy to republic and 
back again, but most of the changes that biological systems make are 
irreversible. 

Further, a human system can change because it wants to. A wolf 
might look at a mountain lion and wish it had the cat’s claws, but it 
can never grow those claws. An army can look at another army and 
wish it had the same weapons, and it can get them. 

And among human systems, no development need be wasted. It’s not 
likely that the extinct dodo bird was immune to cancer but if it was, 
and if we could have discovered a cure for cancer by studying the 
dodo, it’s too late now. 

Modern generals still learn from Napoleon and Caesar and when one 
system dies, others can adopt parts of it. After World War II dozens of 
Nazi scientists moved to the United States and Russia to continue 
their work for new masters. After the system we called Nazi Germany 
was destroyed, the systems we call Russia and the United States took 
the parts they wanted. 

But if the mechanism of change is different, the selection process is 
the same. Systems that make viable changes live and grow and 
systems that make the wrong changes — or that fail to change when 
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change is required — don’t. When we see the destruction of an ant 
colony we think of the death of the insects, but it is also the death of 
one copy of a social system. 

We have no records of the failure of any of the systems that control 
ant colonies but we can assume that some of them probably failed. 
We have records of the failure of many human systems; and of the 
survival of some even after the physical break-up of the communities 
in which they developed. 

The religion and much of the culture of the Jewish people survived 
the destruction of the original Jewish state and the dispersal of its 
people throughout most of the Roman world. 

Systems can survive the people who develop them and, if a system 
dies, parts of it may live on in another system. 

The classical cultures of Greece and Rome are history but Greek and 
Roman ideas, architecture and customs are found in parts of the world 
the ancient Greeks and Romans never heard of. 

back to table of contents 

SELF-ORGANIZING SYSTEMS 

Systems evolve but they still need an origin and that leads us to 
question how they started in the first place. We can assume that 
people organized some human systems but ants and termites did not 
plan theirs and neither did bees, siphonophorans or slime molds. 
Somehow, these systems must have organized themselves. 

Scientists study self-organizing systems with computers and that’s a 
problem for me because I can accept their assertions but I can’t 
understand them well enough to try to explain them to you. 
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But there are other ways to explain self- organizing systems. In 
general, systems self- organize because some things fit together or are 
pulled together by natural forces. 

One simple illustration of self organization uses a flat disk with a 
funnel suspended over it and sand trickling through the funnel. 

The sand will form a cone which will grow until its bottom covers the 
disk, but the size of the disk is a hard limit and the angle of the sides 
of the cone is limited by the nature of the sand. If we keep trickling 
sand the cone will grow until it becomes unstable, then a slide will 
reduce it to the optimal size. 

The slides will occur according to a pattern discovered by geologists 
Beno Gutenberg and Charles Richter in 1956, when they counted the 
frequency of weak and strong earthquakes and found a constant 
relationship between them. The same relationship also predicts the 
size of the slides in a pile of sand, the relative strength of hurricanes 
and tornadoes and even the severity of stock market crashes! Many 
scientists have a problem with the stock market crashes and I can’t 
offer any explanation, but people who claim to understand such things 
say the numbers work out.37

One delightful example of an artificial self- organizing system is 
Langton’s ant, developed by mathematician Chris Langton. Suppose 
you were to put a mechanical ant on a huge checkerboard. 

If the ant finds itself on a white square it paints it black, turns left and 
moves forward one square. If it lands on a black square it paints it 
white, turns right and moves forward one square. 

For about 500 moves the ant keeps returning to the center square, 
leaving behind a series of more-or-less symmetrical patterns. Then for 
about 10,000 moves it forms a random pattern and, finally, it locks 
into a pattern of 117 steps which creates a black band — usually 
described as a ‘road’ — with white criss-cross zig-zags, running 

 Waldrop, M. Mitchell, Complexity, the Emerging Science at the Edge of Chaos, Simon 37

and Schuster, NY, 1992, pp. 305-6. 



The System page �  of �49 376

diagonally off the paper. Most mathematicians assume that the road 
pattern will continue indefinitely. Students and mathematicians 
around the world have created variations of the original program, and 
dozens of them are available on the internet.

back to table of contents 

HUMAN NATURE 

If we’re going to consider how systems and metasystems inter-act 
with human nature, we need to start with a look at human nature. 

For thousands of years priests and rulers have told us that men are 
inherently evil, stained by ‘original sin’ and unable to live in groups 
unless we are controlled by threat of force. That was confirmed as a 
‘scientific fact’ by Raymond Dart, an Australian anatomist who taught 
at Johannesburg Medical School in South Africa. In 1924 he realized 
that a fossil skull found in an African cave came from an ancestor of 
man. 

Dart called his find Australopithecus Africanus and, in the same cave, 
he found bones of other animals — including some baboon skulls that 
looked as though they had been bashed with a club. From this he 
concluded that Australopithecus had lived in the cave and that he had 
been a hunter and a cannibal. 

He overlooked evidence that both Australopithecus and the other 
animals that left their bones in the cave had been killed by a leopard39 

but Dart’s view, published in 1953, impressed writer and dramatist 
Robert Ardrey. In 1961 he popularized Dart’s ideas and expanded on 
them in a best-selling book that described early man as a ‘killer 
ape.’38

The accusation stuck and some scholars looked for proof that self-
centered people have an advantage over people who cooperate. A 
classroom game called Prisoner’s Dilemma helped perpetuate the 

 Ardrey, Robert, African Genesis, Athenaeum, 1961, Dell paperback, 1967), NY. 38
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myth of the self-centered human for years, but the same game 
eventually disproved it. 

The scenario of the game assumes that two criminals who have 
collaborated in several crimes are arrested and questioned separately. 
The police have enough evidence to convict them of a minor offense, 
but not enough to convict them of a more serious offense of which 
they are also guilty. 

Each knows that if both keep silent, both will be convicted of the 
minor offense and each will be sentenced to one year in jail. 

They also know that if one will confess to and testify about the more 
serious offense, he will go free and the other will be sentenced to 
three years in jail. 

If both defect, each will be sentenced to two years in jail. 

In the game each player chooses an option for each round. If both 
choose to keep the faith they get two points each and if both defect 
they get only one point each. 

If one player defects and the other does not, the defector gets three 
points and the ‘sucker’ who keeps the faith gets one. The number of 
points assigned to each choice may vary from game to game but the 
relationship is constant. A successful defector gets a high score, a 
cooperator gets a medium score and the victim of a defector gets a 
low score. 

The assumption was that a good policy in the game is a good policy 
in life and that ‘survival of the fittest’ has given us instincts that 
naturally incline us toward the best policy. 

A player who defects will always win against a player who does not 
and, in classroom sessions, most players looked for ways to fool their 
opponents into keeping faith while they defected as often as possible. 

But Robert Axelrod, professor of political science at the University of 
Michigan, realized that short games could not tell the whole story. He 
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argued that life takes more than a few hours to work out and, in the 
late 1970s, he invited games theorists to write their strategy for 
Prisoners’ Dilemma into a computer program. Axelrod would then 
run the different games against each other in a tournament in which 
each game would consist of 200 moves — far more than students 
have time for.

Fourteen people submitted games and the tournament totaled 120,000 
moves or 240,000 separate choices. 

The winner was a program called Tit for Tat, written by professor 
Anatol Rapoport of the University of Toronto. In the first round of 
each game Tit for Tat cooperates with its opponent and in each 
succeeding round it makes the same choice its opponent made for the 
previous move. It cooperates with any program that cooperates and 
defects on any program that defects. 

Tit for Tat did not win a single game but it won the tournament on 
points because, even though it lost every game, it averaged a higher 
score than any other program. 

In his analysis of the results Axelrod wrote of nice programs that 
cooperate when they can and nasty programs that try to win by 
defecting. 

Eight of the 14 entrants in the tournament were nice programs and 
those eight took the first eight places. They won because they gained 
more points playing with each other than they lost against the nasty 
programs. The nasty programs won individual games but they lost the 
tournament because they lost more points when they played against 
each other than they won when they played against nice programs. 

The results were so surprising that when Axelrod published them he 
announced a new tournament. This time every one of the 62 entrants 
knew Tit for Tat ‘s strategy and that it was the one to beat. 
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It was no contest. Tit for Tat cleaned up and later simulations showed 
that it would have won five of six possible variations of the 
tournament. In the sixth, it would have come second. 

In later analysis Axelrod found a couple of variations of entries that 
would have won that particular tournament but they were all nice 
programs and most of them would lose to Tit for Tat in most possible 
tournaments. 

Animals win the evolutionary race by breeding more than others. In 
an ‘evolutionary’ version of the tournament, in which each program 
would be rewarded by having one extra copy of itself entered in 
competition for each point it earned, Tit for Tat would have crowded 
most other programs out. 

Further analysis of the tournament results indicate that a small group 
of nice guys who move into an area dominated by nasty guys will 
prosper, but a small group of nasty guys who move into an area 
dominated by nice guys will not. 

It would take a book to analyze all the implications of Axelrod’s 
tournament and Axelrod has written it  but we can sum it up in a few 39

words, which I describe as ‘Rapoport’s law.’ The evidence is that, in 
the long run, nice guys finish first. 

After Axelrod’s book was published Martin Nowak — then a grad 
student — and Prof Karl Sigmund, at the University of Vienna, 
developed a program that can beat Tit for Tat but the new program, 
called Generous Tit for Tat is even nicer than the original. While Tit 
for Tat always retaliates against defection by always playing the same 
move as its opponent played in the previous round, Generous Tit for 
Tat sometimes forgives defections.  40

 Axelrod, Robert, The Evolution of Cooperation, Basic Books Inc, New York, 1984. 39

 Nowak, Martin, with Roger Highfield, Super Cooperators, Altruism, Evolution and Why 40

We Need Each Other to Succeed, Free Press (Simon & Schuster) NY, 2011, p. 36+. Nowak 
notes that an essay by Robert Mays of Oxford University set him on the track to the new 
strategy. 
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At first glance the advantage of being nice seems to conflict with the 
principle of ‘survival of the fittest,’ but in fact it does not. Because no 
individual survives for very long, in evolutionary terms, the survival 
that counts is the survival of the group and, in a dangerous world, a 
group of people who cooperate with each other are more likely to 
survive than a group of people who compete with and sometimes 
betray each other. 

Axelrod’s tournament proved that it’s good policy to be nice and the 
‘evolutionary’ variation of scoring suggests that nice people will 
eventually dominate any area they occupy.  This implies that we 41

must be descended from nice people and from that it follows that our 
own inherent nature is probably nice. 

Axelrod’s and other studies found that defectors tend to win in the 
short run but as the percentage of defectors increases and the 
percentage of cooperators decline, the defectors have to compete 
more and more often against other defectors. In the long run defectors 
wipe each other out, leaving the cooperators in charge. Among living 
entities, of course, neither nice nor nasty individuals work to a 
calculated plan. In nature they just do what comes naturally, and some 
survive but some don’t. 

In 2002 we got evidence that people are actually ‘hard wired’ to be 
nice. In two separate experiments at Emory University in Atlanta 
subjects played Prisoners’ Dilemma while connected to a machine 
called a ‘functional magnetic resonance imaging device,’ or fMRI. 
The machine scans the brain for activity and the research was 
intended to spot physical signs of the resentment players felt when 
their partners defaulted on them. 

But it didn’t quite work out that way. Instead it turned out that there 
were more signs of activity in the players’ brains when they 
cooperated, and the signs indicated pleasure. In plain words, players 

 Axelrod, p. 164. 41
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who cooperated got physical pleasure out of cooperating with each 
other.42

If that’s so then what about all the conflict, greed and betrayal we see 
around us? Where does that come from? I argue that our problems 
started in pre-history.

back to table of contents 

HUNTERS AND GATHERERS 

Most of human history is actually pre- history and, while there is no 
written record of it, there is an archaeological record which has the 
advantage that it was not written to glorify a king or to preserve a 
historian’s life and liberty.

But while scientists have learned to read the archaeological record 
much of what many people believe about pre-history is based on 
ideas that were developed and accepted before the development of 
modern archaeology. The scenario I’m about to sketch may differ 
from what you learned in school, but it’s based on the best authorities 
I can find. Much of the interpretation is mine, but it’s offered as 
interpretation rather than as established fact. 

The fact is that we have no facts, only conjectures. 

I suggest that the turning point in the development of the human 
system — as distinct from humanity itself — may have been the 
development of the neolithic axe. 

The first tool-using men made and used the type of tools we call 
paleolithic, which were simply chipped rocks. Then came the 
mesolithic or microlithic era and for about 20,000 years our ancestors 

 Rilling, James R., David A. Gutman, Thorsten R. Zeh, Guiseppe Pagnoni, Gregory S. 42

Berns and Clinton D. Kitts, “A neural basis for social cooperation,” Neuron, Vol. 35, 
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used tools with razor sharp edges, made by flaking obsidian and other 
stones, often mounted in bone or wooden handles. They were so sharp 
that modern cosmetic surgeons use scalpels with blades of flaked 
obsidian, to minimize scars, but they are not strong enough for heavy 
work.

Humans of the mesolithic era also developed new hunting techniques 
with bows and arrows, nets and probably traps. They learned to fish 
with nets and hooks and to cook grains and other foods to make them 
edible. 

For most people, this must have been a good time to live. We can gain 
some idea of what life in the mesolithic was like by studying the few 
groups of hunters and gatherers that survive to this day. Even now, 
some of them have a life style that many of us could envy. 

Some people think the 60,000-year-old culture of the !Kung Bushmen 
of the Kalahari, the 35,000 year-old culture of the Australian 
aborigines and other hunting and gathering cultures that have 
survived for tens of thousands of years are ‘dead ends.’ No doubt the 
citizens of ancient Sumer, Mesopotamia, Babylon, Persia, Athens, 
Sparta, Rome, Dynastic Egypt, the Hittite Empire, the Moguls, the 
Moche, Inca, Maya, Aztec and countless other hierarchical cultures 
that rose and fell within a few hundred years would have thought the 
same. It depends on your definition of the term ‘dead end.’ 

In Victorian times many ‘civilized’ people thought the lives of 
‘savages’ were “nasty, poor, brutish and short,” but most Victorian 
scholars never met a ‘savage.’ Modern anthropologists who have 
lived with and studied hunters and gatherers at first hand tell a very 
different story.43

Anthropologist Marshall Sahlins cites a study of two groups of 
Aboriginals in northern Australia in 1948. The natives ‘worked’ from 

 The description “nasty, poor, brutish and short” was coined about 1650 by Thomas 43

Hobbes, who used it in Leviathan to describe life in a state of war but, perhaps because 
Hobbes assumed that people without government must be in a state of constant war, many 
Victorians adopted it as a description the of the state of ‘savages.’ 
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three to about five hours a day to collect all the food they could eat 
but they did not work continuously — they would stop to rest, or for a 
diversion, whenever they felt like it. One of the native groups 
maintained a full time craftsman who made tools and weapons, but 
did no hunting or gathering himself.44

In the 1960’s anthropologist Richard Lee found that among the !Kung 
San of the Kalahari desert — one of the most barren and forbidding 
areas on Earth — one man could hunt and gather enough food to 
support five, and that producing adults ‘worked’ an average of two 
and a half six- hour days a week. 

Lee wrote that “a woman gathers in one day enough food to feed her 
family for three days and spends the rest of her time resting in camp, 
doing embroidery, visiting other camps or entertaining people from 
other camps. In a day spent at home kitchen routines such as cooking, 
nut cracking, collecting firewood and fetching water occupy one to 
three hours of her time.” 

Men work longer hours than women but their schedule is uneven. It is 
not unusual for a man to hunt for a week and then not hunt for two or 
three weeks.45

The life Lee described was so idyllic that, in a symposium at the 
University of Chicago, a questioner suggested that he must have 
visited the !Kung when conditions were better than usual and that 
‘normal’ conditions could not be so easy. 

In fact, Lee said his study did not represent ‘normal’ conditions 
because it was undertaken in the third year of a disastrous drought. 
While the !Kung lived in comfort about 180,000 farmers of the 
Herero and Tswana tribes in the surrounding area had to depend on 
the United Nations’ World Food Program for emergency relief. Some 
Herero and Tswana women joined !Kung women in the search for 

 Sahlins, Marshall, Stone Age Economics, Aldine-Atherton, Chicago, 1972, pp. 14-20.44

 Lee, Richard B. and Irven Devore, eds, Man the Hunter, Aldine Publishing Co, Chicago, 45

1968, p. 37. 
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wild foods but, despite the increased competition, the drought that 
was a disaster for the farmers caused no noticeable hardship to the 
hunters and gatherers.46

Anthropologist Melvin Konner describes the life style of the !Kung 
bushmen as ...”a sort of human experience with a proven viability 
vastly more ancient than our own. Far from solitary, it is above all 
things mutual. Far from poor, it is amply supplied and amply leisured; 
it has even been called ‘the original affluent society.’ Far from nasty, 
it is based on human decency, respect for others, sharing, giving. Far 
from brutish, it is courageous, egalitarian, good-humored, 
philosophical — in a word, civilized — with an esthetic so fine its 
very music touches the gods. Although many die in early childhood, 
those who do not may live to a ripe old age, and this is an old age not 
consigned to a ghetto or to a “home” that is not a home; rather, it is 
one embedded in that same intimate social world, surrounded by 
grandchildren full of delight, by grown, powerful children full of 
courtesy.”47

Many hunters and gatherers are ‘nomadic,’ moving from one 
campsite to another as the seasons change. Most ‘civilized’ people 
have only one or two homes but kings and billionaires may also be 
nomadic with homes in several cities and a country estate, a tropical 
retreat, a summer home and perhaps a hunting and/or ski lodge. In 
this and other ways the life of a hunter-gatherer has more in common 
with the lives of kings and billionaires than with most ‘civilized’ men. 

Ten thousand years ago the lives of hunters and gatherers must have 
been even better because in ancient times they could live on the most 
fertile land. Now, ‘civilized’ people hold the best land and the idyllic 
lifestyle of hunting and gathering survives only among small groups 
of people in the densest jungles and the bleakest deserts, on the 
inhospitable barren lands of the north and even on the ice of polar 

 Lee, Richard B. and Irven Devore, eds, Symposium on Man the Hunter, Aldine Publishing 46

Co, Chicago, 1968. 

 Konner, Melvin, The Tangled Wing, Holt, Rinehart and Winston, New York, 1982, p. 5.47
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seas. These are places where men who depend on farms can’t survive 
and, so far, farmers have not bothered to take the last scraps of the 
world from people who live as our ancestors did. 

Still, while we admire the expertise of modern hunters and gatherers 
we must remember that today’s hunters and gatherers are just as 
highly advanced in their technology as we are in ours. We can’t 
assume that the hunters and gatherers of 30,000 years ago would have 
been able to live in comfort in a desert like the Kalahari. They didn’t 
have to, and they probably did not develop the expertise until they 
needed it. 

At some point some people settled in a village. There are several 
scenarios for the development of the village and it is quite possible 
that all of them have occurred at least once. Philosopher and author 
Jane Jacobs suggested that the first village was settled by artisans.  In 48

the vernacular, a settlement with few residents is a village but a large 
urban settlement is a city. Jacobs looks at the function of settlements, 
rather than the size, and she argues that a village is based on 
agriculture but a settlement based on trade or manufacturing is a city. 
Here I use the vernacular definition because, even compared with a 
village in modern times, the early craft villages had few residents. 

Because many hunters and gatherers spend some time living away 
from the rest of their band anyway it would be no surprise if a full-
time artisan chose to camp for a while near a source of raw materials. 
A basket-maker or arrow-maker might camp near a stand of willow or 
reeds, a potter might camp by a deposit of clay and a tool-maker 
might camp near an outcrop of obsidian, flint, or other useful stone. 

All three would choose to camp at a natural crossroads — such as a 
good place to cross a river — if possible. If one crossroads campsite 
offered access to several types of materials — such as clay, reeds, 
willow and perhaps obsidian — it might attract several artisans. 

 Jacobs, Jane, The Economy of Cities, Random House, Vintage Books, 1970, pp. 5-31. 48
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They would bring their wives or husbands and children with them and 
they would probably make a temporary camp at first. After a week or 
so they might return to their bands but if the crossroads site offered 
both good materials and a chance to trade they would return time and 
again and, eventually, the camp would develop into a craft village. 

Because rivers form natural boundaries it would be no surprise if 
deposits of clay, willow thickets and patches of reeds occurred at or 
near the boundary between two bands’ territories. Artisans from both 
bands might settle nearby and while members of different bands 
might settle on their own side of the boundary we know that most 
hunting and gathering bands inter-marry, and we can assume that they 
would visit back and forth. In the early stages of the settlement 
hunters and gatherers might deal only with craftsmen from their own 
bands but in time the village would be seen as an entity in its own 
right; related to both bands but distinct from them. 

Villagers would trade with the surrounding bands for food, hides and 
perhaps some raw materials and the village would also be home to 
some hunters and gatherers. The husband of a basket weaver might 
join a hunting party with other village men and the wife of an arrow-
maker might gather with other wives. 

You might think that a whole village of people hunting and gathering 
in the same area would pick it clean but, in fact, the land around a 
hunting and gathering village is generally more productive than land 
farther away from it. 

Even now, villages and camps around the world are surrounded by 
clumps of fruit trees and berry bushes. They grow because people 
who eat fruits and berries also eat some of the seeds and if they do not 
walk away from the village to defecate they do to empty their 
chamber pots. If they do not eat the seeds they throw them out and 
their garbage midden becomes an orchard or a berry-patch or both. 
Archaeologists in Southern Ontario, where I live, know that they can 
often find the sites of prehistoric villages or camps near groves of 
sumac trees — which produce berries that can be used to make a 
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refreshing drink. It is generally considered more likely that the groves 
grew near camps than that camps were established near groves. 

Some mesolithic peoples used wild grains to make porridge and beer 
but they did not have to farm them. Einkorn, the most primitive form 
of wheat, grows wild in the Middle East and mesolithic people could 
collect all they would need without farming. Back in the 1960’s 
University of Chicago Prof. Jack Harlan, working near the site of the 
early Turkish village of Cayonu, used a flint sickle to gather four 
pounds of wild Einkorn in an hour. 

His take threshed out to two pounds of clean wheat with 24% protein, 
compared with 14% for most modern wheat. Prof. Harlan estimated 
that in pre-agricultural times an average family, working for the three 
weeks of harvest, could probably have collected about a ton of clean 
wheat.  In his book The Living Fields Harlan notes that virtually 49

every known group of hunter gatherers knew enough about plants that 
they could have farmed at any time, but they had no need to.  50

In an alternate scenario for the development of villages anthropologist 
Marvin Harris suggests, in Cannibals and Kings  that the first 51

villages might have been established as bases for people who 
collected and processed wild grains. That appears to have been the 
case at least once in Mexico and it may have occurred in other areas 
because grains can be stored, but nomads can not carry much grain or 
the stones they need to grind it while they travel. Harris’ suggestion 
makes good sense but it is only one of several scenarios for the 
development of a village, and it’s likely that different villages were 
developed in different ways. We’re going to stick with Jacobs’ 
scenario of a craft village here, because it’s simpler to deal with only 
one, but a comparable scenario could be written for the development 
of a gathering village. 

 Braidwood, Robert J, Prehistoric Men, 8th edition, Scott Foreman and Company, 49

Glenview, Ill., 1975, pp. 118-119. 
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Jacobs suggests that fields near a village would naturally evolve the 
most useful grains. She argues that gatherers from around the district 
would collect edible seeds, beans, nuts and primitive grains to trade, 
and a trader in a village would store them all in the same granary. 
Grains and seeds that are not used over the winter would sprout in the 
spring and the trader would dump them in a field outside the village. 
This one field would grow a mix of every useful grain that can 
survive in the area and virtually every cross that is possible would 
occur. Over time, the ones that produce the most seeds would 
predominate.  The ‘wild’ einkorn wheat that Prof. Harlan collected 52

has more protein than modern ‘domesticated’ wheat but while one 
plant of einkorn produces only one seed, each plant of modern wheat 
produces many seeds. 

As more and better grain grows around the village grain-eating 
animals would move into the area and, even if some are killed, 
animals that live near a village will eventually lose their fear of man. 
Some might even live in the village, because people sometimes adopt 
young animals as pets. 

This is very much like farming, but the people of a craft village 
probably did not take the final steps to land ownership and cultivation 
because they didn’t have to and because grain farming offers 
questionable benefits to the farmer. In a good year a farmer can 
produce more food than a hunter or gatherer but he has to work much 
harder to do it and, at this point, he has no use for the difference. 

If a single nuclear family could collect a ton of wheat for three weeks’ 
work it does not seem likely that anyone would voluntarily invest the 
months of work it would take to cultivate a crop that might produce 
five or ten tons of wheat or even more. Better to gather one ton of 
grain and devote most of your time to hunting and collecting other 
foods. 

 Jacobs, Jane,, The Economy of Cities, Random House, Vintage Books, NY, 1970, pp. 52
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The women, at least, would probably prefer other foods because 
wheat has to be mashed or milled and then mixed with water before it 
is cooked into porridge or biscuits. Work for a woman who gathers 
roots and berries is light and pleasant but work for a wheat farmer’s 
wife is hard and possibly painful. Archaeologist Elizabeth Barber says 
that toe, knee and shoulder bones of many women who lived in the 
early farming villages of Mesopotamia were deformed by kneeling 
and pushing as they ground grain with the type of stone grinders 
found in those villages.53

These deformities developed after the village turned to agriculture 
and I suggest that came later. The craft village did not need full-time 
farmers because the hunters and gatherers of the mesolithic era were 
very efficient and, like modern hunters and gatherers, they could 
easily find enough food for themselves and a dependable surplus to 
trade with craftsmen in the village. 

The first craft villages probably looked very much like camps but 
there is one important difference. A camp may be short term or — 
like an army camp — long-term but, either way, it is essentially 
private and open only to residents and invited guests. It may not be 
open to newcomers because the people in a camp are a social group 
and economic functions are secondary. If a newcomer wants to move 
into a camp the question is whether he or she will add to the social 
group and, unless someone in the camp needs a mate and is willing to 
accept the newcomer, he or she may be rejected. 

A village has an economic base and any newcomer who can add to it, 
whether by establishing a craft industry himself or herself or by 
working for an established industry, will probably be welcome. 

back to table of contents 
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THE NEOLITHIC AXE 

The change to farming and the development of The System may or 
may not have been triggered by the development of the neolithic axe 
but, either way, that event is a good place to start. Archaeologists 
believe it occurred about 8,000 BC in the Middle East and earlier or 
later in other areas, when men learned to grind and polish stone axes 
to a fine finish. They used different types of stone — especially 
jadeite and obsidian, which are tougher than flint — and the polished 
axes took and kept a good edge. Archaeologists call these polished-
stone tools and the people who made them, ‘Neolithic’ or ‘new stone 
age.’ 

In some ways neolithic axes were better than modern steel axes. 
Encyclopedia Britannica says that in one experiment Danish 
scientists took some 4,000-year-old polished-stone axes from a 
museum and fitted them with new handles. 

With a bit of practice they could fell an oak tree more than a foot in 
diameter in an hour or a two-foot pine in two hours. Three men 
cleared 600 square yards of silver birch forest — enough for a small 
subsistence farm — in four hours. The axes had not been sharpened 
for 4,000 years but they were still in good shape after cutting down 
more than 100 trees.54

With neolithic axes men could fell trees to make log houses or to cut 
roof-beams for brick houses. The new tools also made it practical to 
build stockades and bridges, to split logs into planks and to build 
boats. With the development of polished-stone tools men developed 
building techniques that are still in use today. 

Whether the first Neolithic axe was invented in a village or not, most 
of them were probably made in ‘factories’ like some that were still 
operating in historic times. 

 Encyclopaedia Britannica, 1998 edition, 28:696, early axes, 28:442.54
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One stone-axe factory kept going until about 1830 at Mount William, 
near Melbourne, Australia, in territory controlled by the Wurrunjerri 
tribe of aborigines. The last operator was a man named Billi-Billeri, 
who died in 1846. He sold blanks — rough- shaped axes, the 
prehistoric equivalent of unpainted furniture — which his customers 
finished by polishing and sharpening. In the final years only he and 
his sister’s son mined the stone and roughed out the axes but in earlier 
times there may have been more people because axes from Mount 
William were traded among tribes that lived more than 100 miles 
away.  55

That factory was heir to a very long tradition. Nobody knows for sure 
when or where the first factories developed but archaeologists have 
found traces of organized workshops in middle eastern villages that 
date back to about 6500 BC. 

The neolithic axe was a wonderful tool but its contribution to human 
culture goes beyond its value as a tool. Because it takes considerable 
skill and just the right stone to make a good one the neolithic axe 
probably gave us long-distance trade and, by spreading ideas, trade 
gave us civilization. 

By the end of the stone age top-quality axes were traded over 
hundreds of miles. English archaeologists discovered this in the late 
1940’s, after they realized that many of the axes they found at ancient 
sites were not made of local stone. Eventually they learned that the 
stone for axes found over most of England came from three sources. 
One was a mountain in North Wales, another was on Rathlin Island in 
Ulster and the third was near Great Langdale in the Lake District. 
Near the quarries, archaeologists found debris from the making of 
thousands of axes. 

Axes made of jadeite stone from the Swiss Alps were used in 
Brittany, Germany, Belgium, England and Ireland and axes made of 

 Clarke, Grahame, Economic Prehistory, Cambridge University Press, 1988, p. 182-3. 55
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obsidian from one mountain in Turkey are found around the 
Mediterranean and most of the Middle East.  56

In the South Pacific, author Jared Diamond reports, quarries on the 
island of New Britain supplied obsidian for axes found from Fiji — 
about 2,000 miles southeast of New Britain — to Borneo — about 
2,000 miles to the west.  57

Traders distributed the axes and, with them, ideas. We can only 
speculate about this, of course, but it seems reasonable to assume that 
there was little travel in the days before trade. When there is no 
obvious reason to travel, a stranger might be assumed to be either a 
poacher or a scout sent to plan a raid. We know that among most 
primates a male found outside his group’s territory is liable to be 
attacked and we can assume the same might have been true among 
early men. 

So in the days before trade we can assume that most bands of humans 
lived in relative isolation, with few new ideas from the outside and 
with no way to pass their own ideas to anyone else. If one band 
develops a new way of making fire, thatching a hut, tanning leather or 
whatever they might be willing to tell others about it — but who can 
they tell? 

Hunting and gathering bands may fight with some of their neighbors 
and party and inter-marry with others but battles, parties and 
weddings are not good times to discuss ideas. 

If people and goods don’t travel, ideas don’t travel. If bands of people 
live an average of 20 miles apart and party together three times a year, 
it will take more than 15 years for a new idea to travel a thousand 
miles. If three groups of traders cover an average of 400 miles each, 
the same idea could travel that far in a year. 

 58 Clarke, Grahame, Economic Prehistory, Cambridge University Press, Cambridge, 56
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Traders are allowed to travel because people understand why they 
travel and because they bring goods that people want. They also bring 
ideas because if someone is reluctant to buy — an axe for example — 
a trader might tell or show him how members of another band use 
axes to build log houses, make rafts or whatever. 

Even the goods themselves contain ideas. The trader who brings a 
stone axe also brings the idea that a certain kind of stone makes good 
axes. In some cases the band that buys the axe may have that kind of 
stone in their territory but they never tried making an axe of it. The 
way the head is mounted and even the kind of lashings and knots that 
hold it in place may also be useful information. 

In most cases the traders probably carried only axe heads and either 
told or showed their customers how to choose and add handles. Either 
way, the information was transferred. 

Goods and ideas could travel, even where traders could not. We know 
that on some trade routes some bands claimed the trade for 
themselves. They did not allow traders to pass through their territory 
but they did buy all their goods and the band would then send its own 
traders along the route — at least as far as the next band that claimed 
the trade for itself. Either way, the goods travelled and ideas travelled 
with them. 

It may have been among artisans in a village that the concept of 
private property became important. A hunter who spends a day sitting 
in the shade to carve a pretty ornament may be willing to give it away, 
because he enjoys the work and he can make another one tomorrow. 
Besides; everybody in the camp is either a relative, a close friend or a 
welcome guest, and giving is a friendly gesture. 

The artisan in a village is in a different position. He may enjoy 
making things but if he gives them away he will have nothing to eat 
and while most of the residents of the village are friends and relatives, 
some of the people who come to trade are strangers. 
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Even sources of raw materials may be owned. Many animals will 
defend their territory and we have to assume that if a village or some 
of its residents control a valuable resource, such as a deposit of top- 
quality obsidian, they may not allow outsiders to mine it.

back to table of contents 

TRADE AND TREASURE 

Neolithic axes and the trade they spawned may have created the 
concept of wealth, which probably did not exist up to this point 
because there was no need for it. In a hunting and gathering society 
most people know how to find or make everything they need and if 
they can’t do it themselves, someone else can and will on request. 

But neolithic axes were much better than the average local axe and, 
because it took a combination of special stone and skilled 
workmanship to make them, they were probably expensive. In some 
areas they must have been very expensive because the buyer would 
have to pay the markup of at least one trader who might have risked 
his life to bring it and perhaps the mark-ups of several traders who 
handled it along the way. 

If the axe is valuable, then anything a trader will accept in exchange 
for it is also valuable. 

Pretty stones and ornaments have no real value of their own. A ruby is 
just a red pebble but if you can trade it for something that has real 
value — like an axe — then it has value; but the value is not real. 
Gold, diamonds, jewelry, fine art and so-forth have value only 
because we agree that they are valuable. Their value is created by our 
agreement. 

As the axe trade developed, the trade in treasure developed with it. 
Amber from around the Baltic Sea has been found in caves in Crete. 
Neolithic beads, bracelets and pendants made of the shells of mussels 
found only in the Black and Aegean Seas are found as far north as 
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Poland. One lot of 20 bracelets found in eastern Bavaria suggests that 
the shell was probably worked at the source and traded as finished 
jewelry.58

From early biblical times to the early 20th century caravans carried 
goods and ideas back and forth from China to the middle east and 
Europe over a network of routes now known as the Silk Road. 

This was the classic caravan route and for more than a thousand years 
it was the mainstream of civilization. Damascus, Baghdad, Tashkent, 
Samarkand and other great cities of the ancient world were caravan 
stops on the Silk Road. 

Besides silk the east sent roses, azaleas, chrysanthemums, peonies, 
camellias, oranges, pears, the crossbow, gunpowder, printing and 
paper to Europe. In return traders carried grapes, grape wine, alfalfa, 
figs, pomegranates, cucumbers, sesame, chives, coriander, safflowers, 
horses and bactrian camels to China.  Camel caravans carried 59

Chinese tea to Moscow until the opening of the Trans Siberian 
Railway in 1906. 

From Samarkand, once the crossroads of the world, another route led 
south to India and a third major route connected Baghdad with the 
ancient civilizations of Arabia and Africa. 

Routes within Africa are not as well known but the ruins of the city 
known as Great Zimbabwe date back to about 800 AD and the site 
was occupied long before that.  The Karanga people who built the 60

city appear to have traded with India, Arabia and southeast Asia. Most 
of this trade seems to have been carried in Chinese ships, but Arabs 
had ships that could have traded over the same routes. There is also 

 Prof Grahame Clark outlined the trade patterns of prehistoric Europe in Chapter IX of  58
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evidence of travel and trade between the Americas and West Africa 
long before Columbus ‘discovered’ America.61

As far as we know neither West Africans nor aboriginal Americans 
used sailing ships but, as Pacific islanders have proved time and 
again, dugout canoes can make long ocean voyages, and German 
psychologist, Dr. Hannes Lindemann, crossed the Atlantic alone in an 
African dugout canoe in 1955. Dr. Lindemann is better known for his 
later crossing in a mass-produced German kayak, but most 
descriptions of the crossing by kayak include references to his 
crossing by dugout.  There is also some evidence of pre-historic 62

contact, if not trade, between the Americas and Asia, and even that 
settlers from southeast Asia, or perhaps Australia, came to the 
Americas long before the ancestors of the people we call ‘Indians.’63

When Dr. Peter Harrison excavated the central acropolis of the 
Mayan city of Tikal he found some Chinese coins dating from about 
the time of Christ.  Clay pots, similar to those produced by the 64

Jomon culture of southeastern Kyushu, thousands of years before 
Christ, have been found in Ecuador. Thousands of glass fishing floats, 
of the type used by Japanese fishermen, are found along the west 
coast of the Americas and, in historical times, dozens of dismasted 
and disabled Japanese fishing boats have drifted across the Pacific. 
Many of the fishermen in those boats died but some survived and 
when Norwegian explorer and writer Thor Heyerdahl sailed a balsa-
wood raft across the Pacific Ocean from South America, he and his 
crew were able to catch fish to eat and rainwater to drink all the way 

 Van Sertima, Ivan, They Came Before Columbus, Random House, New York, 1976. 61
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Publishers, New York, 1971. See also “Skulls enliven debate on earliest Americans” The 
Globe and Mail Sept 4/03, p. A3.

 Dr. Harrison told me about the coins in a personal conversation, shortly after he 64

completed his work at Tikal.
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across.  Some west coast Indian languages include words that may 65

have originated in Japan. In February of 2014 a lone fisherman from 
southern Mexico landed on one of the Marshall Islands. Jose Salvador 
Alvaredo explained that he lost his bearings in a storm, and he lived 
on raw fish, birds and sea turtles for about 13 months as he drifted 
across the Pacific Ocean.  66

Trade routes within the Americas have not been well mapped but we 
know that the Inca, based in Peru, traded over more than a thousand 
miles up and down the west coast of South America. Some evidence 
suggests contact between the Inca and the Aztec, who lived on the 
present site of Mexico City, and we know that the people of Cahokia, 
near the modern city of St. Louis, traded with the Aztec; with the 
Cree who lived north of the Great Lakes, and east and west to both 
coasts of North America.67 

back to table of contents 

THE ARMY 

Trade spread knowledge but the wealth it produced was a motive for 
robbery. In turn, robbery may have produced the first army. 

Most of us take armies for granted, as though they had always 
existed. They have been around for a long time but they had to start 
sometime and we’re looking at the time when the first army formed. 

An army is an extension of a raiding party, which is a development of 
a traditional hunting party, but it is distinct from either of them. 
Hunting and raiding parties are temporary and when the hunt or the 
raid is over, the hunters or raiders split the take and go home. They 
may go out again but the party breaks up after each hunt or raid and 
must re-form for the next. Even if the same people join each venture, 

 https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Kon-Tiki_expedition. see also https://www.amazon.ca/Kon-65

Tiki-Thor-Heyerdahl/dp/1476753377

 https://www.theguardian.com/world/2015/nov/07/fisherman-lost-at-sea-436-days-book-66
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the party itself does not continue from hunt to hunt or from raid to 
raid. 

A militia is also a temporary group. When raiders attack the locals 
fight but when the raid is over the defenders go back to hunting or 
gathering or making pots or whatever. Members of a militia have a 
life of their own, and they fight only when they are attacked.

But the soldiers of an army live to fight and they may have nowhere 
to go when the battle is done. If they are raiders they make their 
living by war and if they are defenders they make their living by the 
threat of war. The army is a new kind of human group, so how did it 
develop? Here’s one possible scenario. 

Suppose a band of people are driven out of their territory, perhaps by 
drought or forest fire or because they are caught in a squeeze between 
two larger bands. Perhaps they are misfits, driven out of their own 
band. For one reason or another, they have become vagabonds. 

As hunters and gatherers they could make a living almost anywhere 
but if other bands control the land they may not allow this group to 
settle. 

With nothing to lose the vagabonds become robbers, preying on 
traders. Because of the robbers some traders form caravans and hire 
guards, who are available either because they are themselves 
vagabonds or because they don’t get along well in their own bands or 
because they want to see the world. 

Our band of vagabonds attacks a caravan and kills the traders or 
drives them off, but some of the guards survive. Until now the 
attackers have been a small band of close friends and relatives, but 
now one of them gets a bright idea. 

Maybe he knows one of the surviving defenders or maybe he just 
admires the way he fought. For one reason or another the raiders offer 
some of the surviving guards a place in their band, and the guards 
accept. 
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That’s no surprise to us because it was commonplace in historic 
times. Most of the empires in history enlarged their armies by 
enlisting defeated foes but the first time it happened was a big change 
because, up to this point, all hunting and raiding parties were groups 
of close friends with no outsiders. 

The idea of an alliance with strangers is radical but it works. The 
band that accepts former enemies as recruits becomes bigger and it 
can raid more effectively. Because it raids effectively more recruits 
join it and, because it continues to accept recruits, it gets much bigger 
and stronger than other bands. Eventually it becomes an army. 

This is a new organization and probably the first human system. The 
army is very different from the kinship and friendship- based 
organizations that came before it, partly because it does not have the 
kind of priorities that humans are used to. 

Up to this point most human groups have been based on families and 
the first priority of a functional family is the welfare of the children. 
The survival of the parents is a factor in the welfare of the children 
but, if necessary, many parents will die to protect their children. 

We know this is normal behavior among many animals and we can 
assume that the protection of children is inherent in human nature. It 
must be, because families that did not protect their children would 
have died out. The families that survived to populate the world were 
the ones that protected their children. 

In a family, the strong protect the weak. If a tiger threatens a family 
the father faces it first, backed up by his adult sons. In an extended 
family the best fighters will lead an attack or defense and all the men 
will protect all the women and children. If a family runs short of food 
or water the children, pregnant women and nursing mothers will get 
full rations while men go without. 

An army works the other way round. The commander of an army may 
be the strongest warrior and he may lead his men into battle but he 
does not feel a duty to protect his subordinates — especially not the 
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ones who were his foes last week. In an army the common soldiers 
are the first to be sacrificed. 

They have no choice in this. The fighting men of a family may 
sacrifice themselves if necessary, but the sacrifice will be voluntary 
and the beneficiaries will be their family. The sacrifice of soldiers in 
an army is at the discretion of the commanding officer and it may be 
for objectives that mean nothing to the soldiers. 

Most of the soldiers of an army have no bond of kinship and the army 
itself has a purpose which may have no direct relationship to the 
welfare of the soldiers. Whatever that purpose is, soldiers are 
expected to place the interests of the army ahead of their own. 

An army will make sure that its soldiers are well fed but it cares for 
them as a workman cares for his tools — so they will be in good 
condition when they are used. 

The concern of a family or a clan for its members is different. If a 
member of a family is wounded, the family will take serious risks to 
save him. If a member of a hunting party is seriously injured, the hunt 
may be canceled while the others care for him. 

If a soldier is wounded he may be cared for or he may not. Either way 
it is certain that a war, raid or other action will not be called off while 
the officers tend his wounds. Even in peacetime the welfare of a 
common soldier is not allowed to interfere with the plans of an army 
and it may not be allowed to interfere with the convenience of its 
officers. 

In the modern world we are used to this attitude. We don’t expect 
systems to worry about the welfare of junior members but up to this 
point all human organizations were based on families and, in a family, 
the welfare of the junior members is a primary concern. 

Another change with the development of the army is more subtle but 
perhaps more serious, because the army has a leader, and leaders 
make plans. 
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Some members of traditional hunting and gathering groups may be 
recognized as experts in this or that aspect of daily life but no one 
person rules. Rather, each band is ruled by a variation of the 
phenomenon that biologists call swarm intelligence. 

Ant colonies and bee hives work very well, but they have no leader. 
Both have queens, but the queens’ function is to lay eggs and she 
serves the colony or hive, rather than rules it. 

In both types of colonies some insects forage for food while others 
tend the young and repair and maintain the nest, and individual 
insects may shift from one job to another. With no central command 
that sounds like a recipe for chaos but, somehow, every job that needs 
to be done is done. In one series of experiments in which a swarm of 
bees were forced to choose between nine possible nesting sites, they 
chose the one that was best suited to their needs. The decision seemed 
to have been made by about fifteen bees that left the swarm to 
explore, but that had no apparent authority.67

Swarm intelligence works for insects and for some human groups but 
an army has only one leader, and his word is law. We can only guess 
how this evolved but we know that every successful army in history 
had a strong commander who did not share his authority. On one level 
that seems to work but that may be because we see only a short term 
view. 

In the past 10,000 years countless kingdoms and empires have formed 
and collapsed and none of them lasted more than a few hundred 
years. Armies have slaughtered, dispossessed or enslaved most of the 
hunter gatherers of the world but among the few that are left the 
culture of the !Kung bushmen seems to have survived for more than 
60,000 years and that of the Australian Aborigines for at least 35,000. 
Compared to them the empires of Greece, Rome and even China were 
ephemeral. 

 This experiment is described in the article “Swarm Theory,” by Peter Miller, in the July 67

2007 issue of National Geographic magazine



The System page �  of �75 376

No culture that recognized rulers ever lasted for a tenth as long as 
either the !Kung or the Aborigines and — given that cultures that 
recognize rulers seem to be trying to make the world uninhabitable — 
it does not seem likely that any will. 

We can only guess at the reason for the failure of kingdoms and 
empires and the survival of cultures without them, but one difference 
stands out. Kings and their hangers-on live very comfortable lives 
and, if they fear change that might reduce that comfort, they may be 
slow to adapt to new conditions. In cultures where all are equal there 
is no need to fear change, and no-one to oppose it. 

This is not a call to anarchy because, one way or another, we are now 
adapted to living under rulers and we probably could not live without 
them — but it does give us something to think about. 

An army perverts human behavior but, partly because it is willing to 
sacrifice soldiers, it will usually win in battle against a non-army. We 
have no records from pre-history, of course, but we know that in 
historic times no group of hunters and gatherers has been able to 
stand for long against an army and that armies, and the cultures they 
created, have literally taken over the world. 

back to table of contents 

THE MARCH OF THE ARMIES 

A band of robbers may attack a caravan but armies seek bigger prey. 
The first army to take a village probably plundered it and moved on 
but now we see another evolutionary development. 

After a caravan is robbed the traders have nothing left to steal. A 
village produces wealth and if you rob it this month, you can rob it 
again next month. The hitch is that a village that is robbed often will 
develop defenses so, rather than rob and run, it makes sense for an 
army that takes a village to hold it. 
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Now the army has a base and, in some ways, that might be a problem. 
At this stage it may not be considered a crime to rob strangers but 
traders will avoid routes and territory where they are robbed, so it is 
bad policy to rob them on your own ground. 

But there is another way. Robbers who take only a portion of a 
trader’s goods can call it a ‘toll’ or ‘duty.’ If one route is haunted by 
robbers who take all the goods and kill the traders and another is held 
by a robber baron who takes only some of their goods, traders will 
travel the route held by the robber baron. In fact the robbers who 
waylay caravans on one route may be the soldiers who guard them on 
another, but that is not relevant. The soldiers are not allowed to rob 
people who have paid the toll and who remain within the protected 
area. 

A robber baron lives better than a highwayman because he can build a 
fortress and hold land. Even in historic times, many castles were built 
to enforce a local aristocrat’s claim to a toll on goods passing through 
‘his’ land. 

The aristocrat’s ‘property’ often includes a village or two and, in 
some cases, the aristocrat or his ancestors may have come to those 
villages as robbers. We can infer that some villages were robbed from 
the fact that some early villages were fortified. By about 5,000 BC a 
village near the present city of Mersin, in southern Anatolia, included 
a fortress with barracks for soldiers.68

That fort and the barracks it contains represent a new era in human 
history. In later years the soldiers stationed in a village may have been 
mercenaries, hired to defend it, but it’s a safe bet that the first army 
based in a village took over by intimidation or violence. 

Either way it creates a new situation because the village now includes 
two distinct and probably hostile groups — the villagers and the 
soldiers. Even if the army settles in a village without violent conflict 

 Encyclopaedia Britannica CD 98, Ancient middle eastern arts and architecture\pre Hittite 68

period\neolithic and chalcolithic period. 
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the soldiers are armed and organized, so they can give orders that the 
villagers must obey. 

The tension this creates will eventually produce The System. 

back to table of contents 

THE LUCIFER EFFECT 

By modern standards the first army was a small band of thugs and the 
village it took was barely a hamlet but this was the start of class 
distinctions among people, slavery, the cash economy, poverty and 
conspicuous consumption, social conflict, formal religion, the ‘battle 
of the sexes,’ land ownership and farming, government and, probably, 
a significant change in the nature of humanity. These changes must 
have taken place more or less simultaneously, but we will consider 
them one at a time. For convenience we will pretend that everything 
happened in one village but in fact we know that civilization and The 
System must have roots in several dozens or hundreds of villages, and 
independent beginnings on at least four continents. 

The conquest must have been a traumatic experience for the villagers 
because we can assume that the invaders behaved the way invaders 
and conquerors have always behaved — robbing, raping and killing at 
will, and torturing people to punish resistance or to make them tell 
where treasure was hidden. 

They do it because of the phenomenon that psychologist Philip 
Zimbardo calls the ‘Lucifer effect’, discovered in his famous Stanford 
Prison Experiment. 

In the summer of 1971 Zimbardo 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. 
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The subjects were twenty-four male university students, all of whom 
were judged to be ‘normal’ middle-class Americans. Half were 
dressed and classed as ‘prisoners’ and the other half as ‘guards’ who 
worked in four shifts of three each. 

The guards were not allowed to hit the prisoners but within a couple 
of days they were bullying them unmercifully, insulting and 
demeaning them, waking them in the middle of the night and forcing 
them to do push-ups. 

The results were shocking, not least to Zimbardo himself. The 
experiment was conducted in 1971 but Zimbardo found the results so 
disturbing, he says, that he was unable to write a popular book about 
it until more than thirty years later. The Lucifer Effect, Understanding 
How Good People Turn Evil, published by Random House in 2007, 
describes this experiment and others, and Zimbardo’s conceptions of 
dispositional and situational behavior, in detail. We’ll go into this in 
more detail later. 

Back in the occupied village we have to assume that the soldiers’ 
natural disposition is neither kindly nor gentle — they are, after all, 
bandits and/or soldiers — but as rulers of the village they are now in 
the same situation as the normal American students who, in 
Zimbardo’s experiment, turned into sadistic bullies. 

The Baron and his officers will protect some villagers — the 
craftsmen who supplied arrows and weapons before the conquest and 
who are now seen as friends and allies, and the traders who pay tolls 
and duties — but others are fair game and we can assume that the 
soldiers will rob, bully and abuse them. 

We’re used to this kind of behavior — it’s what armies do — but at 
this point it was new. Bullying has been observed among 
chimpanzees so it’s reasonable to assume there was probably some 
among hunters and gatherers and even in the craft village, but that 
would have been small scale and relatively benign. A big chimp might 
take a particularly choice morsel of food from a smaller one or 
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perhaps force himself on a less-than-willing female, but there are 
limits to what one can do in a band and still be accepted as a member 
of the band. 

But the situation is very different when an army takes a village. Even 
if some of the soldiers come from the village, or from the same bands 
as the villagers, things have changed. The soldiers may have joined 
the band that became the army because they were rejected by the 
village or their band or they may have been guards of a caravan that 
the robbers took but, either way, they are now bandits and soldiers 
rather than villagers and tribesmen. They may or may not be bullies at 
heart and they may or may not resent the villagers who rejected them 
but, whatever they feel, they are now in the army and they must go 
along with what the army does.

back to table of contents 

A NEW WORLD 

Up to this point there were probably no class distinctions in the 
human world. Among hunters and gatherers all are equal and — aside 
from the distinction that men usually hunt and women usually gather 
— everybody lives the same way. Some people might have more 
prestige than others but in most cases the prestige is related to a 
specific skill. One man might be known as the best tracker and 
another as the best shot with a bow and arrow or be able to throw a 
spear farther and more accurately than others but, in general, all 
members of the group are equal. Anthropologist Paul Radin says: 

“If one were asked to state briefly and succinctly what are the 
outstanding positive features of aboriginal civilizations I, for one, 
would have no hesitation in answering that there are three: the respect 
for the individual, irrespective of age or sex; the amazing degree of 
social and political integration achieved by them; and the existence 
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there of a concept of personal security which transcends all 
government forms and all tribal and group interests and conflicts.”  69

A craft village is also ruled by a hierarchy of respect, rather than 
authority. It may include members of several different families and it 
may have masters and apprentices but an artisan is an artisan and, 
where everyone can take care of themselves, all are equal. One potter 
or basket-weaver may be more skilled than another, but they are all 
artisans. 

On the face of it a master and his apprentice are not equal but in a 
craft village an apprentice was probably someone who pestered a 
master for instruction, rather than someone who had to do what he 
was told. 

Even an apprentice who has to obey is training to be a master himself, 
and is potentially equal to the master who trains him. A trader may be 
wealthier than an artisan, but he knows that his wealth depends on 
artisans. 

But the officers and men of an army are not equal and, after the army 
takes a village, the villagers will not be equal to the conquerors. After 
the conquest the commander of the army is the unquestioned ruler of 
the village. He will soon be transformed into a robber baron and from 
now on we will refer to him as The Baron. 

Under The Baron are his officers, stratified according to rank but all 
of them distinctly superior to everyone else. Under the officers are the 
soldiers and under them the villagers. 

This is quite distinct from the rank or prestige that might be granted 
to an exceptional individual in a hunting and gathering community or 
a craft village, because in a free society prestige must be earned by 
the person who enjoys it and freely granted by the person who 
respects it. In the occupied village a common soldier outranks a 

 Radin, Paul, The World of Primitive Man, Grove Press, NY, 1960, c1953, p. 11. 69
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respected villager and the officers of the army — even The Baron 
himself — will demand that the villager bow to the soldier. 

The presence of the army will also create new distinctions among the 
villagers. Traders will probably rank highest among civilians, because 
the army knows and appreciates the value of trade. It may have 
robbed some of these same traders in the past, and it recognizes them 
as a source of wealth. 

Traders who pay a toll to The Baron will be free — even encouraged 
— to come and go as they please and to bring as much trade as they 
can to the village. In return, The Baron tells his army not to rob 
traders and to chase other robbers away from the area. For a price, he 
may even provide traders with an escort through dangerous areas. 

Some craftsmen will also have higher status than other villagers, 
either because they produce high-quality goods that can be taxed or 
traded or because they produce weapons the army can use. Either way 
they will be allowed or encouraged or, if need be, forced to ply their 
trade. In return, the army will treat them better than other villagers. 

Some villagers will become tools of the army. In the first days after 
the conquest the soldiers may have tried to control everything directly 
but we can assume that did not work because it did not become the 
standard practice. Local villagers know their way around and 
invading soldiers don’t, so the soldiers could not run the village 
efficiently. 

The system that seems to work, and which is still the norm, is for the 
invading army to appoint a few locals as agents to pass their orders 
along to the others. 

Some villagers will be more willing than others to serve as civil 
administrators, of course, but we need not assume that all the men 
who agree to help the army are traitors. Some might hope to gain 
power but the ideal civil administrator from the army’s point of view 
is popular and well-respected, and such a man might accept the job 
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because it gives him authority to protect other villagers from excesses 
by the soldiers. 

Either way, as they serve the army the administrators will be seen as 
allies of the army and enemies of many of their fellow villagers. 
Eventually they may begin to see the soldiers as friends and their 
fellow villagers as real or potential enemies. 

back to table of contents 

SOLDIERS AND SLAVES 

After the conquest, most of the villagers will be bullied by the 
soldiers and some will be enslaved. The idea of slavery is not new — 
some species of ants keep slaves and they may have done so for tens 
of millions of years before the first man was born — but we can 
assume that up to this point there was no long-term slavery among 
humans. 

Hunters and gatherers don’t keep slaves, partly because most of their 
‘work’ is more pleasure than work and few people would want to 
avoid it. 

Perhaps more important, hunters and gatherers have no way to keep 
or use slaves. A hunting and gathering camp is not a prison, and 
everyone raised in a hunting and gathering society knows how to live 
off the land. Unless he or she were continuously watched or tied up, a 
slave in a hunting and gathering camp could just walk away. 

Further, most of the work for a man in a hunting and gathering society 
is hunting and, to make the best use of a male slave, his master would 
have to give him a weapon and turn him loose in the wilderness. A 
female slave might not need a weapon but, to be useful, she would 
have to be free to roam the wilderness and, like a hunter, she could 
easily walk away. 

Craftsmen in a village might be able to use slaves but before the army 
came it would have been difficult to keep them, because the village 
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was barely one step removed from a hunting and gathering camp and 
a slave could easily escape. Besides, most of the villagers would have 
relatives nearby who would not allow a kinsman to be enslaved. 

But an army must keep constant watch and, because it is always on 
guard, it can keep captives and force them to make and repair 
weapons and equipment, to build camps and even to fight. The idea of 
slave soldiers may sound strange but historical and even modern 
times have seen many armies of slaves. The Mamluks who ruled 
several countries in the middle east for a couple of hundred years 
began as a slave army, organized in 833 AD by the Caliph of 
Baghdad; for about 300 years the Ottoman Empire maintained an 
army of slaves called Janissaries and in modern times many countries 
maintain armies of conscripts who are, for all practical purposes, 
slaves.  70

In the occupied village any villagers who are of no immediate use to 
the army in their accustomed roles are in essentially the same position 
as the losers in a game of musical chairs. 

Once a popular school and parlor game, ‘musical chairs’ is played by 
a group of people who dance around a circle of chairs. When the 
music stops they all sit down, but there is always one more player 
than there are chairs. One person is left standing each time and he or 
she drops out of the game. 

Villagers who do not have an established role when the soldiers come 
don’t have the option of dropping out. They must accept the roles the 
soldiers assign them, and that may be as slaves. 

The first job for the slaves will be to build a fortress. This will be a 
huge building by village standards because many of the soldiers will 
have to live in it, perhaps for the rest of their lives, and it must be 
strong enough to hold out against a siege. 

 Since the debacle of Vietnam, the United States armed forces have been all volunteer, 70

but slave armies still exist. See “Child soldiers total 300,000 worldwide, UN says,” The 
Globe and Mail, June 13\01, p. A12. 
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This is a new requirement because bandits spend most of their time 
either running or hiding or pretending that they are not bandits. After 
the army takes the village everyone knows who and what and where 
the soldiers are, and most of the villagers are their enemies. Hunters 
and gatherers who live outside the village are friends and relatives of 
the villagers and therefore enemies of the soldiers. 

To be safe the soldiers must live in a fortress with a store of food and 
a well. The village may not have a well if it lies beside or perhaps 
straddles a river or stream, but even some animals know that if you 
dig a hole you often find water. We have to assume that men probably 
knew about wells by this time and, in case of siege, the soldiers will 
demand a well within the fortress. 

We don’t have to assume that all conquering armies built fortresses, 
dug wells and stored food against a siege, but it is a safe bet that most 
of the ones that survived did. 

The fortress will be the biggest and strongest structure in the village 
and, through history, fortresses and castles have been among the most 
impressive structures produced by any culture. Some fortresses and 
castles that were built more than a thousand years ago are still in use. 

At this point most buildings are probably built of sticks and wattle, or 
perhaps mud brick. The fortress might be built the same way but the 
idea of stone construction is probably known, if not well developed. 
With captive villagers to do the work, the soldiers may demand that 
their fortress be built of stone. 

back to table of contents 

A COMMUNITY OF FRIENDS AND ENEMIES 

The occupied village was a new environment for people but, in some 
ways, it would have felt like home to the denizens of a coral reef. 

It would have been strange to hunter-gatherers and free villagers 
because up to this point all human communities had been groups of 
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friends, relatives and allies. The members of hunting and gathering 
bands, the residents of craft villages and even groups of bandits all 
have common aims and ambitions, and all are willing to protect and 
help any other member of their group. We have already quoted 
anthropologist Paul Radin on the aboriginals’ “concept of personal 
security, which transcends all government forms and all tribal and 
group interests and conflicts.” 

But after the army takes over the village is more like a coral reef 
where many different kinds of fish and other creatures live together; 
and some prey on others. Neighbors in the occupied village don’t eat 
each other but they are not all friends and some may exploit, rob or 
kill others. 

The Baron rules but he knows that many of the villagers and even 
some of his own men would like to kill him, for revenge or in a bid to 
take over. His officers live well but every one of them knows that if 
he drops his guard he might be murdered by a villager, by one of his 
own soldiers or even by another officer who sees him as a rival. They 
are in the same army now, but some of them were once deadly foes. 

We assume that soldiers in the same army are allies, but that is not 
necessarily so. In the Vietnam war more than two hundred American 
officers were reported killed by their own men, and there were rumors 
of many more that were not reported. In the opening days of the 
Second Gulf War two American officers were killed and 14 wounded 
when an American soldier rolled a grenade into their tent.  In 71

November of 2009 an American-born U.S. Army major used a semi-
automatic pistol to kill 12 U.S. soldiers and one civilian, and wound 
29 people, at a U.S. Army base in Texas.72

In the occupied village all the soldiers know that many of the 
villagers dislike them, and that it might be dangerous to walk down a 
dark alley alone or to go alone into the woods. They also have to 

 American soldier detained in grenade attack on US troops” HoustonChronicle.com Mar 71

22/03.

 http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Fort_Hood_shooting . 72
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watch out for officers who might catch them in some breach of the 
rules, or who might assign them extra duty or some other 
inconvenience. 

Traders know that soldiers might protect them from robbers on the 
road but, if the opportunity arises, those same soldiers might rob them 
on the road or in the village. In a culture of predation and robbery, 
traders also have to worry about villagers who might pilfer their 
wares or steal their treasure. 

Some of the craftsmen in the occupied village will be wealthier than 
they were in the craft village, but they won’t have as pleasant a life. 
Like hunters and gatherers free craftsmen work when they feel like 
working but in the occupied village a craftsman must ply his trade full 
time or risk being enslaved. Further, the residents of a free village can 
hunt and gather their own food but now The Baron and his officers 
control the land and they do not allow villagers to hunt or gather for 
themselves. 

Craftsmen who make equipment for the army or expensive trade 
goods may do very well — The Baron may even give them slaves to 
help with their work — but they must fear the competition of other 
craftsmen, the officers and administrators who may demand bribes, 
their own slaves and other villagers who may rob them. 

Villagers who serve as agents of The Baron may live in physical 
comfort but they also live in fear of The Baron and his demands on 
the one hand, and of possible reprisals by villagers on the other. 
Slaves may or may not live in reasonable comfort but, either way, 
they will resent and probably hate the soldiers who enslave them and 
the masters who use them. 

Like hunters and gatherers the residents of a craft village lived among 
friends. Like the denizens of a coral reef, the residents of an occupied 
village lived among enemies and potential enemies. 

back to table of contents 
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THE CASH ECONOMY 

The conquest of the village also created the cash economy. Until that 
time most villagers, like hunters and gatherers, probably lived in what 
economists call a ‘subsistence economy.’ Some people think that 
means they were poor, but that’s not necessarily so. A subsistence 
economy is one in which people make, collect or hunt most of the 
things they need, and do not have to trade to live. They may be rich or 
poor but they do not live by trade and they don’t try to amass wealth 
that they have no immediate use for. 

In the middle ages most European nobles had little cash but, because 
they owned farms and had serfs to build their castles and make things 
for them,s they enjoyed luxury in a ‘subsistence economy.’ In modern 
times most hunters and gatherers in subsistence economies have a 
higher standard of living than most of the farmers and industrial 
workers of history. They do not have television or washing machines 
but they do not need them and they work less, play more and eat 
better than most of the modern American middle class.

At the other extreme, consider a child laborer knotting rugs or sewing 
soccer balls in a third-world factory. He or she may work long hours 
and earn just barely enough money to buy the cheapest food available 
but, because he or she must earn money to buy food, he or she is part 
of a cash rather than a subsistence economy.

Even among hunters and gatherers in a subsistence economy there 
was probably some trade, but it was not the basis of the economy and 
it would not have been conducted like trade in a cash economy. 
Except for luxury or exotic goods, like jewelry or axes, most trades 
would have been with friends and relatives and the craftsmen would 
probably have granted each other almost unlimited credit. 

If I buy a pot from your wife I might pay for it by giving a fish to 
your brother, or arrows to your cousin, some time in the next year or 
so. We are all friends and relatives and, in an economy of plenty, we 
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don’t have to worry about precise book-keeping. Even among bands 
and villages that supported full-time artisans the most dependable 
store of value was in family ties, friendship and general good will. 

But there is no good will between the army and the village it has 
conquered and, even among villagers, friendship and family ties are 
no longer as dependable as they once were. 

There was probably no money in the world at this point but, even so, 
this is the beginning of the cash economy. Formal money is a 
relatively recent development but by this time the concept of treasure 
must have been well established. 

We know that jewelry dates back to the neolithic because some of it 
has been found. We can infer the possibility that neolithic axes may 
have been seen as a store of value because some of the earliest ingots 
of copper in northern Europe were cast in the form of a double-bitted 
axe — perhaps to suggest a relationship between the value of the 
copper and the value of an axe. In the Mediterranean area, copper 
ingots were often cast in a shape reminiscent of an ox-hide. In historic 
times salt, tea leaves, cocoa beans, sea shells and huge rocks have all 
been used as forms of money. 

We can’t guess what the people of the occupied village used as a 
medium of exchange but we can assume that people who were able to 
demand payment for their goods or services would do so. Whatever 
the currency, the occupied village will have a cash economy. 

This is a two-edged sword. On the one hand a cash economy allows 
the division of labor to an incredible extent. 

In the opening pages of his classic Wealth of Nations author Adam 
Smith describes a workshop in which ten men make pins. One man 
draws the wire, another cuts it, another puts a point on the pin, 
another adds the head, yet another packages the finished pins and so-
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forth. Between them, Smith says, they make about 48,000 pins a day 
— far more than they could if each man did every job.73

Smith’s argument is valid and it could be taken a lot farther. If we 
want to count all the men who had a hand in making those pins we 
must include the men who made the steel, the men who mined the ore 
and cut the wood or made the charcoal that was used to make the 
steel, the men who made the tools that were used to mine the ore, the 
men who made the axe that cut the tree that was used to make the 
paper the pins are packaged in and so forth. In a cash economy work 
can be divided to the point where literally thousands of people 
contribute to the production of a simple pin. 

The example of the men who made the steel that was used to make 
the axe that was used to cut the tree that was used to make the paper 
the pins were packed in is extreme but, in a modern economy, it takes 
literally dozens of factories to make a complex product. By one 
industry estimate, for example, the average car is made in about 100 
separate factories — and even that is a conservative estimate. 

The engine is made in one plant, the body in another, the tires in 
another and so-forth, and each one of these components is itself the 
product of several factories. The finished engine, for example, will 
include castings from a foundry, machined parts from several 
machine shops and filters, wiring, an electrical starter motor and 
alternator, spark plugs, fan belts and dozens of other parts that come 
not only from different factories, but also from different companies 
and often from different continents. If we split it down further we 
would find that a starter motor, for example, includes wiring that is 
made by one company from copper produced by another and 
insulation produced by another plus steel, graphite brushes, bearings 
and other parts made by still other companies. Beyond this level we 
also have to consider the mines that produced the materials for all 
these components and beyond that the manufacturers of the tools used 
by the miners and so-forth, ad infinitum. 

 Smith, Adam, Wealth of Nations, Encyclopedia Britannica edition, Chicago, 1952. 73
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The cash economy makes it possible for countless people who will 
never meet to cooperate to produce goods that could never be 
produced in a subsistence economy, but it has drawbacks. One is that 
cash is an abstract form of wealth that may tempt us to hoard beyond 
reason. 

Hunters and gatherers can store food but, in an economy of plenty in 
which storage is relatively expensive, they do not store much. Once 
they have all they can use, they quit working. 

But we can never have too much cash. Tens of thousands of wealthy 
men around the world have far more than they can ever consume, but 
they keep working. In some cases they love their work but in others 
the love of money, or the perceived need for an infinite supply of 
money and the prestige it commands, is a form of madness. 

The concept of hoarding probably began in the occupied village. An 
army must be prepared for a siege and it needs to store enough food 
to supply the soldiers and some of the villagers for an indefinite 
period. 

Besides, where food is bought and sold, a store of food is wealth. 

The combination of stratification and the potential for hoarding also 
create the potential for conspicuous consumption. Because a person’s 
comfort and even his life in the occupied village may depend on his 
or her position in the hierarchy, people feel a need to attain and 
display high status. 

Hunters and gatherers probably enjoy high status too, when they earn 
it, but where wealth can not be easily stored a man displays his ability 
to hunt, gather or make more than he can use by giving the surplus 
away as gifts. In a cash economy wealth can be stored or invested in 
treasure that can be displayed. In a cash-based society a display of 
wealth is so powerful that criminals and others who are known to be 
enemies of society may be ‘respected’ for the opulence of their public 
display. 
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In the days of the craft village there was no need for display but, even 
though they may not have looked prosperous, the villagers must have 
had an easy life. We can infer this because we know that hunters and 
gatherers had an easy life and, in a free and un-crowded world, people 
could live where and how they wanted to. If some chose to live in a 
village we can assume that life in a village was as good as life as a 
hunter-gatherer. 

But that was partly because everyone was self supporting and no one 
had to provide for more than himself or herself and his or her family. 
In the occupied village the villagers have to support the army — 
which may out-number the villagers — and the villagers who 
collaborate with the soldiers and the slaves who build the fort and, 
beyond all this, they must also provide the army with a surplus of 
food to store against a siege. 

Further, the people of the craft village were free to hunt and gather in 
the fields around the village and neighboring hunters and gatherers 
were free to come into the village to trade. After the army takes over 
the villagers are not allowed to gather, except under guard, and 
hunters and gatherers do not come to trade. Now the army controls 
the food supply and even the women who gather food can eat only 
what the soldiers allow them to keep. Soldiers can hunt near the 
village, but they don’t have to share their kill with villagers. 

History tells us that many early peasants and villagers lived in 
poverty and that even petty nobles lived in relative magnificence. Our 
culture teaches us to regard the nobles’ wealth as the property of the 
nobles, but not to ask where it came from or how they got it.

back to table of contents 
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THE BATTLE OF THE SEXES 

This was also the beginning of the ‘battle of the sexes’ that causes so 
much misery in the modern world. 

Among hunters and gatherers men and women are equal, because 
either could live without the other. Among most groups there is a 
division of labor — men hunt and women gather — but that is a 
matter of convenience and custom. 

A single man could gather his own vegetable food and a single 
woman could probably trap as much meat as she needs. She may not 
even have to find her own meat because, among most hunters and 
gatherers, everyone in a camp is entitled to a share of a big kill 
whether they took part in the hunt or not. 

The only time women in a hunting and gathering society really need 
men is when they are in the late stages of pregnancy or have young 
babies to take care of, and if they don’t have men they don’t get 
pregnant. 

Men and women in a craft village are equal too. They may work at 
different crafts but one is as important as another and both men and 
women could go back to hunting and gathering if they had to. 

But an army can keep slaves. Some of the women who follow an 
army are probably volunteers but some may be slaves, because 
raiders who capture a camp or a village can take any women who 
survive the raid. As captives these women will have no rights and 
they can be treated as property. Because slave girls have no rights, all 
women who follow the army have to do as they are told. 

The women most likely to be taken as slaves will be widows and 
daughters of men who died when the raiders came, but women whose 
husbands or fathers survive will also lose their freedom. They are 
now hostages and, even if they are allowed to live at home, they may 
be killed or enslaved if their men rebel against the new rulers. 
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In a village ruled by soldiers, women are property. They are subject 
primarily to the whims of soldiers, but male domination will be the 
norm. 

Soldiers will dominate women because most of the women they deal 
with are slaves and, after the army takes over, the men of the village 
will dominate women because the soldiers do it. They must, because 
if they do not they give the soldiers another point of superiority over 
them. 

They can do it because the threat of the soldiers gives the village men 
power over the women of their families. Among hunters and gatherers 
or in a village of craftsmen women can leave if they don’t like the 
way a man treats them but when soldiers come a woman is trapped. A 
wife who leaves her husband or a daughter who leaves her father’s 
house may be taken as a slave by the soldiers. 

Even now women are often raped by conquering soldiers and, in 
some countries, women are not allowed to leave their home without a 
male escort. The need for an escort is generally seen as an example of 
the repression of women but — given that women in a hunting and 
gathering society are free to roam at will and considering the cost of 
having to provide a male escort for a woman who goes shopping — 
we might suspect that this tradition may have begun for the protection 
of women in an occupied village. 

Women who are not taken as slaves of the soldiers may still be forced 
to collect food. When it attacked the village the army probably had 
food for a couple of days but not much more, and it is now 
surrounded by enemies inside the village and out. 

Until now the villagers collected some of their own food and traded 
with neighboring hunters and gatherers for the rest but after the army 
takes over hunters and gatherers — some of whom may have crossed 
paths with the army before — may not come to trade. 

If the neighbors won’t trade and it’s not safe to hunt the soldiers will 
be short of meat for a while but people everywhere — including 
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hunters and gatherers — keep animals as pets and there are probably 
some in the village. To the villagers a small pig may be a pet, but to 
the soldiers it is a meal. 

If the village has been established for a while there is lots of food 
available in the surrounding woods and fields and village women will 
be sent, under guard, to gather it. The first function of the guard will 
be to 

prevent the women from escaping or plotting with hostile hunters and 
gatherers but soldiers will also mount guard against hunters and 
gatherers who may want to gather food or who may burn the fields to 
harass the army. In time, as we will see, this will lead to private 
ownership of land and, later, the development of farms. 

back to table of contents 

THE NEW ORDER 

The army’s take-over of the village also created poverty. This is a new 
development because up to this point, living was easy. People worked 
as much or as little as they chose to at tasks they chose themselves 
and, whether they worked or not, everyone had plenty to eat. 

But now the villagers have to support the army and, because they are 
no longer free to hunt and gather as they choose, there is less food 
available. Because they have to support the army the villagers are 
poor, and even the conquerors and their collaborators have to work 
harder than free hunters, gatherers or craftsmen. 

The Baron gets first choice of everything but to protect his position 
and his life he has to please, pay and dominate his army and his 
officers. His officers must dominate their men and please The Baron 
and, soon, a group of army officers, village collaborators, some 
traders and others will form a court in which they will plot to gain 
The Baron’s favor and watch out for others plotting against them. 
Executives of some modern corporations would feel right at home. 
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The army and its collaborators are parasites, but that does not mean 
their life is easy. Even low-level minions in The Baron’s service must 
make a display to show that they have The Baron’s favor and, because 
they will be judged on it, they are under continual pressure to make 
more and more magnificent display. Most of the minions will be 
wealthier than most villagers but they will need all their wealth and 
more to pay for the display they need to maintain their position. For 
his part The Baron will allow his favorites to take some villagers as 
slaves or to demand taxes, tolls or some other type of payment from 
them. 

If The Baron expands his domain he may give some of his officers 
villages to rule in his name and, as he gives some villages to his 
supporters, he will have to conquer others to maintain his own wealth. 
In time he may become a king or an emperor and, as others follow in 
his footsteps, most common people around the world will be 
subjected to rulers. 

For most of the past five thousand years — the period we think of as 
‘history’ — most of humanity has been enslaved by a few rulers and 
nobles. It is tempting to think of the rulers and nobles as villains — 
and I do not suggest that they are blameless — but we must 
remember that they could not rule alone. They were part of a system. 

Every king had dozens of nobles who supported him and who 
expected him to act like a king. Each of those nobles was supported 
by officers who expected nobles to act like nobles and the officers 
were supported by soldiers who expected officers to act like officers. 
The System also included tax gatherers who were expected to act like 
tax gatherers, priests who were expected to act like priests and so-
forth. The king is the head of state but the real ruler is The System and 
the people we see as rulers are just part of it. 

Slaves and serfs are also part of The System, because they know no 
other way to live. Even now, in what we consider an age of 
enlightenment, most of us would be unable to live outside a system 
and psychological experiments by Stanley Milgram of Yale 
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University  show that most well-educated middle-class Americans 74

will obey orders that we might expect intelligent and humane people 
to resist. This might be an evolutionary development, if soldiers or 
villagers who did not obey did not survive. When we speak of 
evolution most people think of genetics and, I suppose, it is possible 
that there is a genetic basis for a tendency to obey orders. I am certain 
that there is a cultural basis for obedience and, whether the 
inheritance is genetic or cultural, most of us are descended from 
people who obeyed orders. After a few years of The Baron’s rule most 
people will forget about freedom and the villagers will accept The 
Baron’s right to rule. 

As the new order takes shape we find that people in the occupied 
village fall into two distinct groups, each with a sub-group. One 
person might conceivably be a member of all four sub-groups at the 
same time but, still, they all have quite different characteristics. I call 
the two main groups the makers and the takers. 

Makers make (or hunt or gather or grow) the goods we all use in our 
everyday lives. Among hunters and gatherers everybody was a maker 
and, as a general rule, each family or small band made or hunted or 
gathered almost everything it used. Among some groups full-time 
artisans made goods for others and accepted the fruits of others’ 
hunting and gathering — and perhaps goods made by other 
specialized artisans — in trade, but the hunters and gatherers were 
still makers. Makers in the modern world work in craft shops and 
factories, and on farms and ranches and fishing boats. They are the 
people who support us all. 

Takers take things from the makers who produce them. Robbers are 
takers and so are The Baron and his army. Because they rule the 
village we do not call the soldiers and their collaborators robbers, but 
they produce nothing themselves and they take what they want by 
force or by threat of force. Even the commander and soldiers of a 
defensive army are takers, because they can demand what they want 

 https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Milgram_experiment74
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and the villagers must provide it. If they don’t the army could take it 
anyway, or it could quit and leave the village open to take-over by 
another army. 

We also have two sub-sets. Traders don’t make the goods they use 
and they live on the production of others, but they don’t take goods 
without payment and they perform a valuable function because goods 
gain value when they are taken from one place to another — even if 
only from the workshop to the market. 

In neolithic times top-quality stone axes were traded over hundreds of 
miles. Even if there were no robbers the traders’ life was sometimes 
dangerous and they brought axes to people who had no access to the 
quarries that produced the best stone. As we have seen, they were a 
key factor in the spread of ideas and while they are distinct from 
makers we can, in most cases, consider them a sub-set of the makers. 

Agents are the villagers and others who work for The Baron as tax 
collectors and so forth. I see them as a sub-set of takers because while 
they may not take goods in their own name, they do take them and 
they produce little or nothing of use to makers. This group also 
includes shamans and priests who are supported by an army or who 
demand a ‘tithe’ or other tax from the villagers. At some times and 
places priests were the ultimate and the greediest, power in the land. 
Agents perform a service but, for the most part, they serve takers 
rather than makers. 

These distinctions are useful to our discussion but, as we make them, 
we need to remember that they describe functions; not people. A 
soldier is a taker while he is on duty 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 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. 
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The advent of takers and agents brings a major change to the village 
because up to this point makers had an easy life. After takers move in 
the makers have to support them and their agents and, with The Baron 
and his soldiers as a model, some villagers will try to become takers 
themselves by collaborating with the invaders or in other ways. 

Before the army took the village takers were, by definition, criminals. 
After the conquest takers made the rules and they made some forms 
of taking legal. For the past several thousand years many of the 
brightest and potentially most productive people of every era have 
spent most of their lives developing new and marginally legal ways to 
take the products of makers. 

Our modern economy is so complex that the line between makers and 
takers is blurred, and it’s blurred still more by the fact that a modern 
economy could not function without some people that we might 
consider to be takers, but we’re not talking about the modern 
economy. This was a village that was taken by an army before the 
dawn of recorded history and, at that time, virtually all takers were 
parasites who lived off makers.

back to table of contents 

THE AGRICULTURAL EVOLUTION 

The conquest of the village also led to the so-called ‘agricultural 
revolution.’ I describe it as ‘so called’ because while it was 
revolutionary, the revolution was social rather than agricultural. 

Most hunters and gatherers hold land in common but, after the 
conquest, the army will see local tribesmen as enemies or competitors 
and it will mount guard over the fields, groves and berry patches that 
surround the village. As they guard their source of food the soldiers 
will come to appreciate its value and the officers will consider the 
land they guard to be their own. It may not be farmed yet, but the 
‘owners’ will claim all the produce. 
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And, sooner or later, they will establish farms, ‘owned’ by The Baron 
and his officers, supervised by the army and worked by enslaved 
villagers. This used to be considered the beginning of ‘civilization’ 
but that was because its significance was misinterpreted. 

Early pre-historians saw the ‘agricultural revolution’ as a positive 
event. Before the development of farms, they thought, life was a 
continual struggle and hunters and gatherers must have lived on the 
edge of starvation. With farms, they believed, humans developed a 
food surplus and some people were free to invent music, art, poetry 
and technology. 

But the event they used to call the ‘agricultural revolution’ was the 
development of grain farming in the Middle East and we now know 
that, rather than a step forward, it was a curse and a disaster for most 
of humanity. 

We also know that it was not the invention of agriculture because, by 
this time, the first farms were at least 1,000 years old.

Conventional wisdom holds that the first farmers grew grain but 
modern anthropologists believe that agriculture began more than 
10,000 years ago when someone living near the middle of Africa 
discovered that if you eat only part of a yam and throw the rest away, 
the part you throw away will grow into a new yam. If  you throw the 
tag ends of all the yams you eat into the same field, you have a field 
of yams the next year. The first domesticated food crop seems to have 
been the white Guinea yam, Dioscorea rotundata, and the first farm 
may have begun as a garbage heap.  75

That was the start of a golden age for mankind because yam gardens 
produce a great deal of convenient food for very little work. In later 
years the people who began with yams also grew oil palms, fruit trees 
and other food crops; and every one was a benefit. 

 Encyclopaedia Britannica CD 98, “Central Africa\the region\history\early society and 75

economy\the agricultural revolution.
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As in yam-farming cultures today the gardens may have been planted 
and tended by women. As the women gathered food in groups they 
may have worked their farms in groups but the work was light and, as 
in gathering, children could help. 

Yams are also easy to harvest and store because you don’t have to. 
Grain has to be harvested when it’s ripe and then stored somewhere 
but yams can be left in the ground until you need them. The ones that 
are not dug up and eaten over the winter will spawn a new crop of 
yams next summer. Working hours in a yam garden are short so the 
women still have time to gather wild foods and their men can hunt. 

This was a time of plenty for most of humanity and it was perhaps 
because they had plenty of food and time to spare that people of this 
era found new kinds of food to eat and invented better tools for 
hunting and gathering. 

It was in this era that our ancestors invented hooks and nets and traps 
to catch fish, traps to catch land animals and the bow and arrow for 
hunting. People in some areas learned to eat snails and shellfish and 
to make some plants edible by boiling them. 

They learned to harvest wild grains, to mash them with rocks and to 
boil the meal into porridge. Probably about the same time and 
possibly as part of the same process, they learned to make beer. They 
learned to make baskets to store grain and clay pots to cook it in, and 
to smoke meat and fish for storage.  76

But people who farmed yams did not build huge stone temples and 
palaces, so we don’t think they were civilized. Most of the cultures we 
consider to be civilized were based on grain and, until the army took 
the village, grain was not worth farming. Like Australian Aboriginals, 
who do not maintain farms but who carry seeds of useful plants as 
they travel and who plant them near good campgrounds, the people of 
the craft village probably understood agriculture but they did not need 

 Hayden, Brian, Archaeology, the Science of Once and Future Things, W. H. Freeman and 76

Co, New York, 1993, pp. 192-197.
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it; and they did not want it because hunting and gathering provides a 
better variety of food for less work. 

As Prof. Jack Harlan proved at Cayonu free people can gather all the 
wild Einkorn wheat they need with little work but the army needs a 
big store of food in case of a siege and, in the Middle East in the days 
before refrigeration, grain was the only food that could be stored. 
Perhaps equally important, from the army’s point of view, grain can 
be used to make beer. For single men living in a village of enemies, 
beer might be considered a staple. 

It’s hard work to farm and use grain but that’s not a problem if you 
have slaves. Through the ages most farms have been worked by 
slaves and in some times and places — including Roman latafundia, 
the sugar plantations of early colonial Jamaica and the cotton 
plantations of the American south — men and women were bred and 
worked like animals. 

This is probably not the first human slavery because the army 
probably used captives to build camps and carry equipment, but the 
army used relatively few slaves and — rather than keep enemies in 
their camp — probably released them when the work was done. 
Farmers can use many slaves, and the slave who works a farm may be 
enslaved for life. 

At some times and places serfs replaced slaves on many farms, but 
serfdom may be worse than slavery. Serfs work with less supervision 
than slaves but, in a world in which land is ‘owned,’ men who don’t 
know how to live as hunters and gatherers are still subject to the 
owners of the land. 

And while slaves are an investment, serfs are not. If crops fail the 
owner of slaves must feed them anyway, but serfs feed themselves 
and if they can’t produce enough food to pay their rent and to eat, 
they can be left to starve. 

Serfdom is a very practical system in a world that has people to spare. 
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A MORE CONVENTIONAL VIEW 

A more conventional theory about the start of agriculture notes that in 
some areas hunting and gathering people specialized in gathering 
grain and, perhaps because they needed heavy tools to grind and cook 
grains, they settled in villages. Traces of such villages have been 
found in Mexico and the Middle East, and many of them seem to 
have changed from grain gathering to grain growing at about the 
same time time — roughly 11,000 years ago. 

That’s about the time of the ‘Younger Dryas’ — a sudden climate 
change that produced cold and dry weather for about 1,300 years. 
One theory about the beginning of agriculture is that as wild grain 
became scarce, the gatherers chose to become growers. 

That may be but, Prof Jack Harlan suggests, “Agriculture is not likely 
to be welcomed by hunter-gatherers with a stable, comfortable food-
procurement system. Some sort of imbalance would seem to be 
necessary to induce people to take it up.”  I suggest that the 77

‘imbalance’ may have been provided by an army. 

Granted that the Younger Dryas may have been a tough time, it would 
have been tough for everyone — including bandits or an army — and 
they would have an obvious motive — the stored grain — for taking a 
village. Given that possibility, the rest of our scenario follows as I 
have suggested. It doesn’t matter why the army took the village — the 
crucial fact is that the free village was occupied by an army and, from 
that point on, the commander of the army made the decisions. One of 
those decisions was that the villagers should farm grain. 

Like other people I learned about the ‘agricultural revolution’ in 
school and, like my teachers, I relate it to the Middle East. 

 Harlan, Jack, The Living Fields, Cambridge University Press, 1995, p. 24. 77
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Other peoples around the world also developed agriculture in their 
own way and their own time but, as a general rule, grain farming 
seems to be associated with priests, kings, armies and slaves. Among 
tuber farmers the Inca, who grew potatoes as a staple, developed a 
hierarchy so formal and predatory that we consider them ‘civilized,’ 
but our civilization is not descended from theirs. 

Attacking the same question from a slightly different angle in his 
book Cannibals and Kings anthropologist Marvin Harris speaks of 
the development of ‘pristine states’ which I interpret to be analogous 
to the take-over of a village by an army. Harris says there were at 
least three separate centers of‘pristine state development’ and 
possibly eight. The three definite cases are in Mesopotamia about 
3300 BC, Peru about the time of Christ and MesoAmerica about 100 
AD. Probable cases occurred in Egypt about 3100 BC, in the Indus 
Valley before 2000 BC and the Yellow River Basin of northern China 
about the same time. 

Possible cases include Crete about 2000 BC, the Lake Region of East 
Africa about 200 AD, the Mexican lowlands about 1200 BC and 
Guatemala and the Yucatan about 300 AD.78

Harris sees the rise of states as a result of organized agriculture but I 
suggest that armies organized both states and agriculture. The Haida, 
who lived in what is now British Columbia, developed a quite-
different culture — apparently based on fishing rights — but I suspect 
that analysis would find some common features with the development 
of grain farming cultures. Even among the Haida, the one feature 
common to all cultures we describe as civilized is that they are based 
on war and slavery.

back to table of contents 

 Harris, Marvin Cannibals and Kings 1977, Random House, NY, p. 103. 78
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THE AGRICULTURAL DISASTER 

Conventional wisdom tells us that farming is the root of civilization, 
and that farms raised us from the status of ‘savages’ to ‘civilized.’ My 
view is that farms are the curse of humanity, and possibly our doom. 
That doesn’t mean I want to get rid of them — it’s too late for that — 
but I think we need a dose of reality. We’re not dead yet but the world 
is not in good shape, and there’s no way we will ever fix a problem — 
or even keep it from getting worse — without recognizing it. 

The development of grain farming was good for The System because 
it created a culture of slavery but — besides slavery — it created a 
cascade of problems for humanity. 

One is that while grain farming produced large quantities of food it 
gave control of that food to the people who controlled the farms. This 
was a benefit to priests and aristocrats but a curse to the common 
people. The second problem is that farming reduced the variety of 
food available to most people, especially the farmers themselves. 

If farmers grow grain they eat grain, but grain alone is not a balanced 
diet. Since physical anthropologists have learned how to date human 
remains and to deduce the health of the living person from the state of 
the skeleton, they have learned that most hunters and gatherers lived 
longer and were healthier than most farmers.79

Hunters and gatherers have a balanced diet because they eat hundreds 
of different plants, animals and eggs, but farmers raise only a few 
crops. Author Jared Diamond cites an archeological site at which 
hunters and gatherers left traces of 157 different species of food 
plants.80

Yam farmers have a balanced diet because they also hunt and gather. 
They can because they are free and because yam farms, and the palm 

 Bezruchka, Stephen, “Is our society making you sick?” Newsweek Feb 26/01, p. 14. See 79

also, Hayden, 1993, p. 220. 

 Diamond, Jared, Guns, Germs and Steel, W.W. Norton and Co, NY, 1999, p. 144-5.80
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groves that were developed later, take little of a farmer’s time. Even if 
some of the early grain farmers were nominally free, gathering is 
women’s work but the wives of grain farmers have to stay home to 
grind grain and to make bread. 

And where the land is dominated by aristocrats even a free farmer 
may not be allowed to hunt for meat because, as in much of Europe 
during the middle ages and even in modern times, the rulers of a 
farming community may claim the forest and wild animals as their 
private property. 

This may be a legacy from the days of the occupied village. If the 
hunters and gatherers of the area hold a grudge against the army they 
will steal or perhaps burn crops, if they can, and the army will see 
them as enemies. Because hunters and gatherers are enemies, the 
army and the aristocrats who control the land will outlaw hunting and 
gathering. 

A ban on hunting saves the pleasures of the chase for the rulers and, 
by accident or design, it also reinforces the power of land-owners. 

If anyone can hunt then anyone can live free in the woods and no-one 
has to be a slave or a serf. If the common people are not allowed to 
hunt they must stay in the villages and on the farms, subject to the 
whims of their masters. Whether factual or fictional Robin Hood was 
a folk hero because he and his followers lived in Sherwood Forest and 
ate the king’s deer. 

The spread of farming and the institution of land ownership gave 
virtually absolute power to land-owners because if the owners of the 
farms also control the army they can feed their supporters and deny 
food to others. The development of agriculture was a vital step in the 
development of The System. 

Farms also gave us a disease problem. Anthropologist Hugh Brody 
says hunters and gatherers seldom suffer from disease, partly because 
they live in small families in small communities where bacteria have 
little opportunity to mutate into new forms. Farmers live in large 
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families in large communities, which give bacteria more opportunity 
to mutate. 

Hunters and gatherers are not bothered by pests because they store 
little food and they move around, leaving their campsites empty for 
months at a time. Farmers store grain and other food by the ton and 
they live the year round in the same houses where they store the food. 

Stored grain attracts rats and mice which in turn attract fleas and other 
biting insects, many of which can spread disease. Many farmers also 
share their homesteads and sometimes their homes with domestic 
animals, in conditions that are unhealthy for both animals and 
humans. Brody says that many of our most damaging diseases are 
actually transfers from animals. We got measles, tuberculosis and 
smallpox from cattle, the flu from pigs and ducks (and, more recently, 
chickens) whooping cough from pigs and dogs and at least one form 
of malaria from birds.81

Despite health problems the human population increased explosively 
after the development of farming. Anthropologist Marvin Harris 
estimates that the population of the Middle East increased from about 
100,000 to about 3.2 million people in the 4,000 years from 8000 to 
4000 BC. He suggests that this was caused by the switch from a high-
protein diet of meat, nuts and a wide variety of vegetables to a high-
carbohydrate diet based on grain. 

Harris says women don’t ovulate unless 20 to 25% of their body 
weight is fat and, while they are lactating, they will not build much 
fat on the kind of high-protein diet that most hunters and gatherers 
live on. Among the ! Kung, for example, mothers normally breast-
feed their children for about four years and they don’t get pregnant 
again until the child is weaned. 

But women on high-carbohydrate diets gain weight even while they 
are breast-feeding. One study found that many women in third-world 
countries, where the diet consists mostly of starchy grain and root 

 Brody, Hugh, The Other Side of Eden, Douglas & McIntyre, Vancouver 2000, pp. 157-8.81
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crops, get pregnant about every 18 months, even if they are still 
nursing.82

Harris argues that the increase in population and improvements in 
farming technique go hand in hand. Population growth demands the 
development of more intensive farming techniques, which produce 
more food and spur another increase in population. 

Farmers’ lack of freedom may be another factor in population growth. 
Hunters and gatherers have a full social life, with lots of communal 
singing and dancing and parties. Slaves and serfs are not encouraged 
to meet in groups or to party together and when a man and woman are 
alone in their hut without books or television, they have few choices 
for entertainment. Like other domestic animals, slaves and serfs are 
encouraged to breed. 

Condoms and other methods of birth control were known in ancient 
Egypt and other cultures but, for most of history, they were forbidden 
in much of Europe. 

Good crops and animal nature may also help explain over-breeding 
among farmers. Naturalists know that in natural conditions any 
animal will breed to the limit of its food supply and we know that, in 
some years, farmers will have an abundance of food. In some years, 
they produce a lot of children. 

Whatever the reason, where there are farms there is sooner or later 
overpopulation. This is good for The System because where 
populations are sparse, people can live as individuals. A dense 
population needs a system and the larger the population, the more 
power individuals must yield to The System. 

The development of farms also created a potential for famine because 
farm crops are vulnerable to pests and disease, like the potato blight 

 Harris, Marvin Cannibals and Kings Random House, New York, 1977, pp. 23-24. 82
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that struck Ireland a few generations ago. Author Jack Weatherford 
counts 111 famines in France between the years 1371 and 1791.  83

One problem is that farm crops are monocultures, with acres and 
acres of the same crop, and when a pest or disease gets into a farm 
field it can run wild. Plants in a natural environment are less 
vulnerable because the disease that affects one plant will probably not 
affect the different one beside it. Pests are not often a problem in 
nature because, in a natural field, the plants that pests feed on are 
separated by others that harbor predators that feed on the pests. 

Even if disease or pests could destroy natural crops that would be no 
problem to hunters and gatherers, because no one plant is so 
important to them that they can not do without it. Most farmers 
depend on a few crops and a disease that affects one crop — such as 
Ireland’s potato blight — may be a disaster. 

Farmers are also vulnerable to drought, where hunters and gatherers 
may not be. If rains fail hunters and gatherers may have to change 
their diet but, as Lee found when he studied the !Kung, a drought that 
is a disaster for farmers barely rates as a minor inconvenience to 
hunters and gatherers. Even a plague of locusts would be no problem 
to hunters and gatherers because they would feast on them and locusts 
can’t eat the nuts and roots that are staples of a hunter-gatherer’s diet. 

The development of farms also increased the stratification of society 
because some people owned the farms, some managed them and 
others worked them. In feudal Europe 500 years ago and still, in some 
parts of the world, almost all farms were ‘owned’ by aristocrats — 
many of them soldiers — and worked or share-cropped by slaves or 
serfs. 

Sugar plantations in Brazil and the Caribbean and cotton plantations 
in the American South supported the trade in African slaves. The 
villages of Great Britain were decimated by the English ‘enclosures’ 

 Weatherford, Jack, Indian Givers, Crown, New York, 1988, p. 70.83
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and the Scottish ‘clearances,’ both of which were, essentially, the 
taking of common lands by nobles. 

In the modern world we have some ‘family farms’ that are managed 
and worked by the owners but some areas are still controlled by an 
upper class of land-owners and more and more North American farms 
are owned by corporations, run by managers and worked by wage 
labor. 

One way and another the spread of farming has been unstoppable. In 
historic times large areas of Africa, South America, Australia, the 
United States and Canada were taken by conquest from hunters and 
gatherers and some primitive farmers and, even now, aboriginals and 
peasants in African, Amazon and Asian rain forests are being 
displaced as the land is cleared for use by farmers.84

We might even argue that the development of farming led to a world 
at war. That sounds like a stretch, but we know that farming led to an 
increase in population and that population pressure can lead to war. 
We also know that the practice of farming made good farmland 
valuable, and that many wars have been fought for land. American 
settlers displaced and sometimes slaughtered Indians to take their 
land and, in WWII, Hitler’s Germany invaded Eastern Europe to gain 
“Lebensraum.” 

There is also the sometimes-disputed suggestion that violence and 
aggression may be linked to diet. In the early 1980’s sociologist 
Stephen Schoenthaler of California State University at Stanislaus 
began giving vitamin and mineral supplements to prison inmates, and 
reported that fist fights and other antisocial behavior decreased by 
about 40%. Schoenthaler’s work is less than definitive but in the late 
1990’s physiologist Bernard Gesh of Oxford university ran a 
controlled experiment with vitamins, minerals and omega-6 oil in the 
English prison system, and got comparable results.85

 Harris, Marvin, Cannibals and Kings 1977, Random House, NY, p. 205. 84

 Freinkel, Susan, “Vitamin Cure?” Discover May/05, pp. 55-60.85
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FARMS ARE NOT SUSTAINABLE 

Other considerations aside, the ultimate problem with farming is that, 
as Prof. David Montgomery argues in his book Dirt — The Erosion of 
Civilizations , it is not sustainable. Farms can produce food for 86

several human lifetimes, but history shows that the end-product of 
most farms is a desert. I would modify Montgomery’s charge to 
specify grain farming but, since most of our farming economy is 
based on grains, that’s a quibble. 

Some of the first grain farmers lived in the Zagro mountains, between 
Iran and Iraq, about 11,000 BC. The land they farmed is now a desert. 
The first major farming areas were the one-time garden spots that 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 was forested before the Pueblo people 
came to farm it. It’s now a desert. The Amazon basin is still forested 
but, as farmers move in and cut the trees, ecologists predict that it will 
soon be a desert. 

Much of the American move to settle the west was driven by the 
degradation of farmland in the east. Wheat yields in New York state 
declined from 25-35 bu/acre in 1780 to 6-9 bu/acre in 1849.87 In the 
1930s the United States lost a total of about 3 billion tons of soil a 
year, but by the 1970s the loss increased to four billion. By 1945, 
about 1.2 billion hectares (2 billion acres) of American farmland had 
been degraded. In the late 1990s, farms in Indiana lost about a ton of 
soil for every ton of grain they produced.  87

  Montgomery, David, Dirt — The Erosion of Civilizations, University of California Press, 86

Berkley & Los Angeles

 Montgomery, David, Dirt — The Erosion of Civilizations, University of California Press, 87

Berkley & Los Angeles, 88 Ibid, p. 174.
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The great plains of the North America were protected by grassland 
with roots that no plow could break until 1838, when John Deere 
invented the moldboard plow. Now, after less than 200 years of 
farming, islands of prairie land that have not been farmed stand six 
feet above the surrounding fields.88

The loss of topsoil is a serious problem. As Montgomery explains, 
‘topsoil’ is not actually ‘dirt’ — it’s a complex mixture of mineral and 
organic components, only a few inches deep in most places. 

The U.S. government tries to track soil loss across the country, but the 
official numbers are open to question. The 2007 National Resources 
Inventory 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. 

But the Washington-based Environmental Working Group questions 
the official figures. 

Studies by Iowa State University found 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 
ISU numbers suggest. 

The runoff from vulnerable 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 eventually into 
the Mississippi River. Ultimately it ends up in the Gulf of Mexico, 

 Ibid, p. 160.88
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generating the notorious ‘dead zone’ of depleted oxygen that 
suffocates marine life when it forms each year.  89

Even where the topsoil is not lost, farmland can be degraded by the 
process of ‘salination. Rainfall is essentially distilled water but the 
groundwater used for irrigation contains dissolved minerals. Plants 
take up pure water and some minerals but other minerals are left as 
salts in the soil and, when the salts build up, the soil is ruined. The 
process is comparable to the the way a kettle builds up a coating of 
‘lime’ if it is used to boil ‘hard’ water. 

In some areas, irrigation destroys fertile soil by dissolving 
underground salts, and floating them to the surface. Irrigation turned 
most of southern Iraq, once the bread-basket of the Sumerian empire, 
into a desert. 

Where farmland is not eroded or salinated, may be paved. 
Montgomery says farmland in the United States is being paved at the 
rate of 100 acres an hour.91 

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

In the 1930s, South America grew and exported twice as much grain 
as North America. Now South America and other one-time exporters 
in Europe and Africa have to import grain and only Australia, New 
Zealand and North America export it, to a world on the edge of 
famine. 

Between 1960 and 1990 planners in the USSR thought they could 
make the Union self-sufficient in cotton by ‘scientific management’ of 
land north of the Aral Sea. To support irrigation they built more than 
600 dams and thousands of miles of canals and, by 1993, they had 
dropped the level of the sea by 50 feet and surrounded it with deserts. 

 http://www.ewg.org/losingground.89
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In the 1990’s high winds moved salt dust from these deserts to drop 
on fields up to 1,000 miles away, and create new deserts in 
Kazakhstan, Uzbekistan and Turkmenistan. 

Well-meaning efforts to increase food production often cause more 
problems than they solve. Working from 1958 to 1971 Russian 
engineers — against the advice of American experts — built the 
Aswan High Dam in Egypt to create Lake Nasser, with a surface area 
of more than 5,000 square kilometers, and power plants that produce 
about 2.1 gigawatts of electricity. 

But the lake loses about 14 cubic kilometers of water a year to 
evaporation, and it traps about 130 million tons of soil a year. The 
water is lost to downstream farmers, the trapped soil reduces the 
capacity of the lake and the Nile delta — once one of the most 
productive farming areas in the world — is now eroding for lack of 
the silt that the river once supplied. A grain exporter for more than 
2,000 years, Egypt now has to import. 

There are some sustainable farming methods — Chinese rice paddies 
work well, and terraced land in Peru’s Colca Valley is still in good 
shape after 1,500 years of farming — but, around the world, most 
farming areas eventually become deserts.92 

In the early 1980s agricultural economist and founder of the 
Worldwatch Institute Lester Brown predicted that the world would 
probably run out of dirt before it runs out of oil.  Apologists for 90

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.’

It’s also a problem that farmers began the cutting of forests that led to 
the climate change that may yet destroy humanity. I outline the 
arguement of the late Prof. Richard Hummel in my essay The Truth 

 Montgomery, David R., Dirt — The Erosion of Civilizations, University of California Press, 90

Berkley & LA, 2007.
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About Climate Change, available as. free pdf at https://
www.andyturnbull.com/Climate-Change.pdf.

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.”91

The development of agriculture was not good for humanity but the 
combination of land ownership and rule by overlords has been so 
good to landowners and overlords that it’s no surprise that both ideas 
spread, whether by conquest or perhaps just by threat. One way or the 
other, we know that both have been the norm for most of humanity 
since before the dawn of recorded history.

back to table of contents 

THE ROOT METASYSTEMS 

Some metasystems probably existed before the army occupied the 
village, but it was after the occupation that they flowered. Because all 
this happened long before any history was written we can only 
speculate on the course of events but, while things may have 
happened differently in some areas, the scenario we will describe 
probably happened at least once. Note that even though these 
metasystems are separate entities, they link with each other. It is these 
linkages that create The System.

back to table of contents 
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THE MILITARY-INDUSTRIAL COMPLEX 

The Military-Industrial Complex may have been the first metasystem 
to develop, because the bandits and/or the army may have bought 
weapons and other equipment from village craftsmen or traders 
before the conquest. If the bandits were not welcome in the village 
they may have had agents buy supplies for them, and these same 
agents might have given the bandits notice when rich caravans were 
about to leave. 

After the army took the village it continued to buy from the same 
traders and craftsmen it had been dealing with, and it tried to make 
friends with others. It may also have found jobs for the agents who 
helped it before the conquest. 

Whether they liked it or not the traders, craftsmen and agents who 
dealt with the army had a stake in its welfare and, along with The 
Baron and his officers and soldiers, they were part of the MIC. Other 
members of the complex were the contractor or labor supervisor who 
built and maintained the army’s fort, The Baron’s palace and the 
homes of the officers, traders who may or may not have dealt with the 
army but who depended on the army to patrol the roads they traveled, 
civilian employees of the army and servants and even some privileged 
slaves of the officers. 

None of these people wanted The Baron to go to war but they all 
profited from the existence of the army and, by extension, from the 
threat of war and robbery. Even rogue bandits who prowled outside 
the village were part of the metasystem, because they justified the 
soldiers’ patrols and the taxes the army levied on traders and 
villagers. The bandits didn’t benefit from the association but, because 
The Baron did, they were part of the metasystem. 

The army harassed the bandits but, because some of them may have 
been friends of the soldiers and, because they justified The Baron’s 
rule, it did not try to eliminate them or drive them too far from the 
village. 
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THE METASYSTEM OF THE TRADERS 

The traders who supplied The Baron would have been charter 
members of the Military Industrial Complex but all traders would 
have had links with it, as they had links with the bandits before the 
first army took shape. 

Most bandits would have seen most traders as prey, but some would 
have seen some traders as allies — because traders could supply the 
weapons and other supplies the bandits needed, and buy the treasure 
and other goods the bandits took from the traders they robbed. Some 
of the bandits might have become traders themselves, for long enough 
to sell their loot. 

It was the traders who made banditry practical. Robbers could and 
probably did occasionally steal a fisherman’s catch or a berry-pickers 
basket, but such loot would not have provided a good living. Bandits 
need a trader’s pack full of jewelry, neolithic axe-heads or other 
valuable goods. 

As the bandits morphed into an army and especially after they took 
the village, they would have provided more benefits to traders. 
Traders entering or dealing in the occupied village would have had to 
pay ‘duty’ to The Baron but, in return, the army’s control of trade 
routes kept the traders safe from ‘unauthorized’ robbers. 

More, the army’s occupation of the village increased trade in luxury 
goods because, as noted earlier, The Baron’s minions had to advertise 
their status with a conspicuous consumption of the goods the traders 
could and would supply. 

As the traders travelled beyond the area The Baron controlled they 
would have met other bandits but, rather than fight, they might have 
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told them about the sweet deal The Baron had going in the occupied 
village, and how any band of bandits could morph into 

an army and take a village for itself. If this were so we might expect 
to see villages along trade routes taken over and occupied and, at the 
same time, trade routes spreading from occupied village to occupied 
village. In fact, this did happen. 

Whether early traders invited bandits to become armies and take 
villages or not, in the 18th Century the group of traders called the 
British East India Company used its own army to take control of 
India. 

back to table of contents 

METASYSTEM OF THE AGENTS 

In the occupied village the agents who served The Baron formed 
another metasystem because while they served the army, they were 
not part of it and they may have seen it as an enemy. They may have 
been chosen because they were liked or honored by the villagers and 
they may have accepted because the job gave them a chance to 
protect villagers from the army but, because they were chosen, many 
villagers saw them as enemies. 

When the German army occupied France in 1940 Marshall Philippe 
Petain was appointed head of the French Vichy government because 
he was a national hero. After the Germans were driven out, Petain 
was tried for treason and sentenced to death. The sentence was 
reduced to life imprisonment by his former protege Charles de 
Gaulle. 

Norwegian politician Vidkun Quisling seized power, with German 
help, during the German invasion of Norway. From 1942 to 1945 he 
served as Minister-President, and he was executed by firing squad 
after the Germans were driven out. 
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In the modern world some dictators have been installed and others 
supported by the MICs of major powers. Since WWII the United 
States, for example, has initiated or supported coups to replace 
elected governments with dictators in Iran, Guatemala, Argentina and 
Chile, and tried to do so in Nicaragua. The current governments of 
Afghanistan and Iraq were installed and are maintained with U.S. 
military support. 

Agents have to remain loyal to their sponsors but they also form a 
metasystem among themselves because they need each other as allies. 
They were allies of the MIC, and will be allies of the metasystems of 
traders and religion as they develop. 

back to table of contents 

THE METASYSTEM OF RELIGION 

The fourth of the root metasystems was religion. We don’t know 
where the concept of a god came from but we might guess that it 
dates back to the days when men first began to observe the 
relationship between cause and effect. They could see this 
relationship in things they could control and they may have assumed 
that it must also exist in things they could not control. If they could 
not find the cause of something in the natural world, they may have 
assumed that it must exist in a supernatural world. 

Whatever the reason, it is generally assumed that every human culture 
in history has believed in some kind of supernatural gods or spirits or 
demons, and we know that most had priests or shamans of some sort. 
Some biologists argue that belief in a higher power may have a 
biological explanation.92

We don’t know how the first holy men were chosen but we do know 
that among hunters and gatherers the person who can do a job best is 

  “Search continues for ‘god gene,’” National Post, Apr 14/03, p. A14, article credited to 92

The Daily Telegraph. 
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usually expected to take the lead. It’s hard to tell who is best at 
dealing with the supernatural but if one person seems to have more 
skill or luck at predicting the weather or some other aspect of the 
future, he or she might be chosen. If no one person seems to be better 
than others, we can assume that the person who wanted the position 
probably got it. 

In a mesolithic hunting and gathering culture, where most of the 
‘work’ was what we would call recreation, the job of holy man was 
probably not much of a prize. Where there is no way to accumulate 
wealth the job of shaman could pay only in prestige, and the physical 
benefits may have been negative. 

A shaman may take part in a hunt by painting pictures of the animal 
to be hunted or by performing some other ritual to ensure success. 
Among most hunters and gatherers any member of the camp can 
claim a share of the kill, whether he or she took part in the hunt or 
not, but some shamans do not eat animals found by their magic. A 
shaman who helps hunters might take no share of their kill but he 
would be fed somehow and he would earn respect and honor — 
which are the treasures of a hunting and gathering culture. 

Most hunting and gathering bands have a shaman of some sort but he 
may collect his pay in respect and prestige, rather than material 
wealth. A shaman in a village could do better and a shaman or priest 
in an occupied village could do very well. Even if the soldiers didn’t 
respect the local gods or spirits, the shaman was in a strong position 
because he could be a powerful ally of the army. Through most of 
history armies have supported religions, and vice versa, in a mutual 
back-scratching arrangement. 

The Baron can support a shaman with armed force. A shaman can 
support The Baron by telling people that the gods or the spirits want 
them to do thus and so, giving the demands of the army and the 
aristocrats — and of the shamans — a semblance of legitimacy. For 
the past several thousand years gods have supported both sides in 



The System page �  of �120 376

most wars and churches have supervised or assisted in the slaughter, 
enslavement and plunder of aboriginal people around the world. 

As it develops in the occupied village the metasystem of religion 
would have included all the shamans or priests, most of the officers 
and some of the soldiers of the army, traders who dealt in religious 
fetishes, craftsmen who made the priests’ robes, fetishes, or other 
equipment, builders who built a temple and anyone else who had an 
interest in seeing the populace controlled by the priest or shaman. In 
the modern world, for example, nearly everyone has reason to support 
any church that teaches that theft is a sin. Even thieves benefit from 
such a church, because if theft were not seen as a sin they might have 
more competition. 

Religion gives people a common focus beyond themselves and their 
families and many religions have driven or led worshipers to build 
temples, pyramids and other monumental structures. 

Many religions also promise soldiers a pleasant after-life if they die in 
the service of kings or priests and they help to control slaves by 
offering a posthumous reward for obedience to the commands of the 
church and their owners while they live. 

A useful religion also gives power and prestige to its priests, 
justification and a control mechanism to kings and aristocrats and, 
most important, it’s a connection that ties a community together. 

Some religions have been ‘revealed’ but some were created for the 
benefit of rulers. As mentioned earlier, one section of Plato’s Republic 
considers the characteristics of the god that must be worshipped in the 
ideal city state, and argues that failure to worship the official god 
must be considered a serious crime.  Plato attributes this idea to 93

Socrates, which is ironic when we recall that Socrates was 
condemned to death for “disrespect of the gods.” 

 Buchanon, Scot, ed, The Portable Plato, Viking Press Inc., NY, 1948, 364, 357-8, 353-4. 93
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Priests and shamans will also form an alliance with agents, who can 
guarantee the priests’ access to The Baron, and with traders, who may 
pay for approval and to help sell idols and other paraphernalia. 

 back to table of contents  

THE METASYSTEM OF THE ESTABLISHMENT  

Each metasystem developed as an independent entity but there was 
considerable overlap and interpenetration. After the army occupied 
the village the first four metasystems developed together and, while 
each had individual interests, the wealthiest members of each one 
would have combined into the fifth metasystem that we now call The 
Establishment. 

Members of The Establishment would have included The Baron and 
his officers and all other wealthy members of the military-industrial 
complex but, because this was and still is is a club of rich and 
powerful men, it did and does not include common soldiers. Wealthy 
craftsmen and traders who brought The Baron cash revenues would 
also have been members of The Establishment and so would some 
agents. Some tax collectors may have been wealthy because they 
stole some of the taxes they collected and other agents might have 
been wealthy because they helped The Baron to decide which 
craftsmen will be hired to make weapons and equipment for the army, 
which traders will get which business and which could be exempted 
from taxes and regulations. As in modern times some of the people 
who get special treatment may have showed their gratitude in 
concrete, or perhaps golden, form. 

The village shaman or priest would also have been a member of The 
Establishment and so was anyone who could suggest or manage ways 
to increase The Baron’s and the officers’ wealth, power or security. 

Family ties may also have given some people association with The 
Establishment, if not full membership. A cousin of The Baron or of 
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one of his senior officers might have had no official rank, but he 
would have had influence. If an officer married the daughter of a civil 
administrator or a trader or an artisan, the whole of the bride’s family 
would have gained power. At a lower level a common soldier would 
have had some power because The Establishment had to keep on 
good terms with the army and even a slave might have gained some 
power if a soldier fell in love with his daughter. 

For a while there would have been a distinction between the invaders 
and those villagers who were members of The Establishment, but this 
would have faded. In time, the important distinction became between 
rich and poor. 

The Establishment had and has no official function and some 
members of the group pretend that it does not exist but it is real and it 
has a function — which is mostly to make sure that the members of 
The Establishment are rich and powerful and that other people are 
not. In a village with an Establishment a man who is born rich has a 
good chance to die rich, no matter how stupid or lazy he is; and a man 
who is born poor will probably die poor, no matter how hard he 
works. 

The Establishment is cohesive but it has no formal organization and 
no common plan. Some members of The Establishment may be 
competitors and even enemies of other members of the metasystem 
but, whether they like each other or not, all members of the 
Establishment cooperate to maintain the status quo that gives them 
wealth and power. They may squabble among themselves but they 
will present a united front to outsiders. 

The development of The Establishment marks a significant point in 
the evolution of a society because up to this point human societies 
were mostly amorphous and cohesive. Afterward, even cultures that 
have not been recently conquered were stratified and divided. 

For practical purposes we can think of The Establishment as the 
executive branch of The System. As it develops it will consolidate The 
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System’s hold on the village, private ownership of land, lifelong 
slavery and farms. 

back to table of contents 

GOVERNMENT 

As The Baron’s court grows the village will be strained to support it, 
and The Baron will be under pressure to conquer more villages. If he 
takes enough of them he will become a king and The Establishment 
of officers, agents and priests will morph into a government. The first 
time this happened was probably more than eight thousand years ago 
and governments have evolved through a lot of forms since then, but 
some things have remained constant. 

One is that most of the individuals that form the government have 
interests that concern them more than government. In the occupied 
village an army officer — like The Baron himself — would have 
worried about his own welfare and the safety of his family first, the 
welfare of the army and of the men in his command second and the 
welfare of the village third. 

A villager turned agent of The Baron would have worried about his 
own and his family’s safety and welfare first, his masters and friends 
and other agents second and the village third. Priests worried about 
their own and their family’s welfare, the welfare and prestige of the 
church (and perhaps even the prestige or desires of their god) and 
then the welfare of the village. 

And of course, every member of The Establishment of the occupied 
village was aware that his or her welfare was closely tied to that of 
other members of The Establishment. The officers of the army 
depended on the tax collectors and civil administrators to provide the 
fort and the supplies their soldiers needed to protect them, the tax 
collectors depended on the army for protection and both depended on 
priests to convince the people that The Baron or the King or the 
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warlord had been appointed by the gods and that rebellion would 
incur divine wrath. 

But in this network of relationships nobody really ruled the village or, 
later, the kingdom. By convention we say that the king rules but in 
fact, most kings had little contact with the common people and, in 
historic times, we know that some kings did not take an active hand in 
ruling. Modern royalty tends to be a figurehead, rather than a ruler. 
This is a valuable function because a king or queen is a figurehead for 
the country, rather than for a political party, and all citizens can 
support him or her. In a republic the president is usually a figurehead 
for a political party and, as we have seen in the United States, many 
citizens will actively oppose him or her. A monarch can unite a 
country but a president may divide it. 

We might also say that the agents or tax gatherers or civil 
administrators ruled, but that’s not true either. They had official 
functions but their primary concern was their own welfare and, often, 
their primary occupation was plotting or maneuvering to enhance 
their status. Their concern for the welfare of the kingdom or ‘the 
people’ was marginal, at best. 

In fact the real government is not by people at all but, rather, by the 
relationships between members of The Establishment and the 
solidarity that dictates that things be done primarily for the benefit of 
the most powerful citizens. 

In general that means for the benefit of The Establishment but in most 
cultures people who are not actually members of The Establishment 
may also have considerable power. The builder who supervises the 
construction and maintenance of the fort and the officers’ houses has 
no official power but, because he can rush or delay construction 
projects and repairs, even officers would be reluctant to offend him. 
An artisan who makes weapons for the army would also have some 
derived power and so would the trader who imports a particularly 
good wine or exotic fruits and melons or, through much of human 
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history, tea and silk from China. According to the Bible, the dancer 
Salome had considerable power. 

Each group has some power, because The System is not monolithic. In 
effect it is the sum of all the smaller systems and metasystems in the 
world and we can best describe the way the world is ruled by 
comparison with the game of Earth Ball. This was a brief fad on 
college campuses in the 1970’s but, probably because it never 
amounts to much more than a shoving match, it didn’t last long. 

It was played with a huge leather-covered ball, about six feet in 
diameter and weighing more than a hundred pounds, which was 
pushed around a field by two or more teams. If the game is played 
between two roughly equal teams the ball stays near the middle of the 
field. If one team tries harder than the other, the ball will move toward 
one end of the field. 

Imagine a game of Earth Ball in which a dozen roughly equal teams 
each try to push the ball toward one of twelve goals. No one team is 
likely to score a goal, but let’s ignore that for now. 

If there were two goals at each end of the field and four along each 
side, the ball would tend to stay near the center of the field. 

But the forces which govern this world are not well balanced. 
Members of The Establishment may not have specific interests in 
common but they all favor maintenance of The Establishment and of 
a world that is kind to The Establishment. 

Now imagine a game of Earth Ball with twelve teams and twelve 
goals — but with ten of the goals clustered in one corner of the field. 
The ball, obviously, will never get far from that corner. 

It was under the government that metasystems really flourished and, 
as they flourished, The System grew. 

back to table of contents 
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DEMOCRACY 

Kings and emperors wore crowns but their kingdoms and empires 
were ruled by metasystems and, starting with the French Revolution 
in 1789, some kings and aristocrats have been replaced by the system 
we call ‘democracy.’ Some people might argue that democracy dates 
back to ancient Greece but even the ‘democratic’ Greek city states 
had more slaves than citizens. In the United States, for nearly a 
hundred years after the revolution, a significant part of the population 
was not ‘free’ and, for another hundred years, it was not ‘equal’. Even 
now, many sociologists rate the United States as one of the most 
unequal countries in the world. 

In a democracy we elect citizens to play the part of rulers but, like the 
kings and aristocrats of old, our elected representatives are members 
of metasystems and, often, tools of The System. 

That is not to say that elected representatives and other rulers do not 
have power. They do, but they have power because The System gives 
it to them and if they do not use it to serve the needs of The System 
they will be replaced. If they are not, the system they serve will be 
replaced by a system managed by people who serve the needs of The 
System rather than those of humanity. 

In democracy the power of The System is more obvious than in a 
kingdom. A king might argue that he has power in his own right but 
the president of a country is just the temporary occupant of a position 
within The System. 

Many people believe that democracy is rule by the majority, but that’s 
mostly myth. As economist Mancur Olson argued in The Rise and 
Decline of Nations, large groups can be and often are dominated by 
small groups.  94

To simplify Olson’s argument, imagine that a new law will provide 
$1,000 benefit to a group of ten people, but will mean a $1,000 loss to 

 Olson, Mancur, The Rise and Decline of Nations, Yale University Press, New Haven, 1982. 94
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another group of 1,000 people. The ten people stand to gain $100 
each and they will campaign for the law but members of the larger 
group will lose only $1 each, so it’s not worth their while to fight it. 
The law will pass. 

For a real-life example consider the question of gun control in the 
United States. A ban on the sale of assault weapons and serious 
control of other guns would cost gun makers and dealers — and 
hunting camps and gun and hunting magazines and dozens of other 
businesses — billions of dollars in business over the years to come, 
so they are willing to spend millions to defeat it. The law might 
produce real benefits to the country as a whole but, because no 
individual American is in serious danger of being gunned down in a 
mass killing, few people will argue seriously for gun control and even 
those who want it won’t spend much money to promote their 
argument. Americans will keep their guns. 

The question of health care provides an even more graphic example. 
The World Health Organization rates American health care as by far 
the most expensive in the world but 37th in quality — well below the 
standard of most developed and some under-developed countries — 
but, because the American system of private insurance offers 
exorbitant profits to some members of The Establishment, it can’t be 
changed. We’ll take a closer look at this problem in the “present day’ 
section of this book. 

Back to the myth of ‘majority rule.’ Another factor that negates it is 
the first-past-the-post rule in most North American elections, which 
allows a representative — or even a national leader — to be elected 
even if most of the votes cast are against him. 

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. 



The System page �  of �128 376

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 Canada’s 
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. In 2011 the Conservatives gained a majority with 
39.6% of the popular vote. 

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. In 2011 61.4% of eligible Canadians 
voted, so fewer than 25% of Canadians voted for the Conservative 
party that gained ‘majority’ power. 

After the U.S. presidential election of 2000 George W. Bush took 
office with a total of 50,456,002 votes — 543,816 less than the 
50,999,897 cast for Al Gore. Even though a majority of voters 
opposed his presidency, Bush gained the power to involve the United 
States in two un-winnable wars. 

First-past-the-post elections are an obvious choice in a system in 
which each individual electoral district has only one representative, 
but this are not the only way to go. One alternative is to enlarge the 
districts and elect several representatives for each one. Each party 
could then field several candidates, with a pre-set order of preference, 
and voters would vote for the party rather than the individual 
candidate. 
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Suppose a district is entitled to five representatives. If party A got 
60% of the votes its first three candidates would be elected, and if 
parties B and C each got 20% of the votes, the top candidate from 
each would be elected. In the elected legislature, representation of 
each party would reflect the number of voters who chose it. 

Various types of proportional representation systems 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. 

Several American cities adopted various forms of proportional 
representation in the early 20th Century but, according to an essay by 
Prof. Douglas J. Amy of the Department of Politics at Mount Holyoke 
College, it was thrown out along with other progressive measures in 
the 1940s and 50s — in some cases because opponents managed to 
link the idea with Communism. 

It did work though. Prof Amy reports that in one election in 
Cincinnati, Republicans won only 55% of the vote, but gained 97% of 
the seats on the council. A year later, with proportional representation 
in place, Republicans got 33.3% of the seats with 27.8% of the vote. 
The rival Charter party won 66.7% of the seats with 63.8% of the 
vote.95

It’s also a problem that elections can be ‘fixed’ by the process of 
gerrymandering which could be described as ‘creative redistribution.’ 
Sitting governments have the power to redefine electoral districts 
after each census and, where voters’ preferences are known, districts 
can be drawn to include a clear majority of voters for any given party. 

 https://www.mtholyoke.edu/acad/polit/damy/articles/95

Brief%20History%20of%20PR.htm .
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The term gerrymander dates back to 1812 when Massachusetts 
governor Elbridge Gerry redrew electoral districts to favor 
Jeffersonian Republican party candidates. One reporter commented 
that the map of one of the new districts looked like a salamander, 
another said it looked like a Gerry-mander. The process is obviously 
un-democratic, but legal.96

Whether first-past-the-post or proportional, almost any election will 
come down to a competition between systems and/or metasystems 
rather than between candidates or the parties that back them. The 
party that backs a main-line candidate or the ‘machine’ that backs an 
‘independent’ is organized as a system but it is financed, officially or 
not, by a metasystem of contributors. Given the importance of 
advertising, it’s reasonable to expect that the election will be won by 
the size or the wealth of the metasystems that back the different 
candidates. 

One-time English Prime Minister Sir Winston Churchill once said 
that “democracy is the worst form of government, except for all those 
other forms that have been tried from time to time.” It’s hard to argue 
with that sentiment but, at the same time, we should remember that 
some of the most repressive dictatorships of the post-war years 
described themselves as “democratic republics.” 

back to table of contents 

OVERLAP 

While each metasystem and the government can be seen as a discrete 
entity they also overlap one another. Remember the termites? Each 
individual termite is a composite animal, which could not live without 
the Mixotricha paradoxa protozoans that live in its gut, which in turn 

  For a more complete description of the process see https://www.mtholyoke.edu/acad/96

polit/damy/articles/redistricting.htm. The web page is adapted from Prof Amy’s Real 
Choices / New Voices: How Proportional Representation Could Revitalize American 
Democracy from Columbia University Press. 
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depend on the spirochets to move them around so they can consume 
the cellulose that their symbiotic bacteria will digest for them and, at 
the same time, each individual termite is a part of the colony that 
many biologists see as an single extended animal. In the same way, 
parts of some metasystems are also part of other metasystems which 
in turn may be part of some other metasystems. 

Imagine that we have a small room, a few meters to the side, and a 
dozen or more hula hoops — each more than a meter in diameter. If 
we throw them into the room they will have to overlap one another 
and, if we then throw a dime into the room, it will probably fall 
within the circumference of several different hula hoops. In the same 
way, metasystems overlap one another and most people are members 
of several of them at the same time. 

back to table of contents 

THE WORLD TODAY 

The first system probably began about ten thousand years ago and 
thousands of others have developed since but many have died and 
others have merged, and now, for practical purposes, we are 
approaching one global system composed of literally billions of 
metasystems. Most of them don’t count for much but the root 
metasystems have grown, branched and allied with their counterparts 
in other countries and, between them, they rule the world. 

We don’t notice The System’s effect on our lives because we have 
been selectively bred to live with it. Farmers choose the 
characteristics they prefer in farm animals, and decide which animals 
will survive and breed. As it developed The System set up bottlenecks 
to select the type of person best suited to its needs. 

It has had plenty of time to do this because there were only a few 
million people alive when it began, and all the billions who now 
inhabit the Earth are descended from those few millions. In fact we 
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can assume that most of us are descended from the first few people to 
be taken over by one or another ancestors of The System because, as 
we have seen, systems encourage rapid breeding. By the time of 
Christ the world population had increased to about 225 million people 
and anthropologist Marvin Harris estimates that nearly 80% of them 
lived in three systems — the Roman empire around the 
Mediterranean, the Han empire in China and the Gupta empire in 
India.  The System had been developing for several thousand years 97

by then, and we can assume that most of the people who lived in 
those empires were adapted to its demands. 

The first bottleneck created by The System was the formation and 
growth of armies. If an army grows by accepting defeated enemies as 
soldiers then, in time, it will be made up largely of men who have 
surrendered at least once. Some of the leaders may be undefeated but, 
given that the first band was probably small, most of the soldiers have 
surrendered. All the villagers who survive a take-over have 
surrendered. 

Is this important? Perhaps not, but it is a bottleneck because soldiers 
and villagers who fought to the end came to an end. This may be a 
factor in class consciousness, and in the popular belief that nobles are 
prouder and harder to control than peasants. Considering that most 
nobles are descended from conquerors it would be reasonable to 
suspect that they may have fewer surrenders in their family history. 
The difference is probably the result of many factors, but it seems 
reasonable to assume that bottlenecks are among them. 

An army’s takeover of a village was an obvious bottleneck because 
villagers who did not submit died. The taking of slaves and the 
establishment of farms created another, for two reasons. One is 
obvious — that slaves who refuse to obey orders are killed. Another 
is, as noted earlier, that people who live under a ruler are taught to 
obey the ruler and his/her agents. 

 Harris, Marvin Cannibals and Kings, Vintage books, New York, 1978 paperback, p. 234. 97
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There is also the fact of selective breeding. Farmers and zoo-keepers 
know that when living conditions are not suitable, animals will not 
breed. We can assume that that some people could not be enslaved, 
that some slaves would not be allowed to breed and that even some 
slaves who might be allowed to breed might not be able to. One way 
or another, we can assume that slaves who did breed were somehow 
suited to be slaves. When you consider that at some times and places 
most of the population were slaves, this may explain the malleability 
of modern humanity. 

It might also justify Aristotle’s contention that some people were born 
to be slaves. 

We also see a paradox that confuses some people — that we have 
evidence that people are basically cooperative, but we also have 
evidence that many people choose to be predators on their own 
species. Part of this is conditioning, of course — The System teaches 
and encourages us to be predators — but if the balance between 
making and taking has a genetic component, humanity has been 
breeding for takers since the days of the occupied village. 

As a general rule, takers get more opportunities to breed than makers. 
When soldiers take a town they can do as they please, and that often 
includes rape. While they hold the village they are wealthier than 
most makers, and they may have slave girls. Geneticists tell us that 
Genghis Kahn, who died in 1227AD, has 16 million living male 
descendants — about eight per-cent of the men living in the area of 
the former Mongol empire.  Scientists can track only his male 98

descendants because they all carry ‘virtually identical Y 
chromosomes’ but it’s a safe bet that he has about as many female 
descendants. 

That Genghis has many descendants is no surprise when we 
remember that all his subject territories paid an annual tribute of 

 ref. Zerjal, T. et al, “Virtually identical Y chromosomes’ are carried by almost 8 percent,” 98

American Journal of Genetics, 72, 2003, 717-721, quoted by Stout, Martha, The Sociopath 
Next Door Broadway Books, NY, 2005, p. 183. 
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virgin girls. We don’t know how many children he had but his eldest 
son, Tushi, is reported to have had 40 sons and his grandson, Kubilai 
Khan, had 22 legitimate sons99

So a lot of us are descended from soldiers, who have learned to obey 
orders from above but who have had opportunities to bully (or rape) 
people below them on the scale of authority. 

Perhaps more important; in a world in which takers have an easier 
life, children may be encouraged to become takers, rather than 
makers. 

This is a trend that is understandably increasing in the modern world 
— perhaps more a product of cultural, rather than genetic, evolution. 
A cabinetmaker or other skilled craftsman might encourage his son to 
become a craftsman, but an assembly-line worker is less likely to 
encourage his son to become an assembly-line worker. In years gone 
by the profession of soldier — especially in a society in which 
soldiers spent more time oppressing serfs than fighting other soldiers 
— would have been more attractive than, for example, farm laborer. 

The development of cities presented another bottleneck. We know 
that among hunters and gatherers few groups include more than about 
150 people — still a convenient size for a human community — but 
early cities contained tens and even hundreds of thousands of people. 
We have no proof that the development of cities was a bottleneck but 
we do know that even today some people have trouble adapting to 
city life, that people in cities are more likely to be un-mated than 
people in rural areas and that the average rural family is bigger than 
the average urban family. It seems reasonable to assume that people 
who raise large families in large cities are adapted to city life.  100

 ref. Zerjal, T. et al, “Virtually identical Y chromosomes’ are carried by almost 8 percent,” 99

American Journal of Genetics, 72, 2003, 717-721, quoted by Stout, Martha, The Sociopath 
Next Door Broadway Books, NY, 2005, p. 183. 

  Linton, Ralph, The Tree of Culture, Knopf, NY, 1955, says on p. 39 that cities are never 100

self sustaining for population. They need in-migration to survive. I would argue that if cities 
are not self-sustaining in population now some, at least, soon will be. 
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As we look to the future we can be certain that very few of us will 
ever know the security and even fewer will know the leisure that our 
distant hunting and gathering ancestors took for granted. Around most 
of the world average incomes and standards of living have fallen as 
The System gained power and, in the few modern countries in which 
some incomes are rising, the people whose incomes are rising are 
working longer hours than ever before. 

That should be no surprise because The System has no use for human 
leisure and it uses wealth only to control a few humans, who can be 
used to control other humans. As The System takes over, the lives of 
humans will become more and more like the lives of ants and 
termites. 

back to table of contents 

EVOLUTION OF THE FOUR GROUPS 

Human societies have changed a lot since The Baron’s conquest and 
occupation of the craft village but we still fall into four basic groups 
— makers, takers, traders and agents. 

Makers still support us all, but makers in the modern world don’t all 
produce physical goods. Some design buildings and machines, others 
write computer programs and some write books or produce movies. 
The books and movies may not be physical wealth but they are just as 
valid as the ceremonial goods produced by some of the makers of old 
and some books (including this one, I hope) have real value. As 
always, there is a big grey area, but this is a general category. 

Takers still rule the world and there are more of them than ever 
before, but our modern world could not get along without them. The 
first takers were robbers and bandits but after bandit bands morphed 
into armies, they became protectors as well as predators. The first 
police may have been soldiers assigned to protect villagers from 
renegade soldiers but some modern policemen protect us from violent 
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criminals. Others may play a less positive role, but it’s hard to see 
how we could get along without them. 

And even in their positive role, they don’t protect us from all takers. 
In a village ruled by takers taking is a norm, and if you don’t want to 
be a soldier or a robber you can be an agent of the The Baron or 
another powerful taker and keep for yourself part of what you take in 
his name. Most modern takers are agents who operate within the law 
and some of them protect us from other takers who may also operate 
within the law but, because they actually produce little or nothing, we 
have to see them all as takers. 

Traders are still with us, stronger than ever. Many modern traders 
operate in huge companies with global reach and while they don’t 
have their own armies, they seem to have more power to control 
governments than governments have to control them. 

Besides their metasystem traders also have a system — the World 
Trade Organization, based in Geneva with 157 member states and an 
operating budget of more than $200 million a year. More about that 
later. 

Agents were powerful in the occupied village and they have gained 
more power and members in today’s world. The modern metasystem 
of the agents includes government and quasi governmental 
administrations, services, lawyers, accountants, public relations 
agencies and advisors who help citizens and corporations deal with an 
ever-growing bureaucracy. 

But for a brief period the makers ruled and, out of perhaps ten 
thousand years of The System, about two hundred years produced 
most of the technical progress that we enjoy — and fear — today. The 
change began with the event that we call the industrial revolution. 

back to table of contents 
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THE INDUSTRIAL REVOLUTION 

Like the ‘agricultural revolution’ there is some question about when 
the industrial revolution occurred and what actually happened, but the 
English phase of it took place from about 1750 to about 1830. 

It may have been caused partly by good weather. Historians tell us 
that just before the industrial boom the world entered one of the 
longest periods of good weather in human history. 

With good crops and easy living, farmers raised more children. 
Because there were more than needed to work the farms many of 
these children moved into towns to work as craftsmen, and 
competition among large numbers of craftsmen produced new 
developments. The flying shuttle, patented by John Kay in 1733, the 
spinning jenny, patented by James Hargreaves in 1764 and the power 
loom, patented by Edmund Cartwright in 1785, were just a few of the 
inventions that transformed spinning and weaving. 

Industrial iron was an important factor. Men had been using iron for 
tools and weapons for more than 2000 years but it was too expensive 
for other uses because it had to be smelted with wood or charcoal. 
Forests could provide wood to smelt enough iron to make tools and 
weapons, but not enough to build bridges and other structures. 

You can’t smelt good iron with coal but in 1760 Abraham Darby 
cooked coal into coke, which can make good iron, and the age of 
industrial iron began. Steam power dates back to 1698 when engineer 
Thomas Savery built a steam-powered suction machine to pump 
water out of coal mines, but the steam engine as we understand it 
dates from 1781 when one of James Watt’s assistants developed the 
crankshaft that made it possible for a steam engine to turn a wheel. 

Mass production began in 1778 when French gunsmith Honore ́ Blanc 
began producing firearms with interchangeable parts. By 1801 he was 
producing 10,000 muskets a year for Napoleon but he was later shut 
down because the French government worried about a decline in 
craftsmanship and stopped buying from him. English mass production 
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began in 1803 when the Portsmouth Block Mill at the British Royal 
Navy’s Portsmouth Dockyard began using techniques that would be 
familiar in a modern factory to produce pulley blocks for the block 
and tackle assemblies used to raise and trim sails on sailing ships. A 
typical ship of the line might use a thousand blocks and in 1808 
annual production at the mill reached 130,000 blocks of different 
sizes.  101

The factory system dates back to the stone age but mass production 
works only if raw materials can be delivered to the factory and 
finished products can be delivered to consumers. It was not practical 
to move heavy freight by road in the 18th century but in 1761 the 
Duke of Bridgewater opened the ten-mile-long Bridgewater Canal 
from his coal mine near Worsley to Manchester and by 1775 a 
network of canals connected the major British ports of London, 
Bristol, Hull and Liverpool with every major coalfield in the country. 

In the United States the Erie Barge Canal, opened in 1825, cut the 
cost of freight from New York City to Buffalo from about $100 to 
about $10 a ton. 

Mass markets also helped. In the late 1700’s Britain gained complete 
control of India and, by a series of measures which included a tax on 
home spinning wheels, opened the Indian market to English textiles. 
After the Opium Wars from 1839-42, most European countries and 
the United States shared free access to China. 

The first commercial railway line was opened in 1827 to join the 
English towns of Stockton and Darlington and, for the next 100 years, 
railways sparked industrial growth such as the world has never seen. 

As technology developed, The System developed with it. When I first 
described the entities I call metasystems I suggested that they might 
be compared to life forms, and one of the characteristics of life forms 
is that they grow and reproduce. The root metasystems have both 
grown and reproduced and there are now more individual 

 http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Portsmouth_Block_Mills .101
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metasystems than I could possibly list, but I can outline some of the 
growth and spin-off’s of the giants that now rule the world.

back to table of contents 

THE METASYSTEM OF BUSINESS AND FINANCE 

The industrial revolution also spurred the growth of the financial 
industry that financed the new factories and the mines and railways 
that served them. 

Many people date the development of modern banks from the 17th 
century when goldsmiths in London, England, began to accept money 
for safekeeping and to lend it out at interest. Because most loans were 
taken in the form of credit rather than cash the goldsmiths could lend 
out more money than they actually had on deposit. As long as they 
kept enough on hand to cover withdrawals the system worked well, 
and it became the key to industrial development. 

By this time most Europeans were locked into a cash economy and 
that was a problem for some because there was very little cash. It did 
not exist. 

But banks don’t need much cash. Let’s look at how a small bank 
might finance the construction of a new mill in the village of 
Gooblegoo. There isn’t enough cash in the whole of Gooblegoo to 
pay for a mill but three years ago local boy Jack Lender came back 
from Goobopolis where he had worked in one of the newfangled 
banks, and he established the Bank of Gooblegoo. He doesn’t have 
enough money to build a mill, but that’s no problem. 

Another local boy, Joe Miller, has ten years’ experience working in 
mills, and he wants to build his own mill in Gooblegoo. 

The local currency is Goobles (G) and Lender agrees to lend Miller 
1,000 of them. He has only G496 on deposit but that doesn’t matter 
because he won’t even have to pay out that much. 
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Miller needs land for his mill and he buys a riverside lot from John 
Farmer for G100. Farmer takes Miller’s cheque to the bank where he 
applies part of it to his mortgage on the farm and the rest to the 
money he owes Jack Mason for work on his house. Mason uses his 
share to pay off the loan he took to buy a horse and wagon. Miller has 
spent G100 of his loan, but so far not one cent of cash has actually 
left the bank. 

Miller hires Mason to build his mill, Peter Carpenter to finish the 
interior, Bill Wheelwright to make the wheel and so forth, and he 
pays them all with cheques on his account at the bank. 

Because most of them owe money to the bank and they all have 
savings accounts they deposit their cheques in the bank and write 
others to pay their debts. They take some cash for groceries and beer, 
but most of the money never leaves the bank. 

In effect the people of Gooblegoo cooperate to build the mill in return 
for Miller’s promise to mill their grain in the future, and the bank 
brokers the deal. 

That’s a valid function because there isn’t enough money in the whole 
village to pay Farmer, Mason, Carpenter, Wheelwright and the others 
in cash. Miller can and will pay for the mill by milling grain, but that 
will take years and the tradesmen who built the mill have no grain to 
be milled. 

For convenience we pretend that the bank had money to lend but in 
fact there is no real money and the bank is actually a broker for the 
community. When the bank lends Miller money to build his mill, it 
acts as an agent for the farmers who want a local mill. 

back to table of contents 
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THE STOCK MARKET 

Early stockbrokers also performed a valuable function because they 
too helped to finance the industrial revolution. 

Stockbrokers sold shares in new ventures and they helped finance the 
industrial revolution but, partly because of the railways, they also 
tended to centralize power. 

The railways were important because they were by far the biggest 
consumers of capital investment and, at the same time, the most 
powerful financial interests. They consumed capital because they 
were very expensive to build and they were powerful because by 
building or not building a line, or even by offering more or less 
service, they held life and death power over industries and even over 
towns and cities. As modern industry developed the interests of the 
railways merged with the interests of factories and banks into a cozy 
metasystem. 

Between them bankers and stockbrokers and owners of the railways 
and factories gained enormous wealth and power and, like the army 
and the priests and the agents in the occupied village, they found they 
had common interests. As in the original establishment, two men who 
might be competitors or even enemies on one level might have 
common interests on another and, even if they were enemies, they 
might cooperate in areas where their interests coincided. 

As the banks and the stock market and other financial industries grew 
they formed a metasystem that excluded non-members. Some 
conspiracy theorists suggest that the financial industry deliberately 
ignores the needs and rights of small business, but that assumption is 
not justified. Big business does ignore the needs of small business but 
not because of any conspiracy. It ignores the needs of small business 
because systems look after their own interests first, and the interests 
of big business are best served by big business. 

Big business needs big money and, in today’s world, the biggest 
money is held by pension and mutual funds. This is a serious problem 



The System page �  of �142 376

because funds are judged by the increase in the price of the stocks 
they buy and, if they want to look good, they must buy stocks that 
will increase in price. 

But big funds handle so much money that they can’t afford to make 
small investments, and big companies can’t grow very fast. A small 
machine shop might legitimately double its value in a year, but a huge 
company could not, because the economy is not big enough to allow 
big companies to double themselves quickly. 

Still, you can make the price of a stock rise without any real growth. 
You do it by increasing profits and you can increase profits by gutting 
the company. 

Ideally a mutual fund wants to see companies taken over by corporate 
rapists who will shut down research and development, cut back on 
customer service and use cheaper materials. That will drive profits up 
for a while and the price of the stock will rise with them. When the 
rapist moves on the insiders know it’s time to sell, and leave the 
suckers holding the empty shell of what was once a solid and 
profitable company. 

The perfect scenario for the mutual fund manager is to buy into a 
company just before a corporate rapist takes over, and sell just before 
he leaves. If he serves his own and his clients’ best interests, the 
manager of a mutual fund may be an enemy of society. 

back to table of contents 

SAY’S LAW 

In today’s world the metasystem of the financial industry transfers 
wealth from the people who create it to systems and the people who 
serve them through the mechanism of inflation, which it creates by 
debasing the value of money. 

That value of money is determined by the amount and quality of the 
goods it will buy. We know this as the principle of supply and demand 



The System page �  of �143 376

or as Say’s Law; named for the early 19th-century economist Jean-
Baptiste Say who realized that, in theory, all the money in the world 
should have just enough value to buy all the goods in the world. We 
can’t track this on a world scale, but we can see the principle on a 
local scale. 

If a hypothetical closed economy has 100 units of money and 100 
units of goods, the average price of goods will be one unit of money 
per unit of goods. It won’t go higher because if the supply of money 
runs short while vendors still have goods to sell they will reduce 
prices in order to sell all they have. It won’t go lower because if the 
price drops buyers will still have lots of money while there are few 
goods left to buy, and prices will rise. 

But what happens when new money or new goods are created? Not 
much, if both are created at about the same time. 

When Jack Lender’s Bank of Gooblegoo loaned Joe Miller G1,000 it 
actually created the money — because it didn’t have that much on 
deposit — but when Miller built the mill he added G1,000 worth of 
physical property to the village. The G1,000 of new property 
balanced the G1,000 of new money, so the loan did not devalue the 
money. 

But if Miller had borrowed money to buy an existing mill he would 
have created problems on two levels. First, he would have to offer 
more than the mill is actually worth, because otherwise the owner 
would have no reason to sell. Let’s say the mill is worth G1,000, so 
the buyer has to borrow — and the bank has to create — G1,500. 

But in this case there is no new property to balance the new money. 
Now the value of the Gooble is reduced because there are more 
Goobles in circulation but no increase in the physical goods they can 
be used to buy. Miller can afford to offer more than the mill was 
worth because he knows the purchase will deflate the value of the 
Gooble and increase the cash value of the mill. In the modern world 
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we see this every day, when companies that want to buy other 
companies offer more than the going rate for outstanding stock. 

That’s a problem in the modern world when dozens of wheeler-
dealers take billion-dollar loans to buy and merge huge companies. 
The flood of new 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. 

Because wheeler-dealers tend to buy established companies rather 
than start new ones they seldom create any real wealth to balance the 
new money they pour into The System. Because their manipulations 
devalue all our money, the wealth they gain creates poverty for 
everyone else. 

This may sound like a leftist rant but that’s just a political label. I 
consider myself a conservative, because I respect people who create 
wealth rather than those who take it — makers rather than takers. 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. If I borrow to buy existing property the bank agrees to share 
everybody else’s production with me. That’s not fair, because the 
bank does not own the production it agrees to share. 

Individual bankers and investors must know this but, as members of a 
metasystem, they have to go along with the groupthink of the 
metasystem — which sees wealth only as numbers in balance books 
with little connection with the real world. The stock market began as 
a mechanism through which investors could support the efforts of 
traders and makers but it has evolved into a casino in which gamblers 
bet on the fortunes of one enterprise or another. They can win their 
bets by backing a winner but they can win even more by choosing a 
loser — or perhaps by arranging for an enterprise to lose — and 
‘selling short.’ Players on the stock market can also gain by spreading 
false information about the prospects or performance of this or that 
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enterprise, by using ‘inside information’ or even, as several recent 
examples in both the U.S. and Canada have shown, by outright fraud. 

Modern bankers and investors are more elegant than the bandits of 
old, but some of them are brothers under the skin. Rather than force 
of arms they use force of law — The System itself — to take things; 
but they still take things.

back to table of contents 

GROWTH OF THE MILITARY-INDUSTRIAL COMPLEX 

The army was the first system and the MIC was among the first of the 
root metasystems. It’s not the biggest but it may be the most powerful 
metasystem in the world and it is certainly the most dangerous. 

In the days when there was only one army the MIC had no need to 
grow but when the second army was formed — possibly by one of 
The Baron’s officers who rebelled or went off to form his own band 
— it would have developed its own MIC. From that point on both 
armies had to grow, for fear of one another, and both had to support 
their own arms industry because an army’s demand for more and 
better arms is insatiable. Because the growth and behavior of one 
influenced the growth and behavior of the other, they formed a 
metasystem. 

Since then all MICs have existed on two levels — as local 
metasystems within the villages they served and as regional ones that 
united competing MICs. The regional MIC forms because if one local 
MIC grows, others must grow to match it. 

Each local MIC consists of an army and the civilians that support it, 
but each one is also a member of a larger MIC that includes all 
potential allies and enemies. At every level the MIC is inimical to 
humans but because regional MICs — and now the global MIC — 
exist, every country has to maintain one. 
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There is an up-side to this because the military’s need for weapons 
has driven the development of both industry and technology through 
the ages. The ancient Hittite empire grew partly because Hittite 
craftsmen developed iron weapons that were cheaper than bronze and 
enabled the empire to equip a larger army. In more recent times, 
Roman smiths had to produce thousands of iron swords and helmets 
to equip each Roman legion. 

Honore ́ Blanc invented mass production to produce muskets for 
Napoleon, 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 otherwise have been fought by 
smaller forces — and the U.S. 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 — 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, and the modern military-industrial 
complex is controlled by the industrial component rather than the 
military. In years gone by a military 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 
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positions that 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 the First World War American factories were 
supplying the 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 American 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 
they are actually part of the MIC because they spend tens of billions 
of dollars every year for arms, uniforms and other goods produced by 
the industrial side of the metasystem. 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 the sunken Russian submarine K-129, 
which the United States had located but Russia had not. The ship was 
supposedly built for a private company, but it was not practical for 
any civilian purpose. 

The United States’ National Aviation and Space Administration is 
nominally a civilian entity but the American military has talked 
publicly about the need to control space.  I personally believe that 102

one important cause of the First Gulf War was Iraq’s attempt to build 
a huge cannon that could 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, 

 Chalmers, Johnson, The Sorrows of Empire, Militarism, Secrecy and the end of the 102

Republic, Henry Holt & Co. NY, 2004, p. 81.
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design and location — all of which were public information — it 
could not be aimed at any military targets in countries friendly to the 
United States. The cannon was originally designed for NASA, and the 
design was sold to Iraq only after NASA rejected it. 

It presented no military threat to anyone but, because it could launch 
satellites efficiently, it was a serious economic threat to the American 
MIC.

Whether the cannon was important or not, we have the word of UN 
inspectors that Iraq was not developing the nuclear weapons that 
American president George W. Bush argued were a danger to world 
peace.

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 does not 
have 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. We will revisit the possibility of space travel 
later. 

back to table of contents 

THE METASYSTEM OF POLICE 

Most policemen are seen as civilians but they and their suppliers must 
also be included in the MIC because they see themselves as distinct 
from the civilian population, they buy supplies from the same 
commercial entities that supply the military and they perform the 
function of an army within cities and states. 
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We maintain a myth that our police ‘serve and protect’ but there are 
times when that wears thin. In any administration the police serve and 
protect wealthy people and government officials more zealously than 
ordinary citizens, and they tend 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 may be 
employed by different systems, but they are all part of the same 
metasystem. 

Sometimes — as in the Chicago police riot of 1968 in which about 
23,000 police attacked about 10,000 protesters — policemen attack 
the people they are supposed to protect. The Chicago riot began with 
the beating of a young boy, and escalated.103

In Toronto more than 20,000 policemen from forces across Canada; 
supposedly ‘protecting’ politicians and diplomats at the 2010 G-20 
summit meeting; bullied and assaulted dozens of people and arrested 
more than 1,000 ‘demonstrators’ — including some people who were 
shopping and some 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. 

One policeman; who told a woman who was blowing soap bubbles 
that he would charge her with assault if one of the bubbles touched 
him; maintained a Facebook page in which he described his job as 
‘taking garbage off the street.’ 

 https://www.google.com/search?103

client=safari&rls=en&q=chicago+police+riot+1968&ie=UTF-8&oe=UTF-8
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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.104

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 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.110 Quebec police, in particular, often seem 
to encourage violence. Among other techniques, they have the nasty 
habit of beating time with nightsticks on their shields as they march 
beside protesters, as a threat that looks very much like deliberate 
provocation. 

On November 18, 2011 University of California at Davis police 
officer Lt. John Pike fired pepper-spray, at close range, into the faces 
of about a dozen students who were seated on a paved 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 — seen on TV news programs around the world 
— showed that the students were peaceful and seated and that Pike 
was never surrounded or threatened. Pike was later fired from the 
university police but, despite the evidence of his illegal assault, was 
not charged as a criminal.  One suspects that he was fired because 105

he was videotaped in action, rather than because he assaulted the 
students he was hired to protect. 

Canadians were shocked by the sneer on RCMP Staff Sgt. Hugh 
Stewart’s face as he deliberately pepper-sprayed UBC students who 

 http://www.cbc.ca/news/politics/story/2012/05/13/pol-rcmp-watchdog-report-g8-g20-104

toronto-2010.html .

 http://www.npr.org/blogs/thetwo-way/2012/09/20/161476207/no-criminal-charges-for-105

pepper-spray-cop-or-other-officers .
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were protesting the Asia-Pacific Economic Cooperation Conference 
in Vancouver in 1997, less than 20 seconds after he ordered them to 
move on. His mistake was that he also sprayed a CBC news 
cameraman, who caught the sneer as well as the deliberate assault on 
videotape. 

In an article in Harper’s Magazine writer Lewis Lapham notes that on 
April 15, 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 the same police force arrested 400 
people in Pershing Park for failing to obey an unspecified order. The 
arrestees each had one wrist tied to the opposite ankle, so they could 
neither stand up nor lie comfortably.106

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. 

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 very slight. 

Police forces and their equivalents have been part of human society 
for as long as rulers have claimed the right to tell other people what 
they must, and what they may not, do. They have been useful to rulers 
and their supporters and they have provided good jobs to the 
members of the metasystem, but their benefits to humanity as a whole 
have been mixed. 

 Lapham, Lewis, “Crowd Control” Harper’s Magazine Oct 2004, pp. 9-11.106
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In many societies police have maintained order and enabled society as 
a whole to get on with the business of living, but secret and political 
police forces have supported tyrants and kept populations enslaved 
and, even in free societies, policemen tend to serve The Establishment 
rather than society as a whole. 

Modern policemen are cultural heirs of the army that took and 
occupied the village, and they still see themselves as better than — 
and licensed to dominate — makers and other citizens. We need them 
in the modern world but, like a guard dog that must be kept on a 
leash, they are potentially dangerous to the people they are supposed 
to protect.

back to table of contents 

CRIMINAL COURTS 

The System also supports criminal courts, overseen by an ordained 
priesthood of judges and lawyers who are very well 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 modern law protects rich people from 
robbery by poor people but offers dozens of ways in which rich 
people can, 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 very certain that if he had not been wealthy he would have 
been convicted of the crime. 

We also don’t know for certain that boxer Rubin ‘Hurricane’ Carter 
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 
1960’s. We do know that he was convicted of the crime in 1969, that 
the original conviction was overturned in 1976 and he was re-
convicted at a new trial. 
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We know that Carter, a contender for the welterweight boxing 
championship, had complained, in a Saturday Evening Post article 
about him, about the way Patterson police treated black people. We 
also know that he passed a lie detector test, that witnesses to the 
killing said he was not the killer and 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 for 
their testimony and that the prosecutor in the case concealed evidence 
that his witnesses had failed a polygraph test. 

Carter 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.107

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 1997.108

Canadian law offers comparable cases. On Aug 9, 1972 Leopold Roy 
of Ottawa was stabbed to death by a burglar. A petty criminal named 
Romeo Phillion was convicted of the murder. 

 Hirsch, James S, Hurricane, the miraculous journey of Rubin Carter, Houghton Mifflin, 107

NY, 2000.

 Olsen, Jack, Last Man Standing, the Tragedy and Triumph of Geronimo Pratt, 108

Doubleday, NY, 2000. 



The System page �  of �154 376

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 confessed because they thought (or were told) that if they did, 
they would be allowed to go home. Later they recanted their 
confessions, but were convicted anyway.  109

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 crimes. More than 30 of them had confessed, 

 Kassin Saul M. and Gisli H. Gudjonnsson, “True crimes, false confessions,” Scientific 109

American, Mind vol. 16 #2, pp. 24-31. 
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under police pressure, to crimes they had not committed but were 
convicted of.110

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 at the Cardozo School. 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 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. 

 Ibid. For a specific example of a man convicted and jailed because of a false confession 110

obtained by police malfeasance, read Anthony Pratkanis and Elliot Aronson, Age of 
Propaganda, W.H. Freeman & Co,New York, 1991, p. 176 et seq. 
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Harding and 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 Georgia. One Georgia policeman admitted to faking 
fingerprints in 29 cases.111

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 118 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.  112

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. 

  “Police Faking Fingerprints to Solve Cases,” ABC World News Tonight, Feb. 15, 1994, 111

Transcript # 4032-5, available at www.law-forensic.com/cfr_hall_of_shame.htm . 119 http://
en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Brandon_Mayfield . 

 112
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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.113

In Montana Jimmy Ray Bromgard was 18 years old when he was 
convicted of the rape of an eight-year-old girl, mostly on the evidence 
of the state’s crime laboratory. He got three 40-year sentences, to be 
served concurrently. 

Fifteen years later the state discovered that the director of the lab had 
used an invalid system of hair analysis. He told jurors that head and 
pubic hair taken from the crime 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.114

The former director of the Montana state lab 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 

 Associated Press, “Police Chemist Accused of Shoddy Work Is Fired,” New York Times, 113

Sept. 26, 2001, p. A16. see also http://www.cbsnews.com/ 2100-500164_162-290046.html 

 https://innocenceproject.org/cases/jimmy-ray-bromgard/114
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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 were destroyed and dozens of people spent 
years in jail because of his irresponsible testimony.  115

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. Years ago British jurist Sir Gordon Hewart 
said, “it is of fundamental importance that justice must not only be 
done, but should manifestly and undoubtedly be seen to be done.” 

But 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 his police supporters against whatever the 
defendant can afford. That’s a good deal for the prosecutor but not for 
the citizen who may be convicted of a crime he or she did not 
commit. 

Unfortunately, some policemen and some courts don’t seem to care 
much whether they convict a criminal or not, as long as they can 
convict somebody. 

back to table of contents 

THE METASYSTEM OF THE WAR ON DRUGS 

We see the danger of a powerful police force in the American War on 
Drugs that played a leading role in building the American prison 
system into the biggest in the world, that supports paramilitary forces 

 https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Charles_Smith_(pathologist)115
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within the United States, that cooperates with military and 
paramilitary forces around the world and that makes the illegal drug 
trade in the United States so profitable that it was cited as justification 
for the American invasion of Panama and contributes to the de-
stabilization of at least one other country. 

In many ways the War on Drugs is a re-run of the tragedy of 
prohibition. In 1919 The Eighteenth Amendment to the American 
Constitution did not do much to reduce the consumption of alcohol 
but it created huge and wealthy criminal organizations and it helped 
the relatively innocuous Bureau of Investigation — up to that time 
concerned mostly with fraud and anti-trust cases — to develop into 
the large, well-armed and powerful Federal Bureau of Investigation. 

The difference is that while prohibition of alcohol was an idealistic 
movement, driven by agitators who hoped to improve the moral 
character of the country, the War on Drugs was driven by 
businessmen whose primary interest was profit. 

Serious attempts to control ‘illegal’ drugs began in the 1930’s, when 
commercial hemp growers tried to expand their market. Hemp was 
used to make paper until the early 20th century, when wood pulp 
began to take over. In those days it was cheaper to make paper from 
wood and, with millions of acres of forest, trees were cheap. Hemp 
began to close the gap in 1931, with improvements to a machine 
called a decorticator that separates the fiber from the hemp plant 
cheaply enough to make hemp competitive with wood pulp. 

Hemp farmers saw this as a golden opportunity but paper mills that 
had been built to use wood pulp saw it as a threat. So did the DuPont 
chemical company, because hemp is also an oil-seed plant and the 
hemp-oil that would be a by-product of paper-making could be used 
to make plastics that would compete with the plastics that DuPont 
was starting to make from oil and coal. Oil companies also supported 
the prohibition because filtered hemp oil can be used directly as fuel 
in a diesel engine and pharmaceutical companies supported it because 
hemp is a component of many folk remedies. 
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One of the first shots in the War on Drugs was fired by Harry J. 
Anslinger, head of the Federal Bureau of Narcotics and Dangerous 
Drugs (FBNDD) and the Federal Bureau of Narcotics and soon to be 
nephew-in-law of Andrew Mellon of the Mellon Bank — a heavy 
investor in the DuPont company. Anslinger’s first effort — the 
Marihuana Tax Act (sic) — just taxed hemp, but then the Hearst 
newspapers published 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. The Hearst chain was a major 
consumer of newsprint, Hearst himself had millions of dollars 
invested in mills that made paper from wood pulp and he owned 
hundreds of acres of forests.116

In the modern world industrial hemp is forgotten or ignored by most 
people and the anti-drug crusade is led by police forces and the Drug 
Enforcement Administration but it is supported by tobacco 
companies, brewers of beer and distillers — all of which produce 
products that compete with marijuana. Even cotton farmers are part of 
the metasystem that bans the legal farming of hemp, which could 
compete with cotton as a fiber. No cotton farmer would admit that his 
opposition to the use of marijuana was based on his fear of 
competition from hemp, but any businessman who could not see a 
danger so obvious would not stay in business very long. 

Some proponents of hemp farming argue that legal hemp production 
would also cripple the marijuana industry. They say that female hemp 
plants produce potent drugs only if they are not fertilized by males, 
and that good marijuana hemp can not be grown near farms that 
produce fiber hemp. This, of course, is another reason to ban the 
farming of fibre hemp. 

Other beneficiaries of the War on Drugs include public and private 
corporations that supply police and prison equipment, corporations 
that build and operate prisons and even third world armies that get 

 A google search of “hearst+marijuana” produced about 1,500,000 hits. The information 116

in this paragraph is common to many of them.
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money and equipment from the United States in return for allowing 
and abetting American raids on farmers in their territories. 

The War on Drugs unites the United States’ Drug Enforcement 
Administration, the U.S. Coast Guard, state and local police, court 
and prison systems and tens of thousands of criminals in a 
metasystem that depends on a flourishing trade in illegal drugs to 
keep it prosperous. It is largely due to the War on Drugs that the 
United States is the world leader in prisons, with 685 people out of 
every 100,000 of the population held in jail. In Europe, 87 people of 
every 100,000 are in jail.117

The ‘forces of law and order’ say they battle the trade in illegal drugs 
but evidence suggests that they support it, because if the police and 
other agencies were to relax their efforts the price of drugs would fall 
and the trade would no longer be so profitable. Criminals and police 
need each other to maintain the trade in drugs at its present level of 
profitability, and police and other government functions at their 
present size and funding. 

We know that if the police were to relax their efforts the drug trade 
would fade because, in the 1970s, the government of the Netherlands 
virtually destroyed the drug trade in Holland by relaxing laws. 
Tolerant drug laws bring thousands of drug users to the Netherlands 
as tourists but, in spite of that, the country now has the lowest usage 
of hard drugs in the developed world. 

If it were not tragic it would be amusing to compare drug usage in the 
U.S.A. -- where tens of thousands of policemen and civil servants 
owe their jobs to the drug trade -- with drug usage in the Netherlands, 
where marijuana is tolerated. 

In 1997 32.9% of Americans 12 years old and older but only 15.6% 
of Dutch citizens in the same age group had used cannabis at least 
once. Nine percent of Americans but only 4.5% of Dutch citizens had 
used cannabis in the year before the surveys. More than 5% of 

 Rifkin, Jeremy, The European Dream, Jeremy P. Tarcher, NY, 2004, p. 82.117
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Americans but only 2.5% of Dutch citizens had used cannabis within 
a month before the surveys. 

Use of hard drugs is also lower in the Netherlands than in the United 
States. More than 10% of Americans but just over 2% of Dutch 
citizens have tried cocaine at least once. Within the month before they 
were surveyed 0.7% of Americans but only 0.2% of Dutch had used 
cocaine. On a per-capita basis, more than three times as many 
Americans as Dutch have used heroin at least once.118

In 2001 Portugal decriminalized the use and possession of up to ten 
days’ supply of heroin, cocaine, marijuana, LSD and other illicit street 
drugs. Over the next five years the number of deaths from street drug 
overdoses dropped from around 400 to 290 per year and the number 
of new HIV cases caused by using dirty needles to inject heroin, 
cocaine and other illegal substances fell from nearly 1,400 in 2000 to 
about 400 in 2006. 

Drug usage in Portugal has remained roughly the same or decreased 
slightly when compared with other European countries but drug-
related problems — such as sexually transmitted diseases and deaths 
due to drug usage — have decreased dramatically.  In 2013 Uruguay 119

legalized both the cultivation and sale of marijuana, in order to 
control the traffic. The law also authorizes the government to set the 
price of the drug. 

Former New Jersey state policeman and one of the founders of Law 
Enforcement Against Prohibition Jack Cole wrote that when the U.S. 
government began drug control with the 1914 Harrison Anti-
Narcotics Act, it estimated that 1.3 percent of the population was 
addicted to drugs. Fifty-six years later, a survey showed that 1.3 
percent of the population was addicted to drugs. After nearly 40 years 

 Q&A Drugs, a guide to Dutch policy, Netherlands Ministry of Foreign Affairs, The Hague, 118

2002. The booklet cites American figures from the United States National Household Survey 
of 1997 and the study Licit and illicit drug use in the Netherlands by M. Abraham, P. Cohen 
and M. de Winter of the University of Amsterdam.

 http://www.scientificamerican.com/article.cfm?idportugal-drug-decriminalization. See 119

also http://www.cato.org/pub_display.php?pub_id10080 .
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the War on Drugs had cost more than a trillion dollars and made more 
than 39 million arrests for nonviolent drug offenses, but it appears to 
have had no effect on the use of drugs or the incidence of 
addictions.  Cole argues that it has driven many Americans to shift 120

from relatively innocuous marijuana to more dangerous cocaine and 
crack, because marijuana has a strong and distinctive odor that makes 
it easy to find. 

Cole also notes that former presidents Bill Clinton and George W. 
Bush, former vice presidents Al Gore and Dan Quayle and former 
Speaker of the United States House of Representatives Newt Gingrich 
have all confessed to using illicit drugs. If they had been caught, none 
could have held public office. 

The War on Drugs was also used to justify the infamous RICO laws 
— the acronym stands for “Racketeer Influenced Corrupt 
Organization” — that allow some American police to seize private 
property more or less at will. The laws say they can seize only 
property that may be involved in crime but they don’t have to prove 
any connection with crime, or even that a crime has been committed. 
An article by writer James Bovard in the October 1995 issue of 
Playboy magazine says U. S. federal agents had seized about $4 
billion worth of private assets by the time the article was written. 
More than 80% of the people whose assets were seized were never 
charged with a crime. 

Many forfeitures have been based on the word of confidential 
informants, many of whom are ex-convicts or people who avoid 
conviction by cooperating with police. Confidential informants are 
given as much as 25 percent (up to $250,000) of the value of any 
property that agents seize as a result of their leads. 

A paid informant in Adair County, Missouri told police that Sheri and 
Matthew Farrell were processing ‘marijuana for sale’ on their 60-acre 
farm, and the government seized the property. The informant later 
refused to testify in court — first claiming illness, then loss of 

 http://www.leap.cc/read-discuss/publications/ 120
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memory. Federal prosecutors dropped the charges against the Farrells, 
who got their land back only after agreeing not to sue the government 
for damages. 

Bovard says that many police agencies keep all or most of what they 
seize. They use the money to buy exercise equipment, expensive cars, 
gold watches and so forth. In one case proceeds from seizures were 
used to pay the settlement in a sexual harassment suit and in another 
to give a county sheriff a retroactive $48,000 raise just before he left 
office. 

Other examples from Bovard’s article: 

— U.S. Customs officials confiscated the $250,000 yacht of Willem 
Eickholt, a Dutchman living in Washington State, because he had 
sailed to Cuba and given away 15 cartons of dried milk and other care 
packages to a Cuban organization that feeds the hungry. Customs 
officials threatened to charge Eickholt with violating the Trading With 
the Enemy Act. 

— Police in Ottsville, Pennsylvania, seized the $250,000 home of 
Richard and Bonnie Nightingale after officers found marijuana plants 
inside. The Nightingales and their three children were evicted. Deputy 
District Attorney Gary Gambardella observed: “People say that 
selling drugs is a victimless crime, but the children are the real losers 
here.” 

— Police in Utah seized the 160-acre ranch of Bradshaw Bowman 
after police found a handful of marijuana plants growing on his 
property, far from his house. Eighty-year old Bowman told The 
Pittsburgh Press: “I’ve had this property for almost 20 years, and it’s 
absolute heaven. My wife is buried here. I didn’t even know the stuff 
was growing there.”121

 Bovard, James, “Uncle Sam wants your stuff,” in “The Playboy Forum,” Playboy, 121

October 1995, pp. 45-47. For a more complete, and even more horrifying, collection see 
Bovard’s book, Lost Rights, the Destruction of American Liberty, St. Martin’s Press, NY, 
1994. 
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Writer John Dillin described a disturbing case in the October 1, 1993 
edition of Christian Science Monitor . 

In the early morning of Oct. 2, 1992 thirty lawmen including Los 
Angeles County Sheriff’s Deputies, Los Angeles City Police and 
officers from the U. S. Forest Service, the National Park Service and 
the California Bureau of Narcotics Enforcement invaded a hobby 
ranch in the Santa Monica Mountains near Malibu. The ranch is in 
Ventura County but the Ventura County sheriff’s office was not 
included in or informed of the raid. 

Multimillionaire owner Donald Scott and his wife Frances Plante 
were asleep when deputies broke his door open with a battering ram 
and entered with guns drawn. Scott, who had gone to bed drunk at 
about 2am, woke up, grabbed a pistol and ran into the living room. 
Two deputies shot and killed him. 

It turned out that Scott was “under suspicion” because his wife had 
paid for her shopping with $100 bills. A Los Angeles narcotics officer 
decided that Scott must be in the marijuana business, and he later 
claimed that ‘an informant’ told him there were three or four thousand 
marijuana plants on the property.

But the police did not raid immediately. In September of 1992 a 
special agent from the Drug Enforcement Administration flew over 
the ranch to look for marijuana plants. He saw some plants that he 
thought looked suspicious, and suggested a ground search. 

On Sept 24 and 25 a U.S. Border Patrol tactical squad entered the 
property (illegally) but failed to find anything. They gave up their first 
attempt because the ground was too rough for them, and their second 
because Scott’s dogs heard them and barked. 

On Sept 27 a sergeant of the LA County Sheriff’s department visited 
the ranch on the pretext of buying a puppy. He was given a tour of the 
ranch, and found Scott to be friendly and cooperative. 
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On Oct. 1 a judge gave Deputy Gary Spencer a search warrant. Later 
the Ventura District Attorney said the affidavit on which the search 
warrant was based contains “misstatements” and serious omissions. 
Because of them, he said, the warrant was invalid. The DA’s report 
also notes that officers were not able to find any “stems, seeds, ropes, 
or any other remnants of marijuana cultivation.” Investigation on the 
ground found that the plants that the DEA’s agent had seen from the 
air were ivy. 

And it seems that there may have been another reason for the raid. 
Scott’s property adjoined a national park and apparently the U.S. 
Parks Service wanted it. It has been suggested that the real reason for 
the raid was that the Los Angeles Sheriff hoped to seize the ranch and 
sell it to the Parks Service. That might explain why Parks Service 
officers — who had no legitimate reason for being there — went 
along on the raid.122

Because of the Scott case and others, the Monitor article says, the 
California Legislature refused to renew the state’s civil asset 
forfeiture law. 

‘Civil asset forfeiture’ is a polite term for what soldiers in the 
occupied village might have called ‘looting,’ which they considered 
to be their right as conquerors. Even if policemen are native to the 
towns they patrol they are still the cultural heirs of the soldiers that 
occupied the village and many of them see themselves, like the 
soldiers of old, as rulers of the citizens. 

It’s hard to imagine that police officials don’t see the problems that 
the War on Drugs has created and maintains, but it’s not hard to see 
the benefits to police. The U.S. Drug Enforcement Administration had 
2,775 employees when it was created in 1972, to replace the former 
Bureau of Narcotics and Dangerous Drugs. By 2005 it had 
quadrupled its staff to 10,894 and its budget had increased 34 times 
— from $65 million in 1972 to over $2.1 billion in 2006. 

  Dillin, John, “Government’s big grab, civil forfeiture” Christian Science Monitor, October 122

1, 1993, p. 6. 
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Supporters of the War on Drugs talk about the damage that drugs do 
to society but they ignore evidence that most of the damage they 
speak of is caused by their war, rather than drugs, and that many of 
them make their living as agents of that damage. 

The war benefits the suppliers of arms and equipment to both police 
and criminals, some parts of the metasystem of police and, of course, 
major drug dealers, but it is distinctly harmful to drug users and to 
society as a whole. 

Unfortunately most of the tens of thousands of people on both sides 
of the law who make their living in the War on Drugs are more 
interested in their own welfare than in the welfare of society as a 
whole, and the metasystem itself does not know or care about the 
damage it does to human society. 

That could make the next few years dangerous for many civilians 
because some states have legalised or decriminalised marijuana under 
state law, and this threatens the jobs of tens of thousands of 
policemen, prison guards, lawyers, judges and others who make their 
living from the War on Drugs. In some cases the federal government 
could ignore state laws and prosecute marijuana users under federal 
law but, either way, the affected metasystems and The System itself 
will be looking for new ‘crimes’ to prosecute. 

back to table of contents 

BARNUM’S LAW 

The War on Drugs is an excellent example of the phenomenon that I 
call Barnum’s Law, in honor of Phineas Taylor Barnum whose 
Ringling Brothers, Barnum and Bailey Circus 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 
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cooperate on a story that reflects credit on them but Barnum would 
help reporters on any story, good or bad. When someone asked why 
he would help reporters with a story that made him look bad he stated 
his principle — which I consider one of the most important laws of 
salesmanship — “There is no such thing as bad publicity.” 

Barnum knew that whatever the story, and whatever the public 
reaction to it, people would soon forget the story but they would 
remember the name. 

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 complaint with letters to 
Barnum, and those letters somehow found their way into the New 
York World newspaper. As the controversy developed other 
newspapers in the United States and even in England printed both 
Bergh’s letters and Barnum’s replies, and the public correspondence 
continued from December of 1866 to June of 1867. 

Bergh’s florid descriptions of the terror of the rabbits and the hypnotic 
gaze of the snakes were overdrawn, to say the least, but they were 
wonderful advertising and visitors flocked to the museum.123

The’s War on Drugs is, for practical purposes, an advertising 
campaign promoting the use of illegal drugs. It’s hard to imagine that 
the people who manage the campaign don’t know that but, as the 
English philosopher Herbert Spencer observed; when a government 
program does not work, the usual reaction is to enlarge it.  As a 124

Filipino proverb notes, ‘it is hard to wake a man who is pretending to 
be asleep.’ 

 Both Bergh’s and Barnum’s letters are posted on line, at http://chnm.gmu.edu/123

lostmuseum/lm/192/ . 

 I paraphrase Spencer. His own words in The Man Versus the State are, “failure does not 124

destroy faith in the agencies employed, but merely suggests more stringent uses of such 
agencies or wider ramifications of them.” The book was first published in 1884, I found the 
quote on page 93 of the Pelican Edition edited, by Donald MacRae, published in 1969 by 
Penguin Books Inc., Baltimore, MD.
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THE PRISON-INDUSTRIAL COMPLEX 

One of the most obvious beneficiaries of the War on Drugs is the 
metasystem that social activist Angela Davis has described as the 
Prison-Industrial Complex. It’s also an excellent example of how a 
metasystem can develop. 

The Prison-Industrial Complex must have existed before the War on 
Drugs began because the construction, operation and supply of local 
jails and state and federal prisons was already a big business, but the 
jails and prisons were all public institutions and the industry was 
relatively low-key. 

But the War on Drugs quickly filled American prisons and — with 
budget limits and constraints such as the need to get approval for new 
prisons, raise public money to build them and call for public tenders 
— state governments could not build or expand them fast enough to 
house the new convicts.  125

New York State governor Mario Cuomo found one solution to the 
problem. In 1981 voters defeated a $500 million bond issue for new 
prison construction and Cuomo decided to use the state’s Urban 
Development Corporation — a public agency that could issue state 
bonds without a public vote — to build prisons. The corporation had 
been established in 1968 to build housing for the poor. 

Over the next twelve years Cuomo added more prison beds in New 
York than all the previous governors in the state’s history combined. 
Their total cost, including interest, would eventually reach about $7 
billion. 

  Schlosser, Eric, ‘The prison-industrial complex,’ The Atlantic Monthly Dec/1998, pp. 125

51-77. 
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Legally the state’s new prisons were owned by the Urban 
Development Corporation and leased to the Department of 
Corrections. In 1991, as New York struggled to emerge from a 
recession, Governor Cuomo ‘sold’ Attica prison to the corporation for 
$200 million and used the money to fill gaps in the state budget. In 
order to buy the prison, the corporation had to issue more bonds and 
the transaction could eventually cost New York State taxpayers about 
$700 million. 

The modern private prison industry began in 1984 when the 
Corrections Corporation of America (CCA) won a contract to take 
over a prison in Hamilton County, Tennessee — the first time that an 
American government contracted out the complete operation of a jail 
to a private operator. A year later CCA offered to take over the entire 
state prison system of Tennessee for $200 million. That bid failed but 
by December 2000, there were 153 private prisons, jails and detention 
centers with more than 119,000 inmates operating in the United 
States. 

The prison industry is now one of the fastest-growing business sectors 
in the United States; with its own trade exhibitions, conventions, 
websites and mail-order/Internet catalogs. The metasystem also 
includes advertising agencies, architecture companies, a construction 
sector, investment houses on Wall Street, kitchen and food supply 
companies, armed security forces and companies that specialize in the 
production of padded cells. 

It’s a wonderful business, with ‘customers’ who can’t leave no matter 
how bad the conditions, and sugar-daddy governments to pay the 
bills. Some private prisons were developed in partnership with elected 
officials who were able to approve contracts and judges who could 
send ‘criminals’ to prison. In February of 2009 two Pennsylvania 
judges pleaded guilty to a charge than they took a total of $2.5 million 
in bribes in return for their cooperation in sentencing about 5,000 
teen-agers to two private prisons. One 17-year-old girl got a four-
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month sentence for building a spoof MySpace web page mocking the 
assistant principal of her high school.126

In October of 2012 four teen-agers and a 21-year-old friend planned 
to rob a house in Elkhart, Indiana. One of the teens stayed outside to 
watch, and other three broke into the house. 

They thought the house was empty but, as it turned out, the owner 
was sleeping upstairs. He woke, and shot the 21-year-old dead before 
he called police. 

The prosecutor charged the four teen-agers with ‘felony murder’ 
because, under Indiana law, everyone involved in a felony in which 
someone is killed is considered to responsible. It didn’t matter that 
none of the teen-agers had actually killed anyone and, of course, the 
home-owner who killed the 21-year-old was not charged. 

Two of the teen-agers who entered the house were sentenced to 55 
years in jail each. One, who entered the house but pled guilty to the 
charge, was sentenced to 45 years and the one who did not enter the 
house was sentenced to 50 years.133 

The sentences are almost unbelievably harsh for a failed burglary, but 
understandable if you know that private prison corporations make a 
profit on prisoners and that these same corporations make big 
donations to political campaigns. The profit and the donations might 
also explain the 201% increase, from 936 to 2,817 prisoners, in 
private prisons in Indiana between 1999 and 2010.134 

From the taxpayers’ point of view the advantage of private prisons is 
that they can run cheaper than public prisons but, in many cases, they 
do it by stinting on food, medical care and other necessities, by hiring 
non-union labor and by short-staffing operations. They also save 
money over real prisons because most of the new prisoners are not 
actually criminals, and security is not a serious problem. 

 ‘Judges took bribes to jail teens,’ Toronto Star Feb 14/09, p. A2. The article is credited 126

to Ian Urbana and Sean D. Hamill of the New York Times.
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And for the prison-owners there is another benefit. Prisoners have 
always had to work for their keep — the first slaves were probably 
prisoners made to work for the prehistoric bandits or armies that 
captured them — and, in a globalized world in which low wages are 
an important economic advantage, prison labor is a winning card. 

Most Americans like to think slavery was abolished during the Civil 
War, but that’s not quite true. In fact the Thirteenth Amendment to the 
United States Constitution specifically allows slavery or ‘involuntary 
servitude’ as punishment for crime. This was the first of the 
‘Reconstruction Amendments’ and many prisoners were contracted 
out to replace the slaves who had been freed. In some cases the 
supply of prisoners was maintained by laws that made such offenses 
as ‘mischief’ and ‘insulting gestures’ crimes. ‘Having no visible 
means of support’ was a crime committed by most freed slaves and it 
could be compounded by ‘loitering’ (staying in the same place) or by 
‘vagrancy’ (moving about). In the modern world, building a spoof 
MySpace web page, wearing sunglasses or carrying a cell phone 
might qualify. 

Convict labor was better than old-fashioned slavery, from the slave-
drivers’ point of view, because slaves were an investment that had to 
be protected but leased convicts could be starved and worked to death 
with no loss to the contractor. Much of the railroad system in the 
South was built by leased convicts, often packed in rolling iron cages 
that were moved from job to job and worked in such hellish 
conditions that their life expectancy rarely exceeded two years. By 
one account, the annual death rate among leased Alabama black 
convicts in 1869 was 41 percent. 

Some state governments used convicts to build and maintain state 
property and, in others, cotton grown and picked by prisoners was 
spun and woven by other prisoners in prison mills. 

In 1935 the U.S. federal government opened Federal Prison 
Industries, which paid prisoners nominal sums to produce goods for 
the government. Now known as UNICOR the company has 109 
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factories in federal prisons, producing about 175 different types of 
products and services, including clothing and textiles, electronics, 
fleet management and vehicular components, industrial products such 
as parts for Patriot missile systems, F-15 and F-16 fighter jets and the 
Cobra attack helicopter, office furniture, solar panels, military 
electronics and bulletproof vests, recycling activities and services 
including data entry and encoding. In 2008 it employed 21,836 
inmates and had US$854.3 million in sales. According to Wikipedia, 
80% of its costs were for raw material and equipment; 16% for staff 
salaries and 4% for the convicts — some of them paid only 23 cents 
an hour — who did the work. 

UNICOR is not allowed to sell to private markets but prison work can 
be very profitable for prison-owners when, as private persons, they 
can compete in a public marketplace. At least 37 states have legalized 
the contracting of prison labor by private corporations that mount 
their operations inside state prisons. The list of customers reads like a 
who’s who of American big business. Inmates volunteer to work but 
the alternative may be to sit alone in a cell and they are paid, but rates 
as low as 17 cents per hour have been reported. The highest-paying 
private prison is CCA in Tennessee, where prisoners receive 50 cents 
per hour for what they call ‘highly skilled’ positions. Inmates in 
federal prisons can now earn $1.25 an hour. 

Low wages are a drawing card for modern industry and prison slave 
labor is cheaper even than purchased slaves, because the slaves are 
supplied by the courts and their housing and feeding are paid for by 
state governments. One company that operated a ‘maquiladora’ 
assembly plant in Mexico closed down its operations there and 
relocated to San Quentin State Prison in California. In Texas, a 
factory fired its 150 workers and contracted the services of prisoners 
from the private Lockhart Texas prison, where circuit boards are 
assembled for companies like IBM and Compaq. 

The prison-industrial complex is supported by laws and judges who 
sentence people to prison for non-violent crimes and for possession of 
small quantities of illegal drugs. Thirteen states have ‘three strikes’ 
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laws that prescribe a life sentence for conviction of a third felony. 
One prisoner convicted of stealing a car and two bicycles received 
three 25-year sentences. 

According to Harper’s magazine, 73 Americans are now serving life 
sentences without parole for crimes they committed before they were 
14 years old. The magazine also notes that one quarter of adult 
American men have criminal records, and that an American with a 
prison record has only one chance in fifty of making it out of the 
bottom 20% of (legal) income earners within 20 years. Men without a 
prison record have one chance in seven.  127

Private prisons can retain their work forces by refusing time off for 
good behavior, by sentencing inmates to longer terms for ‘crimes’ 
committed while in prison and, according to some accounts, by 
‘losing’ the paperwork required to release a prisoner. 

The Prison-Industrial Complex provides profits for the businessmen 
who build, equip and operate prisons and good jobs for the people 
who work for them, but benefits to the prisoners and to the country 
are not obvious. The prisoners suffer because many of them should 
not be in prison at all and even those who belong there may deserve 
better food, accommodation and health care and a safer environment, 
but that is not the concern of the metasystem. The metasystem does 
well for the corporations that make use of the cheap labor that 
prisoners provide but the country suffers because cheap prison labor 
competes with real jobs while taxpayers subsidize prison labor by 
providing the workers with food, housing, clothing and medical care 
that may not be adequate but is still expensive, and because when 
prisoners are eventually released they are liable to be bitter and anti-
social. 

Like former presidents Bill Clinton and George W. Bush, former vice 
presidents Al Gore, Dan Quayle and former Speaker of the United 
States House of Representatives Newt Gingrich, some prisoners may 

 Harper’s Index, Harper’s Aug 11/11, p. 13. 127
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have been ‘good kids’ who smoked or carried marijuana — or they 
may have been sent to jail by a judge who took bribes to help fill 
private prisons. No matter why they are imprisoned, they may have to 
join a gang to survive. If they join in jail they are still members when 
they get out and, as gang members, they will contribute to the need 
for more police, more lawyers, more judges and so-forth. None of 
these people would admit, probably not even to themselves, that they 
benefit from putting teen-agers in jail — but they are members of the 
metasystem and the metasystem benefits. 

As always the metasystem looks after its own and, because it looks 
after its own, it survives and grows. People within the metasystem 
work for their own benefit, not for the benefit of either the prisoners 
or of society as a whole, and the metasystem itself just wants to grow. 

back to table of contents 

THE STANFORD PRISON EXPERIMENT 

The Prison-Industrial Complex is expensive and cruel and — more 
important — it presents a deadly serious danger to society partly 
because of the phenomenon, cited earlier, that psychologist Philip 
Zimbardo calls the Lucifer effect. He discovered it 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. 

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 
by random selection, to start the experiment and three were held in 
reserve. The guards were divided into four shifts of three each, an 
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undergraduate research assistant took the role of ‘warden’ and 
psychologist Philip Zimbardo, in charge of the experiment, took the 
role of prison ‘superintendent.’ 

Guards were dressed in military khaki shirts and pants, wore mirrored 
sunglasses and carried batons which they were allowed to wave, but 
they were not allowed to hit prisoners. 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 numbers, but prisoners had to address guards as “Mr. 
Corrections Officer.” Guards were not allowed to do physical harm to 
prisoners but were encouraged to make their lives uncomfortable. 

In a surprise start to the experiment the students chosen to play the 
part of prisoners were arrested at their homes by real police officers, 
charged with armed robbery and booked as though they were actually 
criminals. They were then taken to the mock ‘prison’ where they were 
strip searched and given prison uniforms. 

The guards were normal middle-class American college students and 
they knew that the prisoners had committed no crimes but, from the 
beginning, several of them deliberately bullied and tormented their 
charges. 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. 

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. There were no washrooms in the cells and — when they 
were permitted to go — prisoners were escorted to a washroom in 
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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 colleges 
students chosen as prisoners became sullen, submissive and 
uncommunicative. 

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.128

He cites the case of the new prison (in Napa, California, but 
Zimbardo does not name the town) in which 132 citizens volunteered 

 Zimbardo, Philip The Lucifer Effect, Understanding How Good People Turn Evil, Random 128

House, NY, 2007.
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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.129

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.130

Zimbardo also notes that, much to his regret, the results of his 
experiment were used to develop the ‘soft torture’ that the U.S. 
military uses at Guantanamo Bay and other prisons. 

He 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 type 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 

 Ibid, p. 248. See also the San Francisco Examiner, Mar 25, 1976, pp. 10-11, “Life Behind 129

Bars Turns Sour Quickly For A Few Well-Meaning Napa Citizens.”

 Zimbardo, p. 250+. See also “The Mock Ward, A Study In Simulation,” in Behavior 130

Disorders Perspectives And Trends, Milton and Wahler eds., Lippincott, NY, 1973. 
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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 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.131

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, 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.’ 

No human would consider that a desirable state but metasystems are 
not human and, for the Prison-Industrial Complex, a culture of 
sadistic guards and resentful prisoners who will be released as 
vengeful criminals is 

ideal. It’s not good for humanity, but it is good for the metasystem of 
prisons, and for The System. 

back to table of contents 

  Zimbardo, Philip, The Lucifer Effect, Understanding How Good People Turn Evil 131

Random House, NY, 2007, p. 249. 
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THE METASYSTEM OF THE WAR ON TERROR  

The War on Terror is another metasystem that has grown out of the 
MIC. It includes most members of the MIC and of the Metasystem of 
Police and a whole new Homeland Security agency with more than 
200,000 employees and a budget of tens of billions of dollars a 
year.  132

Besides direct employees of the agency the metasystem includes tens 
of thousands of of airport ‘security’ personnel and the corporations 
that manufacture their equipment — the inspection booths X-ray 
scanners and other gizmos; airport administrations that can charge 
higher fees because of the cost of security, countless ‘security 
consultants’ and commercial companies that supply armed mercenary 
soldiers, inquisitors and torturers. The primary function of the 
consultants, of course, is to recommend more ‘security’ precautions 
and the purchase of more equipment produced by manufacturing 
members of the metasystem. 

The metasystem unites the MIC, al Qaida and other terrorist groups, 
various clients of the the American military and enemies of those 
clients, news media that writes about the war and entertainment 
media that that uses terrorism as a theme; and so-forth. As the police 
helped develop the illegal drug traffic, George W. Bush and his 
cohorts helped Osama bin Ladin build al Qaeda into a global network. 
When one entity influences the behavior of another, a metasystem 
forms — and the metasystem may work to the benefit of both. 

The metasystem of the War on Terror began to form about the time of 
the First Gulf War — when the U.S. stationed troops on Islamic land 
— but it went public when hijacked airliners crashed into the twin 
towers of the World Trade Center in New York. That was admittedly a 
traumatic event — for some New Yorkers it may have been nearly as 
traumatic as a typical day in Hanoi, Baghdad or any of a dozen or so 
other cities that Americans have bombed, or one of the defenseless 

 http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/United_States_Department_of_Homeland_Security.132
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villages in neutral or ‘friendly’ countries that are attacked by 
American remote-controlled killer drones — but on a national scale it 
was not important. 

Propagandists continually remind us that there were more than 2,700 
people killed and billions of dollars in damages caused by the attack, 
but this was in a country of 300 million people that spends billions 
every year on cosmetics and other trivia. As sociologist Kingsley 
Dennis reports in New Consciousness for a New World, in the year of 
the 9/11 attack about 3,500 Americans died of malnutrition, 14,000 
died of HIV AIDS, 62,000 died of pneumonia, more than 700,000 
died of heart disease, 30,000 committed suicide, 42,000 died in traffic 
accidents, 30,000 in firearms-related incidents and 20,000 by 
homicide.  In a country in which obesity is recognized as a serious 133

health problem, more people died of of malnutrition than in the terror 
attack that traumatized the nation. 

By itself the 9/11 attack was a minor incident, but it was used to 
justify wars in which hundreds of thousands of Americans were 
wounded, physically or mentally and more than 6,000 were killed. 
Americans don’t hear about the civilians killed in other countries but 
The Eisenhower Project at Brown University’s Watson Institute for 
International Studies estimates that after ten years of war at least 
225,000 people, including about 137,000 innocent civilians had been 
killed by American action and nearly 8 million had lost their 
homes.134

A peer-reviewed study published in The Lancet, one of the oldest 
scientific medical journals in the world estimated that by 2006 the 
unprovoked American invasion of Iraq was responsible for 654,965 
excess deaths in that country, or about 2.5% of the total population. A 
comparable death toll in the United States would be about 7.5 million 

 Dennis, Kingsley, New Consciousness for a New World, Inner Traditions International, 133

Bear & Company, Rochester, Vermont, 2011.

 http://news.brown.edu/pressreleases/2011/06/warcosts .134
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people — or more than the deaths attributable to every war the United 
States has ever been involved in.135

The cash cost of the wars to the United States up to the summer of 
2011 was about $1.3 trillion dollars for the wars themselves and other 
costs — including care for wounded veterans, Homeland Security and 
war-related aid cost another $1.9 to $2.7 trillion.136

Those costs were a benefit to the MIC but they bankrupted the United 
States and contributed to global financial collapse, and they will 
continue because the wars and the continued American attacks on 
civilians have created bitter enmity among the 1.5 billion Muslims 
who make up about 23 percent of the world’s population — so much 
enmity that a Muslim American army officer — a military 
psychiatrist, no less — ‘went postal’ and killed 13 people and 
wounded 29 others at Fort Hood, Texas, army base; and it has created 
disgust and mistrust among billions more. 

In March of 2012 American Staff Sergeant Robert Bales went from 
door to door through an Afghan village in the wee hours of the 
morning, shooting people at random. He killed 16 women and 
children, and doused some people with kerosene and set them on fire. 

We won’t speculate about how American law would treat an Afghan 
who killed American women and children in the United States, but we 
note that Bales was not required to face Afghan justice. Instead he 
was flown the to United States, tried there, and given a jail sentence. 

Americans may believe their army occupied Afghanistan to ‘free’ the 
Afghan people, but nobody else does. 

The attack of 9/11 was carried out by Saudis and Egyptians, some of 
whom were financed by the Saudi royal family, but the Saudi 
government is a ‘friend’ of the United States and so could not have 
been involved. Supporters of the invasion and occupation of 

 http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Lancet_surveys_of_Iraq_War_casualties135

 http://news.brown.edu/pressreleases/2011/06/warcosts . 136
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Afghanistan say the attackers were ‘trained’ there, but in fact they 
learned to fly in the United States. Some argue that Afghanistan 
‘sheltered’ Osama bin Ladin, but they ignore the fact that, after the 
occupation, the United States was not able to arrest him. 

When American commandos finally did kill bin Ladin — invading a 
neutral and supposedly-friendly country to do so — they got rid of an 
aging and ailing terrorist who might have been willing to rest on his 
laurels; and left the way open for young lions who may want to prove 
themselves. 

The United States says that sheltering a terrorist is a crime, but it 
shelters a terrorist who boasts of bombing several hotels in Havana 
and an airliner that carried 78 passengers. Venezuela wants to try him 
for murder, but the U.S. refuses to extradite him because they say he 
might be tortured. Most of the world thinks he is protected because he 
tells the truth when he says he was a CIA operative and that he 
bombed tourist hotels and an airliner on CIA orders.137

American war-hawks told their countrymen that the invasion of 
Afghanistan — which has never threatened or harmed the United 
States, and of Iraq, which never made any attempt to harm the United 
States until after the American invasion in the First Gulf War — 
would ensure the safety of Americans, but that claim was obviously 
false. In fact they started wars that have killed thousands of 
Americans and that the United States can not win; and they have 
guaranteed that the U.S. and its allies will be in danger of terror 
attacks for years to come — but it would be unfair to describe the 
invasions as failures. In terms of benefits to the MIC, they have been 
very successful. 

Consider, for example, the Carlyle Group — a private equity 
company, heavily invested in the arms industry, that has employed 
both President George W. Bush and his father and former British 
Prime Ministers John Majors and Tony Blair. An article in The 

 http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Cubana_de_Aviacion_Flight_455137
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Guardian, Oct 31/01 — before the invasion of Iraq — values the 
Carlyle group at about $3.5 billion. A note on the dust jacket of Dan 
Briody’s book The Iron Triangle, inside the secret world of the 
Carlyle Group, published shortly after the invasion  values the 138

group at $14 billion and in 2010 Carlyle’s corporate website values it 
at more than $90 billion. That’s a gain of about $80 billion in the 
eight years of Bush Jr’s presidency. One might suspect that the Bush 
family’s share of that increase might supplement the paltry $400,000 
a year that Bush Jr collected as president, and that John Majors and 
Tony Blair did not suffer financially for their cooperation in the Bush 
wars. 

Various arms of the MIC have also used the War on Terror to justify 
multiple violations of the American constitution and of international 
laws and treaties that the United States supposedly supports. After 
WWII, the United States hanged Japanese officers who were 
convicted of using the same ‘enhanced interrogation’ techniques that 
were officially approved by Bush Jr’s administration. A senate report 
released in December of 2014 shows that the CIA has indulged in 
many more grotesque practices -- including the forced-feeding of 
hunger strikers through their rectums.139

In 2013 we learned that the War on Terror is used to justify 
interception of the emails and cellphone calls of millions of American 
citizens and tens of millions of citizens of other countries — and of 
German Chancellor Angela Merkel and Brazilian president Dilma 
Rousseff — creating anger and enmity around the world. Officials of 
the National Security Agency justify their surveillance with the boast 
that — except for the Boston Marathon bombing of April 15, 2013 — 
there have been no successful terror attacks in the United States since 
2001. That sounds good, but for some reason they do not list any 
attempted attacks that were foiled by their spying. On a slightly 

 Briody, Dan, The Iron Triangle, inside the secret world of the Carlyle Group, John Wiley and Sons 138

of Hoboken NJ, 2003.
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different topic we can report that there have been no confirmed 
landings of extraterrestrials from outside our galaxy in the past few 
years, and we could describe this as another triumph for the NSA. 

Terrorism and the War on Terror are profitable for some and an 
exciting and fun career for others. They are a major benefit to the 
MIC because they create a market for weapons and surveillance 
equipment, maintain the threat of war, put tens of thousands of people 
in uniform and justify the ‘suspension’ — actually abolition — of 
civil rights and liberties that were once guaranteed by The 
Constitution. They are a disaster for humanity, and they are likely to 
be with us for as long as The System survives. 

Beneficiaries of the war and those who wage it pretend that it can be 
won, some-day. They ignore the obvious fact that while one bullet can 
kill only one terrorist, it can make a dozen more. Some of the people 
killed by a drone attack on a civilian village may be terrorists but, 
unless the whole population is wiped out, there will be more terrorists 
and terrorist sympathizers in the village after the attack than there 
were before. That, of course, is a benefit for the MIC. 

back to table of contents 

HOW FARMS RELATE TO THE MIC 

Farms are a metasystem in their own right but the metasystem of 
farming is historically part of the MIC. I suggest that the first farms 
were established by soldiers and history tells is that most big farms 
were owned by nobles, who were primarily soldiers. 

Armies need farms to feed troops who do not collect their own food 
and for a reserve in case of siege and, partly because soldiers don’t 
have to work the farms themselves, they favor them. Throughout 
history many farms have required the protection of soldiers to keep 
slaves and serfs in line, and many wars have been fought to gain or 
protect farmland. 



The System page �  of �186 376

After a Spartan victory in the Peloponnesian war the victors cut down 
Athens’ olive groves — source of the city’s most valuable crop. After 
Rome finally defeated Carthage Roman soldiers salted the fields, so 
Carthage could never again grow its own food. 

During the Irish potato famine English landowners in Ireland 
continued to export grain, and British soldiers guarded their granaries 
and their shipments against raids by starving Irish peasants. In the 
modern world, farms are probably the most heavily subsidized 
industry this side of the armaments business. 

Conventional wisdom tells us that farming is the root of civilization, 
and that farms raised us from the status of ‘savages’ to ‘civilized.’ My 
view is that farms are the curse of humanity, and possibly our doom. 
That doesn’t mean I want to get rid of them — it’s too late for that — 
but I think we need a dose of reality. We’re not dead yet but the world 
is not in good shape, and there’s no way we will ever fix a problem — 
or even keep it from getting worse — without recognizing it. 

Along with the institution of slavery, farms have given us 
uncontrolled increase of the human population. Until a few years ago 
most people saw that as a benefit but now — with an estimated two 
billion people hungry now and the promise of more in the future — 
it’s obvious that growth of the human population is not infinitely 
sustainable. We can try to slow or stop it, but we have not succeeded 
yet. 

We’ll get back to farms later, when we consider their role in the 
metasystem of trade. 

back to table of contents 

OTHER CONNECTIONS  

Farms are not the only apparently-civilian metasystem with close 
connections to the MIC. We think of religion as a civilian institution 
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but shamans and priests probably didn’t have much power until The 
Baron backed them, and modern armies maintain chaplains to 
supervise the spiritual well-being of soldiers. In the middle ages the 
Crusades were fought by church armies and one of the first was 
against the Albigensians — Christians in south-central France who 
did not recognize the Pope as God’s viceroy. Arab armies spread 
Islam across much of Africa and into Pakistan and part of Europe, and 
Spain and Portugal brought their versions of Christianity to what is 
now Latin America. We will look at this connection again, later. 

Schools also form a metasystem of their own — more about that later 
— but they have a close connection in to the military, partly because 
the first thing they teach is obedience to authority. Plato’s Academy 
included sports and military training in the curriculum, every big 
modern army, navy and air force has its own ‘academy,’ many high 
schools have cadet corps and many universities have ROTC or similar 
schemes in which the military pays for a student’s education in return 
for a promise of service. In the United States, many private schools 
call themselves ‘military academies,’ and offer military training. 

As the heart of The System the MIC has other links that are so 
important in their own right that they deserve separate treatment — 
which we will give them later. 

back to table of contents 

FOSSIL FUELS AND CLIMATE CHANGE 

The metasystem that I call the Fossil Fuels Interests is a recent 
development and it is actually much bigger than the MIC, but it is 
also a part of the MIC. No single oil company is big enough to 
dominate the world but the ‘FFI’ wields awesome power. 

The metasystem includes all the oil companies and all the coal mines 
and all companies that use coal and oil to generate electric power and 
all companies that manufacture appliances that use electric power and 
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all road builders and auto makers and all airlines and the tourist 
industry and large parts of every government as well as every 
military-industrial complex and countless other components. I’m a 
member of the metasystem myself because I have a car and therefore 
an interest in the price and availability of gasoline.  
With the help of the media many of us have managed to convince 
ourselves that the burning of fuels is not a factor in the climate 
change that now threatens us all, even though many competent 
scientists tell us that it is. Even if excessive consumption of fuels did 
not threaten our climate, we have known for years that it threatens our 
health. 

Most of the talk has been about ‘greenhouse gas’ emissions but the 
attack of 9/11 revealed a new danger. Some scientists have suspected 
for years that the contrails left by airliners affect our weather and now 
they can prove it because, after 9/11, the three day shut-down of air 
travel over the United States produced a measurable change in the 
weather.  Still, banks and other organizations offer ‘air miles’ as an 140

inducement to use their products. 

Scientists have known for years that the climate of the world changes 
from time to time. Aside from the big changes — like ice ages — we 
get lesser changes every thousand years or so. Some suggest that the 
change they call the “Younger Dryas,” about 12,000 years ago, drove 
the change from hunting and gathering to agriculture and we know 
that the so-called ‘Little Ice Age’ from about 1350 to about 1850, 
killed the Norse settlers in Greenland, wiped several Danish and 
English towns off the coast, broke dykes and flooded Rotterdam and 
Amsterdam, caused millions of deaths from hunger in China and, at 
times, drove people in some parts of Europe to cannibalism.  141

The changes have multiple causes — including cyclical changes in 
solar radiation, volcanic activity, changes in ocean currents and others 

 Travis, David J, Andrew M. Carlton, and G Laurentsen Ryan, “Contrails reduce daily 140

temperature range,” Nature, Aug 8/02, p. 601

 Fagan, Brian, The Little Ice Age, How Climate Made History, Basic Books, NY, 2000, p. 141

xv, 23, 32, 41, 50, 64-5, 67, 91. 
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— but there is also evidence that human activity, possibly the burning 
of fossil fuels and the production of carbon dioxide, could be a factor. 
In this context it’s interesting to speculate on the effect of the Bush 
wars against Afghanistan and Iraq, all of which used airliners to move 
armies half-way around the world and consumed huge quantities of 
petroleum to fuel war machines, and one of which led to the burning 
of many of Iraq’s oil wells. Ultimately, the wars’ effect on the world’s 
climate may kill more people than the wars themselves. 

We also don’t know for sure what the next change will be — whether 
warming or cooling — but politicians and the media seem to have 
settled on warming. Scientists are less certain, but the topic is too 
complex to cover here. 142

When news media jumped on the suggestion that fossil fuels could 
cause global warming parts of the FFI leapt to the defensive, and the 
scientists who offered the original suggestion had to become 
defensive. News media picked up and nurtured the argument while 
crowds of camp followers moved in on both sides. One strong group 
promotes and tries to develop electric cars, (which produce much 
more carbon dioxide than conventional cars, when they are charged 
from coal or oil-fired generating stations), while others promote the 
shift to hydrogen as a fuel, (which will be easy, after we find a 
hydrogen mine. Until then, most hydrogen will be produced from oil, 
or with power developed by burning more coal or oil than the 
hydrogen will replace). 

But while one metasystem tries to find a way to stop climate change 
and another pretends that it is not happening, we don’t see any serious 
effort to prepare for it. In 2005 Hurricane Katrina showed that the 
United States’ Federal Emergency Management Agency is woefully 
inadequate, and in 2012 Hurricane Sandy demonstrated that Katrina 
was not a once-in-a-lifetime event. Southeast Asia, Europe, Australia 
and North America have all seen disastrous forest fires and/or floods 

 I cover it in my essay The Truth About Climate Change, available at https://142

www.andyturnbull.com/Climate-Change.pdf
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and droughts have caused famine — and will cause more famines — 
in several areas. In response to this MICs around the world are 
spending billions to build warships and planes, rockets, missiles and 
other weapons with which to wage obsolete forms of warfare. 

Conventional weapons are obsolete because tiny computer-controlled 
aircraft — so small they don’t show on radar and could not be 
intercepted by the best fighters or missiles — can cross the Atlantic 
and Pacific oceans. Every day such planes collect weather data from 
areas where there are no ships and altitudes where there are no 
airlines — but they could easily deliver bacteria or pests to anywhere 
in the world. One could, for example, sprinkle Anthrax bacteria or 
Ebola virus over a super-bowl game or a Christmas parade. 

In fact the United States is in no danger of invasion because no 
country except China could raise enough troops to occupy it, and 
because it has nuclear-armed ICBMs to respond to any conventional 
military threat. During the cold war, the threat of nuclear weapons 
kept the U.S.S.R. and the U.S.A. apart, and there is no serious reason 
to doubt that it could deter smaller countries. In fact the new 
conventional weapons the American MIC wants are not for the 
defense of the U.S.A. but, rather, to bully smaller countries whose 
governments don’t bow to American hegemony. 

The problem is that while there is a metasystem for making and 
sustaining war there is none for maintaining peace and, while there 
are metasystems that profit from the threat of climate change; there is 
none to support preparations or plans to survive it. Because it has no 
foresight The System can not see the danger of climate change and, 
because they are minions of The System, governments and leaders, 
and even many people who know that disaster is inevitable, don’t see 
the need to prepare for it. 

Apologists for the Fossil Fuel Interests argue that we have no positive 
proof that our use of fossil fuels is a major factor in climate change 
and they may be right, but they miss the point. When and if we get 
positive proof of danger, it will be too late to save ourselves. Biologist 



The System page �  of �191 376

and author David Suzuki offers the example of pond scum that 
doubles itself every minute, and will cover a pond in twelve hours. 

Suppose the pond will be covered at noon. At five minutes before 
noon about 3% of the surface is covered and the scum is barely 
noticeable. At 11:58 one-quarter of the pond is covered and we might 
try to take action, but at 11:59 the pond is half covered and at noon it 
is fully-covered. If we somehow manage to double the size of the 
pond we will gain one minute — to 12:01, and if we quadruple the 
pond we will gain two minutes, to 12:02. 

When governments pretend to take action on overconsumption and/or 
pollution, the action may do more harm than good. After a power 
failure on August 14/03 the Canadian government announced a plan 
to ‘reduce’ emissions of greenhouse gasses. As announced the plan 
included $100 million in subsidies for the development of ethanol to 
fuel cars and $10 million subsidy for ‘biodiesel’ to fuel trucks. In fact 
scientists tell us that with North American farming practices it takes 
about 129 units worth of oil energy to make 100 units of ethanol 
energy.  Even if we could gain energy by producing ethanol a car 143

running on ethanol and a truck running on biodiesel would produce 
greenhouse gas and, because production of the substitute fuels would 
also release greenhouse gasses, the net result of a shift to either would 
increase the total of greenhouse gasses. 

back to table of contents 

THE POWER OF THE MIC 
 
At least three revered American presidents have found the power of 
the MIC alarming. 

In 1796 George Washington’s ‘farewell address to the 
nation’ (actually a letter written to the American Daily Advertiser 

 Pimentel, David, “Ethanol fuels: Energy Balance, Economics and Environmental Impacts 143

are Negative,” Natural Resources Research vol. 12, No 2, June 2003, pp. 127-134.
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newspaper, published in Philadelphia on September 19, 1796 and 
later re-published by most other newspapers) warned the nation to 
“....avoid the necessity of those overgrown military establishments, 
which, under any form of government, are inauspicious to liberty, and 
which are to be regarded as particularly hostile to Republican 
Liberty.”  144

On Nov 21/1864, Abraham Lincoln wrote (in a letter to Col. William 
F. Elkins) ... “I see in the near future a crisis approaching that 
unnerves me and causes me to tremble for the safety of my country. 
As a result of the war, corporations have been enthroned and an era of 
corruption in high places will follow, and the money power of the 
country will endeavor to prolong its reign by working upon the 
prejudices of the people until all wealth is aggregated in a few hands 
and the Republic is destroyed. 

“I feel at this moment more anxiety for the safety of my country than 
ever before, even in the midst of war. God grant that my suspicions 
may prove groundless.”145

In his farewell speech to the nation President Dwight D. Eisenhower 
warned the American people about the growing power of the MIC.  146

Many would argue that their fears have been justified, because the 
American MIC has gone out of its way to make enemies — 
sometimes of nations that wanted to be friends. North Vietnamese 
leader Ho Chi Minh, for example, was an American ally in the war 
against Japan and an enthusiastic admirer of the United States. When 
France tried to re-colonize Vietnam Mao asked for American support, 

 There are many reproductions and interpretations of this letter on the internet. One of 144

the more authoritative is published by the Avalon Project of the Lillian Goldman Law Library 
of the Yale Law School, at http://avalon.law.yale.edu/18th_century/washing.asp .

 p. 40 of The Lincoln Encyclopedia, by Archer H. Shaw (Macmillan, 1950, NY, p. 954 of 145
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and it was only after the U.S. began to back France that he turned to 
China for help. 

Fidel Castro was another whose friendship was rebuffed. After the 
revolution the former Batista administration took off with most of 
Cuba’s national treasury, leaving the new government bankrupt. An 
admirer of the United States, Castro asked the American government 
for a loan to help the new government get started; and it was after this 
help was refused that he asked Russia for help.147

The American MIC is now bigger, richer and more powerful than 
Washington, Lincoln or Eisenhower feared. The industrial side of the 
complex is easily the biggest and wealthiest in the world, and nearly 
the only major American industrial complex that has prospered now 
that other countries produce cheaper and/or better consumer goods. 
As noted earlier, Henry Kissinger realized that the American MIC is 
in fact part of a global MIC, and that the American and Russian MICs 
were in fact allies. 

With the collapse of the USSR and the end of the Cold War some 
people thought the world would collect a ‘peace dividend’ and the 
MIC would wither away, but that was a vain hope. Counting in 
constant 2005 dollars the U.S. defense budget did shrink at first — 
from $461.2 billion in 1990 to $361.3 billion in 2000, then it grew to 
$495.3 billion in 2005 and $669.5 billion in 2011.  The MIC can 148

justify the increase, of course — it was fighting two wars in the later 
years — but it started both those wars, neither was justified and they 
were both against poor countries a fraction of the size of the United 
States. 

In 2011 the U.S. defense budget of more than $700 billion was more 
than 40 percent of the world total but, even though many U.S. social 

 It’s interesting to note that the Coca Cola company — which used a lot of sugar in those 147

days and which may have had ties with some of the sugar barons that Castro threatened to 
dispossess — was a strong supporter of Eisenhower’s campaign for the presidency. 
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services were already below first-world standards, Congress was 
looking for ways to reduce social services, rather than the ‘defense’ 
budget. 

The American branch of the MIC does not actually rule the United 
States but author Chalmers Johnson, president of the Japan Policy 
Research Institute, says it has built its own global empire outside the 
USA. 

In The Sorrows of Empire Johnson suggests that the American 
military is a new kind of empire that treats the United States, along 
with the rest of the world, as a colonial possession. He says the top 
commanders of the military live like the kings of old, and they have 
not much more respect for the laws and the Constitution of the United 
States than they have for international law or the laws of other 
countries.149

The global MIC produces profits for the businessmen on the industrial 
side and good wages for their employees; and it provides exciting and 
perhaps satisfying careers the soldiers, sailors, airmen and others that 
it employs. It has not been good for the millions of people who have 
been killed maimed or enslaved by war and it is detrimental to 
humanity as a whole, but that’s no problem for the metasystem 
because it has no concern for humanity. The MIC has existed for 
thousands of years and while it would die itself if it destroyed 
humanity, it has no brain and no concept of life or death. If not 
controlled it will continue to grow until, some day it will destroy 
civilization, humanity and eventually itself. 

It is perhaps possible that humanity may some-day learn to control it, 
but to do that we must first learn to recognize it. We must also realize 
that the MIC has spawned dozens of subsidiary metasystems that are 
also potentially dangerous to humanity. 

back to table of contents 
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GROWTH OF THE METASYSTEM OF AGENTS 

The metasystem of agents is another of the originals because if 
bandits were not welcome in the village the bandit chief who became 
The Baron probably had an agent — perhaps a local tribesman — to 
deal with village traders. This agent would not have been prominent 
but he would have been a good customer, and therefore a friend, of 
some of the traders and/or artisans. 

Some of the traders may also have had agents to manage their affairs 
while they were out of town. In many cases this would have been be a 
relative rather than an employee. 

The first agents might not have had much power but that changed 
after the conquest, because anyone who served The Baron or dealt 
directly with him became important. The agent’s job might be trivial 
but if he dealt directly with The Baron — or even if he dealt directly 
with someone who dealt directly with The Baron — he had power and 
he might become wealthy. 

The Baron’s secretary is not important in his own right but, because 
he can schedule an appointment with The Baron, he has considerable 
power and he will become wealthy. 

As The Baron’s power increased the number and power of his agents 
increased and as the legitimacy of The Baron’s rule was accepted, the 
legitimacy of the power of his agents was accepted. 

In the modern world the metasystem of the agents includes civil 
servants and the ‘professionals’ who help citizens deal with them. 
Humorist and historian C. Northcote Parkinson offered a cogent 
explanation of why this metasystem has grown and continues to grow 
at an exponential rate in his 1950’s book Parkinson’s Law. 

As the workload grows, Parkinson explains, an official may need 
help; but he can’t settle for a single assistant who might learn enough 



The System page �  of �196 376

to replace him. Instead he must demand two assistants, and he will 
teach each of them half the job. Now, Parkinson notes, the official 
may be working harder than before because officials of any sort 
generally make work for each other and, as the only one who knows 
the whole job, the official has to review the work of both his 
assistants. To emphasize his own importance and the need for his 
reviews, he must regularly find mistakes that he must himself 
correct.150

Parkinson notes that total employment in the English civil service 
increased from 303,610 in 1935 to 803,327 in 1965,  and he predicts 151

that if the trend continues half the population of England will work 
for the civil service by 2145, and the whole population by 2195.152

His mock analysis of the British Admiralty and the Foreign Office is 
famous. He notes that between 1914 and 1967 Britain’s Royal Navy 
reduced the number of ships from 542 to 114, the number of officers 
and men from 125,000 to 83,900 and the number of dockyard 
workers from 57,000 to 37,798, but the number of dockyard officials 
and clerical staff increased from 3,249 to 7,395 and the number of 
Admiralty officials and clerical staff increased from 4,366 to 
33,374.153

Big organizations need administrators, of course, but it is a general 
rule that agents make work for other agents. Every time a lawyer 
launches a suit, for example, he makes work for at least one other 
lawyer and several court officials. When the government hires 
lawyers to help write laws, business has to hire lawyers to read and 
interpret them. In the same way accountants create a need for more 
accountants and, above all, civil servants make work for more civil 
servants. 

 Parkinson, C. Northcote, Parkinson’s Law orig by Houghton Mifflin, Boston, 28th 150

printing, 1957, p. 4.
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More than fifty years ago, when I worked as a news reporter, I 
discovered the principle that I call Turnbull’s law. When faced with a 
problem and a selection of possible solutions, the ideal choice for a 
civil servant is the most expensive program that will not solve the 
problem. 

The logic of this is obvious. The more expensive the program, the 
more important the person who chooses and implements it — but if 
the program actually works the problem disappears. The civil servant 
who battles an insoluble problem may have a long and prosperous 
career but if he or she were to find a cheap and efficient solution to 
that same problem it would be assumed that the problem was not 
serious and the civil servant might fade into obscurity. 

We need agents in the world today, as The Baron needed them in his 
occupied village but — as in the village — they are an expense to the 
makers who support them. More important, in the modern world 
many agents are supposed to serve the public at large and that means, 
in effect, that there is no control over them. With no control it’s no 
surprise that some serve only their own interests, and that their own 
interests demand more and more government control over our lives. 

Even if all civil servants try to do their best they must still look to 
their own welfare. Consider the operation of the hypothetical 
government Department of Cats and Dogs, which manages and 
regulates welfare, housing, hydrants and so forth for cats and dogs. 

The department has three main divisions — the Bureau of Cats, the 
Bureau of Dogs and the Administration. These three offices have 
different interests. 

The Bureau of Cats deals with the welfare of cats. It plants trees, 
releases mice in public parks and proposes laws to ensure that all 
dogs be chained at all times. The employees have an interest in their 
own personal welfare, of course; so they also campaign for higher 
wages, a bigger budget and more employees for the Bureau of Cats. 
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The Bureau of Dogs recommends more hydrants, barriers on trees to 
prevent cats from climbing them and total freedom for dogs. The 
employees also have an interest in their own welfare, and they 
therefore maintain a low-key campaign for a bigger budget for their 
department, more pay and more employees. 

The Administration mediates between the two bureaus. It gives no 
favor to either side and it carefully weighs each argument as it is 
presented. The only partisan interest of the Administration is the 
welfare of the department as a whole so of course it favors a bigger 
budget for each bureau and for the Administration, higher wages all 
round and more employees to share the work-load. 

Each bureau honestly tries to do its job, just as the whole department 
cooperates with other departments to provide good government to the 
country, but their primary efforts counteract one another and their 
secondary efforts all tend in the same general direction. Neither dogs 
nor cats will benefit much from the Department of Cats and Dogs but 
the employees of the two bureaus and the Administration have some 
aims in common, and those aims will be accomplished. The fact that 
those aims are no help to cats, dogs or the public that pays the bills is 
of no concern to The System, or to the bureaucrats who manage it. 

There is no Department of Cats and Dogs, of course, but all large 
systems employ bureaucrats who recommend and pass new 
regulations that demand more and more work by bureaucrats at every 
level. Many bureaucrats actually believe that the busy work that 
occupies their time and that they create for others, is useful, and it is 
largely because they believe this that The System employs them as 
bureaucrats. 

And in fact their work is useful — to The System. Whatever the 
official job title every bureaucrat’s real job is to help The System grow 
and, by creating more busy-work, they do it. 

Natural selection gives the bureaucrats who obey Turnbull’s law an 
advantage and helps them gain power within The System. If a 
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bureaucrat solves a problem cheaply and effectively it will be 
assumed that the problem was not difficult, and he will get no respect 
for his accomplishment. If he spends a lot of money and fails to solve 
the problem, it will be assumed that the problem is very difficult and 
he will be honored for his efforts. 

The agents who served The Baron and his army in the occupied city 
gained wealth and power, and modern agents have gained even more 
with the the development that American philosopher and political 
theorist James Burnham called the managerial revolution. 

back to table of contents 

THE MANAGERIAL REVOLUTION 

James Burnham was a professor of philosophy at New York 
University when he helped organize the American Workers Party in 
1933 and he 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 
the agents that we call ‘managers.’ The working class lost the Russian 
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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 or party members 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 the lot of the American worker was much better than the lot 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.  154

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. 

He argued that managers ruled the USSR because factories were 
owned by the state, and there was no-one to check their power. Most 
of the big businesses in the western world are owned by shareholders, 

 Burnham, James, The Managerial Revolution, John Day Co,NY, 1941, republished by 154

Penguin in 1962. 
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but 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.  In 1963 a study by Robert J. 155

Larner found that of the 200 largest corporations in the United States, 
169 were controlled by their management rather than by their 
owners.156

Top executives of modern corporations don’t own them and, as 
J.K.Galbraith found when he was deputy head of the U.S. Office of 
Price Administration and as management consultant Peter Drucker 
says in Concept of the Corporation, they don’t run them,  but many 157

CEOs collect tens of millions of dollars a year in wages and stock 
options. Their pay is set or approved by the board or directors but the 
directors are appointed 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 
for executives and directors are engaged more often, and paid more, 
than those who recommend low rates of pay. 

In 1960 George Romney, then president of American Motors and the 
driving force behind the Rambler automobile that was then the third 
most popular in North America, refused a $100,000 bonus because,  

 The study is reported in Means & Berle, The Modern Corporation and Private Property, 155

published by Transaction Publishers, Edison, NJ and referred to by J.K.Galbraith and 
Nicole Salinger in Almost Everyone’s Guide to Economics, Houghton Mifflin, Boston, 1978, 
p. 55. 

 Larner, Robert J., “Ownership and Control of the 200 Largest Nonfinancial Corporations, 156

1929 and 1963,” The American Economic Review, vol. 56 No 4, Pt 1, (Sept 1966, p. 777 et 
seq. 

 Galbraith, John Kenneth, The New Industrial State, second ed, paperback, New 157

American Library, 1979, footnote on p. 80. see also Drucker, Peter, Concept of the 
Corporation, Transaction Publishers edition, 7th printing, 2008, Rutgers U, Piscataway, NJ., 
p. 26. (First published by The John Day Co, NY, 1946.) 
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according to one report, he told his board of directors that no 
executive needed to make more than $225,000 a year.165 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 $35,000  so, by Romney’s 158

standard, the president of a major national corporation would need 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. 

George Romney’s son Mitt, for example, collected $21.7 million in 
2010 and $20.9 million in 2011, virtually all of it profits, dividends or 
interest from investments.167 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 count his money. 

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,  In the 159

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% while Jeffery 
Immelt was CEO, but he was given $37.2 million worth of free stock. 
Shares in drug-maker Pfizer Inc lost nearly half their value in ten 
years, but when CEO Jeffery Kinder retired he was given a $34.4 

 http://news.google.com/newspapers?nid1368&dat19600106&id-158

g4wAAAAIBAJ&sjidvw8EAAAAIBAJ&pg4500,2611472 .

 Galbraith, John Kenneth and Salinger, Nicole, Almost Everyone’s Guide to Economics, 159

Houghton Mifflin, Boston, 1978, p. 112. 
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million severance package. ExxonMobile Corp lost 5.8% of its value 
in 2010, but CEO Rex Tillerson was paid $88 million.  160

Author and Wall Street Journal reporter Frank Robert 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.161

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.162

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. 

 Olive, David, “Rewarding failure in high places,” Toronto Star July 23/11, p B3.160

 Frank Robert, Richistan, Crown Publishers, NY, 2007, p. 44.161

  “The New Psychology of Leadership,” Scientific American Mind, July 31/07, Vol. 18 162

Issue 4, pp. 22-29. 
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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 real value for wheeler-dealer 
stockholders who buy in before the price goes up and get out before 
the crash. In the never-never land of the financial industry the big 
money is made by speculators who buy, sell and manipulate stock, 
and never produce anything of value. 

The United States is now technically bankrupt with a national debt 
that can probably never be repaid. In the summer of 2011 the country 
that calls itself the richest in the world nearly defaulted on its debts 
because a clique representing the wealthiest Americans refused to 
consider an economic package that would require rich Americans to 
pay higher taxes. This was about the time that Warren Buffet, said to 
be one of wealthiest men in the world, announced that his secretary 
was taxed at a higher rate than he was. 

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 still make fortunes by developing new ideas and new 
products but, in 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 
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hedge fund managers made personal incomes of more than two 
billion dollars each.163

back to table of contents 

MANAGERS 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, when I was working 
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, for less than my yearly salary. Now, that same house would cost 
a reporter on the same paper at least five years’ salary. 

An economist once tried to convince me the price of housing has been 
driven up mostly by low interest rates. That’s ridiculous. 

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,’ 
which is a function of The System. 

In the early 1960’s John Beavis, then city planner of Belleville, 
Ontario, explained to 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. 

 Martin, Roger L. Fixing the Game Harvard Business Review Press, Boston, 2011, p. 32. 163

Martin cites the 2008 Hedge Fund Rich List + Alpha magazine. 
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The planning bylaw was introduced because new subdivisions were 
being planned and more roads, curbs, sidewalks, sewers and water 
would soon be required. If the plan was passed people who bought 
houses in the new subdivisions would have 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 
escalate 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 
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selling for $15,000 .  Because of the planning bylaw, the cash value 164

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 in Kamloops 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 would 
probably be higher.165

Dr. Gary Hall, director of the Program on Values and Ethics in the 
Marketplace at Duke University wrote about the effect of planning in 

 Turnbull, Andy, “Spotlight on housing #2, City land prices a major problem,” Kamloops 164

News, Dec 8/75, p. 22-23.

 Heron made this estimate in answer to my specific question after he spoke to members 165

of the Life Institute at Ryerson University, Jan 12/05.
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the United States, in a three-part article in Automated Builder 
magazine.166

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 1940’s 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 servants of The System but planning 
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. 

The decline in home ownership offers several benefits to The System. 
One is that among most animals ownership or control of territory 
gives confidence, and home owners are probably harder to ‘manage’ 
than apartment dwellers. Another is that home owners are liable to get 
attached to their homes, and are therefore harder for systems to move 
around. An apartment house is itself a system to which residents must 
conform and more and more apartment houses — and whole 
complexes of apartments — are owned by huge systems. Apartment 
living also frees us from home maintenance and improvement, and 
gives us more time to serve The System. 

But 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. They are better for The System because 

 Hall, Gary, “The Collapse of Building” part i, ii, iii, Automated Builder, Ventura, CA, vol. 166

40 #6,7,8; June, July and August of 2003. 



The System page �  of �209 376

most of the residents of a ‘modern’ city need cars, and are therefore 
tied to the metasystem of the Fossil Fuel Interests. 

In the modern world, city and town planning create a shortage of 
‘affordable’ housing and a plague of homelessness. 

That’s partly because the cost of paperwork is part of the cost of a 
house, and while it 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 city 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.167

back to table of contents 

  http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/City_of_Bell_scandal#The_scandal . 167
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HOW GOVERNMENT REGULATIONS ‘PROTECT’ US 

The System’s attempts to plan and manage our lives often produce 
negative effects. About forty years ago the U.S. government 
attempted to reduce pollution from automobiles by mandating 
‘emission controls’ that made cars burn more gas, and thus produce 
more pollution. 

In April of 1974 Consumer Reports said the U.S. EPA estimated that 
emission controls would increase fuel consumption by about 10% and 
that oil and auto industry experts estimated 15%, but most drivers 
found that real-life consumption increased much more. On page 83 of 
the October 1973 issue Popular Science magazine listed the predicted 
fuel consumption of new American cars — which ranged from 7 
miles per gallon for the largest Cadillac to 20 miles per gallon for an 
AMC Gremlin. My father’s 1953 Cadillac sedan got better than 20 
miles per U.S. gallon on its first highway run and my 1965 Citroen 
2CV got about 50 miles to the U.S. gallon. The Citroen had only 18 
horsepower but it could cruise at 60 miles an hour and it carried four 
people in superb comfort. Like other very-efficient cars, it could not 
now be sold in North America. 

Some people say they need ‘big’ and ‘powerful’ cars because they do 
a lot of highway driving. When I had the Citroen I was a freelance 
reporter for three daily newspapers, shot freelance 16 mm TV film for 
two stations and wrote freelance articles for about a dozen trade 
magazines. My ‘beat,’ which I covered regularly, was about 100 miles 
wide by 150 miles deep. 

Modern American regulations mandate automotive air bags that, one 
Canadian government study found, reduce a man’s chance of being 
injured in an accident by 11%, increase a woman’s chance of being 
injured by 9%; and increase a child’s chances of being killed by 
21%.  If human safety were a concern any device that significantly 168

increased a child’s chances of being killed would be banned, rather 

 cbc.ca/consumers/market/cars/airbags/index.html.168
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than mandated; but regulations are written to benefit The System, not 
humanity. 

The System benefits from air bags because they make cars more 
expensive to buy and repair. According to an article in Forbes 
magazine it can cost up to $6,000 just to replace the air bags in some 
cars after a minor collision. Because insurance companies won’t 
repair a car if the repairs would cost more than 65% of the value of 
the car, the percentage of cars written off after collisions has 
increased from 8% in 1992 to 16% in 2003.  169

Air bags are obviously good for auto-makers, but they are also good 
for insurance companies because insurance rates are set on a cost-plus 
basis. As the cost of collisions increases, the insurance companies’ 
profits increase. 

But automotive airbags not very good for people. Some of the 
dangers they present are documented on cbc.ca/consumers/market/ 
cars/airbags/index.html. Canadian law does not demand air bags but, 
because they are so profitable, no manufacturer offers cars without 
them in Canada.170

Because air bags are dangerous many ‘safety experts’ recommend that 
children ride in the back seat and some state and provincial laws 
require it, but that creates another problem. Kids in the back seat of a 
car may be forgotten by an adult with something on his or her mind 
and, in 2012, 42 American children died of heat-stroke when they 
were left in the back seats of cars. From 1998 to 2012 288 children — 
51% of the 561 who died of heat stroke in cars — had been forgotten 
by their caregivers.171

It’s hard to argue with ‘professional safety experts’ but, personally, I 
find it hard to respect them. I remember when some ‘experts’ used to 

 “The disposable car,” Forbes, May 24/04, p. 68.169
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recommend that people lock their car doors while driving, and I’ve 
ridden in cars that locked their doors automatically when the car was 
put in gear. The ‘experts’ said locking would prevent the doors from 
opening in an accident, but in fact the ‘lock’ on a car door just 
disconnects the outside handle. 

It can’t prevent the door from opening in an accident but it can 
prevent bystanders from helping people in the car; and I have 
personally seen the smoldering remains of three cars in which a total 
of ten people burned to death because the doors were locked. The 
people were stunned but alive and, in the few seconds before the cars 
burst into flame, bystanders were unable to open the doors. 

In one case, bystanders had to listen to five children scream as they 
were burned alive. 

So much for ‘safety experts,’ and we have statistical evidence of their 
incompetence. In 2013 a study at the University of British Columbia 
found that ‘safety experts’ are 70% more likely than other 
‘professions’ to suffer injuries that require medical attention. Some of 
their accidents were the result of strenuous sports but, compared with 
other people engaged in the same sports, ‘safety experts’ were still 
50% more likely to be injured than other Canadians.172

It’s not unusual for laws and government programs proposed by 
‘experts’ or ‘activists’ to backfire. In 1995 Canada’s federal 
government Bill C-68, established a central gun registry that, experts 
and activists argued, would make the streets safer by making it more 
difficult for criminals to buy guns. The project was expected to cost 
$119 million but promoters of the law said most of that would be 
covered by user fees, and the total cost to non-gun-owning Canadians 
was supposed to be about $2 million. 

 Blackwell, Tom, “injury prevention’s dark, clumsy secret,” National Post Oct 2/2013, p 172
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In December 2002 the auditor general estimated that by 2005 the cost 
would be more than $1 billion and in February of 2004 CBC News 
published a new estimate of $2 billion. 

More important, the gun registry seems to have doubled or tripled the 
use of guns in crime in Canada. This was another example of 
Barnum’s Law in action. 

When the gun registry was established it made guns a prestige item 
for people on the edge of the law. With guns readily available in the 
United States and a notoriously porous border, a black market soon 
made guns readily available in most Canadian cities. Like many other 
laws, the gun registry achieved the exact opposite of the effect that 
was intended. 

The people who proposed the gun registry probably had good 
intentions. There are people in this world who think that laws change 
things, and that you can prevent crime by making it illegal.  
Because these people vote, politicians listen to them. In 2013 the 
Canadian government dumped the long gun registry but after a couple 
of horrifying mass murders in the United States in 2012 and 2013 
some Americans began calling for gun control. I can see their point 
but we have evidence that it does not work. Rather than gun control, 
we might better control the media and other social factors that 
motivate mass murderers. 

Individual members of the civil service may or may not see the 
fallacy of gun control but they are paid to administer laws, not to 
criticize them, and gun control offers a wonderful opportunity for the 
civil service to grow. Individual policemen might see the fallacy but 
they are paid to enforce the law, and if the law leads to an increase in 
crime it will also lead to an enlargement of the police force and, for 
individual policemen, to more opportunity for promotion. 

Like gun control, many government programs do considerable harm 
and no real good to the people they are supposed to serve and protect, 
but they are good for The System and when they don’t work the 
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government can, as Herbert Spencer observed, pass more regulations 
and enforce them more stringently. Nearly every time The System 
grows, it is at the expense of the people it pretends to serve. 

back to table of contents 

SUPPORTING THE AGENTS  

After the army occupied the craft village the villagers had to work 
harder to support the soldiers and their agents and slaves. In the 
modern world the makers who support us all have to work harder to 
support an ever-increasing number of takers and agents. 

Writer Juliet Schor says working hours of the average American were 
reduced gradually for about 100 years until the late 1940’s, and have 
been increasing since. In 1991 she predicted that by the year 2000 
working hours of the average American would be back to the 1920 
level.  She estimates that before the 17th century English peasants 173

worked from 1,400 to 2,300 hours per year. Allowing two weeks of 
holidays that works out to an average of 28 to 46 hours a week.  174

Studies have shown that most Americans would rather have more free 
time than an increase in pay, but not many of them get a choice. 

Modern managers offer us a mumbo-jumbo ‘science’ of economics to 
show that the jobs they create contribute to our economic welfare, but 
bafflegab can’t make a taker into a maker. One who scoffed at the 
bafflegab of modern academic economics was Nobel prize-winning 
economist Wassily Leontief of Harvard University, who developed 
the ‘input-output’ measurement of national accounts that helped the 
U.S. build the amazing production machine that won World War II 
and that has since been adopted by most of the industrialized world. 

 Schor, Juliet, The Overworked American, Basic Books, Harper Collins, 1991, p. 1. 183 173
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Leontief deplored the trend to ‘mathematical economics.’ In a letter to 
Science magazine he wrote — 

“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 he wrote …….

”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”175

This is the opinion of a Nobel laureate who is recognized as one of 
the leading lights of the ‘science’ he criticizes! 

In 1984 The Economist magazine asked four former European finance 
ministers, four chairs of multinational companies, four Oxford 
students and four London garbage collectors to predict the next 10 
years’ inflation, growth rates and sterling exchange rates. Ten years 
later the predictions were compared with the facts, and the garbage 
collectors tied the company bosses for first place. The Oxford 
students finished second and the finance ministers finished last.176

Some modern agents serve useful functions but others earn prestige 
and high wages for bafflegab and mumbo-jumbo that many people — 
including other agents — respect because they don’t understand it. As 
The System develops more and more agents and other takers live on 

  Leontief, Wassily, (letter) Science, vol. 217, July 9/82, pp. 104-105175

 Myers, David G., Intuition, its powers and perils, Yale UP, New Haven and London, 2002, 176

p 158. 
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the production of fewer and fewer makers and while the productivity 
of the makers is increasing, the number and the greed of takers is 
increasing even faster. Because of that all of us — even most of the 
takers — have to work harder than would otherwise be necessary. 

We’re working harder now, and more of us are working than in the 
past. When I was young relatively few mothers worked and most 
teen-agers worked only through school holidays and only for pocket 
money. In 1950 53.7% of Canadians aged 15 years and older 
‘participated’ in the labor force — meaning they either had a job or 
were looking for one — but in 1990 67% of adults ‘participated.’  177

With all those people working and with higher productivity in modern 
times you’d think we would all be better off, but we’re not. The 
people of the occupied village were poor because they had to support 
the army and the army’s slaves and agents as well as the villagers, and 
many of us are poor because we have to support The System and its 
servants. In the world of The System we have more and more takers 
and agents who produce no real wealth but, on average, are paid more 
than the makers who support us all. As the number of takers increases 
we all lose, and the makers who are the foundation of our economy 
lose most of all. 

back to table of contents 

GROWTH OF THE METASYSTEM OF TRADE 

The metasystem of trade also dates back to the days of the occupied 
village but it gained power in historic times and in the 20th century it 
developed global power. 

As we saw earlier, traders played a key role in the development of 
civilization and they formed one of the root metasystems. Even under 
the army they held a special position but through most of history they 
remained subject to the whims of armies and rulers. 

 figures from Statistics Canada website, www.statcan.ca 177



The System page �  of �217 376

That began to change in the 13th Century when a group of North 
European traders formed a loose system of their own. The Hanseatic 
League — often called The Hanse — united merchants from about 
200 towns and cities in North Germany and around the Baltic Sea. 
The Hanse was a metasystem rather than a system, because it had no 
center, no recognized leader and no chain of command. The 
merchants had no military ambitions but in 1361 when Denmark’s 
King Valdemar IV attacked the Hanseatic town of Visby, on the island 
of Gotland in the Baltic, they sent a fleet to Denmark. 

Valdemar beat off their first attack but in 1370 the merchants sacked 
Copenhagen and forced Valdemar to sign the humiliating Treaty of 
Straslund. In 1402 the Hanse assembled another war fleet to capture 
the pirate Klaus Stortebecker, who had been raiding Hanse shipping 
in the Baltic.178

At this point The Hanse behaved like a system, rather than a 
metasystem, because the attacks on Copenhagen and the capture of 
Stortebecker must have been planned and organized. Still, the traders 
were independent individuals and we might say they were among the 
last of the old breed. 

The first of the new breed were the English traders of the Muscovy 
Company, formed in 1555 by Sebastian Cabot and granted a 
monopoly of Anglo-Russian trade under Queen Mary I. This was the 
first English joint-stock company in which the capital remained in use 
instead of being repaid after every voyage. Individual traders operated    
like hunting and raiding parties, but trading companies operated like 
armies. 

The Muscovy Company did not rank as a major player on the world 
stage but the East India Company did. Incorporated by royal charter 
on Dec. 31, 1600, it competed with the Dutch East India Company 
for the East Indian spice trade. 

  Van der Porten, Edward, “The Hanseatic League,” National Geographic, vol. 186 no. 4, 178

Oct/94, pp. 56-79. 
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The original company faced opposition to its monopoly, which led to 
the establishment of a rival company and the fusion of the two in 
1708 as the United Company of Merchants of England Trading to the 
East Indies. The combination was and is generally called the ‘East 
India Company.’ 

This is an example of traders who must be seen as takers, rather than 
as a subset of makers. With a private army the East India Company 
took over the Indian state of Bengal in 1757 and for the next 16 years 
Indian state policy was decided by merchants in London. The 
company’s rule was so repressive that the British government took 
control of India through The Regulating Act of 1773 and Pitt’s India 
Act of 1784. 

From the average Indian’s point of view the rule of the East India 
Company was still control by an army but this time traders owned and 
controlled the army. This is a significant difference because most 
traders have no power except what The System gives them. 

Through most of history the army ruled, and all other systems were 
subservient to it. Now — in India, at least — traders ruled and the 
army was subject to their will. Armies still rule some areas of today’s 
world but in many countries, other components of The System have 
more power. 

The East India Company also had a significant influence on the 
American colonies. The Governor of the East India Company was 
also the first Governor of the Virginia Company, which established 
the settlement of Jamestown on Chesapeake Bay. Other colonies were 
founded by The Plymouth Company, The Council For New England 
and The Massachusetts Bay Company — all joint stock companies.  179

The Boston Tea Party was as much a protest against the East India 
Company as against the king. The Stars and Stripes flag that Betsy 
Ross made for George Washington was a take-off on the flag of the 
East India Company, which is now the state flag of Hawaii. 

 Encyclopaedia Britannica online, ‘The East India Company in North America.’179
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Canada was explored and partly developed by The Hudson’s Bay 
Company, which was incorporated in 1670 to seek a northwest 
passage to the Pacific and to exploit the lands that drained into 
Hudson Bay. The company now operates a chain of department 
stores. 

The trading companies were a new kind of organization — traders 
who operated like an army and who actually owned armies — but 
they were still part of The System. The merchants were ‘gentlemen 
adventurers’ and the companies were wealthy because they had 
monopolies granted by the crown. 

back to table of contents 

THE GLOBAL MARKET 

In the modern world the biggest traders are united in the metasystem 
they call the global market. Some people see this as an economic 
development but in fact it’s a shift in the balance of power between 
the systems we call governments and the metasystem of commercial 
interests. The global market is based on a system that has an 
administrative core — the World Trade Organization — but, because 
it is much more than the WTO, I consider it to be a metasystem. In 
the real world, very few large systems or metasystems will fit neatly 
into a single pigeonhole. 

Through most of history the systems we call national governments 
have been the sovereign rulers of the world and, within their own 
countries, they used to be able to enforce their will against all comers. 

Now the systems we call trans-national corporations are among the 
most powerful entities in the world. They are independent entities, 
accountable to no-one, and some of them are richer and more 
powerful than many national governments. 
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Each of the 15 biggest trans-nationals has a gross income bigger than 
the Gross National Product of many independent countries. The 350 
biggest trans-nationals control about 40% of the world’s merchandise 
trade and their combined sales are equal to about one third of the 
GNP of the industrialized countries.180

And their power will continue to increase because national 
governments are limited by geography but commercial corporations 
are not. A national government may have a global presence — as 
Britain once had and as the United States now has — but its influence 
can be maintained only by large and expensive military forces. 

Commercial systems don’t have that problem, partly because they 
leave the appearance of power to national governments. Governments 
rule with physical power but trans-nationals use ‘campaign 
contributions’ or promises of jobs and sometimes outright bribery to 
buy the cooperation of politicians and civil servants. 

Commercial systems with global power are not a new development. 
About 300 years ago the East India Company conquered several 
independent states to create and rule the empire that is now India. 

But commercial systems with sovereign power are new. The East 
India Company was wealthy and powerful but the government of 
England was able to control it and, when the company abused its 
power, the British government took control of India. 

Even though the East India Company was a global power it was 
subject to the English government because it was based in England  
and could not move its head office or its ownership out of the country. 
Modern trans-nationals can not be controlled because their ownership 
is so wide-spread and so international that, in effect, it does not exist, 
and they can move their factories and their offices anywhere. For 
practical purposes, these huge companies are autonomous and not 
subject to control by any human agency. 

 Colin Hines and Tim Lang, “In favor of a new protectionism,” in The Case Against the 180

Global Economy, Sierra Club Books, San Francisco, 1996, p. 489. 
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If a national government tries to control a trans-national corporation 
the corporation can move the part of the operation that the 
government wants to control — or even its head office — to another 
country with a more cooperative government. 

In a human world that would not be a significant threat because if a 
commercial company defies a national government the government 
should be glad to see that company move away, but we do not live in 
a human world. The System has taught both people and governments 
to rely on systems and to believe that we ‘need’ the jobs that ‘only’ 
big companies can provide. We do need jobs, of course but, because 
we believe that only very big companies can provide them, big 
companies can flout the law. 

In most western countries an incorporated or limited company is 
supposed to have about the same rights and duties as an individual 
citizen, but in fact a corporation has far more rights than an 
individual. As a Canadian I would face considerable paperwork 
before I could take a job in the United States or Germany or Mexico, 
but almost any corporation is welcome to set up an office or a 
subsidiary almost anywhere in the world. There would still be 
paperwork, of course, but the process is less rigorous for a 
corporation than for an individual. 

More, corporations are forgiven sins where an individual is not. 
Under American law a convicted felon may not work for the 
American government, but many of the biggest corporations in the 
United States have been convicted of at least one felony. If the law 
were enforced the American government might have to buy airplanes, 
motor vehicles and even military hardware from foreign companies. 
That would not be practical and, because laws can’t be enforced, 
corporations know they can flout them. 

back to table of contents 
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GLOBAL POVERTY 

Supporters of the global market argue that it offers employment — 
and therefore hope — to millions of people in the so-called ‘third 
world.’ They assume that world trade is good for everyone but while 
trade has expanded by a factor of about twelve since the global 
market got it’s official start at an international economic conference at 
the Mount Washington Hotel in Bretton Woods, New Hampshire, in 
July of 1944, the poor countries have become poorer than before. 
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,” but it didn’t work out like that. 

Paul Bairoch, director of the Center for International Economic 
History at the University of Geneva, estimates that in the year 1750 
per-capita GNP was about the same in most countries around the 
world. The common people of Europe were not as well off as the 
common people of Asia, but the difference was not significant. 

By 1900 the world was divided into industrial — mostly Europe and 
North America — and non industrial countries, and per-capita GNP 
was about three times as high in industrial as in non-industrial 
countries. By 1938 the disparity was about four to one, and by 1950 
about five to one. 

Then came the global market. From a ratio of about five to one in 
1950 the disparity in per-capita GNP between rich and poor countries 
rose to seven to one in 1970 and nearly eight to one in 1977. By the 
year 2000, it was about 18 to one.  181

Apologists for the global market say that if we buy enough from third 
world countries their working conditions will improve, but that’s not 

 The way the World Bank and other agencies distort the development of the third world is 181

described in several sections of The Case Against the Global Economy. Part one, “The 
Multiple Impacts of Globalization” and part three, “Engines of Globalization” are especially 
informative. The book is published by the Sierra Club, and most of the writers write from 
first-hand experience. 
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a logical expectation. The theory is based on the Ford Effect that gave 
the United States the wealthiest working men in the world. 

In 1913 basic wages in American factories were slightly more than $2 
a day. Early in 1914, Henry Ford decreed that the minimum wage for 
anyone in his factories would be $5 a day. 

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. He realized that the economy depends on 
consumption and that if the poor have no money they can’t consume. 
He believed that if his workers had more money some would use it to 
buy cars, others would use it to buy houses — and provide work for 
house builders who could then afford to buy cars — and so-on. 

And he was right. 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 Ford would go broke, but instead he 
became the world’s leading auto-maker. 

But most Ford cars were sold to Americans, and the high wages Ford 
paid were circulated within the United States. Third-world workers 
who make western-style clothes and other products for the first world 
will never buy those clothes themselves, and their employers know 
the only reason we buy from them is that their wages are low and 
their goods are cheap. 

When goods are made for home consumption it’s good business to 
pay the workers well, so they can buy the goods they make. When 
goods are made for export wages must be kept down, because if they 
are allowed to rise the buyers will move their business to another 
country where wages are lower. 
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The global market has also played a key role in the revival of slavery, 
because illegal migrants who hope for a better life in a ‘developed’ 
country have little protection and can be enslaved. Many slaves work 
in third-world countries, making goods for sale in the developed 
countries. 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 and a teen-aged East 
European girl, suitable for use as a sex slave or prostitute, costs about 
$1,000 in some Western European countries. The writer estimates that 
there are now about 27 million slaves in the world today, including 
100,000 to 150,000 in the United States  This number does not 182

include the slave workers in American prisons. 

The stated purpose of the global market is to equalize the distribution 
of wealth about the world but the observed effect is to increase 
disparity. It’s obvious that the global market is a failure and if humans 
ruled the world it would be abandoned, but humans no longer rule the 
world. Systems do and, the global economy is a metasystem that 
gives commercial systems sovereignty over the national governments 
that once ruled. In effect, trans-national corporations now have almost 
unlimited license to prey on humanity. 

The managers of trans-national corporations don’t see this as a 
problem because they are mesmerized by their own propaganda; but it 
is a problem for people because governments have to at least pretend 
to protect human rights and commercial corporations do not. In the 
modern world commercial corporations can ignore human values and 
environmental concerns, and even flout laws at their convenience. As 
they gain power, we can expect to see even less concern for humanity. 

back to table of contents 

 Cockburn, Andrew, “21st Century Slaves,” National Geographic, Sept/03, pp. 2-25.182
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BIG BUSINESS 

The huge chains of retail stores that benefit from the global market 
drive many small manufacturers out of business. Because they want 
to stock the same goods in every store, the big chains don’t buy from 
small manufacturers who can’t produce enough goods to stock every 
store. Because they can’t distribute through the stores that many of us 
shop at, small companies are at a disadvantage. 

Apologists for big business say big factories are more efficient than 
small factories because of what they call ‘economies of scale.’ The 
pin-makers that Adam Smith wrote about in Wealth of Nations were 
efficient because they made a lot of pins and, up to a point, the more 
you make of any given product the cheaper it is to make each 
individual item. 

But that is true only up to a point. Many companies in the modern 
world have to spread their production over several factories because 
they are so large that, rather than, ‘economies of scale,’ they would 
suffer from costs of scale if they tried to operate from a single 
location. 

The most important advantages that very big companies enjoy are 
based on the scale of their marketing, not of their production. Because 
big companies can flood the world with advertising, smaller 
companies that may produce better products for a lower price are not 
able to sell them. 

A second advantage is that huge size allows a company to control the 
price of its materials. Customers can buy wherever they want — a sad 
fact that many North American manufacturers have learned — but the 
small company that makes parts for or supplies material to a big 
company has an investment to protect and, if only one big company 
buys the goods the small company produces, the big company can set 
the price. If the small company can’t find a way to produce at the 
price the big company will pay, it will go broke. 
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Further, the enormous size of modern markets limits innovation. Most 
big companies are controlled by managers or salesmen rather than 
craftsmen and, because they need so many sales to sustain their 
production, they are reluctant to ‘take a chance’ on a new idea. 

George Eastman invented roll film, but the Eastman Kodak Company 
did not develop the Polaroid camera. Kodak engineer Steve Sasson 
invented digital photography in 1975, but management was not 
interested until it was too late to save the company. IBM and 
Remington Rand made some of the first computers, but they did not 
develop home or small business computers. The transistor was 
invented at Bell Laboratories in the United States but Bell did not see 
a use for it. In 1974 American engineer Victor Wouk built a hybrid car 
that burned about half as much gas and produced a fraction of the 
pollution of a conventional car, but American car-makers were not 
interested and the U.S. government’s Environmental Protection 
Agency — which was tasked with finding, testing and supporting 
more-efficient cars — was reluctant to test it. Even after tests proved 
the hybrid’s value, the EPA refused to back it. 

The makers of aero engines did not develop the jet and the car makers 
that dominated the world in the 1950’s had little to do with the 
development of modern cars. Chrysler Corporation had to be propped 
up by the U.S. and Canadian governments and Ford was in serious 
trouble before the American ‘big three’ learned to copy the products 
of smaller and more progressive companies. 

Most big companies resist change because they don’t see the need for 
it. They like the world as it is, and they fear that change could 
threaten their dominance. Failure to change may be an even more 
serious threat but, in most cases, that threat will not develop until 
after the managers who refuse to change have retired. The huge 
Kodak company went bankrupt in 2013 but that was 38 years after the 
management of 1975 chose to ignore the digital photography their 
engineer invented, and we can assume they were able to retire in 
comfort before the company paid for their decision. 
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Up to this point a segmented world economy has offered niches in 
which small companies could develop new technology, but that is 
changing. In the world of the future there may be no niche markets, 
and no opportunity for small companies to introduce new technology. 

back to table of contents 

FACTORY FARMS 

The global market also encourages large-scale cash-crop farming, 
which exposes us to the danger of famine. 

In 1798 English clergyman Thomas Robert Malthus’ Essay on 
Population observed that while the population of the world was 
increasing, the area of arable land was not. At some point, he 
reasoned, we would run short of land the the food it produces and 
civilization would crumble amid famines, wars and epidemics. 

Some people think the danger passed in the mid-1960’s when 
biologist Norman Borlaug developed a new variety of wheat that 
tripled Mexico’s crop. Later the same new variety increased India’s 
crop from 12.3 million tons in 1965 to 20 million in 1970 and 73.5 
million tons in 1999. Within a few years other researchers developed 
high-yield rice varieties that are now growing about the world. 

But famine still threatens. For a few years after the “green revolution” 
the world’s food supply increased faster than the population but per-
capita production of grain peaked in 1984 and has declined ever 
since.183

One problem is that ‘green revolution’ grains need enormous 
quantities of water — about 500,000 gallons to grow an acre of 
modern corn — and big irrigation pumps can drain underground 

 FAO. 1961-1999. Quarterly Bulletin of Statistics. Food and Agriculture Organization of 183

the United Nations. Quarterly Bulletin of Statistics, cited by Pimentel, David and Marcia in 
World Population, Food, Natural Resources, and Survival, College of Agriculture and Life 
Sciences, Cornell University, Ithaca, NY, February 28, 2002. 
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aquifers faster than rainfall can replenish them. More than 60% of the 
water in the Ogallala aquifer, which underlies much of the American 
prairies, has already been withdrawn and current use is 130% to 
160% above replacement.   If this continues, the aquifer will be 184

drained by 2030.  The floor of California’s Central Valley has sunk 185

by 30 feet in some places, because the groundwater has been pumped 
out.  186

The volume of Africa’s Lake Chad has decreased by about 95% in the 
past 35 years  and the Aral Sea — once the fourth largest lake in the 187

world with a surface area of nearly 26,000 square miles — has lost 
80% of its area and 90% of its volume.  188

The Gobi desert has more than doubled in size since the 1950’s and is 
growing by an estimated 950 square miles a year. Scientists at China’s 
Institute of Desert Research say the cause is increased water use by 
humans. The demand for water 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.  189

A study by British, Indian and Nepalese researchers at Calicut 
University in India suggests 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 

 Beaumont, P. 1985, “Irrigated agriculture and groundwater mining on the high plains of 184

Texas,” Environmental Conservation 12: 11 pp., cited by Pimentel, 2002.

 Britannica 98, and J.D. Soule and D. Piper, Farming in Nature’s Image: An Ecological 185

Approach to Agriculture, Island Press, Washington, DC, 1992, cited by Pimentel, 2002. 

 Dettinger, Michael D. and B. Lynn Ingram”The Coming Megafloods” Scientific American, 186

January 2013, p. 66-7.

 Info from Goddard space flight center website, report dated Feb 27/01. 187

   Goodspeed, Peter, “Kazakh dam spells doom for grossly polluted Aral Sea,” National 188

Post, Oct 3/03. 

 Gleick, P.H. Water in Crisis, Oxford University Press, New York, 1993, cited by Pimentel, 189

2002.
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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.  190

Shortage of water is one problem, irrigation with groundwater is 
another. Rain is mostly pure 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 or near the surface. 
Because these salts build up to toxic levels, farmers around the world 
abandon about 25 million acres of “salinated” land each year.  191

People around the world pave another 25 million acres of land a year. 
About half of this was cropland and we now have only about 0.6 
acres of cropland per-capita, or about half the amount needed to feed 
the world to American standards.  American cropland is down to 192

1.25 acres per-capita, which is about the minimum required.  193

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 sunshine! Astronomers tell us the 
sun gets hotter every year but, possibly because of air pollution and 
the contrails left by high-flying jets, climatologists tell us that less 
sunlight reaches the Earth every year. Parts of the former Soviet 
Union lost almost 20% of their sunlight between 1960 and 1987.  194
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PESTS, FAMINE AND OTHER DISASTERS 

Yet another danger is created in part by the new crops themselves. 
Some 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 re-planted their own seed they did not 
sort it and alien seeds that blew in from neighboring fields were added 
to the mix. Irish biologist Erna Bennett told author Stanley Johnson 
that in 1965 she would find up to twenty varieties of wheat in a single 
field on the Anatolian plateau but after the distribution of “improved” 
seed each field contained only one variety.   That single variety is 195

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 any new pest or disease will find some varieties 
more vulnerable than others and, while the most vulnerable varieties 
may be killed, the less vulnerable 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 varieties that can resist the new 
pest 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. 

This is a serious danger, and one that has already created at least one 
famous tragedy. More than 3,000 varieties of potatoes have been 
cultivated but in the 1800s Irish farmers grew only one of them, and 

 Adam, David, “Goodbye Sunshine,” The Guardian, Dec 18/03. See also Travis, David J, 195

Andrew M. Carlton, and G. Laurentsen Ryan, “Contrails reduce daily temperature range,” 
Nature, Aug 8/02, p. 601. 
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that one made up literally half the national diet. Unfortunately, it was 
the one most vulnerable to Phytophthora fungus that appeared in the 
United States in 1843 and Europe in 1845. The blight struck Belgium 
and France before it reached Ireland but, because continental farmers 
grew a variety of crops including at least four varieties of potatoes, it 
was not a disaster to them. By October of 1845 about 40% of the Irish 
crop had been destroyed, and the next year the whole crop was lost. 
By 1850, from a population of just over 8 million people, about 1.5 
million had died of starvation or fever and 1 million had emigrated. 

Could something like that happen on a global scale? Yes, for two 
reasons. 

We have already cited the standardization of crops, which was one of 
the major reasons that the potato blight caused a famine. If crops are 
standardized a blight, and the famine it might cause, could spread 
around the world. 

The development of the global market makes it even easier for a 
blight or a pest to spread. 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. 

And new blights will develop. 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 that may have to change because of the Black Sigatoka fungus 
which appeared in Honduras about 1980 and is now spreading. The 
fungus reduces yields by up to three quarters in affected areas, 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 
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by 70%. Black Sigatoka threatens only the ‘Cavendish’ variety of 
bananas and there are others, but that’s not very reassuring. The 
Cavendish was second choice to a banana called the ‘Gros Michel,’ 
which dominated the world market until it was wiped out in the 
1950’s and 60’s by the fungus that caused ‘Panama disease.’ When 
and if Black Sigatoka wipes out Cavendish bananas growers will turn 
to another variety — but that will be their third choice and 
presumably not as good as either the Gros Michel or the 
Cavendish.  196

Modern crop researchers believe that they avoid the problems of 
uniform crops by mixing genotypes, but that’s the sort of belief that 
can never be proved. It could be proved wrong by the loss of a crop 
but it could never be proved right because if the crop is not lost this 
year, that is no guarantee that next year’s crop will not be lost. Fifty 
years ago some people thought the discovery of penicillin meant the 
end of infections, but we now have many antibiotic-resistant bacteria. 
Pests and pathogens evolve all the time and, in the long term, 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 a new one but it takes about ten 
years to develop a new crop and grow seed and, in a world in which 
tens of millions of people are already on the edge of starvation, that 
would be a disaster. 

The global economy has already given us a lot of expensive pests. 
When the St. Lawrence seaway was completed in the 1950’s, sea 
lampreys followed ships into the Great Lakes where they wiped out 
the lake trout and other valuable species. The loss of the lake trout 
was not world-shaking but other alien fish followed the lampreys and 
the whole of the Great Lakes, once one of the world’s great fisheries, 
is now threatened. Zebra mussels, another import, 

 Uhlig, Robert, “Banana’s days cut short by rampant fungal disease” report from Daily 196

Telegraph reprinted in National Post, Jan 17/03, p. A15. See also Pearce, Fred, “Going 
Bananas” New Scientist, Jan 18/03, pp. 26-28. 
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now threaten some local life forms and cost the United States more 
than a billion dollars a year to clear from water intakes and various 
underwater mechanisms.  197

Because zebra mussels clean the water so efficiently, sunlight now 
reaches the bottom in many areas and supports the growth of algae. 
These algae eventually die and, in some areas where there is little 
circulation on the bottom, their breakdown produces botulism that 
poisons fish and the birds that feed on them. 

Other imported pests threaten our farm crops. The Varroa mite arrived 
in a shipment of bees from Thailand in the early 1990’s, and 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 a lot of food plants depend on 
bees for pollination.  198

Other pests introduced by global trade include the chestnut blight that 
wiped out the American chestnut tree, the Dutch elm beetle that killed 
most of the elm trees in North America and the kudzu vine that is now 
destroying forests in several southern states and will probably 
spread.  199

Canadians learned of another disaster when trees in a Halifax park 
were found to be infested by the European brown spruce longhorn 
beetle. In Europe this beetle attacks only sick trees but North 

 Uhlig, Robert, “Banana’s days cut short by rampant fungal disease” report from Daily 197

Telegraph reprinted in National Post, Jan 17/03, p. A15. See also Pearce, Fred, “Going 
Bananas” New Scientist, Jan 18/03, pp. 26-28. 
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American trees are not adapted to resist it, and here it can kill healthy 
trees.  200

As the Dutch elm beetle destroyed most of the elm trees in North 
America, this beetle could destroy most of the spruce. That would be 
a disaster, because spruce is the single most important tree to much of 
the North American forest industry. 

And the beetle is loose. As they cut infested trees in Halifax foresters 
found that the infestation had already spread beyond the park where it 
was first identified. If it can not be controlled, much of the forest 
industry of Eastern Canada and the northeastern United States may be 
wiped out over the next 20 years or so.  201

The emerald ash borer, Agrilus planipennis Fairmaire appeared in 
southeastern Michigan in the summer of 2002. Native to Asia and 
Eastern Russia, it probably came to North America in wooden pallets 
or packing cases. Also found in Windsor, Ontario in 2002 it showed 
up in Ohio in 2003, Indiana in 2004, Illinois and Maryland in 2006, 
western Pennsylvania and West Virginia in 2007, Wisconsin, Missouri 
and Virginia in the summer of 2008, Minnesota, New York, Kentucky 
in the spring of 2009, Iowa in the spring of 2010 and by 2013 it had 
spread across much of the northeastern states and eastern Canada. 

Adult beetles don’t do much damage but the larvae feed on the inner 
bark of ash trees, disrupting the tree’s ability to transport water and 
nutrients. They have killed tens of millions of ash trees in 
southeastern Michigan alone and, despite quarantines and heavy fines 

 Cox, Kevin, “Beetle cited as threat to nation’s forests. Trees in major Halifax park must 200

be felled immediately, ecologist warns” The Globe and Mail, 05/27/2000, National edition, 
p. A5. see also Kevin Cox, “Chain saws are circling bug-infested N.S. park. Culling of 
spruce trees could begin next week.” The Globe and Mail, July 12/2000, Metro edition, p. 
A2.
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for people caught moving ash trees, logs or hardwood firewood out of 
infested areas, they will probably continue to spread.  202

Even within countries, the migration of pests can be dangerous. In the 
year 2000 Forbes magazine reported the arrival of Homolodisca 
coagulata, AKA the glassy winged sharpshooter, in the wine country 
of California. 

Native to the states east of the Rockies the sharpshooter, a small dark 
colored bug about a half-inch long, apparently crossed the mountains 
to wine country with loads of ornamental flowers. 

The bug feeds on grape vines and that’s no big problem, but it also 
carries a bacterial infection called Pierce’s disease which kills the 
vines it feeds on. 

When the Forbes report was printed the infection was serious only in 
the Temecula Valley, about 60 miles northeast of San Diego, but the 
bug also feeds on the oleander that lines California freeways. 
Sharpshooter bugs have been seen as far north as Alameda and eggs 
have been found on plants in Napa and Sonoma counties — 
California’s best wine regions. If they can’t stop it, the sharpshooter 
and the disease it carries may wipe out the California wine 
industry.  203

Wineries in Ontario and New York State are suffering from the effects 
of Harmonia axyridis, AKA the Asian ladybug. This import attacks 
aphids that feed on pecan trees, which North American ladybugs 
ignore, and it has been released in several areas of the United States 
by private individuals and by American Federal and State 
governments. 

 http://www.emeraldashborer.info/. See also http://www.emeraldashborer.info/202

#sthash.uigVSfyW.dpuf. 
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When it’s frightened the Asian ladybug oozes a foul-smelling yellow 
liquid. Because of this no North American predators will feed on it 
and it is now spreading very quickly. 

If a ladybug is sitting on fruit when it is frightened this yellow liquid 
contaminates the fruit. Judges who blind-tasted 78 Ontario wines 
from the 2001 vintage found evidence of the ladybug taint in 65% of 
them.  204

Airplanes carry pests too. In about ten years the brown tree snake 
from the Solomon Islands wiped out eight of the 11 native species of 
birds on the island of Guam. In some areas 13,000 of the venomous 
snakes are found on a square mile of the island, and their bites send 
thousands of people to hospital every year. 

When it reaches Hawaii, naturalists say, it will wipe out most of the 
birds there. According to a PBS Scientific American TV program 
broadcast November 6, 2001, 14 brown tree snakes have been found 
in Hawaii and at least one in Texas. All these snakes were found at 
airports but we have to assume that if no live snakes have escaped to 
the wild yet, they will soon.  205

Promoters of the global market argue that animals can migrate 
without human help and that species will always compete to replace 
each other. That’s true, but the plants and animals that are most useful 
to us were all 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. 

The global market in goods and finance offers huge profits for some 
and the promise of cheap goods and perhaps a better life for others, 
but it is a serious threat to local ecologies and economies around the 
world and, in the long run, it is a threat to our welfare. 

 Blackwell, Tom, “Bug-tainted Ontario wine still hitting store shelves, National Post, Jan 204

27/03, p. A8. see also http://www.issg.org/database/species/ecology.asp?fr1&si668 
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We live in an ecosystem we created. If we lose control of it, tens or 
hundreds of millions of humans will no longer be able to live. On the 
other hand, disasters that might doom millions of humans would 
present new opportunities to systems, and to The System. 

back to table of contents 

THE PLAGUE IN YOUR FUTURE 

The global economy also increases the risk of a ‘killer plague’ that 
will, sooner or later, kill tens of millions of people around the world. 
This is not speculation or scare-mongering, it is a virtual certainty that 
some doctors have worried about for more than fifty years.  206

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 — this process has already been 
responsible for some of the most horrifying disasters in human 
history. 

The black death — generally assumed to have been bubonic plague 
— had been around 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 
the two continents.  207

Such disasters still occur, and will recur in the future. Cholera had 
been wiped out in South America but it came back in the 1990’s to 
kill about ten thousand people in a few years. Scientists think it was 

 Turnbull, Andy, “Research team studies virus cancer” Kingston Whig Standard Apr 3/65.206

 Writer Laurie Garrett estimates that smallpox killed about 56 million natives of the 207

Americas in the first years of the ‘Spanish conquest.’ Garrett, Laurie, The Coming Plague, 
Farrar Straus and Giroux, NY, 1994, p. 41. 



The System page �  of �238 376

re-introduced by a freighter that discharged ballast water from China 
off the Peruvian coast. The water carried bacteria which flourished in 
algae which were eaten by fish and shellfish, which in turn were eaten 
by people.  208

The Asian tiger mosquito, which can carry dengue fever and other 
infections, came to the U.S.A. in shiploads of Asian tires. It’s now 
found in 18 states, and may soon spread to Canada.  209

In 1999 the West Nile virus appeared for the first time in the 
Americas. Carried by mosquitoes and crows the virus can cause 
encephalitis, and it killed at least seven people in New York City the 
year it was detected. It now threatens most of the Eastern United 
States and Canada.  210

People carry germs too, and people from around the world carry 
known and unknown microbes, viruses and parasites to international 
airports, hotels, convention centers and other meeting points where 
they can mix, match and mutate into super-killers that could kill half 
— or perhaps all — human life on earth. It has not happened yet and 
it may not happen, but it is a very real danger. 

Health authorities do what they can. In the spring of 1997 the 
government of Hong Kong killed and incinerated more than 1.3 
million chickens because a flu virus jumped from chickens to people. 
The virus infected 14 people and killed four.  211

 Harvard Working Group on New and Resurgent Diseases “Globalization, development 208

and the spread of disease,” The Case Against the Global Economy, Sierra Club Books, San 
Francisco, 1996, p. 165. 
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the mosquito-borne disease will spread throughout the U.S.,” Los Angeles Times 
11/27/2000, Home Edition, p. S-1. 
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The death of four people in a city of six million is not a major 
problem but the chance of a flu virus getting out of control is. In times 
when there were fewer people and less travel — and therefore less 
risk of global epidemics — flu ravaged the world in 1729, 1732, 
1781, 1830, 1833, 1889 and 1918. The 1918 epidemic infected about 
a billion people and killed more than 21 million of them, including 
more than 500,000 in the United States. In about seven months from 
September of 1918 to March of 1919 the flu killed 33,387 people in 
New York City — more than one per-cent of the total population.  It 212

killed about 5% of the population of Ghana and 20% of the 
population of Samoa. 

If the next outbreak is as bad as the 1918 virus it will probably kill 
about 60 million people — but it could be much worse. Around the 
world the 1918 flu killed about 2.5% of the people who caught it but 
the Asian bird flu that appears likely to cause the next pandemic kills 
between 55 and 75% of its victims.  213

And the flu is just an old friend that sometimes gets out of hand. 
Some 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. The lab used kidney cells from African monkeys to 
make vaccines and, in one shipment, it got an infected monkey. 

Thirty one veterinarians, lab technicians, animal handlers and their 
close contacts were infected. Seven died.  214

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, 

 Larson, “The Flu Hunters” in the Canadian issue of Time Magazine, Feb 23/98, p. 33. 212
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Virginia, in a situation so dangerous that the U.S. Army Research 
Institute for Infectious Diseases was called in to contain it. 

Hundreds of monkeys died and the building was decontaminated by a 
three-day soak in formaldehyde gas that was expected 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.  215

Luckily, this turned out to be the only known variety of the Ebola 
virus that is harmless to humans. In fact this variety was not known 
until it appeared in Reston. Among the other three varieties the death 
rate for humans 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. That still 
might happen, because the Reston virus is now loose in the United 
States, and it may mutate. 

The three deadly forms of Ebola are part of a group of viruses that 
doctors describe as ‘level 4,’ which are usually fatal and for which 
there is no known treatment. We have had several outbreaks of level 4 
viruses in remote parts of the world and, as long as we maintain the 
fiction of a global village around which people can travel at will and 
through which goods are shipped in large quantities, we can expect 
some in major centers. 

In fact that is happening as I work on this book. By mid October of 
2014 there were about 10,000 cases of Ebola in five west African 
countries, and about 70% of the victims died. The world is responding 
-- too little and too late -- and most of us in western countries assume 
that there is no danger to us; but that’s not so. In fact there is serious 
danger to the United States at least, because a few of the plague cases 
have made it to the States, and the Reston Ebola -- which spreads 
through the air -- is loose in the States. We have no idea what will 

 Garrett, Laurie, The Coming Plague, Farrar Straus and Giroux, NY, 1994, p. 598. 215
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happen when and if the Reston virus meets one of the deadly viruses 
but, frankly, I hope we never find out. 

One way or another we know that a plague will happen some day 
because, like so many other things, pests and plagues are controlled 
by a ratchet effect. We will never get the lampreys or the zebra 
mussels out of the Great Lakes, or the Varolla mites out of our 
beehives. Ebola and Marburg fevers are loose in the world now, and 
we will never be safe from them. Even the relatively-innocuous West 
Nile virus is a threat, because our mosquitoes will carry it forever. If 
it mutates — as it might — into something more dangerous, it could 
decimate our population.  216

AIDS is already decimating the populations of some countries. Some 
scientists believe that it originated in Central Africa, and that it was 
set loose after a road joined the east and west coasts of the continent. 
Truckers and others who used the road also used prostitutes who plied 
their trade along it, and spread the disease to the coasts and thence to 
the rest of the world. 

And while we worry about a single super- plague, we also know that 
we are vulnerable to a potential plague of plagues. In 2003 Toronto 
and other cities were struck by an outbreak of Severe Atypical 
Respiratory Syndrome — SARS — and by late spring that year 
Ontario politicians and health officials had coined a phrase, ‘the new 
normal,’ to describe the situation in which schools and hospitals were 
closed and thousands of people quarantined in efforts control a 
plague. 

Many people believe that ‘civilization’ — AKA The System — has 
brought us freedom from disease but the fact is that most of our most 
serious diseases, and all our major plagues, stem from the 
introduction of grain agriculture and the development of The System. 
Civilization has given us modern medicine but it has also given us 

 Or worse. In the world of clashing systems the outbreak of a plague may be seen as a 216

terrorist attack, and it might spark a war that could see the use of both biological and 
nuclear weapons. 
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most of the diseases and other ailments that modern medicine tries to 
cope with. 

For most of the 20th century we seemed to be gaining on disease and 
it actually looked as though we might gain the upper hand, but now 
we know that’s not so. The fact is that new and potentially deadly 
new diseases are developing faster than we can find cures and it is 
quite possible that in the next century we will lose more ground 
against disease than we gained in the last one. 

back to table of contents 

GROWTH OF THE METASYSTEM OF RELIGION 

People probably believed in gods and/or spirits before the army’s 
conquest of the village, but it was in the occupied village that religion 
began to form a metasystem. 

A shaman among hunters and gatherers has prestige but a priest in a 
village can be wealthy. The first shamans who settled in villages may 
not have understood the potential of their position and most of them 
probably did not exploit it but, by accident or design, some did. Once 
the potential was demonstrated shamans who wanted wealth or 
power, or both, would have seen the advantage of establishing 
themselves in villages. 

We don’t know how old religion is but the ruins of what appears to be 
a temple at Gobekli Tepe in southern Turkey have been dated to about 
9,000BC. The oldest part is crude but later structures, dated from 
7500 to 6000BC, have rectangular rooms with floors of polished 
limestone and monoliths decorated with carved reliefs of animals and 
of abstract pictograms. Archaeologists believe the site was in use for 
several thousand years. 

At a later site called Catal Huyuk, also in southern Turkey, the 
remains of a Neolithic village of mud-brick houses, occupied about 
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6000 BC, include shrines with huge figures of goddesses who seem to 
be giving birth. Leopards and the heads of bulls and rams are 
modelled in relief on some walls and others contain frescoes showing 
elaborate scenes such as the hunting of deer and aurochs, and of 
vultures devouring headless human corpses. 

Stone and terra-cotta statuettes found in shrines represent a female 
figure sometimes accompanied by leopards and, from the earlier 
levels of excavation, a bearded man seated on a bull and a younger 
man riding a leopard.  217

These shrines and idols didn’t help the people of the village and they 
didn’t even help the priests directly but, as visible reminders that the 
gods must be respected, they helped the religion. When the army 
occupied the village priests who supported The Baron were able to 
amass real wealth. As noted before, priests can help a ruler by telling 
people that the gods appointed him and a ruler can help priests with 
physical power. Many religions stress or idealize submission and 
obedience — both qualities of great value to The System. 

Many religions, in fact, have a lot in common with armies. One 
Christian sect actually calls itself the Salvation Army and many of the 
hymns sung by other Christian groups sound very much like battle 
songs, with phrases like “marching as to war,” “fight the good fight,” 
“like a mighty army” and so forth. Jews conquered Canaan in biblical 
times, and Islam was spread largely by conquest. In the middle ages, 
Crusaders fought Muslims and Christians who were deemed renegade 
and Sikhs are expected to own swords and carry daggers. 

As any religion becomes established the priests who serve it must 
look out for the interests of the gods, and the interests of the gods 
demand a wealthy and powerful church. Whatever their personal 
tastes, the priests of a wealthy and powerful church will themselves 
be wealthy and powerful. 

  Melaart, James, “A neolithic city in Turkey,” Scientific American, Apr 1964, pp. 94-104. 217
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Christianity and other religions honor prophets who chose to live in 
poverty but many religions are fabulously wealthy and few priests of 
any faith live in real poverty. 

Through the centuries priests have initiated and managed many of the 
most expensive construction projects of history — including three of 
the ‘seven wonders’ of the ancient world and others that would have 
enlarged the list if the scholars who compiled it had known about 
them. 

The people of Egypt did not need pyramids but the religion needed 
physical symbols of the power and importance of the priests, the 
kings and the gods. 

The people of Olympia did not need a statue of Zeus but the one they 
built was another of the seven wonders of the ancient world. The 
people of Ephesis did not need a Temple of Artemis but that was yet 
another of the seven wonders. 

In the Americas the great Pyramid of the Sun at Mexico, the temple 
pyramids of the Maya, the buildings of Chaco Canyon and the 
mounds of Cahokia in the United States, the temple of Sacsayhuaman 
and other ruins in South America were apparently built to serve 
religions. In Cambodia the ancient temples of Angkor-Wat are still 
magnificent. 

Between 1050 and 1350 AD the people of France built 80 cathedrals, 
500 large churches and tens of thousands of parish churches. 
Encyclopaedia Britannica says the cathedrals and churches of France 
required more quarried stone than all the palaces, temples and 
pyramids of ancient Egypt.  218

Temples are of no practical use to people and the buildings are of 
little use to The System but their construction is, because to build a 
big temple people must work in large gangs under central control for 

 Encyclopaedia Britannica CD 98, building construction/romanesque and gothic/stone 218
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a project that is of no direct benefit to themselves. This is a benefit to 
The System because religions and construction gangs are both systems 
and, as temples are built, the individual systems are strengthened and 
The System itself gains power. 

Archaeologists used to think Egyptian pyramids were built by slaves 
but many now believe they were built by the ‘voluntary’ labor of 
‘free’ citizens. That may be, but if ‘free’ citizens ‘volunteer’ that 
much labor, they are obviously dominated by the priests and kings 
who demand it. 

Priests may have developed reading, writing and mathematics, and 
they probably developed astronomy. All these are useful to humanity 
but they also make central control more practical. Priests in some 
areas produced calendars to tell farmers when to plant their crops and 
in others they supervised and managed irrigation systems. These are 
all of use to humanity, but managing them reinforces the power 
structure. 

At this point we have to remember that we are talking about systems, 
not about people. Many priests have been devoted to the service of 
their gods and of mankind and some have been responsible for great 
accomplishments; but even priests who serve mankind must also 
serve their religion and the needs of the religion may not have much 
in common with the needs of either gods or men. 

Historians tell us that priests in Carthage sacrificed thousands of 
babies to Baal Hammon.  The Aztecs sacrificed thousands of 219

prisoners to their gods and the Maya weighted some of their own 
daughters with gold and threw them into sacred wells. The Inca 
drugged some of their children and left them to freeze to death on 
mountain-tops.  220

Among Christians the Spanish Inquisition tortured and killed people 
for the good of their souls and because the church could claim half 
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the victims’ wealth. Papal armies killed thousands of Cathar 
Christians in the Albigensian Crusade of the 13th Century.  Many 221

crusaders slaughtered Christians, Jews and Moslems indiscriminately 
and Christians in Europe and America tortured and burned women 
who were accused of witchcraft. 

Religion has also sparked and justified many wars of conquest. When 
the Hebrews conquered the land of Canaan they slaughtered all the 
men and kept the women and children as slaves.  When Muslims 222

took Sind (now part of Pakistan) they did the same.   Spain’s 223

conquest of South and Central America was driven by greed, but it 
was justified by the ‘need’ to bring native Americans to Christ. 

In the modern world many people claim to be atheists — according to 
one study nearly half of 728 students interviewed at Oxford 
University said they do not believe in any god,  but fundamentalist 224

Christian and Muslim sects are still important in some countries. 
Religion has also spawned a broad range of offshoots that play major 
roles in world affairs. Many of these offshoots are no longer 
recognized as part of religion but, as religion was once the core of 
civilization, the offshoots of religion now form much of the core of 
modern culture. 

Priests may have invented reading and writing and some forms of 
mathematics, we know they ran some of the first schools and some 
churches still run schools. It reasonable, therefore, to consider 
education — now a huge metasystem in its own right — as an 
offshoot of religion. 

Shamans and later priests offered some of the first medical treatment 
and churches still operate many hospitals. Medicine too can be seen 
as an offshoot of religion. 

 Encyclopaedia Britannica CD 98, Albigenses 221

 The Bible, Numbers 31:7, 14, 17-18.222

 Naipaul, V. S. Among the Believers, Penguin Books, 1982, pp. 125-133.223

 Bullivant, Stephen, “Where do atheists come from?” New Scientist, 6 Mar/2010, p. 26-7. 224
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Many of the first astronomers were priests, and so were the first 
practitioners of many other sciences. We might consider the 
metasystem of science to be an offshoot of the metasystem of 
education but it is also an offshoot of religion. 

Priests enacted and enforced many of the early laws. They often ruled 
in concert with armies and rulers, and in some cultures they appointed 
the rulers. The similarities between law and religion, and between 
priests and lawyers, are obvious. 

The connection between religion and the metasystem of advertising 
and propaganda is less obvious, but it can still be made. In fact the the 
word ‘propaganda’ derives from the Committee for the Propagation 
of the Faith, established by the Catholic Church in an attempt to 
counter the Reformation. 

As children can outgrow their parents the metasystems of education, 
science, medicine and propaganda have now outgrown the 
metasystem of religion, but they are developments of religion and 
while they deserve individual consideration, I consider it reasonable 
to remember that they are developments of religion. 

back to table of contents 

THE METASYSTEM OF EDUCATION 

The metasystem of education is a spin-off of religion. Priests may or 
may not have opened the first schools but through much of recorded 
history, and still in the present day, they operate schools to train 
priests and others. 

Artisans train apprentices but, because priests out-ranked tradesmen, 
education has always outranked training. Some school systems now 
offer technical training but most teachers believe that, even if it is of 
no particular use, education is better than training. 
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Not long ago even engineering and science were considered to be 
training. Education was the study of dead languages, mythology, 
superstition and the misinformed opinions of dead scholastics. The 
church court that convicted Galileo considered traditional belief to be 
more valid that observed fact. 

But while much early education was useless it was also restricted and, 
even for members of lower classes, it offered a chance to join the 
elite. Because educated people had exotic ‘knowledge’ they were 
accepted by The Establishment and entitled to comfortable and/or 
well paid positions in the service of rulers. 

Civic administrators in ancient China were chosen by an exam in 
which candidates were required to write a poem. Their work was 
judged on the quality of the poem and of the calligraphy, neither of 
which is vital to the job of administration but both of which are 
important to administrators who were themselves chosen for their 
poetry and calligraphy. 

Educational qualifications also filtered senior administrators in the 
British Empire, but the standards were different. In Britain an 
applicant would be hired for a good job if he came from an exclusive 
school and for a lesser job if he came from a lesser school. 

The British system made selection easy because relatively few people 
went to exclusive schools and it worked because senior administrators 
don’t have to know or understand much anyway. (Remember von 
Holst’s experiment? The fish with the lobotomy became the leader.) If 
actual knowledge or judgement is required, senior administrators 
have underlings to provide it. 

Some modern schools provide technical training but, above all, a 
university degree is proof that the graduate has been accepted into the 
lower levels of The Establishment and has not been a serious rebel. In 
this it performs a sorting function because people who have not been 
able to afford or have not been accepted by a university need not be 
considered for membership in The Establishment. If they do not 
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complete their education it may be because they are too independent 
or self-motivated to put up with the restrictions of school and would 
therefore not make good members of The Establishment. Most people 
who have chosen or been chosen for ‘training’ rather than ‘education’ 
in their youth are liable to be type-cast for life, and can never hope to 
be considered for a ‘management’ job. 

Education also teaches us to accept information only from approved 
sources. Most of the ideas in this book are my own but I use lots of 
quotes and footnotes to prove that they are compatible with 
‘authorized’ sources. Even so, many scholars will refuse to consider 
my work because it is not part of an established scholarly tradition. 

Even Plato apparently felt he had to appeal to authority to get his 
ideas accepted. Most of his work was written in the form of fictional 
‘dialogues’ which pretend to be reports of discussions between 
Socrates — Plato’s teacher and probably the most-respected 
philosopher in Greek history — and his disciples and friends. 

There’s a bitter irony in this because Socrates was condemned to 
death for ‘disrespect of the gods,’ (actually disrespect of the rulers of 
his day), but Plato invokes his name to demand slavish obedience to 
priests and rulers. Because Socrates wrote very little, much of what is 
said to be his philosophy comes from the writings of Plato. 

Plato’s Academy was one of the best-known early schools. It taught 
aristocrats to be aristocrats but modern state-operated schools teach 
the masses to be masses. Public education began in England with the 
Elementary Education Act of 1870, which established a state-
supported system of elementary schools. Author Alvin Toffler 
explains 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 
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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.”  225

Modern schools continue the program Toffler described and they offer 
some extra courses that Toffler did not mention. One is that schools 
prepare children for life in The System by teaching them 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 1950’s, but the 
metasystem of education has been creating it since the early days of 
mandatory schooling. 

  Toffler, Alvin, The Third Wave, Bantam, 7th printing, August/82, p. 29. He cites Ure, 225

Andrew, The philosophy of manufactures: or, An exposition of the scientific, moral, and 
commercial economy of the factory system of Great Britain, published by C. Knight, 
London, 1835. 
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Experiments show that when any animal learns that it has no control 
over its environment, it stops trying to control that environment. In a 
typical experiment dogs were 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 but if only one side is electrified, 
the dog can avoid the shock by jumping the partition. 

To condition a dog to feel helpless experimenters electrified both 
sides of the box at the same time, so the animal could not escape the 
shock by jumping the partition. After conditioning the dog would 
cringe and whine and urinate when it was shocked, but it would not 
jump the partition. 

For the second stage of a typical experiment the experimenters put a 
second, unconditioned, dog in the box and electrify only one side at a 
time. The new dog would jump the partition to avoid the shock but 
the conditioned dog would not. Even though it could see that the 
other dog avoided the shock, it would not jump the partition. 

People react the same way. I don’t know of any experiments in which 
people were shocked but a late 1970s study 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.  226

In an 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 
noted 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 

 Jonas, Maritza Aminita, Learned helplessness, the hospital setting as a conditioning 226

paradigm, abstract from a 1979 dissertation, published by University Microfilms 
International, Ann Arbor MI, 1983. 
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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.”  227

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 an individual’s sexual 
and social functions.237 These effects are all beneficial to The System. 

Schools also teach obedience and submission, both very important to 
The System. This is related to the feeling of helplessness, but it is not 
quite the same because most of us believe that if we follow the rules 
we will not be helpless, because we can do anything the rules allow or 
enable. 

Schools support The System by diminishing the influence of families. 
This is a valuable function because if children learn everything from 
their parents they will consider their parents to be the ultimate 
authority. If they learn in school, from teachers who sometimes tell 
them their parents are wrong, they will learn that the teacher is an 
authority and — because teachers defer to official orders — that 
officialdom is the ultimate authority. 

In the world of humans we respected, and sometimes obeyed, 
humans. The leader of a hunting party, for example, led because he 
knew the country and/or the quarry well and because most of the 
members of the party thought he was the most competent. Other 
hunters cooperated with him, rather than obeyed him. 

Now we are expected to defer to and obey teachers, foremen, 
managers and others, most of who have been appointed by people we 
have never seen and who have never proved their competence to us. 

  ibid, p. 30. 237 ibid, p. 16. 227
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In many cases we don’t know whether our immediate superiors know 
how to do the job they supervise or not. In some we know that it does 
not matter how much or how little our immediate superiors know 
because they are just a conduit for decisions made by someone else 
who has no direct contact with the situation and who may know very 
little about it. 

In some systems, superior skill or intelligence may be a barrier to 
promotion. Albert Speer, Adolf Hitler’s architect and successor as 
chancellor of Nazi Germany, wrote that most senior Nazi party 
officials chose deputies and assistants who were not smart enough to 
replace them.  In the same way, we have to assume that in other 228

systems some managers may refuse promotion to their best 
subordinates. 

Most of them would probably not admit this, even to themselves, but 
we have all heard the phrase ‘too smart for his/her own good.’ In most 
organizations the way to promotion is to be a ‘team player,’ and a 
team player is not one who thinks for him or her self. A good team 
player will never question the decisions of his captain, or allow 
human considerations to affect the operation of a system.  229

Schools serve as babysitters, freeing parents to work rather than raise 
their families. Because others take care of their children fathers can 
be made to feel that their jobs are more important than their families 
and even some mothers who can afford to stay home consider it more 
important to have a job than to raise a family.  230

Schools destroy initiative by teaching children that the only 
acceptable activity is whatever the teacher tells them to do. Pupils are 
expected to act as they have been told to act and original ideas are 

 Speer, Albert, Inside the Third Reich, translated by Richard and Clara Winston, Galahad 228

Books, NY, 1970, p. 253.

  I do not suggest that we should not be ‘team players,’ but I do suggest that we should 229

be aware of which team we play for. 

 In most cases, of course, we rationalize that we work for money to support our families. 230

This is generally true, but many of us work more than is required to support our families. 
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liable to be punished. In a natural family a child will pay attention to 
whatever interests him or her at the time and will decide in his own 
mind 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 a 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 presidents of the United States. School 
teaches children that their own judgment is of no importance and that 
someone ‘in authority’ will tell them what to be interested in. 

In many schools children can’t even go the bathroom without the 
teacher’s permission. This is an important lesson for children who 
will grow up to be dominated by systems that will, eventually, control 
most of their waking hours and many of their dreams. 

Schools teach what educational theorist Ivan Illich called “the need to 
be taught.” In Deschooling Society he argued that if we were offered 
the opportunity, most of us could learn most things on our own.  231

This appears to be true. Since the advent of computers, some schools 
have failed to keep up with the new skills required to use them and, as 
has often been recognized, children who have grown up with 
computers can usually learn to use new programs on their own. Older 
people, who have learned ‘the need to be taught’ have problems, 
partly because most computer programs do not include well-written 
instructions. 

Above all, schools have taught most of us to believe in education. As 
the products of education themselves teachers respect education and, 
as responsible teachers, they teach their students to respect it. 

Education should be respected, but not as much as some educators 
seem to think it should be. Let’s remember, first of all, that the word 

 Illich, Ivan, Deschooling Society, Harper & Row Perennial, New York, 1972. 231
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‘education’ usually refers to learning that is of little practical use. 
Learning that is of practical use is called ‘training.’ 

An ‘educated’ man may be able to read and write ancient Greek but 
he can probably not build a house or fix a car. A ‘trained’ man can 
build a house or fix a car or do another of the thousands of jobs that 
keep our society working, but he probably can’t read or write ancient 
Greek.

back to table of contents 

SCHOOL SPORTS 

Plato’s Academy also stressed sports and military training, partly 
because Plato and most of his students owned slaves and they had to 
be prepared to crush a rebellion. Most modern students are destined to 
be wage slaves rather than slave owners but school sports and other 
extracurricular activities still serve a purpose, because students who 
join school teams or a band or other school activity inter-act with a 
system rather than with each other. In many cases, they are tied more 
closely to a system in extra-curricular activities than they are in 
school. 

A school band, for example, is a very tightly integrated system. 
Musicians who play in a band are expected to play exactly the right 
note — as decided by someone else; at exactly the right time — as 
decided by someone else. The result may be beautiful music, but it is 
created by a system rather than by individuals. 

Of course there is no alternative. If we want the kind of music a band 
or an orchestra plays, we must have a band or an orchestra. I don’t 
suggest that we can get along without systems, I’m just trying to 
explain their place in our lives. 
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I find it interesting that in North America, where we think of 
ourselves as ‘individuals,’ some of our most popular sports leave very 
little room for individual action. 

Compare, for example, American and Canadian football with the 
world football game that we call ‘soccer.’ In American or Canadian 
football an attack is usually an organized ‘play’ which is often a 
traditional maneuver developed years ago, and practiced and 
performed by rote. In a game the ‘play’ for each situation is chosen by 
one person — nominally the quarterback but sometimes the coach — 
and each player does exactly what he has rehearsed. 

Soccer players play for a team too, but each man is expected to think 
for himself. Each player has a ‘position’ to cover but once the game 
starts, there is no-one to tell him how to cover it. 

In American and Canadian football only designated players are 
expected to ‘carry the ball’ and score points. The players are team-
mates but some are ‘grunts’ while others can be stars, and they all do 
what they are told. Players on a soccer team are more nearly equal, 
and they are all expected to analyze the play and think for themselves. 

Baseball is even more structured than football and in all team games 
the player is part of a team — a system — and he or she plays for the 
team rather than for him or her self. This might be seen as a heritage 
of the army, in which a soldier fights for a cause determined by his 
commanding officer rather than for one he chooses himself. 

School sports also teach us to be selectively cooperative — we 
cooperate with team-mates, but not with our opponents. It should be 
no surprise that systems are competitive because they began with an 
army and the culture that has grown out of that beginning sustains a 
myth that competition is part of our nature. 

In fact that belief has been discredited by the evidence of Axelrod’s 
computerized tournament of Prisoner’s Dilemma games but, because 
the glories of competition are now part of our culture, the myth 
persists. On the other hand, logic suggests that systems would not be 
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cooperative because, as noted earlier, they are cannibalistic. One 
system can and will take over and absorb another and, while it may be 
good policy to cooperate with a neighbor it is not good policy to 
cooperate with a competitor who may eat you. 

Education is supposed to prepare us for life but education by schools 
— which are systems — prepares us for life within The System. Some 
advanced and experimental schools try to free children’s minds but 
most public education teaches the three lessons Toffler cited — 
punctuality, obedience and rote, repetitive work; plus the helplessness 
that Jonas studied and the ‘need to be taught’ that Illich identifies. All 
of these courses serve the needs of The System well, but we might 
question their value to humanity. 

back to table of contents 

ADVANCED EDUCATION 

Advanced education for the masses is a recent development and most 
people see it as a benefit, but that may be open to question. 

Advanced education is useful partly because it gets people over the 
dangerous period in which they are open to new ideas before they 
enter the work force, and long before they are in any position to make 
important decisions. 

In his General Theory of Employment, Interest and Money English 
economist John Maynard Keynes wrote —- 

“There are not many who are influenced by new ideas or theories 
after they are twenty five or thirty years of age, so that the ideas 
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which civil servants and politicians and even agitators apply to 
current events are not likely to be the newest.”  232

University education has the advantage that it takes young people out 
of their homes and exposes them to conditioning by a system without 
any parental influence that might counter it. At mass-production 
universities, whole generations can be programmed to think along the 
same lines. 

University education also helps to put a brake on both technical 
progress and social change. Most universities pretend to search for 
new ideas but the fact is that most university professors and lecturers 
have completed their own education, and many of them see no need 
for new ideas. 

Most systems resist new ideas. Both ancient Egypt and China 
developed considerable technology in their formative years but after 
the priests and pharaohs and emperors gained power, technical 
progress stopped for thousands of years. Chinese ships traded over 
most of the world before the European voyages of discovery but, 
nearly 70 years before Columbus sailed from Spain, an Imperial edict 
banned the construction and use of ocean-going ships and Chinese 
colonies in Africa, Australia, New Zealand and South America were 
abandoned. At one point, it was illegal for a Chinese to learn a foreign 
language or to teach Chinese to a foreigner.  233

Many of the technical developments we enjoy today were made in the 
United States by practical men like Thomas Edison, Henry Ford and 
Wilbur and Orville Wright. Edison had only a few weeks of 
‘education’ in a one-room schoolhouse. Ford had eight years of 

 This is said to be Keynes’ most famous quote, but it’s also one of the hardest to track 232

down. The reason is that it’s in chapter 24 of the 1936 and 1947 editions of The General 
Theory and on the last page of the 1939 edition but not in later editions. It’s possible that 
Keynes changed his mind but more likely that his publisher reacted to the yowls of 
outraged academics, and considered the possible effect on the acceptance of Keynes’ 
work as course texts. If you google it, you’ll get lots of references. 

 Menzies, Gavin, 1421, The year China discovered America, William Morrow, NY, p. 53, 233

55. The book was first published by Transworld Publishers in Ealing, England.
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schooling before he went to work in a machine shop and the Wright 
brothers were bicycle repairmen. All of them might be considered 
‘unemployable’ in the modern world. If they did find jobs they might 
not be able to keep them because these, and other great innovators, all 
had more initiative and independence than modern employers like to 
see in the kind of employees that get their hands dirty. 

In the 1970’s and 80’s computer technology was changing overnight 
and many of the most important advances were made by inventors 
who dropped out of school to develop their own ideas. Some wags 
suggest that multi-billionaire Bill Gates might have become a 
millionaire if he had not dropped out of university. Billionaire Sir 
Richard Branson — founder of Virgin Records, Virgin Airlines, 
Virgin Cellular and other companies — dropped out of school at 15. 
Andrew Carnegie dropped out at 13 and Frank Stronach, billionaire 
founder of Magna International, dropped out of school to apprentice 
as a tool and die maker when he was 14 years old. 

Advertisers and marketers continue to trumpet ‘new’ products but 
most of the real developments of the modern world are in 
communications, record keeping and military weapons — all of 
which are more use to The System than to people. We get a lot of 
ballyhoo about ‘improvements’ in consumer goods but most of the 
changes are either cosmetic or made to reduce the cost or increase the 
price or the sale of goods. Changes that increase the utility, efficiency 
or durability of goods are sometimes deliberately avoided. Americans 
learned this in the 1970’s when they discovered that American cars, 
which they thought were the best is the world, were in fact below 
world standard in quality and performance. American cars are now 
much better, but one of the three surviving auto makers is now 
foreign-owned and even many Americans now consider most 
European and Japanese cars to be better than comparable American 
cars. 

I don’t pretend that we could maintain our present level of technology 
without advanced education. In many fields we are past the stage 
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where a natural genius like Edison can make significant advances 
with no education at all. 

But when students are taught to think in conventional ways, few of 
them will break free to develop new ideas. As humanity has several 
times in the past, we have probably reached a plateau of technical 
progress. 

Advanced education also helps to create and maintain a culture of 
debt. Many university students have to borrow money to pay for their 
education and living expenses and they are deep in debt before they 
start work. 

This ties people into The System because people with debts must take 
whatever job is offered, and put up with whatever it demands. Once 
they learn to live in debt, they will accept debt as normal. 

We see this in the millions of North Americans who keep savings 
accounts that pay little or no interest and, at the same time, maintain a 
credit card debt that costs them typically 18% interest. Their debt is 
part of their lives. 

This works for The System because people who are in debt can’t 
afford to rebel. They are tied to a treadmill and, because they are 
conditioned to it, they are glad to be there. 

It’s hard to imagine how we might maintain our technological culture 
without a system of advanced education but, hundreds of years ago, 
the cathedrals that we still see as technological marvels were built by 
masons — who learned by apprenticeship while scholars studied dead 
languages and misconceptions about the nature of the universe in 
abbeys. In more recents times most of the major advances — 
including the steam engine, cars, airplanes and computers — were 
developed by practical men who had little formal training in the fields 
they developed. 
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I do not insist that we could get along without advanced education but 
we might be better off without learned helplessness and the need to be 
taught. 

back to table of contents 

THE METASYSTEM OF THE MIND BENDERS 

Religion and education are both members of the metasystem that I 
call the Mind Benders, that creates and controls the flow of public 
information and, for practical purposes, decides what most of us 
think. The Mind Benders are an integral part of The System because 
they ensure that we all — or at least most of us — hold the same 
beliefs and think the same way. 

I see the Mind Benders as a development of religion because I assume 
that the first people to deliberately try to shape other peoples’ beliefs 
and opinions were probably tribal shamans. The metasystem of the 
Mind Benders also includes advertising, propaganda, ‘news’ media, 
publishing, movies and television and some charities and non-
government organizations. All of them support education because, as 
French political scientist Jacques Ellul argues, people must be 
educated to be susceptible to propaganda. In his words .... 

“Primary education makes it possible to enter the realm of 
propaganda, in which people then receive their intellectual and 
cultural environment.”  234

The public face of the Mind Benders is the advertising industry and, 
while we may think of advertising as a human invention, it has roots 
in the pre-human world. Flowers advertise their nectar and pollen 
with bright colors and sweet smells and male birds advertise their 
eligibility for mating with bright colors and/or songs. 

  Ellul, Jacques, Propaganda, the Formation of Men’s Attitudes, Alfred A Knopf, NY, 1965, 234

trans by Konrad Kellen and Jean Lerner, p. 109. 
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Even false advertising is natural. Brilliant red, yellow and black 
colors warn would-be predators that the coral snake is deadly and 
some harmless snakes show the same colors in almost the same 
pattern. Several varieties of syrphid flies scare away predators by 
mimicking the color and behavior of bees. The Monarch butterfly is 
safe from birds because it has a foul taste and the Viceroy, which birds 
could eat, is safe because it looks like a Monarch. 

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 
tries to adjust our attitudes or our perceptions to make us believe or 
want something. 

Perhaps because propaganda has so often been associated with 
totalitarian regimes like Nazi Germany and Communist Russia, the 
word has a pejorative connotation for some people and they tend to 
reject any suggestion that the ‘free’ societies of the west use it. In fact 
we all use it, and it can be argued that no system-based society, free 
or not, could operate without propaganda. The word dates back to the 
time of the Reformation when the Catholic Church’s College of 
Propaganda tried to counter Protestantism with the claim that 
Catholicism was the one true faith — but this was at a time when 
most Catholics really believed this to be true. Modern propaganda 
convinces Americans, Canadians and others that their homeland is a 
good country to live in, that democracy is a good idea, and so-forth. It 
also instills less desirable beliefs, but we must remember that some of 
the functions it serves are vital to the cohesion of society. 

Much of the propaganda in the modern world is commercial. 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 
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creates and publishes propaganda, and these are separate operations. 
Granted that the people who make or sell gugglerumps may help to 
prepare the article 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. 
In most cases the media depends on or hopes for advertising from 
several makers of gugglerumps and the propaganda will usually 
include information or other material supplied by several or all of 
them. The metasystem unites the media with makers, sellers and 
perhaps repairers of gugglerumps. 

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 wants known. By this standard, of course, almost 
any newspaper article could be classified as propaganda. As we will 
see, that would not be completely unfair. The poet William Blake 
wrote in Proverbs (line 95): “A truth that’s told with bad intent beats 
all the lies you can invent.” 

French scholar Jacques 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.  235

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 

 Ellul, Jacques, Propaganda, the Formation of Men’s Attitudes, Alfred A Knopf, NY, 1965, 235

trans by Konrad Kellen and Jean Lerner, p. 109. 
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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 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 need to 
realize that it is not necessarily bad, or evil or harmful. If I stage a 
rally to promote my 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 often harmful, than the other 
kinds. 

Like ‘collateral damage’ in a war, collateral propaganda spreads 
beyond its intended target and 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, “terrorism” or some other popular 
bogeyman. 
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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 prediction of 
“terrorism” is particularly dangerous because many people who could 
become “terrorists” have already given up control of their own lives, 
and chosen to follow a leader rather than make their own decisions. 
Still, it’s popular now because “me too” politicians are eager to jump 
on the bandwagon. 

The police chief may really need a new cruiser or a better radio but, 
in his campaign to get it, he may do real damage to the town. 

The police chief’s campaign is just one example of propaganda gone 
awry. Each individual 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 know 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 perceived need for a new car may not be a serious problem 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 of the hunter/gatherers in the world, but they are taught by 
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. 
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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. 

The danger of all kinds 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, continuously 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. 

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 ad I go out into the world where I 
am assaulted by literally thousands of other ads and promotional 
articles, all with a 10% puff factor. After a while I will accept that 
10% puff factor as reality and when I write my next ad or release I 
will puff the facts 10% from my new perceived reality, thus 
producing a puff factor of 21%. Because thousands of other ad-
writers are doing the same I will soon accept this as reality and, from 
then on, when I puff my perceived truth by 10% my actual puff factor 
will be over 30%. 

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, with positive feedback, it is running amok. 
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Some people think the ‘free interchange’ of information on the 
internet will protect us from propaganda, but I suggest that is wishful 
thinking. In fact much of the information exchanged on the internet is 
propaganda. 

I doubt that any social system could work without propaganda — 
even a family indulges in integrative sociological propaganda when a 
man and wife greet each other or their children — but modern 
political propaganda is something else. It works very well for the 
system because fear-mongering, entertainment, spectator sports and 
other distractions that help sell commercial products also promote 
herd behavior; but that kind of propaganda is bad for humanity 
because herds act without thinking. 

Many “educated” people think they are immune to propaganda, but in 
fact they are often more vulnerable than most. From the 1930s to the 
1990s there were always more communists in universities than in 
factories, and we still find ‘intellectuals’ in or near the lead in most 
fashionable and/or radical movements. World communism collapsed 
years ago but, in 2014, there is still an active group of ‘Marxists’ in at 
least one Toronto university. 

One recent study indicates that if propagandists can convince ten 
percent of a population, their message will be adopted by the 
majority. Funded by the U.S. Army Research Laboratory, the Army 
Research Office and the Office of Naval Research; scientists at the 
Social Cognitive Networks Academic Research Center at Rensselaer 
Polytechnic Institute in Troy, NY used computational and analytical 
methods to discover the tipping point where a minority belief 
becomes the majority opinion. 

“When the number of committed opinion holders is below 10 percent, 
there is no visible progress in the spread of ideas,” says SCNARC 
Director Boleslaw Szymanski. “But once that number grows above 10 
percent, the idea spreads like flame.”  236

 The study was reported in the July 22, 2011 online edition of the journal Physical Review 236

E in the article “Social consensus through the influence of committed minorities.
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back to table of contents 

THE WAR ON THE FAMILY 

Most Mind Benders are ordinary people who do not want to destroy 
or even to harm society. They just want to make a living. 

But because they live in a sea of propaganda and associate with others 
of their ilk they are liable to lose touch with reality and believe that 
their distorted view of the world is accurate. Hitler and his 
propaganda machine proved in the 1930’s that any message that is 
repeated often enough will gain credibility and will often be believed, 
and Mind Benders are continually bombarded with the messages they 
and their cohorts create. 

I do not suggest that the individuals involved are malicious but, for 
nearly 90 years, the metasystem of the Mind Benders has mounted a 
deliberate and sustained attack on traditional families. This is a 
serious charge but please note that I attribute this attack to the 
metasystem, not to its members. I do not suggest that the individuals 
involved want to harm society — just that they want to make a living 
and do not think about the possible effects of their collective actions. 

That attack on the family began after WWI, when American industry 
that had expanded to meet wartime needs found that it had more 
productive capacity than the peacetime economy could absorb. The 
obvious solution was to sell more consumer goods but that would not 
be easy because in those days many Americans — especially the 
farmers who were still the backbone of the country — were nearly 
self-sufficient. The key, advertising psychologists realized, was to 
transfer control of the family from the adults to the children. 

One of the leaders of the movement was John B. Watson, a professor 
of psychology at Johns Hopkins University and one of the founders of 
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behavioral psychology, who considered all but the “gratifications of 
the marketplace” to be perverse and socially damaging.  237

In one famous experiment Watson conditioned an 11-month-old boy 
to fear white rats and other furry objects.  In a book on child care he 238

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.”  239

In 1920 Watson left Johns Hopkins and later went to work for the J. 
Walter Thompson advertising agency.240

Writer and professor Stuart Ewen argues that the advertising 
industry’s attempts to undermine parental authority date back to the 
1920’s. In Captains of Consciousness he quotes several industry 
leaders on the need to teach children to reject their parents’ 
standards.  He quotes psychologist Alfred Poffenberger on the need 241

to advertise directly to children because adults have habits that are 
hard to break but children can be counted on a demand change. About 
the advertising of the era Ewen writes ... 

“...the ads often painted a picture of adults as incompetent in coping 
with modernity, and raise the model of youth as a conduit to 
consumption. A 1922 ad from Paramount Studios documented the 
breakdown of parental know-how and gives an insight into the ways 
in which youth served as a cover for new authorities. Reinforcing the 
need for “keeping up with youngsters,” the ad informed readers that 

 Ewen, Stuart, Captains of Consciousness, McGraw Hill, NY, 1976, p. 83. 237

  Encyclopaedia Britannica CD 98, John B. Watson. 238

 Watson, John B, Psychological care of infant and child WW Norton, 1928. My quote is 239

from page 81 in the 1972 reprint by Arno Press & The New York Times, which is based on a 
copy of the original from the University of Illinois library. 

 Encyclopaedia Britannica CD 98, “John Watson.”240

 Ewen, Stuart, Captains of Consciousness — Advertising and the Social Roots of the 241

Consumer Culture, McGraw Hill, NY, 1976, pp. 144-149.
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“the young folks do their parents every bit as much good as their 
parents do them.”  242

In 1931 department store magnate, (and founder of the credit union 
movement in the United States) Edward Filene argued that in the 
modern world the “head of the family is no longer in control of the 
economic process through which the family must get its living,” and 
that, rather than look to a husband or father for guidance, women and 
children must look to “the truths which science is discovering.”  243

This was not a malicious plot against society. It was just a case of 
people doing what was best for them, and for the systems they served. 
If they had been more concerned about the welfare of the family and 
of society than about keeping their jobs they would have taken a 
different course, and probably failed, while someone else wrote the 
ads that attacked the family.

The collapse of the traditional family in the western world may have 
reached a tipping point in the 1960s, with a combination of triggers. 

One was the popularization of the hallucinogenic drug LSD. Another 
was the rise of The Beatles with their new and overwhelmingly 
popular ‘psychedelic’ music — which tied into the promise of the 
new psychedelic drug. Publicity about LSD also helped popularize 
marijuana, which has been a popular drug for thousands of years. 

The American government had been trying to stop the use of 
marijuana for years but with The Beatles and LSD on one side and a 
new distrust of the government on the other, American youth 
embraced it. 

The distrust of government had been sparked by the Vietnam war and 
by evidence that the American MIC and the government were both 
lying to the American people. 

 Ewen, Stuart, Captains of Consciousness, McGraw Hill, NY, 1976, p. 147.242

 Filene, Edward, Successful Living in the Machine Age, 1931, p. 96, quoted by Stuart 243

Ewen in Captains of Consciousness p. 82-83. 
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The war itself had little impact on America but the lies did, and the 
anti-war protest movement was born. This was significant because it 
produced an explosion of propaganda, and widespread dissemination 
of propaganda techniques. 

Russian spies and agents-provocateurs may have helped in this. There 
is no question that the USSR had agents and/or sympathizers on 
American college campuses and if they did not organize or at least 
encourage protests against an American war on a Communist state, 
they did not do their jobs. 

But the Russian role was probably insignificant because the protest 
movement also included a lot of American psychologists who knew 
how to develop propaganda themselves, and who were now in a 
unique position to experiment and develop new techniques. By 
forming it’s own counter-system the anti-war movement forced the 
American military industrial complex to abandon the Vietnam war 
and, incidentally, produced a quantum leap in the science of mind-
bending. 

Between them the war and the anti-war movement created a rift in the 
American population and an opportunity for the development of a 
‘youth culture’ that estranges teens from their parents’ values and 
encourages them to accept ideas and standards only from agents of 
The System that have evolved to control the youth culture. 

In the 1970s one hit song featured a teen ager’s plea “This is my life. 
Go ahead with your own life and leave me alone.” 

More than forty years ago Austrian naturalist and psychologist 
Konrad Lorenz suggested that the modern antipathy of the young for 
the old goes beyond normal limits. It’s not a conflict between two 
segments of one culture because modern teens are conditioned to see 
themselves as an entirely different nation from their elders. In 
Civilized Man’s Eight Deadly Sins he wrote: 

“The attitude of many of the younger generation toward their parents 
shows a good measure of conceited contempt but no understanding. 
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The revolt of modern youth is founded on hatred, a hatred closely 
related to an emotion that is most dangerous and difficult to 
overcome: national hatred. In other words today’s rebellious youth 
reacts to the older generation in the same way that a cultural group or 
‘ethnic’ group reacts to a foreign, hostile one.”  244

Lorenz wrote that in the early 1970’s in a small town in Austria — a 
time and place when the youth culture was relatively low key. If he 
saw modern North American culture, he might say that the split 
between young and old may be terminal. 

Apologists for the youth culture suggest that we of the older 
generation can’t understand the younger because we can’t deal with 
the pace of technological change in the modern world. In fact, most of 
the younger generation has never seen a significant change in 
technology. 

My father was born in 1888 and he died in 1965. When he was young 
street-cars were pulled by horses, there were no cars in the city where he 
lived, telephones and electric light were experimental and aircraft were a 
crazy dream but, before he died, he watched color television and 
travelled by jet plane. He adapted to change on a scale that modern youth 
can not imagine. 

On the other hand, modern youth lives in a world that older 
generations of Canadians find hard to believe. When my father was 
young any North American man with a few years of grade school 
education could expect to find a secure job, to be able to support a 
wife in his own home and to support his children until they finished 
high school. 

Every young woman could expect to marry and to be supported in her 
own home while she raised her children. If her husband died, her 
family would help raise the children. If, for some reason, her husband 
left her she would still be entitled to support for the rest of her life or 
until she remarried. 

 Lorenz, Konrad, Civilized Man’s Eight Deadly Sins, translation by Marjorie Latzke 244

published in London by Methuen & Co. Ltd, 1974, pg 48. 
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When I was young our expectations were about the same — with the 
exception that it was quite reasonable for an average man to expect to 
pay for his children’s university education. 

In the late 1960s I was a reporter for a small city newspaper — a job 
that did not demand a university degree in those days. My wife did 
not work and I bought a three-bedroom house, with 160 feet of river 
frontage, within a city, for slightly less than one year’s salary. The 
water was clean enough to swim in, or to drink, for that matter. 
Because of a dam downstream the section of river behind my house 
was more like a lake than a river and, for a while, a friend kept his 
sailboat at my back door. 

Now the average man with a university degree knows that he will be 
lucky to find a job, that if he does the job will not be secure, that 
whether his job is secure or not his wife may have to work, that they 
may never own their own home and that their children may have to 
borrow money to pay for a university education. 

The physical changes in my time have been relatively minor. My car 
is more efficient and dependable than my father’s but it’s not all that 
different. Some cars that were built before I was born are still running 
and the electric cars that some visionaries see as the ideal were more 
popular 100 years ago than they are now, or are likely to be in the 
foreseeable future. As I write this TV commercials advertise “the first 
truck in the world with four-wheel steering.” It must be an old one, 
because the British, American and Russian armies used Nash ‘Quad’ 
trucks with four wheel drive and four wheel steering in the First 
World War. 

The first car I owned was made in 1937 and, given a choice, I would 
rather buy that car new than many modern ones. The first airliner I 
flew in had propellers but it may still be flying today, and within the 
past thirty years I have flown in planes that were designed before I 
was born. Television was not common when I was young but the first 
commercial TV station in the world began broadcasting in 1928, 
nearly ten years before I was born. 
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The one big physical change in my lifetime is the development of 
computers and that affects me because I use one, but the work I do on 
a computer is essentially the same as the work I used to do on a 
typewriter. About the time my father was born writers were giving up 
pens for typewriters, which was a more significant change. 

Computers represent a bigger change for accountants and some others 
than for me, but most of us are not directly affected by them. 
Computer chips make our watches keep better time and our cars run 
better, but the old watches and the old cars were good enough for 
most purposes. Some computers monitor and control industrial 
processes and they do good work but in most cases they also displace 
people and, for most of us, their most important effect is to create 
unemployment. In this respect they are a continuation of a process 
that began a couple of hundred years ago. 

Some men now work in space but they are not much more real to the 
rest of us — or more relevant to our daily lives — than were the 
science-fiction heroes of fifty years ago. 

Orbiting satellites are useful but while the exploration of outer space 
is a gravy train for some systems and the people who serve them, for 
the average human being it’s mostly a waste of tax dollars. I gained 
no benefit when men landed on the moon, and I expect none if men 
land on Mars. 

The most important changes in the modern world are in our social 
structure, and they are not improvements. When my father was born 
in 1888 the root systems of armies, churches, the state and so forth 
existed but; except for the schools and churches, they had little 
influence on most of us. By the time I was born in 1937 we had plenty 
of both machines and systems but the Mind Benders had little power 
and neither machines nor systems ruled our lives. During World War 
II my older brother and I used to listen to a radio serial about the crew 
of a Lancaster bomber called L for Lanky — but that was for a half 
hour every Sunday. The rest of the time we played with other children 
and the dominant influences in our lives were our parents, our friends 
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and our teachers. My brother had a record player but Bing Crosby, 
Frank Sinatra and other singers of the day sang about the same values 
my parents held. 

The biggest changes I have seen in my lifetime are the destruction of 
the family and the increase in poverty. The other big change is that 
systems are bigger, more powerful and richer than ever before, and 
that they seem to be taking over the world. 

Apologists for the youth culture suggests that youth has always been 
rebellious. That is partly true, but the rebellion of the past is not to be 
compared with the rebellion we see today. This is more like civil war 
than rebellion and it’s even more tragic than other civil wars because 
adults are pre-disposed to yield, where possible, to the demands of 
children. When youth rebels with determination it is sure to win — 
but if it wins the wrong battles it will lose in the long run. 

The triumph of the youth culture is vital to The System because the 
beliefs and standards of the older generation evolved before the 
development of deliberate and powerful mind-bending techniques, 
and too many of them include human values. Like the youth culture 
itself the values and standards of the youth culture have been 
established by The System and by instilling those values in modern 
youth, The System gains total control of a whole generation of 
humanity. 

The prophets of the new world are pop singers and their bands, and 
many of the top singers are children themselves. Typical teen bands 
do not present an adult-oriented view of the world. Some of them 
have real power but their success depends on promotion by The 
System, and the ones that are chosen for success are the ones that set a 
tone that suits The System. 

The substance of modern teen music is a mix of the message The 
System wants to promote — that the highest aim for a human is to 
renounce family ties and to join some system-based group — plus 
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whatever schtick the figurehead chooses as his or her personal 
signature. 

In a world of teens who have learned 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. 

Musical groups may foster and exploit resentment but they always 
direct their venom against human authority, never against The System 
that they serve. 

back to table of contents 

FEMINISM 

In the 1970’s the Mind Benders expanded their war on the family 
with the feminist movement, which encourages women to relate to 
each other and to The System rather than to husbands and children. 
The roots of the movement date back hundreds of years — the 
English philosopher John Stuart Mill wrote about the oppression of 
women by men — but modern feminism got a boost with the 
publication of a book. The Population Bomb, by biologist Paul 
Ehrlich, painted a horrifying picture of a world that would soon be 
hopelessly overcrowded. 

In his prologue Ehrlich says “The battle to feed all humanity is over. 
In the 1970’s the world will undergo famines — hundreds of millions 
of people are going to starve to death in spite of any crash programs 
embarked upon now. At this late date nothing can prevent a 
substantial increase in the world death rate...” 255 

Ehrlich speculated on the world in some unspecified future when the 
population might be sixty quintillion people — nearly ten million 
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times as many people as there are now. In this horrifying scenario the 
whole planet would be covered by a single building 2,000 stories 
high, in which each person would have about three or four square 
yards of floor space.  245

The Population Bomb was very successful and it helped to promote 
the new oral contraceptives that had been introduced in 1960. Many 
people saw birth control as the only possible cure for the predicted 
catastrophe and, with techniques that had been perfected to protest the 
Vietnam war, activists began to protest against motherhood and the 
traditional role of women. 

But if women were not to be mothers what could they do? If they 
were ‘freed from the bonds of motherhood’ they could take full time 
jobs, for which they would be paid in cash. 

On one level that was not much of a change because women have 
always worked. In the early days of humanity our male ancestors 
hunted and our female ancestors gathered food, and the gathering 
usually provided more food than the hunting. 

Even among Mongol herdsmen and the Inuit — both of whom are 
generally considered to be meat eaters — the diet includes roots, 
berries and teas or soups made of bark, lichen, berries and grasses. 

In most tribal societies women gather wild food and plant and 
manage gardens. In wheat-growing cultures men work the farms and 
women stay home, partly because wheat takes a lot of preparation 
before we can eat it. While men worked the fields women cleaned and 
ground grain and baked bread. In most pre-industrial societies women 
also dress hides, collect fibers, weave cloth and make clothing. 

In industrial times women made, washed and repaired clothes, baked 
bread and prepared other foods. Through most of human history, the 
home has been a primary center of production. 

  Ehrlich, Paul, The Population Bomb, Ballantine Books, New York, 1968, prologue. 256 245

Ehrlich, Paul, The Population Bomb, Ballantine Books, New York, 1968, pp. 18-19. 



The System page �  of �278 376

And work at home does not have to be unpleasant. A few years ago I 
spent six weeks as the guest of an Inuit family in the village of 
Rankin Inlet, on Hudson’s Bay. My host was well-off and the most 
comfortable room in his house was the sewing room where his wife 
and her friends made and repaired clothes for their families. It had 
about 600 square feet of floor space and, in addition to a couple of 
commercial sewing machines, a serger and a big cutting table, it had a 
comfortable couch and some easy chairs, a 36-inch TV set with 
satellite dish and VCR, a kitchenette and a bathroom. The sewing 
room was a workshop, but it was also a very comfortable social 
center. 

Most of the women of Rankin Inlet make most of their own clothes, 
because they can make better clothes than they can buy. When my 
mother was a child, early last century, her family never bought 
women’s clothes. Instead a professional seamstress came to the house 
for one month each year, to help my grandmother and her six 
daughters make everything they would need for the year. 

When I grew up in the 1940’s my mother still made most of her own 
clothes, most of my father’s shirts and many of her children’s clothes. 
The clothes she made were much better quality than she could buy 
and they were worth a considerable amount of money. 

My mother also made most of the family meals from scratch and, 
during the Second World War, she knitted socks for soldiers and grew 
much of the family food in a ‘Victory Garden.’ We were not poor, but 
that was how people lived in those days. 

Because most of the women in the neighborhood were home every 
day most of them were friends, and they often visited back and forth. 
The men were not all friends, but they all knew one another and, 
essentially, everyone in the neighborhood knew everyone else. 

I think my mother had a good life in those days but in a world 
threatened by overpopulation and run by The System, motherhood and 
housekeeping were to be discouraged. Much better, the feminists said, 
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for women to go to work and — if they must have children — let the 
schools and day care take care of them. Whatever the effect on 
families, it would be good for the economy because women who 
work at paid jobs are more likely to buy clothes than make them, and 
to buy prepared 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 the systems of 
commercial business and more taxes for the systems of government. 

Women who do not marry or who leave their husbands also increase 
the need for living space, because men and women who need only 
one house or apartment as a couple need two if they live apart. In 
some cases children who live with neither parent also contribute to 
the system, by living in government-supported foster homes. 

Working women also enlarge the labor force and, in a time of 
declining real production, contribute to unemployment — which 
helps keep wages down. Overall, feminism has been a boon to The 
System and a good career for the women who promote it, but it’s less 
of a benefit to most women, and to humanity as a whole. 

back to table of contents 

THE PLIGHT OF THE CHILDREN 

Men and women both suffer from the Mind Benders’ war on the 
family’ but the real victims are the children, and perhaps our future. 
When I was a teen-ager, (in the 1950’s) 80 percent of North American 
children lived in homes with two biological parents who were married 
to each other. By the end of the 1980’s only twelve percent of 
children lived with two biological parents. Psychologist Shirley 
Steinberg cites studies that found that more than half of all North 
American children’s parents are divorced and that children of 
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divorced parents are almost three times as likely as children raised in 
two-parent homes to suffer emotional and behavioral difficulties.  246

Broken homes may also lead to re-marriage, which creates another 
human problem. Government figures on child abuse and child 
mortality don’t discriminate between natural and step-children but 
McMaster University psychologists Martin Daly and Margo Wilson 
have extracted disturbing numbers from other data. 

They found that in Hamilton Ontario a step-child is about forty times 
more likely to be abused than a child living with both natural parents. 
Across North America, they estimate, a child living with substitute 
parents in 1976 was about one hundred times more likely to be fatally 
abused than a child living with both natural parents.  247

In fact there is evidence that child abuse itself is a modern 
development, and probably confined to societies controlled by 
systems. American anthropologist Phillip Walker has examined the 
bones of more than 5,000 children from preindustrial cultures dating 
back to 4,000 BC, and has never seen traces of the types of bone 
bruises that are typical of ‘battered child syndrome.’ In some modern 
societies, he estimates these marks would be found on the bones of 
more than one in 20 children who die between the ages of one and 
four. 

Walker concludes that battered child syndrome is caused partly by the 
collapse of the social control and support mechanisms once provided 
by families.  248

  Steinberg, Shirley R., “Kinderculture: mediating, simulacralizing and pathologizing the 246

new childhood” in Kinderculture, Shirley R. Steinberg ed, Westview Press, Boulder, ColO, 
2011, p 3-4. 

 Daly, Martin and Margo Wilson, Homicide, Aldine de Gruyter, Hawthorne, NY, 1988, pp. 247

88-89. 

 Walker, Phillip, “Is the battered child syndrome a modern phenomenon?” Proceedings of 248

the Xth European Meeting of the Paleopathology Association. See also “Battered Children,” 
Time magazine, Aug 25/95, p. 35.
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We need our families but many modern governments encourage the 
break-up of families with welfare programs that trivialize parental 
authority. In a traditional family, children can not claim full 
independence until they are able to make their own living. Until then 
they are dependent on the older generation, and the older generation 
is responsible for them. 

Like most systems based on family relationships this one worked well 
for a long time, but it worked better for people than for The System. It 
worked for people because it tied independence to a natural standard. 
When a child was able to take care of himself he could leave the 
family home. Until then the family was responsible for him, and was 
expected to teach him. That was good for people because most of us 
learned to be independent; but it was not good for The System because 
The System does not want humans to be independent. 

On the other hand the welfare system creates serious problems for 
humans, and real advantages for The System. 

The most serious problem for humans is that welfare frees children 
from adult supervision, even if they need it. Some teen-agers are 
mature, of course, but these are not the ones who need welfare. The 
welfare system caters to dysfunctional children who do not want to 
learn anything from adults or take responsibility for their own lives, 
and who resent adult supervision. With welfare they can avoid all 
education, supervision and control. 

This works well for the government because it increases the size of 
the welfare bureaucracy and therefore of the government as a whole. 
Further, because the welfare system trains people to rely on welfare, it 
ensures more work for government bureaucracies in the future. By 
training people to rely on welfare The System also teaches children to 
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withdraw trust from families, which serve human interests, and to 
place it in a system that serves the interests of The System.  249

back to table of contents 

DAY CARE 

Working mothers also create and justify a need for day care, which is 
another benefit to The System. The first commercial day care centers 
opened a couple of centuries ago but there were few of them and they 
could not be considered a factor in The System of their time. Day care 
in the western world is now big enough to play a significant role in 
the service of The System. 

Day care trains babies to fit into a system and it frees women from 
family duties so they can serve The System, but it is not a good way to 
raise human beings. Some animals bear their young in litters of up to 
a dozen at a time but human children are born one or two at a time, 
and human mothers are not equipped to nurse more than two babies at 
once. Whether we assume that this is a result of evolution or perhaps 
planning by mother nature or by God, we know that human babies are 
not born to be raised in litters. They need individual care. 

One professional who studied 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 the Senior 
Consultant to Missouri’s New Parents as Teachers project. 

 This problem is the theme of a selection of essays by Ivan Illich; Irving Kenneth Zola; 249

John McKnight; Jonathan Caplan and Harley Shaiken, published as the book Disabling 
Professions by Marion Boyars Publishers Ltd., London, 1977. 
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And 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”  250

In 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.”  251

If other 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 System. 

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 
promote day care. Psychological experiments and studies conducted 
in the 1960’s and 1970’s found that babies are not happy when they 
are abandoned by their mothers. 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 252

don’t know their mothers, they won’t know they have been 
abandoned. If they have never been accepted, they can not be 
rejected, 

 White, Dr. Burton “Viewpoint, should you stay home with your baby?” Young Children 250

vol. 37 #1, Nov/81. The paragraph quoted is from the end of the article, on p. 14. see also 
http://www.bostonglobe.com/metro/2013/10/17/burton-white-believed-children-should-
avoid-day-care/DAH01Lkp5efC8pDKOWlKfI/story.html 

 I found this quote at cnet.unb.ca/orgs/prevention_cruelty/white.htm several years ago. 251

In a phone conversation since then Dr. White told me the site is still there, but my ISP can’t 
find it now. In general, Dr. White’s views are well known and have been quoted in literally 
hundreds of references on the internet. He has also published his views in several 
academic and popular books. 

 Blum, Marian, The Day Care Dilemma, D C Heath & Co, Lexington, Mass, 1983, p. 18.252
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But that does not mean they are not harmed. 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” which prevents them from forming normal human bonds. 
With no experience of human ties, she says, they may have no 
conscience and are often unable to observe or criticize their own 
behavior.253

Day care children 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 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 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.  254

As I write this bleeding hearts in Toronto, where I live, are lamenting 
the increase in “bullying,” in schools and on the internet, across 
Canada, but they don’t relate it to the prevalence of day care. No 
surprise there, because — as mentioned earlier — modern 
psychologists find it more profitable to praise day care than to report 
the problems it can create. It’s a safe bet that most have never read the 
studies that report the problems. 

You don’t read much about the problems of day care in modern news 
media because most of the studies that found problems with day care 
date back to the 1950’s, 60’s and early 70’s. Now the need for day 
care is part of conventional wisdom and modern research tends 
toward experiments which prove that, for selected slum children, very 
expensive care and training by psychologists offers some advantages 
over home care by inadequate parents. 

 Fraiberg, Selma, Every Child’s Birthright, Basic Books Inc. NY, 1977, pp. 43-51. 
253

 Belsky, Jay, The Effects of Infant Day Care Reconsidered, US Department of Education, 254

Office of Education Research and Improvement, Washington, 1988, p. 30, 32, 33. See also 
Fredelle Maynard, The Child Care Crisis, Penguin Books Canada, Markham, 1985, p. 119. 
See also Friscolanti, Michael, “Charges of liar greet key daycare study,” National Post, May 
7/01, p. A1.
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The experimental centers at which such studies are conducted bear no 
relationship to the average day care center, and the studies avoid any 
consideration of the damage that may be done to average children by 
the average level of day care. That’s not surprising, given that much 
of the research is conducted by people who either make their living 
from day care or who plan to. They may not be consciously dishonest 
but they have an honest need to justify day care. 

Now, we get occasional news that some day care operators may be 
deliberately dishonest, or play fast and loose with regulations and 
safety. Small day care centers — which care for no more than five 
children outside the operator’s family — don’t have to be licensed in 
Ontario but after a child died in an un-licensed center in the Toronto 
suburb of Vaughn provincial authorities — who had ignored earlier 
complaints about the center — finally inspected it. 

They discovered that it had at least 35 children registered — seven 
times the legal limit for an un-licensed center — and they found dirty 
diapers in the kitchen, rotting food in the refrigerator and potentially 
deadly listeria bacteria in some of the food. Among the earlier 
complaints that were ignored was one that a three-and-a-half year old 
child, who was toilet-trained, was made to wear a diaper and belted 
into a car seat to watch TV, unsupervised, in the basement.  255

Some psychologists favor day care and some oppose it, but The 
System supports psychologists who favor it. With the backing of The 
System and with funding for research, those psychologists have 
become better-known and their opinions are reported by The System’s 
media. Psychologists who do not favor day are not supported by The 
System, and their work is seldom recognized. We can also assume that 
this book will be criticized by supporters of day care. 

The primary function of day care is to condition children to serve The 
System, rather than to live as humans, but day care is also a system in 
its own right and it cooperates with other systems. As an addition to 

  “Listeria found at Vaughan daycare,” Toronto Star Sept 20/2013, p A1. 255
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the cash economy it offers a whole new industry for the government 
to license, supervise and tax. The licensing and the supervision are 
essentially meaningless but they create an additional function for 
government, which in turn creates demand for more services within 
government and thus enlarges the whole system of the government. 

Still more important effects of day care kick in after children grow 
older and leave the center. Children who are raised at home will adopt 
the values of their parents and they may resist attempts by a 
propaganda machine to change them. Children raised by The System 
will accept the values The System gives 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 may have to obey the adults and adolescents who work in the 
day care center but, because day care employees are paid help who 
don’t have much time to inter-act with any one child, the children 
don’t learn to look to them for approval. 

In fact, because most day care workers are low-paid and, because 
some of them may resent their jobs but are not able to change them, 
children may hold them in contempt. 

Children don’t know about pay but they see their parents treat day-
care workers as inferiors and that the workers themselves feel 
impotent, and any young pack or herd animal soon learns who must 
be respected and who need not. 

As noted earlier, children learn from their elders, but only from elders 
they see as high status. As a general rule, they will not imitate or learn 
from adults they see as low status. With no high-status 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. If the 
high-status members of the peer group are bullies, bullying will be 
seen as admirable. 
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And, whether they respect them or not, children need adults. 

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 elders to teach them some birds will fly at the appropriate time but 
they may fly in circles, or in the wrong direction . Most carnivores 256

have a natural instinct to hunt but, unless they have elders to teach 
them, most will not learn to be efficient hunters.  257

Human children need adults even more than other animals because so 
much of our behavior is learned, rather than instinctive. Instinct can’t 
teach us how to make or use a bow and arrow or to plant yams 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. We learn all these 
behaviors, and we learn most of them from our parents and other 
adults in our families. 

Somehow, we must learn the morals, mores, ethics, traditions and 
relationships that make our communities work. This has 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. If they are taught to 
respect The System, they will learn from The System. 

In 1932 English novelist Aldous Huxley set out to portray the most 
dismally mechanistic and anti-human society that his fertile 
imagination could conceive. Brave New World started with the idea 
that humans could be ‘hatched’ in government hatcheries, rather than 
born, and that they could be raised by the state rather than by 
mothers.  We don’t have government hatcheries yet but more and 258

more of our children are being raised in day care centers. 

 Lorenz, Konrad, Studies in Animal and Human Behavior, translated by Robert Martin, 256

Harvard University Press, 1970, vol. 1 p. 80-81. 

 The wonderful book Becoming a Tiger, how baby animals learn to live in the wild, by 257

Susan McCarthy, published by HarperCollins, NY, 2004, describes the efforts of human 
care-givers to teach orphaned carnivores how to hunt.

 Huxley, Aldous, Brave New World, 1932, Bantam Classic edition, 27th printing, 1962. 258

The government hatchery is described in the first chapter. 
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The “government hatcheries” that Huxley imagined sound like 
science fiction, but they may not be all that far in the future. Even 
now, some women choose to have no children while others have 
many, and some women choose to be impregnated by artificial rather 
than natural means. In the foreseeable future professional breeders 
could give birth 20 or more times each and, with modern techniques, 
they might produce twins or triplets every time for a total of 50 or 
more babies per breeder. This would be hard on the women, of 
course, but it would be a great benefit to The System and the women 
could be well paid. With selective breeding and perhaps gene splicing 
we might even produce a line of women specially adapted to high 
productivity. Even if they were not themselves ideal breeding stock, 
The System could use them as host mothers for implanted fetuses. 

Does this sound impossible? It is happening right now. The 
documentary film House of Surrogates  tells the story of an Indian 259

doctor who is building a huge clinic to house hundreds of poor Indian 
women to live in while they carry babies for first-world customers. 
The doctor already has a smaller clinic that houses up to 100 
surrogate mothers at a time, and that has produced about 600 babies 
in the past ten years.

In Canada, I have personally met a professed lesbian who had three 
babies, all by artificial insemination. The fathers are homosexuals 
who paid the mother to bear their children and pay her to raise them. 

back to table of contents 

PROFITS FROM CONFLICT 

The breakup of families is a problem for people but it’s a bonanza for 
The System. From The System’s point of view the ideal human being 
would have a series of short marriages, each one followed by a messy 
divorce and a legal dispute over custody of children. 

 shown on the BBC4 network on Oct. 1/2013.259
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Lawyers, ‘therapists,’ ‘counselors,’ psychiatrists and others all benefit 
from the break-up of families. Most of these people think of 
themselves as individuals but many professions and trades have 
systems — such as the lawyers’ bar associations — to promote their 
corporate interests. The various professionals and the systems that 
represent them form a huge metasystem. 

The professions are not the only interests that gain from divorces. 
Governments gain because broken homes increase the need for 
welfare, courts, police and other government functions. Banks gain 
because people who used to borrow money from family members 
now borrow from banks. The System gains when parents are unable to 
pay for their children’s schooling because young people who go into 
debt for their education begin their adult lives in debt, and can not 
afford to question The System. 

The cash economy gains from the need of both men and women for 
expensive cars and clothes they hope will help to attract new mates. 
The mating period, when both men and women spend money to look 
their best, is repeated after each divorce. 

STRATIFICATION 

The System began the stratification of the village after the army took 
over, and it still promotes stratification. Bringing women into the 
work force increases stratification because the wives and daughters of 
men who have good jobs get good jobs. That’s no surprise because 
the best jobs have always been filled by members of the ‘right’ 
families, but giving some of those jobs to women increases the 
concentration of wealth and power. 

Suppose that 2% of all jobs in a town are senior management, 10% 
are middle to upper management and 88% are labor or equivalent. 

If married men hold all the top jobs and no nuclear family has more 
than one management job then two per-cent of the families in the 
town are top management, 10% are middle to upper management and 
88% are labor or equivalent. But if all the women work we can 
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assume that all the wives of senior management and most of the 
wives of middle and upper management will also be in management. 
Because management families now include two managers only one 
per-cent of the families in town are senior management, five per-cent 
are middle to upper management and 94% are workers or equivalent. 

The income spread is even wider than this implies because a family in 
which both man and wife are senior managers will have a very large 
income and even families in which man and wife are both middle 
management will be very well off. That leaves the 94% comparatively 
poorer, and poorer again because the increase in unemployment has 
forced wages down. 

The rich get richer and the poor poorer. Even when the economy does 
well, the poor continue to lose ground. Canadian Economic Observer, 
Sept/98, lists changes in real annual earnings of Canadians, by decile, 
from 1981 to 1995. Eight of the ten deciles show losses. The lowest 
decile showed the biggest loss (11.4%) and the highest decile showed 
the only significant gain (5.5%). 

According to a study by the Center for Social Justice, the income of 
Canada’s richest families increased by an average of $11,301 during 
the ‘boom’ from 1994-98 while the poorest 10% lost an average of 
$690 after taxes and transfers.  260

Between 1973 and 2000 the average real income of American 
taxpayers fell by 7 percent while the income of the top one percent 
rose by 148 percent and, excluding capital gains, the average income 
of the top 0.1 percent increased by 343 percent. By 1998 the average 
pay of CEOs was 419 times that of the average worker. Between 1990 
and 2000 compensation for the head of Citicorp, (now Citigroup) rose 
12,444 percent while pay for the average New York City 
schoolteacher increased by only 20 percent. By 1999 the wealthiest 
2.7 million Americans had as much after-tax income as the bottom 

 Carey, Elaine “Booms don’t help the poor, study finds,” Toronto Star, Oct 30, 2001, p. 260

A2. 273 Berman, Morris, Dark Ages America, W.W. Norton & Co, NY, 2006, p 59. 
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100 million, and 15 percent of the population lived below the official 
poverty level.273 

back to table of contents 

NOT PLANNED 

All this is horrifying but it is not necessarily a matter of conscious 
planning. The managers of systems steer their charges in the 
directions they think best, but the final judgment is made by natural 
selection. Systems that change in ways that are good for systems 
flourish, and systems that change in ways that are not good for The 
System do not. 

Directions that are good for The System include the break-up of 
families because that leaves people with unsatisfied needs. If there is 
a hole in our lives we will look for something to fill it and advertisers 
will convince at least some of us that whatever they have to offer will 
solve our problem, whatever it is. 

Churches offer the faithful a feeling of security and promise relief 
from emotional problems. Schools promise to train us for well-paid 
and supposedly satisfying professions. Governments offer us security 
and public works and commercial systems offer material goods that 
are virtually guaranteed to solve whatever problems we think we 
have. 

Tobacco companies promote a habit that makes big profits for them, 
but that is now recognized as a serious health hazard. Some of the 
most profitable companies in the modern world sell patent medicines 
that don’t cure anything but promise to make us feel better. Others tell 
us that we can find happiness with a new car, new clothes, the right 
liquor or jewelry, or perhaps a tropical cruise or a trip to a theme park. 

But even if The System could offer us peace and contentment it would 
not, because it lives on our needs and our hunger and its best interests 
demand that it intensify, rather than satisfy them. 
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PROPAGANDA RULES 

Propaganda and advertising form a metasystem of their own and that 
metasystem has now developed to the point where it controls the 
world with virtually no human interference. Humans still create and 
distribute propaganda but, because they are themselves controlled by 
it, they are victims as well as authors of the propaganda they create. 

On one level the world is still ruled by soldiers, priests, kings and 
politicians but in most countries their power is illusory. Even in a 
dictatorship no one man can rule without the support of The System 
and, in most countries, that support is gained and held or lost through 
propaganda. 

The pioneering American public relations man Edward Bernays 
wrote: 

“Those who manipulate the unseen mechanism of society constitute 
an invisible government which is the true ruling power in our country. 

“We are governed, our minds are molded, our tastes formed, our ideas 
suggested, largely by men we have never heard of. 

“This is a logical result of the way in which our democratic society is 
organized. Vast numbers of human beings must cooperate in this 
manner if they are to live together in a smoothly functioning society. 

“Our invisible governors are, in many cases, unaware of the identity 
of their fellow members in the inner cabinet. 

“.... we are dominated by a relatively small number of persons — a 
trifling fraction of our hundred and twenty million — who understand 
the mental processes and social patterns of the masses. It is they who 
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pull the wires which control the public mind, who harness old social 
forces and contrive new ways to bind and guide the world.”  261

The nominal rulers of our society are people but in a democracy they 
are people who have chosen or developed the right propaganda. 
Because they are also victims of their own and others’ propaganda the 
real ruler is the propaganda, rather than the people. 

back to table of contents 

THE NEWS 

Some people think they are safe from propaganda because they 
‘follow the news,’ and are ‘aware of what is happening in the world.’ 
They don’t realize that most of what we call ‘news’ is actually a 
combination of advertising, propaganda and entertainment. 

In 1995 David Korten, president of the People-Centered Development 
Forum, reported that North American public relations agencies had 
170,000 people to manage and manipulate news while North 
American news media had only about 40,000 reporters to report it. In 
1990 a study found that nearly 40% of the contents of American 
newspapers began with press releases or other information from 
public relations agencies.  Since then, many news agencies have cut 262

back on their reporting staffs. 

Business news especially relies on information from public relations 
agencies and, as Americans learned after the collapse of Enron, 
Worldcom and other corporations, important information may be 
faked or distorted. 

Even if the media tries to avoid bias in the news, some will leak 
through. Television news anchors are among the most influential 

 Bernays, Edward L. Propaganda, Kennikat Press, Port Washington, NY, 1928. p. 9-10.261

 Korten, David, When Corporations Rule the World, Kumarian Press and Berrett-Koehler 262

Publishers, 1995, p. 146. 
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people in our culture and, like everyone else, they have political 
opinions. In the mid 1980’s an experiment showed that, whatever the 
objective content of a TV news story, the anchorman’s approval or 
disapproval of political candidates can be read from his facial 
expressions and that some voters are influenced by this opinion.  263

But that applies only to ‘serious’ news. A considerable portion of our 
daily ‘news’ is actually a form of soap opera, with no real news value 
at all. Rather than information about the state of the world and the 
activities of governments, most ‘news’ media tend to feature stories 
about celebrities, and about pain and misery. 

And most of it is irrelevant to most of us. Tiger Woods and Arnold 
Schwartznegger are both wealthy and attractive men, and I do not find 
it surprising that women were willing to sleep with them. Because 
they are both men, I don’t find it surprising that they were willing to 
sleep with attractive women. If their wives found out I’m not 
surprised that they are unhappy but, because I am not personally 
acquainted with either the men or their wives or mistresses, I’m not 
much interested in the story and I don’t see why it should dominate 
news media for a week or more. 

John F. Kennedy Junior was a rich young man and the son of a 
popular American president, but neither his life nor his death were of 
much importance to the general public. Still, when his plane crashed 
off Martha’s Vineyard in the summer of 1999, we were deluged with 
newspaper and television reports of the ‘tragedy.’ Because he and his 
family were rich and famous we had to learn all the details of his 
pampered life and his death. 

I don’t begrudge him the pampering but I question the media’s 
pretense that his accidental death was more important than the death 
of anyone else. 

 Brian Mullen et al, “Newscasters’ facial expressions and voting behavior, can a smile 263

elect a president?” Journal of Personality and Social Psychology 1986, vol. 51 no 2, pp. 
291-295. 
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O. J. Simpson is a has-been football player and some-time actor. 
When he was tried for the murder of his former wife we were 
subjected to months of salacious ‘news’ stories about how he had 
abused her and about the brutal manner of her death. In fact neither 
Simpson nor his wife or her murder were of any importance to 
anybody except their friends and families, and the news media just 
used them to titillate the public.  264

The media also does us a dis-service with constant reminders of 
tragedy and loss. The destruction of the World Trade Center on Sept 
11/01, was a traumatic event but, if they were given a chance, most 
Americans would get over it. 

But they are not allowed to. For years after the event the news media 
had to re-open all the old wounds and remind families of the 
husbands and fathers they had lost. This was partly related to the 
campaign to prepare Americans for the planned invasion of Iraq, but 
it was also an attempt to display and, if necessary, create suffering for 
the entertainment of the masses. 

The media tries to find something sad or tragic or frightening about 
everything. If children are killed we have to hear about the misery 
and sorrow of the parents, in case we think they don’t care. 

Some news becomes important because the media decides to play it 
up. On days when there is no important news the media may puff a 
minor item to make it look important enough to be a ‘lead.’ If a 
puffed story leads the news many people will think it’s important and 
in fact it may be, but not as news. Puff stories that lead the news on a 
dull day may actually create ‘public opinion.’ 

And sometimes this is planned. We ‘measure’ public opinion by polls 
but, as psychologist John Zaller has observed, most people have no 
pre-formed opinion and when a pollster asks a question most people’s 
answer will depend on what they have read or heard in the news in 

 Simpson was arrested on June 17/94 and acquitted Oct 3/95. His trial was the lead 264

story on US TV news and most newspapers for several months. I found the dates of the 
arrest and acquittal in Encyclopaedia Britannica CD 98, listed under Simpson, O.J. 



The System page �  of �296 376

the past few days. In an example of positive feedback, the answers 
that people give to polls then become ‘news.’  265

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.”  266

The media can create public opinion. In order to promote a new 
expressway, for example, the travel section of a newspaper might 
feature an article about the wonders of a city that is famed for its 
expressways. A business article might point out how important 
transportation is to the city, news stories might feature auto accidents 
with comments from safety ‘experts’ who tell us how dangerous 
narrow streets are, a tame ‘think-tank’ will produce an ‘economic 
study’ that will show the need for better roads, and so forth. This may 
sound like a plot by editors and publishers, but it need not be 
deliberate. If expressways are ‘in the news’ most editors would 
consider it good journalism to run stories that relate to expressways. 

Then the newspaper or some other system might commission a poll of 
public opinion and, to prepare for the poll, there might or might not 
be a story about the expressway proposal. Either way, pollsters will 
go to selected areas of the city and ask the people who are most likely 
to benefit from the expressway what they think of it, and the answers 
can be guaranteed to support the cause. 

The newspaper’s motives’ for this are obvious. Because auto makers 
and oil companies support the expressway, the newspaper’s 
advertising salesmen will be pleased if the paper supports it. The 
city’s roads department, police and others will gain new duties and 
therefore new power from an expressway, and they will therefore be 

 Zaller, John, Nature and Origins of Mass Opinion, Cambridge University Press, 265

Cambridge, 1992, p. 1.

  Lippmann, Walter, Public Opinion, 1922, The Macmillan Co, reprint by Transaction 266

Publishers, New Brunswick, NJ, 1988, p. 153. 280 Radin, Paul, The World of Primitive Man, 
Grove Press, NY, 1960, c1953, p. 11. Quoted earlier in this book. 



The System page �  of �297 376

more cooperative and friendly to reporters from newspapers that 
support it. If the paper’s owners have real estate interests or friends in 
the road-construction business they may have personal reasons to 
support the proposal. 

All these people will have the best of possible motives, of course, but 
they also have personal interests. As soon as the expressway is 
suggested a metasystem will begin to form and the final decision to 
build it or not will depend more on benefits and disadvantages to 
members of the metasystem than benefits to the city as a whole. 

back to table of contents 

THE MUTE MAJORITY 

One advantage of chain media is that central control eliminates most 
random or uncontrolled voices. 

In a natural human society every person has a voice280, but 
propaganda is more effective if no conflicting information or opinion 
is available. In a world of independent thinkers there would be several 
opinions on every subject and in a world of small media all would be 
heard, to some extent, but chain media prints or broadcasts only 
authorized voices and authorized views of the world. 

And because the media are owned by chains and take their news from 
wire services, all their news stories will agree on basic facts and on 
how they should be interpreted. There will be some conflict between 
media that support different political parties or that are backed by 
different financial interests, but all are part of the same metasystem 
and the basic message will always be the same. 

In the occupied village members of The Establishment may have 
quarrelled among themselves but they always presented a united front 
to the slaves and serfs. In the world of The System the only opinions 
aired in public are those that serve The System, one way or another. 
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Even letters to the editor of a newspaper are edited and a skillful edit 
can change the tenor and meaning of a letter, sometimes by just 
deleting a few words. I do not suggest that editors think in terms of 
authorized and unauthorized opinions, but I do suggest that they don’t 
print ideas that they consider to be unreasonable. The ideas that 
editors consider reasonable, of course, are those that agree with 
conventional wisdom and are acceptable to The System. If they did 
not accept conventional wisdom and support The System, they would 
not be hired or kept as editors. 

In the modern world most media, especially chain media, is also a 
member of the MIC. In this role the media keeps the public ‘on side’ 
for a war and the war builds readership and/or viewership — and 
advertising revenue — for the media. American 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 (which was later proved 
to have been caused by 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.”  267

Basil Zarahoff, aka ‘the merchant of death’ was an arms dealer, a 
director of the English arms maker Vickers and owner or partner of 
several other arms makers and dealerships around the world. Four 
years before the outbreak of the First World War he bought control of 
the Paris newspaper Excelsior which then began printing articles 
about the need for arms and the likelihood of a war with Germany. 
Many of these articles were read into the record of the Reichstag, and 
have been suggested as justification for the German decision to 
increase military spending. 

 Nash, Knowlton, Trivia Pursuit, McClelland & Stewart, Toronto, 1998, p. 88.267
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After the war began 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,” and eventually brought Greece into the war on the Allied 
side.268

Allied propaganda described Adolf Hitler as a ‘failed house painter’ 
but he was in fact chairman and the biggest single stockholder of 
Franz Eher Nachfolger GmbH, generally known in English as ‘Eher 
Publishing,’ which the Nazi party bought in 1920 and which 
published novels, maps, song books, calendars and many of 
Germany’s biggest newspapers. It published Hitler’s own work, 
including Mein Kampf, and Hitler himself wrote the newspaper story 
that blamed the Reichstag fire on ‘Communists.’ In 1945, the 
company was banned and dismantled. 

In today’s world Rupert Murdoch’s Fox News TV station is an 
enthusiastic supporter of the American War on Terror and of 
American military adventures in Afghanistan and Iraq. 

Entertainment media is also an ally of the MIC, producing an endless 
chain of movies and TV shows that glamorize and glorify wars and 
warriors. This helps the MIC because it presents war in an attractive 
light and, in American movies and TV shows, Americans always win 
and few civilians are harmed. In return, the military cooperates with 
producers of shows that present them in a good light, and allows 
producers the use of aircraft carriers, aircraft, submarines and other 
equipment the producers could not possibly buy, or even pay a 
reasonable rent for. 

Imagine the cost, for example, if a movie producer had to pay a 
reasonable rental for the aircraft carrier used in Top Gun, the wages of 
the crew and the flying time of the aircraft! 

  From Men of Wealth, Ludwig von Mises Institute, Auburn, Alabama, 2007, pages 337 - 268

372. 
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In wartime some movies are obvious propaganda but even in 
peacetime military forces cooperate with movie makers and others 
who show them in a good light. 

back to table of contents 

SERVING THE SYSTEM 

If the media can create and control public opinion we might consider 
the people who control the media, rather than The System, to be the 
leaders of society. That’s an illusion. 

People who control media are active agents but they are able to act 
because they serve The System. This is not a conspiracy theory and I 
don’t suggest that press lords and their minions deliberately serve The 
System, or even that they know it exists. I do argue that if they did not 
accept the values of The System and if they did not serve the needs of 
The System they would not prosper, and the media they control would 
have no power. 

We assume that the people who seem to control society follow their 
own programs and that may be so, but they may still act as agents of 
The System. If a system reflects the personality of a leader we may 
assume that the leader has changed the system, but I argue that 
leaders are appointed, elected or allowed to take and hold power 
because their beliefs and plans match the needs of the system. 

The reporters and editors who produce our ‘news’ are conscientious 
— I was one of them for many years — but they are selected by the 
managers of the media and thus, indirectly, by The System. If they did 
not accept the values of The System — or at least do what they are 
told — they could not hold their jobs. We don’t know them personally 
and what any reporter writes on the job is what he is paid to write, 
which may or may not be what he really believes. The only hard-line 
Communist recruiting meeting I have attended was conducted by a 
reporter for a very-respectable conservative newspaper. After the 
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meeting he told me “the red flag is coming down the street, and if you 
don’t get behind it you will be trampled.” 

I didn’t see this when I was working as a reporter but I have myself 
participated in deliberate manipulation of the news. In the 1960’s I 
shot free-lance news-film for several TV stations in southern Ontario. 
At that time a pressure group wanted the Canadian military to lend a 
Hercules transport plane to a group that was trying to get aid to one 
side of the Nigerian civil war. 

A Toronto TV station assigned me to film the group’s ‘demonstration’ 
outside the Air Transport Command base at Trenton, Ontario. By the 
time I got there several other TV crews were waiting, but there were 
no ‘demonstrators.’ On schedule, a car and a couple of small vans 
arrived. A PR man got out of the car and spoke to us, then to the 
guards outside the station. Then people got out of the vans. 

For about five minutes the ‘demonstrators’ marched in circles, waved 
signs and chanted slogans in front of the gate while we of the press 
took pictures, choosing our camera angles to make a dozen people 
look like a mob. Then the PR man asked if we had enough. 

The others said they had but I pointed out that there was a Hercules 
plane parked on the airfield across the road. If I used a long lens and 
if the ‘demonstrators’ marched in exactly the right place, I could get a 
shot of them marching with the plane in the background. 

They did, until I got the shot. Then they all climbed into the vans and 
went home. The marchers didn’t give a damn about the planes or 
about Nigeria — all they knew or cared was that they had all been 
paid to march in front of cameras. 

I told the news editor about this when I handed in my film, and he 
told me that it had been ‘arranged.’ So much for the integrity of that 
particular TV station — which was and still is one of the most 
influential private TV stations in Canada. Because my long shot was 
very effective, it was also picked up for the national news that night. 
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The effect of propaganda is intensified if all the media offer the same 
news and the same interpretation of news and, in North America, 
news has become more standardized over the years. The trend began 
with the rise of syndicated columnists who present the same opinion 
to millions of readers at a time and the standardization has become 
more complete with the growth of chain media that presents the same 
picture, as approved by the management of the chain — to readers 
across the country. 

At the end of World War II about 80% of American newspapers were 
independent operations but by 1989, 80% were owned by chains.  269

Since then, the concentration has increased. 

The take-over by chains made a big difference because many of the 
owners of independent newspapers believed in public service and 
were willing to stand up for their beliefs. Some of the people who 
control newspaper chains may have an active interest in manipulating 
the government and the public and many of the managers of 
individual papers in a chain are bean counters who are judged by the 
profits they can wring out of their publications. 

The systems we call governments probably did not plan to help media 
moguls to build chains of newspapers, but they did help. Roy 
Thomson, who built one of the world’s biggest media empires, said 
that family-owned newspapers are not economic in Canada because 
the heirs have to pay inheritance taxes every time the property is 
passed on.  American chains were helped by an IRS ruling that the 270

cost of buying newspaper companies was a legitimate business 
expense. Because of that, a chain that invested its profits in the 
purchase of more newspapers could avoid taxes.  271

This does not suggest that either Canadian or American government 
officials collaborated in the creation of media chains. In any 

 Bagdikian, Ben, The Media Monopoly, Beacon Press, Boston, 1983, p. 4.269

 Braddon, Russell, Roy Thomson of Fleet Street, Collins, London, Toronto, 1965, p. 148.270

 Bagdikian, Ben, The Media Monopoly, Beacon Press, Boston, 1983, p. 10. 271
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metasystem each party follows its own best interests but the end 
result of their work benefits both. 

When dolphins help human fishermen they do it because cooperation 
helps them catch more fish, not because it helps the fishermen. When 
spur-winged plovers clean the teeth of crocodiles they do it because 
they find food there, not because they want to protect crocodiles from 
dental caries. When oxpecker birds pick ticks from the backs of 
African water buffalo they do it because a tick full of buffalo blood is 
food for the bird, not because it might bother the buffalo. 

When governments tax the inheritors of independent news media they 
do it for the money, not because they want to help chain media. When 
chain media supports politicians who support taxes on independent 
media they do it for their own advantage, not because they think those 
politicians are best for the country. 

One way and another, the chains grew. Author Ben Bagdikian says 
that in 1997 twenty three corporations owned most of the newspapers, 
magazines, TV stations, book publishers and moving picture 
production companies in the United States.286 There have been several 
mergers and takeovers since then, and the number is now probably 
less than ten. 

In the summer of 2001 the Canadian Radio and Television 
Commission took the process one step further with a decision that 
allowed Canada’s two national newspapers to merge their news 
operations with two television networks.  Journalists worried about 272

the loss of jobs but the more important effect was that information 
was more completely controlled. In the next year Canadians learned 
that some of the editorials for newspapers in one chain were written at 

 Heather Scoffield, “CRTC okays newsroom convergence” The Globe and Mail 08/03/01, 272

Metro edition, p. B1. See also Susan Pigg, “CRTC okays merged newsrooms —- But 
management of newspaper and TV operations must be separate,” Toronto Star 08/03/01, p. 
A3.
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the chain’s head office and that all newspapers in the chain were 
required to publish the head-office editorials.  273

As Noam Chomsky said, “Liberal democratic theorists have long 
observed that in a society where the voice of the people is heard, elite 
groups must ensure that that voice says the right thing.”  274

back to table of contents 

MANAGEMENT BY ENTERTAINMENT 

News media are powerful, but they are just one arm of the 
metasystem of Mind Benders that controls us. Hundreds of millions 
of people around the world are avid sports fans and, now as in Roman 
times, spectator sports are a tool for the management of the masses. 

Roman rulers kept the masses sedated with ‘bread and circuses’ and 
spectator sports are so important in the modern world that whole 
cities are disrupted for one event. Television stations re-arrange their 
schedules around a professional ball game and newspapers have 
whole sections devoted to ‘sports.’ 

Spectator sports encourage ‘fans’ to display mindless loyalty and to 
react as members of a group rather than as individuals. They also 
keep people focussed on the behavior, activities and needs of a sports 
league — which is a system — and inhibit more-important interaction 
between humans. The ability of some 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 while it may be distressing to their families the loyalty of sports 
fans to their chosen team is valuable to The System. As the French 

 “Their master’s voice,” Globe and Mail Dec 10/01, p. A18.273

 Chomsky, Noam, Pirates and Emperors, Old and New, Between the Lines, Toronto, 274

2002, p. 19.
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theologian, political philosopher and 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.”  275

Major sports events also provide news blackouts during which other 
news will be ignored and potentially embarrassing information can be 
buried. If you don’t want the public to notice something, schedule it 
during a blackout. 

As a reporter I didn’t notice news blackouts until, nearly 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. 

Perhaps because a reporter had witnessed the attack, charges were 
eventually laid. Months later the trial was held, on the day of a U.S. 
presidential election. I came from Toronto to testify at the trial 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 

 Ellul, Jacques, Propaganda, the Formation of Men’s Attitudes, p. 172. 275
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attempt to cover anything up, but the incident was kept out of the 
national news. 

In this case servants of The System used an election to bury news, but 
U.S. presidential elections are held only once every four years. Major 
sports stories — such as ‘bowl’ football games, the world series of 
baseball and the Stanley Cup of hockey — add up to several 
blackouts a year and when a special blackout is required at a specific 
time, a ‘world-championship’ boxing fight or other event can be 
staged. 

back to table of contents 

CELEBRITIES 

Celebrities can be used to create a news blackout if they happen to get 
married or divorced, or do something ‘newsworthy,’ at an appropriate 
time. If no established celebrity is doing anything interesting, The 
System can create one to order. 

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 double billing for federal government contracts 
by supporters of the Liberal party which controlled the government, 
other irregularities in government contracts and the news that our 
Prime Minister 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. These 
events were all reported, but they all took second billing to the 
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continuing story about a sports announcer’s campaign to keep his 
job.  276

If we were looking for a conspiracy we might assume that the 
network deliberately dumped the sportscaster to precipitate a crisis 
and that the news media took up the cause intentionally, but we are 
not looking for a conspiracy and we don’t need to make any such 
assumptions. 

Instead, we understand that in a working system, things happen. We 
like to think that humans direct events in our society and they do, but 
we don’t have to believe in some Machiavellian plot. If the same 
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 all make that 
decision. 

Celebrities are useful to advertisers because we recognize them and, 
subconsciously, we trust them as we would trust friends. I know that a 
professional hockey player is not particularly well-qualified to judge 
the quality of shampoo but a company that sells shampoo will pay 

 some sample references: 276
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him to recommend its brand in a television commercial. When I see 
the commercial I don’t think of the hockey player as an expert on 
shampoos but if I were a hockey fan I might see someone I admire 
and I might take his advice even if I know that he is just saying what 
he is paid to say. 

I bought that brand because it just happened to catch my eye when I 
was passing through the store. It’s not bad. 

Some ‘celebrities,’ are famous only through commercials. If a product 
has questionable value a ‘genuine’ celebrity may be reluctant to 
endorse it or, whether the product is useful or not, a celebrity may 
demand too much money. In that case an advertiser can literally 
create a celebrity, simply by using the same actor every time in a 
series of commercials. An unknown actor might take a job like that 
for less than regular rates, because he or she will profit from the 
exposure. 

Celebrities are a big help to advertisers and propagandists, but that is 
not their only function. Author Vance Packard laments the loss of 
neighbors and friends as modern corporations move executives 
around the country but he notes that all Americans have familiar 
‘neighbors’ in the persons of David Frost and Lucille Ball — the stars 
of popular TV programs of the era in which he wrote Nation of 
Strangers.  277

Celebrities serve a useful function in that they give us something to 
talk about. We like to talk to other humans and while friends talk 
about their mutual friends and co-workers can talk about their work, 
we sometimes wind up in company with strangers. If we have nothing 
else to talk about, we can always make contact by talking about the 
celebrities who serve as virtual friends to most of us. 

We all need friends but if we are cut off from families and from real 
friendships — as many of us are in the world of The System — the 

 Packard, Vance, Nation of Strangers, originally published by David McKay, in New York. 277

I refer to p. 181 of the Pocket Book edition, published in 1973.
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well-known face and voice of a celebrity give us some sense of 
security. At the same time celebrities also reinforce our sense of 
insecurity because we know that compared to them we are 
insignificant and have no right to challenge The System. 

That is another important function. The most important members of 
society are the makers who provide the goods and services we all 
need — the farmers, the bakers, the garbage collectors and so-on — 
but if takers are to rule they must keep makers under control. When a 
maker sees a celebrity spend more every month than the average 
maker earns in a lifetime, when he or she sees how the world respects 
and listens to a hockey player, a movie star, a supermodel or someone 
else who performs an essentially-useless function, the maker is 
reminded of his or her insignificance. People who get such reminders 
several times a day, every day will honestly believe that they are less 
important than takers. 

Again, as always, I stress that this is not a plot by individuals. It’s 
how The System works and most of the individuals involved are not 
aware of The System or of their role in it. 

The bacteria that produces the enzyme that enables Mixotricha 
paradoxa to digest cellulose plays a significant role in the construction 
of a termitary, but it does not know or care what a termitary is or why 
it should be built.

back to table of contents 

FACTS ABOUT FICTION 

Books, plays, television and movies are also effective tools for the 
management of society. Like professional sports they keep the masses 
bemused and create heroes and, at the same time, are ideal vehicles 
for propaganda. 
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This is not a new idea. In 1895 French social psychologist Gustav Le 
Bon wrote “The imagination of crowds is most stirred when ideas are 
transmitted dramatically. For this reason, theatrical 
representations ....... always have an enormous influence on 
crowds.”278

During World War II and even as late as the Vietnam War some 
movies were mostly propaganda, produced in support of national war 
efforts. Few modern movies contain much obvious agitative or 
political propaganda but almost all contain a considerable amount of 
integrative, sociological and collateral propaganda. The industry 
actually boasts that films “promote the highest types of social life, the 
proper conception of society, the proper standards of life and avoid 
any ridicule of the law, either natural or human, or sympathy for those 
who violate the law.” 279

We like to pretend that ‘entertainment’ is ‘value-free’ but, in fact, 
there is no such thing as value free information of any kind. 

Some of the most powerful propaganda is contained in fictional 
stories which may be presented as books, as movies or on television. 
Fiction is a wonderful medium for propagandists because there is no 
pretense of telling the truth. Fiction can distort facts as required and if 
the distortions are noticed they are dismissed as ‘artistic license.’ 

Fiction can use rhythm, emotion and other techniques to insert 
messages directly into our subconscious minds and, if there is any 
danger that we will think critically about anything, fiction can distract 
us with action or a love scene or a description sprinkled with 
emotionally loaded images or adjectives. 

When fiction presents an argument it also presents the counter-
argument but it presents only the counter-argument that the author 
chooses. The result is that we see the point argued and won without 

 Le Bon, Gustav, The Crowd, London, 1896, (1953 printing) p. 68.278

 Ellul, Jacques, Propaganda, the Formation of Men’s Attitudes, Alfred A Knopf, NY, 1965, 279

trans by Konrad Kellen and Jean Lerner, p. 67.



The System page �  of �311 376

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. 

In fact much fiction actually depends on the “willing suspension of 
disbelief.” Most of us know that in reality a Swiss doctor named 
Frankenstein did not make an artificial man, that Captain Kirk did not 
command a real starship and that Captain Nemo did not build and 
command a nuclear submarine in the 19th century but, for the sake of 
the story, we are willing to pretend belief. In all these cases the 
pretense is obvious and not likely to be mistaken, but when the story 
is more plausible we may forget that the ‘facts’ of the story are 
created in the writer’s imagination. 

This does not suggest that novelists and film writers are part of a 
deliberate plot to manipulate us. There is no need for such 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 propaganda we find in fiction is integrative 
and sociological and the people who present it may be trying to lead 
but, in most cases, they are not trying to mislead their audience.  280

Movies and television programs also disseminate a lot of collateral 
fiction. In real life most of us face very little danger of being mugged 
or robbed but violence is a feature of many TV programs and several 
studies have found that people who watch a lot of TV generally over-
estimate the danger. 

And whether it’s deliberate or not, the propaganda in fiction is very 
powerful because even though we know that the story we see on the 
screen or read in a book is fiction, we absorb it as though it were real 
and, in time we may come to believe it is real. In The Myth of 

 5 In fact the phrase “the American way of life" was an advertising slogan, used by the 280

National Association of Manufacturers in a 1937-8 campaign to encourage Americans to 
spend more money despite the depression. see Ewen, Stuart, PR!, A social history of spin. 
Basic Books, HarperCollins Publishers, NY, 1996, p. 320. 
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Repressed Memory psychologist Elizabeth Loftus explains how we 
can confuse fiction with fact. 

World famous psychologist Jean Piaget did. As quoted 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. Piaget remembered the nurse telling his parents 
about the supposed incident, and for years he thought he remembered 
a real event. 

Loftus once challenged her students at the University of Washington 
to implant false memories in friends and relatives. About one-quarter 
of them 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 
implant a memory that Chris could not identify as false.  281

We know that the stories we see in movies and on TV are fiction, of 
course, but we may remember the story and forget that it was fiction. 
Loftus says that in several speeches former U.S. president Ronald 
Reagan cited a specific act of heroism in which a U.S. Navy pilot won 
the Congressional Medal of Honor. The incident he referred to was 
portrayed in a movie but it does not appear on the records of any 
winners of the Congressional Medal of Honor.  282

I have a distinct recollection of two friends — both recent graduates 
of American Ivy League universities — telling me about Zimbardo’s 
prison experiment. The memory is clear, but the facts are that 
Zimbardo’s experiment was conducted in 1971 and I haven’t seen 

 Loftus, Elizabeth and Katherine Ketcham, The Myth of Repressed Memory, St. Martin’s 281

Press, New York, 1994, pp. 97-99.

 Loftus, Elizabeth and Katherine Ketcham, The Myth of Repressed Memory, St. Martin’s 282

Press, New York, 1994, p. 93.
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these friends since we worked together on an AFSC project in Mexico 
in 1956. Of all the people I have known these two were probably the 
most likely to know and care about the experiment, but it occurred 
long after I lost touch with them. 

Quoted in the San Francisco Chronicle, psychologist Daniel 
Schachter 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. 

One of the most common failings of memory is what psychologists 
call ‘source amnesia,’ in which we remember something but are not 
quite sure where or how we learned it. Once the source of a memory 
is forgotten we find it hard to distinguish between our memory of an 
event that we have actually perceived that of one we have only heard 
about.  283

Because we can accept fictional events as real, millions of North 
Americans live in a world in which the beliefs, attitudes and behavior 
of the characters in fiction — most of which are warped to improve 
the story — represent a slice of real life. 

Some school-teachers tell us that fiction teaches us about the real 
world, but that’s a myth. Fiction may pretend to model real life but in 
fact fictional characters behave as they must to fit a pre-ordained plot. 

Even within the demands of the plot, fiction has to make its characters 
and the world behave in ways that will please an audience already 
shaped by misconceptions and sated by excess. 

To be commercially successful, fiction must cater to the 
preconceptions of its audience and the stereotypes of the day. In the 
American south in the 1920’s or South Africa in the 1960’s a story or 
play that portrayed even one black man as noble or intelligent would 
not have been accepted by the general public. Now a story that 

 “Amnesia to Confabulation — New Research on Memory,” Daniel Goleman, The San 283

Francisco Chronicle, 05/31/1994, final, p. A7. 
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depicts blacks as base, simple minded or cowardly would be rejected 
by most of us. 

Today’s fiction reflects different stereotypes but they are still 
stereotypes and modern TV, movies and even books portray the world 
with such clarity and simplicity that most fiction is more vivid than 
real life. 

And they portray the world that The System wants portrayed. It looks 
real to us because most of the characters portrayed in popular 
entertainment have dreams and ambitions similar to our own, but this 
is like the question “which came first — the hen or the egg?” 

To a certain extent the characters we see in popular movies look like 
us because they are modeled on us but, at the same time, we model 
ourselves on them. To hold our interest the characters in movies must 
be subtly different from us and, in a world ruled by The System, most 
of those differences are good for The System. 

Movies glorify career women over mothers, takers over makers and 
— above all — obedience to the world of fashion and popular 
entertainment. 

And whatever else it does, fiction has to offer extremes. More than 
100 years ago the fictional detective Sherlock Holmes solved cases in 
which something was stolen or, sometimes, somebody’s life was 
threatened. He sometimes carried a revolver and sometimes fired a 
warning shot. 

The fictional detectives of modern movies chase villains who are out 
to destroy the world, or at least to commit mass murder. Heroes and 
villains alike carry automatic pistols or machine guns, and everyone 
shoots to kill. 

To some people this is the real world. Because the characters we see 
in movies and on television are part of a highly-charged drama we 
pay more attention to their antics on the screen that we do to real 
people in the real world, and the lessons we learn from fictional 
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characters on movies and TV screens may carry more weight than the 
lessons we learn from real people. 

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, in fact, we 
may have trouble communicating with real people. 

Psychologists tell us that most of social communication is through 
body language and that most of the rest is through tone of voice. 
Rather than listen to what people say we watch them and listen to 
how they speak. 

We learn to read non-verbal cues from our peers but when we get a 
significant portion of our human contact from actors on a TV screen, 
we may not learn to read real cues. 

When a movie actor looks into an actress’ eyes and tells her he loves 
her, he’s usually lying. In fact he may hate her and in any case he is 
following a script. 

But to millions of teen-aged girls his love is real and they watch every 
nuance of body language and facial expression. The actor is faking 
love 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. 

A good actor will try to mimic the body language of true love but 
there’s little chance that he will get it exactly right. He may do better 
as an actor if he parodies real body language, because the parody will 
have more impact in the fictional setting. 

That’s a real problem because most 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 pay more attention to TV than 
they do in real life. 

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. 
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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? 

Some people do more than think about it. More than two hundred 
years ago German poet Johann Wolfgang von Goethe wrote a novel in 
which the hero, Werther, committed suicide.  The book describes in 284

detail how he dressed for the event in boots, a blue coat and a yellow 
vest and, after his servant had left for the night, sat at his desk with a 
pistol and a copy of a popular romantic play, and shot himself. In the 
next few years so many young men shot themselves in obvious 
imitation of Werther that the book was banned in several countries. 

Psychiatrists know that one suicide in a mental hospital is often 
followed by others and more than 20 years ago American sociologist 
David Phillips found that the pattern holds in the outside world. 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 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. 

 Goethe, Johann Wolfgang, The Sorrows of Young Werther, English translation  by Harry 284

Steinhauer, Norton, NY, 1970. 
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Some suicides have more impact than others. In 1962 the death of 
Marilyn Monroe apparently triggered nearly 200 extra suicides in the 
next month. In April of 1994 singer Kurt Cobain shot himself. For the 
rest of the year a surprising number of teen-age suicides played 
Cobain tapes as they killed themselves and some left notes naming 
Cobain. Some psychologists call the phenomenon the ‘Werther 
effect.’  I see it as another example of Barnum’s Law in action. 285

In a later study Phillips found that fatal automobile accidents also 
increased significantly after a publicized suicide. More significant, 
single-car accidents in which the driver was the only victim increased 
after a publicized suicide, and accidents in which the driver and at 
least one passenger were killed increased after a publicized murder-
suicide. 

Numbers were compared for a week before and a week after the date 
on which significant suicides were reported. Through most of that 
period the fatality rate varied from the expected average by about 
minus two to plus six percent from year to year. 

But three days after the report of a suicide fatalities were usually 
more than 31 percent above the expected level and in a second peak 
showed an increase of nearly ten percent, eight days after the report 
of the suicide.  286

But if mass entertainment can drive some of us to suicide, it also 
helps reconcile people to the frustration and monotony of life in The 
System. 

For many people life is dreary because they are tied to jobs that offer 
little scope for independence or creativity. This is frustrating but they 
may find relief in movies and TV shows. Unfortunately the shows 
that they are likely to find most satisfying are those in which anyone 

 Phillips, D.P. “The influence of suggestion on suicide, substantive and theoretical 285

implication of the Werther effect.” American Sociological Review, 39:340-354, 1974.

 Phillips, D.P. “Suicide, motor vehicle fatalities and the mass media,” American Journal of 286

Sociology vol. 84, no 5, pp. 1150-1174, 1974.
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who gets in the hero’s way can expect at least a beating and, often, a 
gruesome death. 

Apologists for ‘blood and thunder’ shows remind us that the good 
guys always win and some cite a series of experiments at the 
University of Colorado that suggest that people who watch violent 
films experience a ‘catharsis’ and vent their anger vicariously. 

A later series of experiments at the University of Wisconsin suggest 
that while people who watch ‘unjustified’ violence in movies may not 
display much aggression afterward, people who watch ‘justified’ 
violence are considerably more likely to be aggressive afterward.  287

That’s a problem because when the good guy wins, it’s the bad guy 
who suffers the most violence and psychological evidence suggests 
that this gives viewers a license to be aggressive against ‘bad 
guys.”  If we accept the message of some TV shows, this category 288

might include anyone who offends or opposes us. 

There’s also the problem of what psychologists call the ‘anchoring’ 
effect, and how the media has to react to it. 

If we watch enough violent movies and TV shows we see the violence 
portrayed in the shows as a norm, and this prepares us for more 
violence in real life. It’s also a problem for movie-makers because 
they have to provide something more violent than reality to create 
‘shock value,’ and when the higher level of violence is accepted as the 
new norm, they have to step it up again for the next thriller. 
Unfortunately, the increases in fictional violence are reflected in real 
life. 

 Rapoport, Anatol, The Origins of Violence,” Transaction Publishers, New Brunswick NJ, 287

1995/97, pp. 39-41. 

 Berkowitz, Leonard, (1964), “The effects of viewing violence,” Scientific American, vol. 288

210 no 2, 35-40, see also Berkowitz and Geen, R. (1966) “Film violence and the cue 
property of target,” Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, No 3, 525-530 and 
Berkowitz and Rawlings, E. (1963) “Effects of film violence on inhibition against subsequent 
aggression,” Journal of Abnormal and Social Psychology vol. 66, No 5, 405-412. 
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Fiction also plays an important role in the creation and reinforcement 
of conventional wisdom and, in some cases at least, we have to 
consider the possibility that this is deliberate. Most of the worlds of 
fiction are more exciting and more interesting than the real world, but 
they are not real and they may warp our view of the real world. 

back to table of contents 

VIDEO GAMES 

Video games are a more powerful educational tool than schools and, 
while the lessons they teach may be good for The System, they are a 
negative benefit to humanity. 

The most important lesson the games teach is that killing people is 
fun. In human culture we learn to respect human life and, even in war, 
most people tend to avoid killing people. Many video games reverse 
this ideal, teaching us that it is fun to shoot and kill men, women and 
children. We see the result of this in incidents such as the infamous 
‘highway of death’ war crime in the First Gulf War, in which 
American and British pilots and ground forces slaughtered thousands 
of Iraqi troops and civilians as they marched out of Kuwait.  We 289

saw it again in a Wikileaks video taken from an American helicopter 
gunship over Baghdad in which the gunners mistook two TV 
reporter’s cameras for weapons, and opened fire with a machine gun, 
killing eight civilians in the initial attack. When a passing van stopped 
and some of the occupants tried to aid the wounded, the soldiers 
opened fire on the van. 

Later, when they learned that most of the occupants of the van were 
young girls on their way to school, one of the killers can be heard to 
say: 

 http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Highway_of_Death .289
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“It’s their fault for bringing their kids to a battle.”290

back to table of contents 

DOING WELL BY DOING GOOD 

The charity business is a spin-off of both religion and the advertising/
propaganda business. Many working priests, nuns and priestesses 
have made a career of helping people in need but some priests have 
been anything but charitable . 

And some people help themselves, while pretending to help others. I 
began to wonder about charity back in the 1960s when, as a reporter 
for a small newspaper, I learned of a ‘missionary’ who was doing the 
rounds of local churches to raise money for his school and 
‘orphanage’ in Costa Rica. He told his listeners of the terrible poverty 
of Costa Rica and the need for education. I didn’t believe him because 
a couple of years earlier I had lived in Costa Rica, then known as “the 
Switzerland of the Americas” with very little poverty and a higher 
level of literacy than the United States. I had also visited an American 
family that owned a coffee plantation in the south of the country and 
had ‘adopted’ an orphan from nearby Panama, who lived as an unpaid 
servant in their home. 

The success of the modern charity business is partly due to the 
Vietnam war and the protests it sparked. With the help of idealistic 
professors and possibly Russian undercover agents the protesters 
learned powerful propaganda and advertising techniques and when 
the war ran out they moved on to new causes. Organizations that 
began as idealistic crusades for equal rights or to save the whales or 
the seals or other animals raised tens of millions of dollars a year, and 
entrepreneurs interested in other causes, or perhaps only in their own 
welfare, saw the opportunity. 

 This video is available on many sites. Google “wikileaks, helicopter attack.” I watched it 290

on http://www.arlingtonwestsantamonica.org/AW27.html . 
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With modern advertising and propaganda to help raise money charity 
can be a very good business. In 1996 Canadian Member of Parliament 
John Bryden reported that 73,000 registered Canadian charities 
shared a total income of about $86 billion dollars — about 13% of 
Canada’s total economic activity — they had about $109 billion in 
assets and they employed about 1.3 million people, or about 12% of 
Canada’s total work force.  The numbers are not quite so mind-291

blowing when you remember that hospitals and universities are 
‘charities,’ but most of the 73,000 are neither universities nor 
hospitals and some of them are open to serious question. By definition 
a charity helps people in need but some confine their activities to 
special groups. 

In 1990 the Auditor General reported that one Canadian corporation 
had donated $5 million to several charitable foundations whose 
directors were related to the corporation, and that the foundations had 
immediately loaned the money back, plus interest charges. Because 
the money was given to registered charities the gifts were deductible 
for tax purposes, and loans are not taxable. In 2002 the Toronto Star 
ran a banner story about a Toronto-based charity that accepted $1.7 
million in donations for ‘humanitarian efforts’ but said it was 
operating at a loss, and passed nothing on to the people it pretended to 
help.  Later that same year the Star reported that one professional 292

fund raiser who raised millions of dollars for ‘charity’ kept 80% of his 
take to pay his canvassers, his administrators and himself.  On Nov 293

5/07 a front page story in the Star reported on a man who raised 
money for several charities, but used 70% of the take for his own 

 MPʼs Report, Canadaʼs Charities: A Need for Reform, John Bryden, MP, Hamilton-291

Wentworth, October 1996. 307 “Collected $1.7M, gave $0” by Robert Crib, Toronto Star, Apr 
26/02, p. A1.

 “Collected $1.7M, gave $0” by Robert Crib, Toronto Star, Apr 26/02, p. A1.292

“Fundraising king takes 80% slice,” by Kevin Donovan, Toronto Star, Nov. 15/02, p. A1. 293
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operation , and on Feb 10/09 the paper reported on a ‘charity’ that 294

put $56 million into a tax shelter.295

Even charities whose integrity is not normally open to question may 
find less than charitable uses for donations. In October of 2001 
Americans were shocked to learn that the American Red Cross 
planned to divert about $200 million of the $519 million that had 
been donated to help victims of the World Trade Center bombing to 
its own use.  In March of 2008 the same paper reported that, three 296

years after the Canadian Red Cross collected $360 million to aid 
survivors of a south Asian tsunami, $200 million had yet to be 
spent.297

Investigations have uncovered several ‘charities’ that appeared to be 
in the business of giving inflated receipts to ‘donors’ who could then 
claim tax deductions for their ‘donations.’298

One man ran a charity and two escort/ prostitution agencies at the 
same time, from adjacent offices near Toronto. The charity, which 
pretended to provide AIDS drugs to sub-Saharan Africa, issued $91 
million in receipts in 2006-07, which the Canadian Revenue Agency 
estimated were given in return for about $15 million in donations. 
Based on this estimate, the agency estimated that ‘donors’ got back 
about $2,000 for every $1,000 they donated.299

Some charities fill honest needs, but others may spend more on 
executive salaries and expenses, and on advertising, than on good 
works. One way or another, they are part of The System. 

 “Charitable empire has high costs,’ by David Bruser, Toronto Star, Nov. 4/07 p. A1. 294

 Charity’s registration annulled after $56M goes to tax shelter,” by Kevin Donovan, 295

Toronto Star, Feb 10/09, p. A4.

 “Storm brews over Sept.11 funds,” by William Walker, Toronto Star Oct 29/01, p. A1.296

 “Red Cross yet to spend $200M of tsunami cash,” by Richard Brennan, Toronto Star 297

Mar 3/08, p. A1.

 “Revenue agency targets gift-for-profit charities,” by James Daw, Toronto Star, Apr 298

20/10, p. A1.

 “Bogus charity shut down,” by Kevin Donovan, Toronto Star May 11/2010, p. A1.299
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back to table of contents 

THE METASYSTEM OF MEDICINE 

Professional medicine also developed as a spin-off of religion, and the 
connection remains. The first doctors were shamans and witch doctors 
and even now many of the best hospitals were founded and are owned 
and operated by religious orders or organizations.

 
But many American hospitals are owned by commercial corporations 
that are more interested in profit than in either religion or charity, and 
many doctors are, in effect, employees of a huge insurance industry 
that counts its after-tax profits in tens of billions of dollars.  Drug 300

companies are also part of the metasystem and, in 2002, the profits of 
the ten biggest US drug companies were nearly equal to the combined 
profits of the 490 other companies in the “Fortune 500” list.  301

Lawyers who launch or defend malpractice suits or class actions are 
also part of the metasystem of medicine, and so are the insurance 
companies that cover doctors against malpractice suits. Diana 
Furchtgott-Roth, former chief economist at the U.S. Department of 
Labor and now a senior fellow at the Hudson Institute, cites a report 
that says malpractice litigation costs Americans $30 billion a year and 
that, since 1975, direct costs of litigation avoidance have grown at 
more than 10 percent annually. Perhaps more important, she says, 
many doctors order expensive tests and other procedures to avoid the 
risk of lawsuits, and stay out of certain areas of medicine — notably 
obstetrics — for fear of them. The net result is higher costs for every 
American’s medical care.  302

 Brownlee, Shannon, Overtreated, Why Too Much Medicine Is Making Us Sicker And 300

Poorer, Bloomsbury, NY, 2007, p. 3.

 316 ibid, p. 198.301

 blogs.reuters.com/great-debate/2009/08/06/reduce-the-high-cost-of-medical-302

malpractice/.
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Other members of the metasystem of medicine include manufacturers 
of medical supplies and accessories, charities that collect money to 
‘fight’ one or another disease and judges and court employees who 
gain work from malpractice and class action lawsuits. 

Newspapers, magazines, TV news broadcasts and other media attract 
readers and viewers with stories about medical problems and 
discoveries, and most TV networks have at least one regular show 
based on the life of a doctor and/or the operations of a hospital. 
American drug producers spend more than $3 billion a year in direct-
to-consumer advertising and hundreds of millions more in advertising 
to doctors, nurses and hospital administrators.  This business is also 303

important to the advertising agencies that develop the advertisements 
and commercials, the film studios that make them and the media that 
runs them. Charities that raise money to ‘fight’ this or that disease are 
also part of the mix. 

Chiropractors, optometrists, dentists and other practitioners are also 
part of the metasystem of medicine and, to a lesser extent, so are 
health food stores, health clubs and spas. These have no direct 
connection with the medical profession as such, but they make their 
living from people who care or worry about their health. 

The metasystem also includes hundreds of thousands of people we 
don’t normally associate with the medical industry. The laborer who 
helps build a hospital works in the construction industry, but he and 
the company he works for are both part of the metasystem of 
medicine. An individual laborer may not care much whether he works 
on a hospital or a hotel but the architect who has designed several 
hospitals has experience and reputation in the field, and he has a 
better chance of getting a contract to design new hospital than to 
design a new hotel. A contractor who has built several hospitals has a 
better chance of building another, and the suppliers that contractor 
and that architect trust have a better chance of supplying the 

  Brownlee, Shannon, Overtreated, why too much medicine is making us sicker and 303

poorer, p. 186. 
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materials. Medical supplies and equipment are expensive, and the 
companies that supply them are part of the metasystem. 

All these corporations, organizations and individuals make profits 
from injury and diseases and, whether they admit it to themselves or 
not, stand to make more money if there is more illness and injury. 

Conventional wisdom tells us that the doctor who prescribes a drug 
does it for our health but it’s also possible that some doctors will 
prescribe some drugs as a favor to companies that will reward them. 
In China, a group of journalists submitted bottles of tea instead of 
urine samples to ten hospitals. Six of the ten diagnosed urinary tract 
infections from the samples, and five prescribed expensive drugs.  304

Medicine has always been a fertile field for con men, and some of 
them have made big money. Most doctors are honest, of course, but 
the metasystem gains more by keeping patients as patients than than 
curing them. 

In a shocking book author Ralph Moss, formerly assistant director of 
public affairs for the Memorial Sloan-Kettering Cancer Center, 
accuses the center and the American Cancer Society (ACS) of down-
playing and even hiding positive data on experimental cancer 
treatments that seem to work. He was fired by the Center, he says, 
because he opposed the cover-up of positive data on laetrile, a 
controversial treatment.305

Moss says the U.S. government has spent about $25 billion searching 
for a cure for cancer and various non-governmental organizations — 
including the American Cancer Society — have spent about as much, 
but the society discounts some treatments that appear to produce 
results and that might be developed into cures. Whether that’s true or 

 Reuters, “Journalists test Chinese hospitals by submitting tea as urine samples,” 304

National Post, Mar 22/07, p. A3. 

 Moss, Ralph W, The Cancer Industry, New updated edition, Equinox Press, Brooklyn, 305

1996. 
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not we can assume that when and if a cure is found, a lot of well-paid 
jobs will disappear. 

Putting it that way makes it sound as though the directors of the ACS 
are deliberately avoiding a cure, to protect their jobs, but that would 
be an unfair assessment. If the ACS and the metasystem it is part of 
behave like life forms they may choose officers and leaders who are 
wary of new ideas. The metasystem of medicine has no officers, of 
course, but some members have more prestige and influence than 
others and that prestige and influence may be awarded to systems and 
individuals who are most wary of new ideas. 

That may or may not be the case but, either way, the search for a cure 
for cancer is not the only case in which medicine has been slow to 
accept new ideas. One that is not open to question is the treatment of 
stomach ulcers. 

For most of the 20th century doctors around the world believed that 
all stomach ulcers were caused by stress, spicy foods, and too much 
acid. No cure was possible, they believed, but the painful condition 
could be relieved by a very bland and tasteless diet and by regular 
consumption of pills that could cost hundreds of dollars a month. 

In 1982 Australian doctors Barry Marshall and Robin Warren 
discovered that some stomach ulcers are caused by bacteria but, for 
more than ten years, drug producers and many doctors refused to 
believe that bacteria could survive in the the acid environment of a 
human stomach. The antibiotic treatment Marshall and Warren 
developed is now standard and the pair won a 2005 Nobel Prize for 
their work, but they were not praised by drug manufacturers who lost 
profits of millions of dollars a year when people were actually cured 
of their ulcers. 

As this is written the “liberation treatment” for muscular dystrophy — 
a disease that cripples millions of people around the world — is still 
under question. Conventional medicine believes muscular dystrophy 
to be an autoimmune disease that can be treated — with expensive 
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drugs — but never cured. When, in 1995, the wife of Paolo Zamboni, 
a professor of medicine at the University of Ferrara in Italy, began to 
develop it Dr. Zamboni took a second look at the evidence and 
suggested that it might be a vascular disease, caused by the narrowing 
of a vein that drains blood from the brain. After he operated on his 
wife, her condition was cured. 

Since then people around the world have tried the procedure they call 
the “liberation treatment” and many report that it works, but 
mainstream medicine was not convinced and for years official bodies 
refused to test Zamboni’s idea. Tests are now underway but the 
pharmaceutical companies, which stand to lose tens of millions of 
dollars a year in sales, are not sponsoring them and few doctors 
support them. 

Zamboni’s treatment may or may not work or, more likely, it may 
work in some cases but not others. I’m in no position to judge but I 
can report that the metasystem of medicine has often been more 
willing to test and adopt expensive long-term treatments than ideas 
like Marshall and Warren’s discovery that many stomach ulcers can 
be treated cheaply and quickly with antibiotics. 

Resistance to new ideas is sometimes call the Semmelweis Reflex in 
honor of Dr. Ignaz Semmelweis who, in 1847, observed that one 
maternity ward used to train student doctors at Vienna’s General 
Hospital had more than 13% mortality, due mostly to peuperal or 
‘child bed’ fever, while another, in which expectant mothers were 
treated by student midwives, had slightly over 2% mortality. 

When a student doctor died from the same disease after cutting his 
finger while doing a post mortem, Semmelweis realized that the 
student doctors were killing patients by probing their vaginas, without 
washing their hands, after dissecting long-dead bodies. He insisted 
that all students wash their hands with a chlorinated lime solution 
before entering the maternity ward. 
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Mortality was reduced but many doctors ignored the discovery and 
eventually Semmelweis was committed to an asylum, where he died 
of septicemia, at age 47.  Years later author Anton Wilson coined the 306

phrase “Semmelweis reflex” to describe the dismissal of new ideas or 
information without thought. 

Even now, many doctors say that the practice of medicine is more art 
than science and many modern treatments have no scientific evidence 
to prove their worth. A study published by the U.S. National Academy 
of Sciences’ Institute of Medicine says only 4% of standard 
treatments and tests are backed by strong evidence of their value. 
More than half have weak evidence or none.  307

In fact almost any treatment may ease almost any condition because 
people tend to get better when they expect to get better, and any 
treatment of any sort may make them expect to get better. Doctors 
call this the “placebo effect.” 

back to table of contents 

THE COST OF MEDICINE 

Modern medicine works wonders for some people but commercial 
metasystems thrive on profit and, where the metasystem is allowed to 
operate without control, big companies run hospitals and health 
insurance schemes and make drugs for profit. Americans have been 
taught to fear ‘socialized medicine’ but they have also been taught 
that their system — the most expensive in the world — is also the 
world’s best. 

 http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ignaz_Semmelweis .306

 Field, Marilyn J, and Kathleen N. Lohr, eds, Guidelines for Clinical Practice: From 307

Development to Use, Washington, National Academies Press, 1992. Cited by Shannon 
Brownlee, in Overtreated, why too much medicine is making us sicker and poorer, 
Bloomsbury, NY, 2007. 
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Most Americans don’t know that the United State has higher infant 
mortality than other wealthy and many poorer, nations, that life 
expectancy in the USA is 42nd in the world — below that of most 
developed nations and many developing nations — or that the World 
Health Organization ranks the U.S. health care system as the highest 
in cost but 37th in overall performance in the world, or that 
Americans rank 72nd by overall level of health among 191 member 
nations studied. The Commonwealth Fund, which has been tracking 
the performance of American medicine since 1918, ranks the United 
States highest in cost but lowest in quality of health care among 
comparable countries.  308

In 2009, a study by the Harvard Medical School found that about 
45,000 Americans die every year from lack of health care.  309

By global standards the American medical system is a disaster, but it 
it’s a readily-understood disaster — the product of a private, for-
profit, system of medical insurance. 

Because patients don’t pay their own medical bills they don’t care 
how much treatment or drugs cost and doctors, hospitals and drug 
companies take advantage of that. Insurance companies pay the bills 
but, because insurance is a cost-plus business and high costs justify 
high premiums, they have no problem with high costs — which have 
the added benefit that they scare people into buying insurance. 
Because the price is high many Americans can’t afford medical 
insurance; but the metasystem of medicine, drugs and insurance 
makes more profit from the high prices paid by the people who can 
afford it than it loses in lost business from those who can’t. 

It’s also a problem that private insurance companies can and 
sometimes do decide that a customer’s problem — whatever it is — is 
not covered. This is a serious problem for people with birth defects or 

 http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Health_care_in_the_United_States .308

 http://www.reuters.com/article/2009/09/17/us-usa-healthcare-deaths-309

idUSTRE58G6W520090917 . 
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perhaps genetic conditions that can be very expensive to treat but are, 
of course, “pre-existing conditions.” 

The U.S. Census Bureau says that, in 2010, more than 16% of the 
population — 49.9 million Americans — had no health insurance. 
Still the United States, in 2008, had the fourth highest level of 
government health care spending per capita in the world. This in a 
country that has private, rather than government, medical insurance. 

American medicine is very expensive partly because American 
doctors are paid for how much treatment they deliver, not for how 
well they cure patients. For fear of malpractice suits if they don’t 
order enough tests, they practice what one author describes as 
‘defensive medicine,’  and the problem is compounded when 310

doctors invest in the machines and the clinics that perform the tests. 

A medicine-for-profit scenario tempts doctors to provide more 
treatment than is actually required. A 2007 study by the Veterans’ 
Health Administration found that about 160,000 of the 1.2 million 
elective heart procedures performed in the United States every year 
are ‘inappropriate,’ and about 500,000 angioplasties and stents are 
‘questionable.’  In 2001 a study of medicare patients at 173 311

hospitals in five states found that 75% of bypasses and 30% of 
angioplasties were justifiable, but 14% of angioplasties and 10% of 
bypasses were ‘clearly not appropriate.’ It found that the ‘heart 
surgery industry’ grosses $100 billion a year.312

On average, American doctors are the wealthiest in the world, their 
hospitals are among the best equipped and American drugs are among 
the best in the world; but the metasystem of American medicine is a 
failure and Americans don’t get the medical care they pay for. 

 Brownlee, Shannon, Overtreated, why too much medicine is making us sicker and 310

poorer, Bloomsbury, NY, 2007, p. 8.

 ibid, p. 99.311

 ibid, p. 103-4. 312
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But the American metasystem of heath-care-for-profit is on a roll and, 
as President Obama found when he tried to reform it, it likes what it 
has and plans to keep it. When a wealthy metasystem senses danger, it 
can defend itself. Because the metasystem is very wealthy it is 
supported by most of the media and the Republican party and, 
because the media controls American public opinion, most Americans 
fear a health system that would be oriented to public health rather 
than to private profit. In fact the U.S. media does not even question 
whether the problems of the federal government’s Health Insurance 
Marketplace website might be deliberate, caused by people who don’t 
want it to work. 

I am willing to assume that most members of the metasystem of 
medicine see themselves as ethical but I have no reason to believe 
that they are all ethical. Personally, I find it hard to believe that the 
U.S. federal government was not able to mount a working website on 
the first try and, with billions of dollars in annual profits at stake, I 
would not be surprised if someone might hack a website or suborn the 
people who create it. 

back to table of contents 

MEDICAL ETHICS 

Medical doctors are supposed to subscribe to a code of ethics — the 
Hippocratic oath by which they promise to ‘do no harm’ — but for 
some the demands of the metasystem may be stronger than the oath. 
People around the world pretend to be horrified — and many actually 
are — by reports of the ‘experiments’ Nazi SS doctor Josef Mengele 
performed on Jewish prisoners in the Auschwitz concentration camp, 
but the records of some American and Canadian doctors are not much 
better. 

For forty years, from 1932 to 1972, American doctors working for the 
U.S. Public Health Service regularly tested, but did not treat, 399 
black men from Macon County, Alabama, who were dying of 
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syphilis. The aim of the Tuskegee Syphilis Experiment — conducted 
partly by black doctors and nurses — was to see exactly how syphilis 
affects black men. The men were never told they had syphilis — the 
story was that they had ‘bad blood’ — and the plan was to gain 
information from autopsies after the men died. 

In 1932 there was no real cure for syphilis but when penicillin — 
which does cure syphilis — was discovered in the 1940’s, it was not 
given to the test subjects. In 1943 a public health law demanded 
testing and treatment for venereal disease, but subjects of the 
Tuskegee Syphilis Experiment were not treated. As a reward for their 
cooperation with the experiment the men were given ‘free medical 
treatment’ — which did not include treatment for the disease that was 
killing them — and, if they signed a paper authorizing an autopsy 
after they died, free burial. By 1973, when a health worker leaked the 
story to the media, 28 of the men had died of syphilis, 100 had died of 
related complications, 40 of the men’s wives were infected with 
syphilis and 19 children were born with congenital syphilis. 

After news of the experiment was published the National Association 
for the Advancement of Colored People filed a class-action lawsuit 
and a $9 million settlement was divided among the study’s 
participants. Free health care was given to the men who were still 
living and to infected wives, widows and children and, in 1997, 
President Clinton offered a formal apology to the victims.313

In another experiment, that ran from 1946 to 1948, American Public 
Health Service doctors working in cooperation with Guatemalan 
health ministries and officials, deliberately infected a total of 696 
prisoners, soldiers, and patients in a mental hospital with syphilis and, 
in some cases, gonorrhea. The subjects of this experiment were 
treated with antibiotics but at least 83 died.314

 Jones, J. Bad Blood: The Tuskegee Syphilis Experiment, Free Press, NY, 1981. see also 313

http://www.hsl.virginia.edu/historical/medical_history/bad_blood/report.cfm .

 http://www.hhs.gov/1946inoculationstudy/factsheet.html .314
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Canadians learned in July of 2013 that in the 1940s and 50s their 
government systematically starved about 1,300 children in Indian 
residential schools in an experiment to study the effects of 
malnutrition. In those days Indian children were routinely taken from 
their parents and sent to ‘residential schools’ where they were often 
abused, forbidden to speak their own languages and, as it turned out, 
sometimes malnourished. In one school only half the children got 
milk with their meals, and staff members made sure they they did not 
share it with children who got none. The Canadian experiments were 
unearthed by post-doctoral fellow Ian Mosby, of the University of 
Guelph, who discovered records of it while researching a paper on the 
development of health policy.315

back to table of contents 

THE METASYSTEM OF CIVIL LAW  

The metasystem of Civil Law is also a spin-off of Religion, Medicine 
and The Agents, and a close ally of The Establishment. Medical 
malpractice suits are big business, and class action suits can develop 
into metasystems in their own right. One classic example is the 
metasystem based on silicone breast implants. 

About one percent of the Dow Corning 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 to appear to have 
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. 

 Bob Weber and Andrew Livingstone, “Hungry kids used as guinea pigs,” Toronto Star, 315

July 17/13, p A1. 
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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 truth is 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. 

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.  316

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 was bankrupted. 

In 1997 some lawyers attacked the huge Dow Chemical Corporation, 
on the grounds that it owned part of Dow Corning.  It’s hard to 317

imagine that they could do serious harm to Dow Chemical but it was 
hard to imagine that they could hurt Dow Corning. All we know for 

 ABC News Special, The Trouble with Lawyers, Jan 2/96, host John Stossel.316

 “A Silicone Blip,” The Economist, Aug 23/97, p. 50.317
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sure is that they can do millions or billions of dollars damage to the 
corporation, and that they will make millions for themselves. 

The metasystem that did the damage 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 part of the metasystem. 

Some of these cases were probably fraudulent but, even where the 
metasystem is sustained by fraud, most of its members may be 
honest. When a fraudulent claim is tried in court the judge who hears 
the case, the lawyers who defend it and employees of the court are not 
part of the fraud but, because it creates well-paid work, they still 
benefit from it. 

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. 

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. 
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The company cost $8 million to buy and the litigation over a product 
it did not 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 metasystem of civil law supports a lot of people, some of them 
very well. 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.  318

But victims of the metasystem pay the price and, one way or another, 
we are all victims. Lawsuits for ‘slip and fall’ accidents cost the city 
of New York about $200 million a year and, TV reporter John Stossel 
said (in an ABC News Special program on lawyers), 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. 

In fact the true cost of class action suits may boggle the mind. In an 
op ed article in the Apr 20, 2011 edition of the Washington Examiner 
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 about $1,000 each from every American man, 
woman or child.

That’s the direct cost but, the article says, the threat of litigation also 
changes behavior— and often in what the article described as 
“economically unproductive ways.” 

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 

 ABC News Special, The Trouble with Lawyers, Jan 2/96, host John Stossel. 318
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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. It 
suggests that side effects of tort cases cost of $537 billion per year in 
addition to the direct cost of $328 billion for a total of over $865 
billion per year. It also blames tort cases for an annual loss of $684 
billion in shareholder value. 

The article also 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 lawsuit that could cost billions. 

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. 
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Because the suit was so obviously unjust the co-operative hired a 
lawyer to defend the committee members — but that cost the co-
operative, as I recall, $5,000. I know details of the case because I was 
on the co-operative’s board of directors at the time. 

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 is a metasystem in its own right and a vital component of 
The System. We like to think that it serves us and I do not suggest that 
we could live without it in the modern world, but it serves its own 
servants, and The System, better than it serves the people it pretends 
to protect. 

back to table of contents 

THE METASYSTEM OF ASTRONOMY AND SPACE TRAVEL  

Astronomy is originally a spin-off of religion but in the modern world 
it has been tied to the MIC. 

It’s rooted in religion because shamans and priests have studied the 
stars since prehistoric times. Many ancient structures, including 
Stonehenge and some Egyptian pyramids were apparently sited with 
astronomical alignments, and most farming cultures developed 
calendars, based on astronomical observations, to tell them when to 
plant their crops. Through the middle ages, Roman Catholic priests 
were required to study astronomy. 

It’s mostly a secular subject now but astronomers still command huge 
heaps of money to build conventional and radio telescopes around the 
world, and to launch others into orbit. 

One apparently-valid function of modern astronomy is a program to 
detect and track asteroids that cross Earth’s orbit and that might 



The System page �  of �339 376

collide with us, but that’s a small part of the astronomical budget and, 
perhaps, not as valid as it appears. 

If we do spot an asteroid that is likely to hit Earth, what can we do 
about it? In science fiction movies the hero blows it up or shoves it 
aside, but in real life there’s not much we could do. In fact most 
governments’ response to warnings about climate change and the 
Covid 19 pandemic suggests that if astronomers do spot a real threat, 
many politicians will deny that it exists. 

Astronomers around the world spend billions of dollars to take 
pictures of distant galaxies and to ‘discover’ planets that orbit distant 
stars and the media faithfully reports their efforts, but no-one seems 
to wonder why they bother. Given the numbers and the probabilities 
it’s a reasonable bet that there are other life forms somewhere else in 
the universe but, so what? There is no chance that we will ever visit 
them and if they are advanced enough to visit us, we probably don’t 
want to meet them. 

The MIC has been interested in science since the development of 
cannon but it was the German V2 rockets of WWII that started the 
space race. Russia and the United States both adopted all the German 
rocket scientists they could catch and set out to create long-range 
rockets that could deliver nuclear weapons over intercontinental 
distances. Russia jumped into the lead of the space race in 1957 with 
the Sputnik orbiter and American president John Fitzgerald Kennedy 
upped the ante in 1962, with a promise to land a man on the moon 
within ten years. 

There have been some benefits to the space race — GPS navigation, 
satellite relay of phone calls, weather satellites and so-forth — but the 
main thrust, from the military point of view, has always been to 
dominate space. That is obviously valid, as a military goal, but long-
range space travel — even to the moon — is obviously not practical 
with rockets. 
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Some dreamers suggest that when the earth is overcrowded we will 
settle the moon, Mars and other planets, but that’s ridiculous. It costs 
the life earnings of hundreds of people to put one or two men in orbit 
for a few days, and each settler on the moon or Mars would consume 
many times more of Earth’s resources on the trip than he or she would 
in a lifetime on earth. 

There may be and probably are cheaper ways to travel space but the 
companies and individuals who are making multi-billion-dollar 
profits on rockets don’t want to find them. Canadian dreamer Gerald 
Bull thought he could launch payloads into orbit with a huge cannon 
and he designed one for NASA, but NASA refused to buy the idea. 
Saddam Hussein did, and that cannon was a primary target of the First 
Gulf War. Propaganda told us it was a deadly weapon, but there was 
no secret about its construction and there was not way it could have 
been aimed at any worthwhile target on Earth. It was dangerous to the 
American MIC because, if it had been completed, it could have put 
payloads into orbit for a fraction of the cost of rockets. It was of 
questionable value to NASA because it could only launch payloads 
into orbit, whereas rockets developed to launch satellites can deliver 
bombs anywhere. 

In fact, even Bull’s cannon is a questionable launch mechanism. More 
sensible 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 from the rail line would still need 
a rocket but, rather than firing the rocket at a dead stop near sea level, 
a launch from a mountain-side maglev would put the rocket more 
than 15,000 feet above sea level and traveling several hundred miles 
an hour before it fired. 

A maglev launch system would require a lot of electricity but modern 
super-capacitors can store power for a long time. Banks of super-
capacitor could store several days output from a power plant, and 
release it all in a few minutes for a launch. Where a national or 
international grid is available, it might be able to power a launch 
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directly, oer super-capacitors could store off-peak power to ‘save up’ 
for a launch. 

Like Bull’s cannon, a maglev launch system 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 would require much less fuel than a rocket to 
launch the same load. The advantage of Mount Kilimanjaro and 
Ecuador is that both are very 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. 

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. 

back to table of contents 

THE MODERN ESTABLISHMENT 

The metasystem of The Establishment may have existed in some form 
before the conquest because, even in a hunting and gathering society 
or a craft village, some people must have had more influence than 
others. It flowered after the conquest because The Baron’s hangers-on 
had positions to protect. 

The first Establishment united the officers of the army and craftsmen 
and traders who were important to the army, then expanded to include 
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senior priests, key agents and others. From the beginning it was 
dominated by takers and their allies — the army, priests and agents 
and, over the years, many makers and traders developed into takers. 

In today’s world the most important members of The Establishment 
are the financiers, propagandists and strategists who support, and 
therefore control, political leaders. The leaders themselves make the 
decisions, of course, but if they don’t make the decisions their 
supporters want they will lose their support, and their jobs in the next 
election. 

Some senior government employees may also be very close to the top 
ranks of the metasystem because if they do not make the decisions 
themselves, they can and do make decisions that make the decisions 
of the leaders succeed or fail. As Galbriath discovered when he 
headed the price controls office, decisions are approved at the top but 
they are often made at lower levels. 

Senior members of the MIC rate high in The Establishment, both for 
their military power and their financial clout. We don’t see generals 
and admirals as financial leaders but the admiral who convinces his 
government of the need for a new aircraft carrier or the general who 
sells the idea of an anti-ballistic missile defense system has a huge 
impact on the economy, and the support of everyone who will profit 
from his demand. Because these military leaders are ultimately 
controlled by senior politicians, they are also controlled by the people 
who control the politicians — and who profit from their decisions. 

People who control large industries or large blocks of money also rate 
membership in The Establishment and, to a lesser extent, so do people 
who lead and/or control large or otherwise influential groups of 
people. Priests and preachers have been members of The 
Establishment ever since The Baron realized that they could keep the 
villagers in line. Throughout history most religious leaders have been 
wealthy and powerful and in the modern United States some 
television preachers live like royalty. 
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Union leaders have some power and so do the leaders of large or 
dangerous criminal gangs. Criminals are criminals, of course, but they 
can also be leaders and even philanthropists. During the depression of 
the 1930s gangster Al Capone sponsored soup kitchens in Chicago. 
Other members of The Establishment may disapprove of crime and 
criminals, but members of a metasystem don’t have to be allies on all 
levels. 

People who control or have ready access to the media also rate 
membership in The Establishment. The power of a media baron like 
Hitler, Hearst or Murdoch is obvious, but some working journalists 
also have significant power and so do ‘celebrities’ like star actors, 
athletes, singers and others. People who can manipulate the media 
and convince journalists to support their pet campaign — whether to 
save the endangered anteaters of Antarctica or to prevent the 
outgrowth of ingrown toenails — can also gain considerable power. 
Many of these people are honest supporters of a valid cause but some 
are well supported by the causes they support, often with six and 
sometimes with seven-figure salaries. 

Members of The Establishment don’t cooperate on all levels — some 
compete with each other and some are declared enemies of others — 
but they have common interests. In many cases these interests will not 
be obvious or declared — no police chief can afford to admit that he 
needs criminals to justify his budget — but whatever they really feel 
they will all support movements or trends that benefit them, and their 
combined support is a powerful influence. 

Much of the power of The Establishment is based on its use of 
language, and the words it popularizes. When American-supported 
rebels fought the Russian-supported government of Afghanistan, for 
example, they were called a ‘resistance.’ When Afghans fight the 
American occupying force and their collaborators it’s called an 
‘insurrection’ and Iraqi’s  who resisted the rule of Saddam Hussein 
were ‘freedom-lovers’ but Iraqis who resisted the British/American 
occupation and it’s collaborators were ‘terrorists.’ God forbid that we 
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see people who resist the conquest and occupation of their country by 
foreign troops as ‘patriots’.

Through most of history Establishments have worked to preserve and 
increase their own power, and ignored the needs of the nations that 
support them. In the 19th century Britain was the most advanced and 
most powerful nation in Europe and, because they didn’t need them, 
the leaders of Britain’s industrial and financial establishment ignored 
some scientific and technical advances — including William Perkins 
discovery, in 1862, that he could make dyes from the aniline liquid 
found in coal tar. 

This was of no interest to British investors — who were reaping big 
profits from the colonies and who had financed Perkins to develop 
synthetic quinine — but German investors liked the idea, and the 
English discovery led to the development of I.G. Farben, the huge 
chemical/industrial complex that gave Germany the technical 
leadership of Europe and that helped build some American fortunes. 
After WWII, I.G. Farben was broken up, into the companies we know 
as Bayer, Hoescht, BASF, the Agfa-Gevaert Group, Cassella AG and 
others. 

In later years the American Establishment concentrated its interest in 
the development of weapons, and of propaganda and advertising 
techniques to sell consumer products. Meanwhile The Establishments 
of other countries were developing new and better consumer 
products, many of which now dominate the American market. 

We saw how The Establishment protects its own in the economic 
meltdown of 2008, when many of the millions of Americans who had 
been lured into untenable mortgages were unable to pay and their 
defaults threatened many American banks and other financial 
institutions. 

It was obvious that the financial institutions were at fault but, rather 
than back the ordinary citizens who were losing their homes, the 
government of George W. Bush chose to bail out the banks — some 
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of which used the government’s bail-out money to pay multi-million-
dollar bonuses to their executives. 

The banks were predators and the citizens their victims but, as an 
agent of The Establishment, the government chose to protect the 
predators and abandon the victims. 

In 2013 President Obama’s attempt to modernize American medical 
insurance was derailed by a propaganda campaign that protected the 
obscene profits of private health insurance companies, drug 
manufacturers and private hospitals; and the high earnings of 
American doctors. 

Seen from outside The Establishment looks like an evil conspiracy, 
but this is an illusion. The individual members of The Establishment 
don’t see themselves as evil and they don’t see any plots that unite 
them against the general population. Rather, they see and support 
policies and programs that work to their individual benefit. 

Do you think Hitler thought he was evil? He brought prosperity to a 
bankrupt country, and tried to raise Germany to the position he 
thought it should hold in the world. 

What about Tomas de Torquemada, — the Grand Inquisitor of the 
Spanish Inquisition? He tortured and burned alive thousands of 
victims and confiscated their property for the king and the church but, 
as a Dominican priest, he saw himself as a servant of God, protecting 
the church and trying to save the souls of heretics. 

Shall we judge the good citizens of Salem, Massachusetts, who 
tortured and executed dozens of women for witchcraft, and 
imprisoned dozens more? 

Nobody sees himself as evil. As the saying goes, ‘evil is in the eye of 
the beholder.’ 

back to table of contents 
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WHERE DO WE GO FROM HERE? 

The Establishment owns most of the world and many people think it 
runs it, but I say that’s an illusion. The Establishment wields power, 
but the root of that power is The System, and The Establishment can 
wield it only in the interests of The System. 

That’s a problem because humanity now has the power to change the 
world but The System has no brain and it can’t foresee the problems it 
creates. In the past 10,000 years hundreds of systems have built 
empires that ruled tens of millions of people but, so far, every one of 
them has failed. 

The failure of early empires didn’t matter much, because none of 
them were global. The fall of the Romans didn’t bother the Aztecs, 
the fall of the Khmer didn’t bother the Moche and so forth. None of 
them were global — but The System is global and when it falls, the 
lights will go out all over the world. 

And if our present culture fails it’s not likely that humans will ever 
again achieve a technological civilization. Our ancestors found coal 
and oil at or near the Earth’s surface, but we have to mine coal from 
thousands of feet below ground level and drill for oil a mile or more 
beneath the sea. Our ancestors had seemingly endless forests for 
wood, a wide variety of animals to hunt or tame and, in any one area, 
relatively few diseases to worry about. Our descendants will live in 
deserts, with few resources and with deadly diseases everywhere. 

Worse, where nuclear power stations have broken down and where 
American and British armies have used depleted Uranium artillery 
shells and defoliants or other chemical weapons in their wars of 
conquest, our descendants will see more birth defects than our 
ancestors could have imagined. The people of Vietnam, Afghanistan 
and Iraq are already familiar with this problem. 

Granted that the final disaster and ‘the end of civilization’ has been 
predicted many times, the prediction becomes more nearly valid 
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every time and, if we continue on our present course, it will sooner or 
later come true. 

But, I suggest that if we study metasystems and The System we may 
some-day learn to make them work for, rather than against, the 
interests of humanity as a whole. In this book I’ve tried to analyze 
their origin and development; starting with the invention of the 
neolithic axe and the trade it produced. I grant that my analysis is 
speculative, but so is the ‘traditional’ view and my speculations have 
the advantage that they are based on the observations of modern 
scientists while much of the traditional view is based on the 
speculations of Victorian-era clerics. 

I started my scenario with the development of the Neolithic axe and 
the settlement of a craft village. Hunters and gatherers came to the 
village to trade and some people began to trade from village to 
village. Basket weavers, arrow makers and potters may have settled in 
the same village, because reeds and willow trees grow, close to water, 
but stone suitable for axe heads and spear and arrow points is not 
found in reed beds. Someone had to find the stone elsewhere and 
either establish a new village for stoneworkers, or bring stone to the 
village by the stream. Neolithic axes may have been produced by 
specialists who lived close to and probably controlled outcroppings of 
obsidian, jade or other useful rock. Because archaeologists find axes 
from the same source over wide areas, we know that they were traded 
over hundreds of miles. 

I suggest that this trade may have developed the concept of wealth, 
professional robbery and, eventually, the army. With the conquest of 
the village the bandit/army chief became The Baron, and The System 
was born. 

This was in a time when most of the world was empty and people 
could live where they wanted. If you didn’t like your neighbors you 
could move but, after the conquest, you needed The Baron’s 
permission to enter the village or, more important, to leave it. 
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The occupied village was — like a tropical reef — home to enemies. 
Knowing the results of Zimbardo’s Stanford Prison Experiment and 
reading un-censored reports from Vietnam, Afghanistan and Iraq we 
have to assume that the soldiers probably bullied and robbed the 
villagers and that the villagers hated the soldiers. 

Before the conquest the villagers lived in comfort and ease but 
afterward The Baron and his men lived in luxury and the villagers, 
who had to support them, lived in poverty. They didn’t even have 
much food because, with the army in charge, they were not allowed to 
leave the village to hunt, gather, or find raw materials. Under these 
conditions we can assume that there was more theft in the occupied 
village than there had been in either a hunting and gathering band or 
in the craft village. 

In historic times, kings and nobles ruled with armies, and robbed the 
peasantry by demanding taxes. Traders who cooperated with kings 
and nobles made fortunes and priests built tombs, temples and 
monuments that are still wonders of the world. 

From the beginning, the members of all these groups were united in 
metasystems, and the metasystems were united in The System. 
Because they were self-organized the metasystems were autonomous 
and because they were autonomous they went their own way but, 
because they had no brains, they could not predict or plan for the 
future. 

The Baron may have gone on to conquer an empire, and empires have 
risen and fallen ever since. Most of them are forgotten now, but some 
were big in their time. The Americas were probably the last continent 
to be settled by humans but we know of at least six large pre-
Columbian American empires. The Middle East was home to a dozen 
or more empires in biblical and pre-biblical times and China, Central 
Asia, India and Southeast Asia have all seen the rise and fall of 
empire after empire. African empires seem to have developed in a 
different pattern — without monumental buildings — but that may be 
because early African agriculture was based on yams, rather than 
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grain, and they had less need for large numbers of slaves. Still, we 
know that there were empires in Africa and, like empires in every 
other part of the world, they eventually failed. 

Some people think the 50,000-year-old culture of the !Kung Bushmen 
of the Kalahari, the 35,000 year-old culture of the Australian 
aborigines, and other hunting and gathering cultures that have 
survived for tens of thousands of years, as ‘dead ends.’ No doubt the 
citizens of long-dead empires — none of which lasted for more than a 
few hundred years — would have thought the same. 

Scholars sift through the remains of dead empires to learn why they 
failed but, in most cases, they look at the actions of men and/or 
changes in the environment. All these studies are valid, in their way 
but they miss the central point — that it was The System that failed, 
not the people. Some people think the Mayan people disappeared, 
(one pop-culture book suggests that they might have flown away in 
flying saucers) but in the modern world most of the population of the 
Yucatan are Maya. Rome is still full of Romans, Egypt has Egyptians, 
Greece has Greeks, China has Chinese and so-forth. 

The systems failed because the people who ran them did not need or 
want change, but the people survived because they could change 
when they had to. People at the top can prevent change in a system 
but, because metasystems are autonomous, they can and do adapt and, 
with adaptations, go on forever. MICs, for example, have probably 
evolved independently at least once in every continent but MICs that 
are aware of each other have always been connected and, because 
there has probably never been a time since without one, today’s 
global MIC might be seen as a development, rather than a descendant, 
of the first one. 

Systems fail but metasystems survive and if we track and analyze the 
behavior of metasystems, we may be able to predict the future. 
Rational people could write their own future but most of humanity is 
not rational and, as metasystems wrote our history, they will probably 
decide our future. 
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That’s a problem because while metasystems are autonomous they 
have no brains, and they can’t foresee the consequences of their 
actions. People can foresee the future but while people may manage 
systems, they and the systems they manage are controlled by 
metasystems that react to existing conditions with no consideration of 
a future. Because metasystems can’t foresee the future, we may not 
have a long one. 

Our short term future may be a world of police states. MICs have 
always tried to control their populations but through most of history 
they didn’t have the tools to do it well. The Sheriff of Nottingham 
could burn a peasant’s hut or even a village, but he could not catch 
Robin Hood. 

Modern rulers don’t need sheriffs because they have propaganda and 
advertising. Hitler was able to control much of Germany with 
propaganda because most Germans could read and he controlled 
many newspapers. He also subsidized home radios but he never came 
close to the market penetration of a modern American advertising 
agency or broadcasting network. 

It’s no secret that the average American is subjected to thousands of 
advertising messages a day, but most of the studies that count these 
messages see only the overt, deliberate, advertising messages. The 
propaganda content is much more important. 

Propaganda? In America? Yup! Dern tootin! Political, sociological 
and — most of all — collateral. 

Political propaganda because there’s always a campaign going 
somewhere and politicians keep warning us about dire dangers. In 
1983 President Reagan foresaw that a socialist government in 
Grenada — a Caribbean island with about twice the land area of 
Washington DC, the population of an American town and nearly as 
well armed as a troop of American Boy Scouts — was a danger to the 
United States, so he invaded that tiny island in ‘self defense.’ 
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He also worried about the threat posed by Nicaragua (slightly smaller 
than New York State, with more than half as many people as the city 
of Chicago) but, rather than risk an honest invasion, he launched a 
secret war of terrorism, again in ‘self defense.’ 

Some people might have wondered how real the threat of Nicaragua 
was, but in 1984 Hollywood supported the idea with the movie Red 
Dawn that celebrated the fictional efforts of a band of American 
teenagers battling an invasion of Central American paratroopers. 
Somehow, those evil Latin Americans managed to ferry enough 
troops up to Colorado in a fleet of DC3 aircraft — which were 
apparently immune to attack by modern American fighters and anti-
aircraft defenses — to conquer and occupy half of the United States. 

But a group of American teen-agers formed a resistance. Cynics 
might compare their struggle with that of the Afghans and Iraqis who 
resist the occupation of their country but this is a mistake because the 
Afghans and Iraqis are terrorists, while the fictional American teen-
agers who resisted the occupation of their country are patriots. 
Sometimes you need a program to tell the difference. 

That’s where the sociological propaganda comes in, because every 
American knows that everything the United States does is right. They 
understand that Americans bomb, rape, kill and torture people in 
order to ‘liberate’ them while, as George W. Bush explained, the 
people who are bombed, raped, killed or tortured “hate us for our 
freedom.” Presumably, they don’t object to the bombing, raping, 
torturing and killing. 

All North Americans are subjected to intensive political propaganda 
backed up by sociological propaganda and, more important, collateral 
propaganda. One result of this is that most Americans are certain that 
their country has a right to invade and occupy smaller countries and 
to use remote-controlled aircraft to attack un-defended villages in 
neutral or supposedly-friendly countries. They also know that it’s 
unfair for ‘terrorists’ to retaliate by trying to kill Americans. 
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When scientists around the world worried about the danger of ‘global 
warming’ the George W. Bush administration teamed up with the oil 
industry and other interest groups to deny that it exists, and political 
hacks in the White House ‘edited’ reports by federal government 
scientists to make sure that Americans would not know of — or at 
least not believe — the predictions. Now, with disastrous floods, 
droughts, hurricanes, tornadoes, heat waves and wildfires around the 
world, some people might suspect that the scientists may have been 
right. 

Movies, television, books and comics celebrate the American military 
and, even more, police and paramilitary forces. We see war and police 
movies and TV shows as entertainment but — partly because they 
need the cooperation of the military, police or paramilitary 
organization they portray — they always show components of the 
MIC in a complimentary light. On screen the cop who acts on a hunch 
is always right, and the man he shoots is always guilty. In real life it 
doesn’t work out quite so neatly but policemen are forgiven assaults 
and even murders where a civilian would be sent to jail. 

The War on Terror has given and is giving the MIC more power 
because — as I wrote earlier — attacks on civilian villages by 
American drone aircraft must inevitably create more terrorists than 
they can possibly kill, and the only possible American defense against 
terrorism is to restrict and supervise everything that happens within 
the United States. As part of the War on Terror Americans are now 
searched and even X-rayed before they can board aircraft, their 
telephone calls and emails are tracked and tapped and they can be 
imprisoned indefinitely without charge or trial. The ‘land of the free’ 
was the last western country to outlaw slavery and is now the world 
leader in prisons and prisoners, many of whom work as slaves. 

It is also on the verge of becoming a police state with a program of 
electronic spying on citizens — revealed by whistle-blower Edward 
Snowdon in the spring of 2013 — that is probably more effective than 
the secret police of less-advanced tyrannies. 
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Our lives are changing on all levels, and most of the changes tend in 
the same direction. Tens of millions of North Americans now live 
without families, relating only to their working life and to 
entertainment provided by or through The System. Even among those 
of us who still have families, The System dominates our lives. 

back to table of contents 

THE HUMAN HIVE 

In fact we are, as a biologist would say, “eusocial.” The term was 
coined in 1966 by American biologist Suzanne Batra, to describe the 
behavior of Indian sweat bees, and later adopted and refined by 
Harvard University entomologist E.O. Wilson, who used it 
extensively in his classic work The Insect Societies.  319

Many biologists see each colony of a eusocial species as a single 
‘diffuse organism’ in which the individuals in a colony, for example, 
are compared to cells in a human body. 

Biologists used to think that only a few varieties of insects — ants, 
termites, some bees and wasps — were eusocial but they now know 
of at least one eusocial variety of spider, some beetles, thrips, shrimp 
and two varieties of mole rats. 

And us. Wilson, for one specifically describes humans as an ‘eusocial 
species,’335 and there is no question that we fit the definition. In fact, 
we are becoming more and more eusocial as time goes by. 

Eusocial species live in ‘defensible nests’ and, through most of 
history many humans have lived in walled towns and cities. Stalin 
tried to wall off his empire and now the United States is trying to wall 
itself off. 

 Wilson, Edward O, The Insect Societies, Belknap Press of Harvard University Press, 319

Cambridge. Massachusetts, 1971. 335 Wilson, Edward O, The Social Conquest of Earth 
Liveright Publishing Corp, (div of W.W. Norton) NY, 2012, p. 16.
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The nests of eusocial species contain several generations — as do 
virtually all human villages, towns and cities — and they are 
continually occupied, even after some or all of the original occupants 
die — again like human villages, towns and cities. 

Colonies of eusocial species are divided into castes, with different 
types of work assigned to different castes. Again, most of humanity 
fits the pattern. 

At this stage one might argue that we are not fully eusocial because 
many of our children are still raised by their parents, we do not have a 
pheromone or other signaling system that allows any member of a 
colony to communicate with every other member and we have some 
other differences — but that is changing now336. 

The young of a fully-eusocial society are raised by workers, rather 
than by their parents. Through most of history human children have 
been raised by their parents but it has long been recognized that ‘it 
takes a village to raise a child’ and for the past hundred years or so the 
education of most children in many countries has been turned over to 
schools, most of them run by a church or a state. Now, in some 
‘developed’ countries, very young children are sent to ‘day care 
centers’ where they are taught approved attitudes and behavior — 
which may or may not be the same as their parents’. This is a recent 
development, still in progress, but it is another step to full eusociality. 

Modern medicine may be partly responsible for the popularity of day 
care. South African naturalist Eugene Marais noted that pain is a 
bonding experience, that animals that have painful births take care of 
their young and that animals that have painless birth do not.  Marais 320

also noted that the variety of goats he described as “small self-
colored” normally take good care of their young, but goats that gave 

 Marais, Eugene, My Friends the Baboons, first published as a series of articles in Die 320

Vaterland newspaper, later published as Burgers van die Berge by J.L. van Shaike, Pretoria, 
1939, English translation published by Blond and Briggs Ltd, London, 1975 p 53. I cite the 
English publication.
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birth under chloroform did not. Neuropsychiatrist Louann 321

Brizendine says a ewe that does not smell her lamb within five 
minutes of birth won’t let it nurse.  322

If these scientist/authors are right, we might suspect that a woman 
who gave birth under heavy sedation or by painless surgery might be 
more willing to give the care of her child up to paid help than would a 
woman who gave birth naturally. 

That may sound strange to most of us, but the suggestion would be no 
surprise to a psychologist. For thousands of years hunting bands, 
armies, fraternities and other organizations have subjected new 
recruits to humiliating and often painful ‘initiations’ that, 
psychologists tell us, give them an investment in the organization and 
solidify their loyalty. In the same way, we might suppose that a 
painful birth might give a mother an investment in her offspring. 

One big difference between modern humans and the eusocial insects 
has been mass communications. We have had printing for hundreds of 
years but it was slow and clumsy and printed material requires a 
specific skill — reading — to interpret. With modern advertising and 
propaganda the elite can get their messages across to all of us and 
with cell phones, social media and the internet, almost any one can 
communicate with hundreds or thousands of others, almost instantly. 

Some people use cellphones to assemble ‘flash mobs.’ I suspect this 
may be a fashionable novelty that will not last long, but it is now a 
fact. Email is slower, but it allows anyone with a computer and an 
internet connection to deliver a message to millions of people and 
while most messages will be lost in an electronic fog, this problem 
will probably sort itself out. When it does, we will have the final 
building block of a system that ants and termites could envy. 

But they won’t envy us because their systems work, and ours will not. 
The vital difference is that working eusocial systems have no leaders, 

 ibid. p 55.321

 Brizendine, Louann (MD), The Female Brain, Morgan Road Books, NY, 2006, p 102. 322
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and they evolve to meet conditions. Among humans, systems have 
leaders who make plans for their own benefit and block changes that 
might not benefit them. 

We also need to remember that no plan is or ever can be complete or 
fail-safe, and that planners tend to get attached to their brain-children. 
When problems show up, it’s often easier to fudge the figures than to 
change the plan. 

Look at the historical evidence. The egalitarian systems of hunters 
and gatherers — like the !Kung of the Kalahari and Aboriginals of 
Australia — have lasted for tens of thousands of years and they can 
live in comfort on some of the most desolate deserts in the world. 
Stratified systems, like the empires that historians confuse with 
‘civilization,’ last a few hundred years at most. School-children in 
some areas are still taught to admire Alexander the Great’s empire, 
even though it collapsed within a few years of his death. 

Ancient empires built the Ziggurats of Mesopotamia, Sacsayhuaman 
in Peru, pyramids in Egypt and Mexico and the temple complex we 
call Angkor Wat in Cambodia, but the temples lasted longer than the 
empires. 

Aztecs and Romans slaughtered captives and slaves by the thousands, 
the Maya weighted some of their daughters with gold and threw them 
into wells, Carthaginian priests burned babies alive and Incas drugged 
some of their own children and left them to freeze on mountain-tops, 
as gifts to the gods. Somehow, historians confuse this with ‘civilized’ 
behavior. 

Empires make war. The roots of The System are in the army, and all 
systems have to be competitive because they are cannibalistic. Some 
grow by absorbing and taking over other systems and, while it might 
be a good idea to cooperate with a neighbor, it’s not so good to 
cooperate with someone who will eat you if he can. In the long run, 
systems that cooperate will be taken over by systems that don’t, and 
The System will rule supreme. 



The System page �  of �357 376

back to table of contents 

THE CURSE OF PLANNING 

Personally, I don’t look forward to a eusocial future because we will 
be even more cursed with ‘leaders’ and ‘planners.’ Most of us have 
been conditioned to think of planning as a benefit, but let’s look at the 
record of large-scale long-term planning. 

Plato planned The Republic and people who have never read the book 
think it would have been a nice place to live — but Plato’s ideal was a 
dictatorship, supported by slaves and ruled by a ‘philosopher king.’ 
He believed that all women should be the common property of all 
men, that some men were born to be slaves, and that no one — slave 
or ‘free’ — should have any freedom. Consider this passage: 

“The greatest principle of all is that nobody, whether male or female, 
should be without a leader. Nor should the mind of anybody be 
habituated to letting him do anything at all on his own initiative; 
neither out of zeal, or even playfully. But in war, and in the midst of 
peace — to this leader he shall direct his eye and shall follow him 
faithfully. And even in the smallest matter he should stand under 
leadership. For example, he should get up, move, or wash, or take his 
meals .. only if he has been told to do so. In a word, he should teach 
his soul, by long habit, never to dream of acting independently, and to 
become incapable of it. 

“In this way the life of all will be spent in total community. There is 
no law, nor will there ever be one, which is superior to this, or better 
or more effective in ensuring salvation and victory in war. And in 
times of peace, from the earliest childhood on should it be fostered — 
this habit of ruling others and of being ruled by others. And every 
trace of anarchy should be utterly eradicated from all the life of all the 
men, and even of the wild beasts which are subject to men.”323

 quoted by Popper, K.R. in The Open Society and its Enemies, Princeton University Press, 323

Princeton NJ, 5th ed, 1966, p 102.
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Our word “Utopia” comes from the book Utopia by St. Thomas 
More, who fictionalized his plan for a ‘perfect society.’ 

His ‘Utopia’ was an island, ruled by a hierarchy, in which citizens 
needed a pass to travel more than a mile from their home city. If they 
were caught without one, they could be sentenced to slavery. Adultery 
was also punished by slavery, and if the injured party wanted to 
forgive and continue the relationship, he or she had to join the guilty 
in slavery. 

As the island becomes over-crowded, Utopians set up colonies on the 
mainland — pushing the natives aside.324

That’s Utopia, all right — for the rulers. 

Edward Bellamy dreamed up a different ‘perfect’ society in Looking 
Backward, 2000-1887.325

In the United States of the year 2000, as Bellamy envisioned it, 
citizens would have to work 24 years at an assigned job and anyone 
who refused his assigned work was thrown into a solitary prison cell 
and fed only bread and water. Meals are cooked in a central dining 
hall and eaten in private rooms in the central hall, but people listen to 
music, by telephone, in private rooms in their own houses. 

In Bellamy’s ideal world, “young men are taught habits of obedience, 
subordination and devotion to duty.” 343 Not as bad as More’s Utopia, 
but certainly not free. 

In the modern world Hitler, Stalin, Mao Tse Tung and others planned 
their societies but while they were good for some, they were 
somewhat less so for others. The first thing most planners plan is a 

 More, Thomas, (Sir, St.) Utopia, orig pub 1515, I cite a modern copy by Broadview Press of 324

Peterborough, ON, Buffalo NY and London, UK, 2010.

 Bellamy, Edward, Looking Backward, 2000-1887, first published in 1888. I cite The 325

Belknap Press of Harvard University Press, 1967 publication, edited by John L Thomas. 343 
ibid, p 171. 



The System page �  of �359 376

hierarchy, and no hierarchical society has ever worked very well or 
for very long. 

But on the other hand we probably could not survive — and we 
certainly could not maintain modern technology — without The 
System. At this stage it’s too late for humanity to try to live without it 
but, if we study and understand it, we may be able to learn to live 
with it. If not, it will continue to control us. 

end 

back to table of contents 

GLOSSARY 

agents: people who represent others. Many of them represent 
governments or conquerors. Some of the first agents probably 
represented traders, but others relayed the orders of conquerors to 
conquered people.

agricultural revolution: used to be considered to be the invention of 
agriculture, and a prime factor in the development of “civilization.” 
Now it refers to the adoption of grain farming and the development of 
slavery. 

boid: a virtual ‘bird’ that behaves according to the rules of the 
computer program ‘boids.’ 

boiled frog syndrome: refers to the way people can ignore small 
changes, even though they can add up to a big problem. The 
expression refers to the physiological phenomenon that if you drop a 
frog into a pot of hot water it will try to get out, but if you drop the 
same frog into a pan of lukewarm water and then heat the pan gently, 
the frog will not appear to notice while it is cooked alive. 
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bottleneck: in evolution, a condition or event that kills a significant 
percentage of a population. The survivors of a bottleneck become the 
ancestors of future generations, and the genetic characteristics of 
those who do not survive are deleted from the racial heritage. 

bourse: a stock exchange. The name derives from the name of the 
Van der Buerse family, of Bruges, in Belgium. 

camp: a private compound of temporary or permanent residences. A 
camp may be very similar to a village, with the exception that a 
village has public areas which are open to non-residents. A camp may 
have common areas, but the camp itself is open only to residents and 
invited guests. 

charismatic leader: a leader who controls his followers by the force 
of his/her personality. 

church: either a building or a system or metasystem of people who 
worship a common god, with common rituals. 

clearances: the mass eviction of tenant farmers in Scotland, between 
about 1810 and 1850. 

composite life form: an entity that appears to be a single life form, 
but is in fact made up of two or more symbiotic life forms. Lichen, 
for example, is a composite life form made up of amoeba and algae. 

conventional wisdom: a collection of things that “everyone knows” 
to be true. In some cases they are actually true, in others, they are not. 
At one time “conventional wisdom” in many cultures included the 
belief that the world was the center of the universe, and that the sun 
orbits around it. 

corporation: any group of individuals that can operate as a single 
entity. A colony of ants or bees is a corporation, and so is an army or a 
troop of girl scouts. 

drift, evolutionary: the general direction of evolution. Modern 
science does not argue that evolution leads to “higher” forms of life, 
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but rather to forms that are better suited to survive prevailing 
conditions. 

drunkard’s walk: science writer Stephen Jay Gould’s explanation of 
how the evolutionary {ratchet} works. Imagine a narrow road with a 
high wall on one side and a deep ditch on the other. Now imagine a 
drunk, reeling down this road on a dark night. He may bump into the 
wall several times but, sooner or later, he will wind up in the ditch. 

emissions controls: devices added to American cars in the early 
1970’s, in an attempt to minimize pollution. They changed the nature 
of emissions but, because they increased fuel consumption, they 
actually increased both emissions and pollution. Cars sold in many 
countries are still required to have emissions controls. 

enclosures: in England in the late 17th century, many fields which 
had been “commons” on which anyone could graze animals were 
“enclosed,” and used for private production. 

establishment: the metasystem that rules a human society. It usually 
includes priests, leading teachers, soldiers, land-owners and 
sometimes the most wealthy citizens. 

evolution: a process of gradual change. The most common use of the 
word relates to changes in populations of living things but the concept 
also applies to changes in tools and social systems. 

extended family: a group of related people, usually including three 
or more generations and several couples. Because of inter-marriage 
every extended family is inter-related with several other extended 
families. 

fig wasp: a wasp that lays its eggs only in one type of fig, which are 
pollinated only by fig wasps. 

hydrozoan: a form of sea life which appears to be a single animal, 
but is in fact a highly integrated colony of similar animals. The 
individual animals that comprise a hydrozoan are called “zooids.” 
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Janissaries: slave soldiers of the Ottoman Empire. The army of the 
Janissaries was established in the late 14th century and lasted about 
300 years. 

!Kung San: hunter/gatherers who live in South Africa and Botswana. 
They are sometimes called “bushmen.” 

Mamluk: a slave-soldier in an army formed in 833 AD to serve the 
Caliph of Baghdad. The army revolted and, for several hundred years, 
Mamluks were appointed the caliphs of several Arab countries and 
established dynasties of their own to rule Syria, Egypt and part of 
India. 

manganese methylcyclopentadienyl tricarbonyl: (MMT) a gasoline 
additive which is known to cause damage to human nervous systems. 
It is banned in some American states, but allowed in Canada. 

marsupial wolf: an extinct carnivore that once lived in Australia. It 
did not survive the arrival of Dingo dogs in Australia but a close 
relative, the “Tasmanian Tiger,” was common in Tasmania until the 
arrival of white men. 

meta-life: a system which may not be “alive” in the usual sense, but 
which acts as though it were. 

metasystem: a group of people or of systems with a common interest 
but no formal bonds. 

monocultures: large areas in which only one plant grows. The term is 
usually applied to farmers fields in which one crop is planted and 
tended, and all other plants are excluded. 

Muller’s Ratchet: the biological principle that some evolutionary 
steps can not be undone. Named for American geneticist and Nobel 
Laureate Hermann Joseph Muller 

negative feedback: a type of sub-system which controls, and 
stabilizes, a system. In the most familiar example a home thermostat 
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turns a heating system on when a room is cool, and turns it off when 
the room is warm. 

nuclear family: one man with one or more wives and their young 
children. 

obsidian: volcanic glass which was used to make stone age tools, and 
is now used to make some surgeon’s scalpels. 

positive feedback: a type of sub-system which tends to de-stabilize a 
system. The most familiar example is the ear-shattering screech which 
may be produced by a sound system when a microphone picks up the 
hiss of the speakers and amplifies it. 

Prisoner’s Dilemma: a game, once used in sociology classes to 
illustrate the value of betrayal. Now known to demonstrate the value 
of co-operation. 

pristine state: the first stage in the evolution of a clan or tribal 
organization into a state. States which are not “pristine” are evolved 
from other states. 

propaganda: persuasion intended to instill a point of view, rather 
than encourage specific action. 

ratchet: the process by which evolution moves in steps which can not 
be reversed. See “drunkard’s walk.” 

rationale: a set of beliefs which shapes an individual’s view of the 
world. 

selective breeding: the practice of allowing animals with selected 
characteristics to breed, in hopes of maximizing the chosen 
characteristics 

settler effect: an evolutionary process which begins when one 
population of plants or animals is isolated from others of its kind and 
begins to evolve differences. 
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siphonophorans: marine life forms which look like jellyfish but are 
in fact colonies of individual animals called “zooids” The best-known 
siphonophoran is called the “Portuguese Man-of-war.” 

slime mold: a life form which looks and acts like a single animal, but 
is in fact a colony of amoebas. 

stratification: the development of social/ economic classes, or castes, 
in an egalitarian society. 

subliminal: stimuli which we perceive below the level of 
consciousness. The term is often used to refer to “hidden” messages 
within advertisements. 

superliminal: stimuli which are so obvious that we don’t notice 
them. When we watch a sailboat on a fine day we know that the sea 
and the sky and the sunlight are there, but we are watching the 
sailboat. 

Tit for Tat: the winning strategy in a world-wide tournament of 
{Prisoner’s Dilemma} games, played by computers. 

trans-national corporations: corporations in which ownership, 
control and operations are spread so widely that they can not be 
controlled by any single national government. 

tuber gardens: the first form of “farming.” The first tuber gardens 
apparently grew yams, in Central Africa, several thousand years 
before the “agricultural revolution.” 

Venus flytrap: a carnivorous flower that traps and absorbs flies and 
other insects. 

village: physically similar to a camp, but open to visitors and new 
residents. 

Virella mite: an Asian mite, recently imported to North America, 
which attacks honey bees. 
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wrasse: a type of tropical reef fish that cleans the teeth of other reef 
fish 

youth culture: the metasystem of modern youth and the systems and 
metasystems that dominate and control them. 

yucca moth: a moth that hatches from eggs laid in yucca plants, 
which are pollinated only by yucca moths 

zooid: one of the individual animals which, together, comprise a 
hydrozoan. 
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