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House of Mirrors

House of Mirrors 

1
In the spirit of the fool rushing in, I have asked myself what the root cause of all our 
problems might be. Could there be just one fundamental issue, one badly chosen 
starting condition, out of which some monstrous edifice of social, moral and ethical 
malaise has emerged? I think there is, and it is called the profit motive. 

Now, I have to admit I find my own conclusion a bit counter-intuitive. Recognising 
that we live in a world of great complexity, in both issues and relationships, it seems 
rather suspect to propose just one significant cause at root. However, no matter which 
way I rotate the world I hold in my mind, I see the same problem over and over 
again: our reasoning is misaligned by the need to profit from our actions.

I’m not just talking about financial profit. Somehow, we have come to accept the 
insidious notion that everything we do should be assessed for its profitability. The 
coin of our reward is varied, but the question “what do I get out of it?” is not merely 
inevitable, but the certain precursor of a demand for payment. We no longer see the 
world as a place to explore for our own benefit, for the joy of doing so. We must now 
be assured that someone or something will reward us, over and above merely having 
the experience: we expect to make a profit from life itself, and if we can’t, we can’t be 
bothered. By habitually making this mean reckoning, we lose the ability to play, and 
be playful; children do not make such calculations before they do things, because the 
world reveals its mysteries through play. Each action and discovery embodies its own 
rewards, and to the child, this is both reason and payment enough.

To argue my case, I’m going to consider the influence of the profit motive in different 
contexts: how the individual is affected; the way it informs the motives and methods 
of commerce and government; the effect on culture; and the damage it does to our 
planet. Before I do, perhaps I should let the pedant out of the closet for a moment to 
discuss terms, as it were. We sometimes use the term “profit” to describe benefit, as 
in “I profited by the experience”, a turn of phrase where profit is a synonym for gain. 
But the usage, and the reality, that concerns me is when profit is made from so-called 
excess. In business, profit is how much money you have left after all other bills are 
paid; in other words, what excess a company or organisation has made on top of its 
costs. In experiential human terms, profit is that which we demand over and above 
what we gain from having an experience, and in excess of what we need to sustain us 
through it. 

Part 1: Profitable Apostasy
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2
The line between education and indoctrination is very fine. Since state education 
in the industrialised world is funded out of the profits of consumerism – all taxes 
being levelled on its proceeds – it should hardly be surprising to discover the syllabus 
reflects the best interests of its patrons. We are trained from infancy to grasp the 
principle of cost, the value of objects and the laws that protect them, and the value 
we must place on our time to invest in ourselves an expectation of worth. As children, 
we are taught to discriminate between the cheap and the expensive and to recognise 
that high value places objects beyond reach for play, experiment or discovery. We 
learn that objects are owned, that taking them from their owners without consent 
is very bad, a moral transgression against the right of ownership that will invoke 
punishment if we are caught. Children are trained to covet that which they don’t 
have, and given occasional rewards for their covetousness (and the restraint of it) by 
way of reinforcement; that is, children are taught to assess their individuality, and that 
of others, through ownership of objects. They are encouraged by adults to exchange 
work for pocket money, which they are urged to spend wisely (ever a futile gesture), 
turn into savings, deposit in bank accounts, buy stocks and shares and, through these 
efforts, get their first taste of economic power. Pocket money is junior capitalism 
training in action; children are now so affluent in the industrialised world, whole 
markets are dedicated exclusively to serving them.

Meanwhile, at school the agenda is clear. You are being trained to work, bent to 
duty, moulded to the requirements of the industry of the day. I don’t mean there is 
some vile conspiracy by the rich and powerful, bribing teachers to stop filling our 
heads with all that useless knowledge about art, culture and self-discovery, in favour 
of teaching us how to work a lathe or a metal press. The proscription is determined 
by the narrowness of the curriculum, whose definition is created by politicians and 
bureaucrats to serve the requirements of the material economy, and nothing more.

Consequently, education is often an unsatisfactory experience, even for those who do 
well. Indeed, the notion of doing well is derived from the pressure to qualify rather 
than learn, because the companies you are fated to serve require documentary proof 
that you know something. There’s no profit to be made out of inept workers while 
there is much to be made out of smart ones, so the profit motives of business can 
be seen to directly influence the educational agenda, simply to meet the qualitative 
as well as quantitative demands of the workplace. The dissatisfaction we often feel 
about school, even discounting the hormonal rage of puberty, is that there is more 
to all this than the teachers are admitting. I left school feeling that a covert agenda 
had informed the whole process; a thinly disguised moral imperative to conform and 
obey, learn your lessons well or be forever consigned to scavenge on the margins of 
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career - and therefore life - opportunity. Frankly, I don’t like to be threatened, and 
I don’t think it’s the place of education to try to intimidate me into learning where 
they should be enticing. However, it’s a method they are obliged to use to a greater 
or lesser extent because their agenda is indeed duplicitous, and both the victims and 
their parents suspect this to some degree. 

Victims: an odd way to describe the beneficiaries of education, but I think it quite 
apt. While you might expect an education sponsored by a modern democratic state 
to enable and ennoble, you are exposed only to the narrow spectrum of knowledge 
needed to fulfil the parochial requirements of the investors, at the expense of personal 
growth and enrichment. Like all investors, those who pay for our education want a 
return on their investment. We are not educated for our benefit, but theirs, despite 
all claims to the contrary, and the education budget is as mean as the education itself. 
Our education system is built to be cheap; costs are driven downward without regard 
to diminished quality, as if educated people were just one more product bouncing 
down the rubber chute of some factory. Teachers exert more influence on the 
emerging generations than any other professional body, directly influencing the future 
of a society for better or worse, since all the raw materials of society must necessarily 
pass through their hands. That their work is so undervalued and underpaid says a 
great deal about the real status of education in our society. 

When our education is so circumscribed we are, in effect, turned out as damaged 
goods. Where we could have been made strong, individual, independent, free-
thinking, class-free and non-conformist, we are instead turned into headless chickens 
with the balance of a banana. The historian AJP Taylor wrote: “All change in history, 
all advance, comes from the non-conformists. If there had been no troublemakers, no 
dissenters, we should still be living in caves.” This point is obviously lost on those who 
decide the criteria for state education. Turning people into creatures of conformity 
is a hard thing to do in a democracy, especially when the people you employ to do 
it are second-rate, poorly paid and badly motivated. They try hard, and succeed to 
the extent that most of us live with a vague unease whenever our individuality asserts 
itself. It’s the social equivalent of sticking your head out of the trench: you quickly 
learn there is always a sniper ready to take a shot.  

Students subject to bad teaching express a great deal of anger and disaffection out 
of unconscious resentment: it is only later we realise how truly awful some of our 
teachers were. At the time, there is only boredom, frustration and the acute sense our 
valuable teenage time is being wasted, which largely it is. I must also add that racism 
and violence in young people is a direct result of their education failing them. They 
all attended school, but managed to leave with their fear, prejudices and ignorance 
quite intact. Could we have not done more for these demented souls? Is this the best 
our education system can manage? People are not products, and cannot be discarded 
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as rejects, or sold as seconds, when the process that formed them did a bad job. That’s 
exactly what does happen, of course, which is why I refer to them as victims.

There is a concomitant lesson we learn during our formative years, which is that 
everything we do should reward us materially; if not now, then later – deferred 
gratification. Isn’t that the conclusion to be drawn from all the homework, the exams, 
the student loans, for all that effort and application and hormone suppression when 
we could be hanging out in the mall? Supposedly, we’ll get better jobs and more 
money if we keep our nose to the grindstone, a position that will become increasingly 
familiar to the dutiful.

By the time we leave school, we have learned that we incur a cost, and embody 
potential profit. We are made to appreciate the investment made in us; how many 
parents continually remind their children how much it costs to feed, clothe, 
educate and entertain them? It’s all part of the training, preparing us for the great 
marketplace: no point in setting out your stall if you can’t put a price on the 
goods. To arrive at the right price, we need to know how much was spent on our 
manufacture. Then we bargain and shop around, selling ourselves cheap if we lack 
confidence, expensive if we hold the qualifications that form our guarantee, and 
somewhere between if we have the nerve to suggest we incorporate some alternative 
attributes of value to make up for a shortage of state-issued credentials. We gain 
confidence or lose it, we sink or swim; those lucky few already in the boat look out 
with contempt or pity on all the people in the water, while sipping their well-earned 
champagne. The boat never seems to be big enough for everyone, and there’s never 
enough champagne. Did Noah have these problems?

From then on, everything in life is a trade, our thinking conditioned by habit. When 
we must derive profit from our activities, and desist if they don’t show one, we are 
like lab rats, trained only to act when a dribble of sugar-water appears at the end of a 
tube, or a pellet of food drops on to a plate. Without the incentive, we just sit there 
and wait…

…and while we’re waiting, what do we aspire to? Our ambitions are shaped by our 
potential to earn rather than learn, so we invest too little imagination in the few 
things we do for love, that give us great pleasure. The quality of all our actions must 
suffer: if we are more concerned with what profit we can make from our lives, at 
the expense of what we can achieve, our efforts will always be demeaned, less than 
satisfying. Instead of being in the pursuit of personal excellence, we embrace the 
expedient creed of greed, even though we know full well what little good it does us.



�
House of Mirrors

3
It’s quite hard to imagine business divorced from the profit motive that drives it. 
Why would people bother, otherwise? Would business people shoulder the burdens 
of leadership, authority, responsibility and so forth, if there was not a potential profit 
to be derived from doing so? Would factory workers turn up if there were no wages 
at the end of the week? In general, we might say that no-one would be prepared to 
shoulder any of the onerous duties of commerce without the expectation of profitable 
gain. This issue is at the root of many disturbing problems.

How is profit achieved? It is always made at someone’s expense; someone must be 
paying it, somewhere, otherwise how could we collect it? If profit is an excess, then 
we must be acquiring it by denying the distribution of that excess to others, at our 
gain, and their loss. Profitable commerce is always tainted by the iniquity that the 
profit motive necessitates. Ultimately, profit is calculated by adding up the costs – 
materials, labour, operating costs, promotion, distribution and administration – and 
adding the margin of profit to these costs that “the market will bear”. All companies 
have to exceed the sum of these costs to be profitable. They do so by selling more 
products than merely the quantity required to repay the initial investment, of 
breaking even. Passing the excess, the profit, on to the work force in a wage increase, 
or reducing the price of the goods so no excess was collected from consumers, would 
be forms of altruism or philanthropy, qualities observably absent from the business 
world. Goodness patently does not turn a profit, a paradox that communism never 
resolved.

There is a clear chain of iniquities perpetrated in the name of profit. The first link in 
the chain is the distant production of raw materials. The basic substances from which 
fortunes are made are torn from the earth by its poorest people. Metals, wood, food, 
fuel, rubber and the chemical precursors from which all man-made materials are 
created; the labour to extract them from the earth and do the dangerous, filthy and 
demeaning parts of the processing; the workers who perform these invaluable tasks 
are subject to the basest exploitation. The price industry will pay for its resources is 
forcibly kept as low as possible, and by the most corrupt means necessary, to extract 
every ounce of profit to be made from turning these materials into goods. It is entirely 
counter-productive to pay a fair price, to countenance trading parity at all stages 
of the production process. The poor bastard with a shovel in his hand is the first 
contributor to someone else’s enrichment, the poor country whose natural resources 
are stolen, hijacked or coerced from them for a tiny fraction of their eventual value, 
the second.

Back home in the consumerist world, labour costs, and the quality of life they 
underwrite, are constantly under attack in the same callous way. In geographic terms, 
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the industrial processes are no longer stable. Giant factories are uprooted, sometimes 
at great cost to local communities, only to be transplanted half-way round the world 
to some new rural area in which the indigenous people, often employed on the land, 
can be lured into the factory for a relative pittance. These people can never go back 
to the land, because when leaving small-scale agriculture their last act is to plant the 
seeds of its destruction. It’s such a savage process: industries are all too aware that the 
standards of employment and working practice in underdeveloped countries may be 
utterly inadequate compared to our own, but this is cynically regarded as a profitable 
situation to exploit. That’s how we end up with children making running shoes, sweat 
shops where beatings are common, women discriminated against, workers sacked 
at the whim of tyrannical bosses, a shocking absence of care, safety, unions, right to 
strike, insurance, benefits, pensions or respect. I say shocking, but to the consumer 
it must be a mild shock like licking both terminals of a nine-volt battery, rather than 
sticking your fingers in a mains socket. After all, these practices wouldn’t exist if we 
refused to buy such tainted goods.

There are also iniquities visited on us whose illogic is ultimately unsustainable. 
Consider if you will this bizarre example. British Telecom, the monopoly telecomm 
supplier in the UK, has relocated call centres to the Indian sub-continent, including 
directory and billing enquiries. Why are they doing this? I think it is a manifestation 
of an historic problem. By employing people in the UK at a level of reward deemed 
appropriate to early industrial society, British workers were able to achieve their 
modest aspirations through having enough disposable income to buy the goods their 
bosses were selling, a cosy little arrangement that both parties could afford. As the 
workforce gained affluence, they found the cost of maintaining their lifestyle was 
increasing, as was their taste for the finer things, so they demanded more money 
for their labour. While there was no option for the employers, an uneasy truce 
was erratically upheld between workforce and management. However, there is an 
unbending pressure on businesses not merely to do well, but to do so excessively. 
This pressure comes from shareholders, the people and institutions who simply want 
something for nothing. It is not enough for BT to point to their already healthy 
profits; shareholders demand more, always more. Very well: how can more profit 
be made? By driving down the labour costs. So BT looks around the globe, studies 
the available new technologies and concludes that it is now possible to move call 
centres from the UK, where labour is an average £5 per hour, to Bombay, where it is 
£5 a day, cutting costs at a stroke. That a whole sector of employment in the UK is 
castrated as a result is an argument of little or no merit to the shareholders. 

The real irony is evident if you consider what must necessarily happen next. The 
Bombay residents will enjoy their new found affluence and deploy it. The cost of 
maintaining their affluence and their taste for it will, of course, follow the same 
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pattern as before; it will go up and the workforce will want more money to keep it up 
and rising. Eventually, BT will find itself in exactly the same position as before, and 
still under relentless pressure from shareholders to increase the dividend, because the 
additional profit they made from moving to Bombay is still not enough. Where will 
the call centres be relocated to then? BT and others like them will simply run out of 
poor people to exploit. As they race towards the inevitable, trans-national companies 
leave behind a deep furrow of desperate and impoverished communities, sloughed 
off in the search for more and more profit. Do they never consider the illogic of their 
acts, that unemployed people can’t afford the very lifestyles that made them such loyal 
consumers in the first place, and that they are being made redundant by the same 
industries that wish to sell them their goods? Too many of us are already casualties of 
the craving to improve the profit margin. It will get worse, as big business runs out of 
disadvantaged communities to exploit.

In some ways, I think people living in industrialised countries are no better off than 
their third-world counterparts, since our poverty takes forms we are less aware of; 
poverty in disguise if you like. When you are hungry, you have both a potent analysis 
and a very direct method of addressing the problem. In the developed world, we too 
hunger but we do not know what for. We want to work but the job market is more 
unstable than ever. We are unhappy but we don’t know why. We are always fearful 
because our precarious standard of living is under constant threat. We are restless and 
unfulfilled, but we can’t find lasting solutions to our problems because they are so 
abstract. Anyway, we don’t have time to address our problems even if we knew what 
they were – we have to earn a living, remember, or bury ourselves in self-pity and 
guilt when we can’t. It is a mandatory requirement for us to donate much of our lives 
to the pot of profit, yet we always seem poorer as a result.

�
So it transpires that profit is always made out of people; those who donate the labour, 
those who are denied an opportunity to do so, and those who complete the vicious 
circle by purchasing the products and investing in the shares. Having raw materials, 
chemicals, factories, offices, computers and employees at your disposal is not, of 
itself, profitable. Instead, the excess on which profit depends is created by paying the 
workforce less than their labours are worth – calculated in terms of what value they 
add to the eventual sale – and selling it to us for more than it cost. The beneficiaries 
of this unholy reckoning are the few, their wealth created out of the subsidies of the 
many. The more profit there is to be made, the fewer the beneficiaries of it. Profit 
concentrates in as few hands as can grasp it, and rich people like it that way. Profit 



10
House of Mirrors

collects, and absolute profit collects absolutely. Hey Ma! I think I just invented 
Marxism.

In fact, we are not far removed from the days when four strapping employees of the 
local lord turned up at your hovel to help themselves to a bushel of wheat, a cow, ten 
gallons of milk and four chickens, per annum. (This system can’t work in an urban 
society: what would the exchequer do with two thousand tons of defrosted oven 
chips, six hundred miles of decking and a cornucopia of vile nylon carpets?) These 
days, in place of agricultural produce we are obliged instead to donate our labour to 
industry and at a rate naturally calculated to be more profitable to the employer than 
the employed. You might therefore think that, by bartering our heavily-discounted 
labour in the workplace, we had in effect paid our tithes and our rulers would be 
content. Not for a moment: the next link in this disturbing chain is that we are taxed 
again, twice; this time by the state. 

While our wages are as meagre as we can be coerced to accept, they are also taxed by 
the state. Meanwhile, the goods we lust after and would purchase with our ill-gotten 
loot, our personal little profit, are also taxed by the state. It’s a robbers’ hierarchy, and 
depends on the tactics of the bully. At the top is the institution with the biggest stick: 
you can’t argue with someone who has the legislature, judiciary, civil service, police 
and the armed forces at their disposal.

The corruption of the state, brought on by its fervour to share vicariously in the 
profits of every activity, can be seen in three examples I would like to examine, all of 
which require tremendous ethical dexterity to justify their actions. These are the sales 
of cigarettes, the manufacture of armaments for export, and the influence of profit on 
diplomatic relationships between nations.

The sinister lure the tobacco trade exerts, over and above its addictive nature, is made 
manifest through tax revenues. In the first year of the new millennium, the UK 
government collected in excess of 8 billion pounds in tax from cigarettes, through the 
duty imposed on their manufacture, and the Value Added (Sales) Tax on the selling 
price. It cost them approximately 1.5 billion in healthcare looking after the people 
made ill through smoking, leaving a tidy profit of 6.5 billion – around 2 per cent of 
the entire Treasury revenue for the year (source: www.ash.co.uk). In order to justify 
this valuable source of revenue, our government is required to ignore the fact that 
every pound has been made at the expense of the health and wellbeing of the people 
being taxed, their very lives placed in danger.

The state does take measures to reduce smoking through legislation, with fierce 
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mandatory warnings on every packet and the banning of all tobacco advertising. 
What they don’t do is ban cigarettes altogether. Why not? If it’s so bad for us – and 
of course it is, not just to smokers but those around them and even their unborn 
children – why is the trade permitted to continue? (Answer: 6.5 billion quid). Sure, 
there would be a lot of outcry about loss of liberty, the loss of jobs (5000 people in 
the UK make their living from our dying – I wonder how good they feel about it?), 
a new black market catering for nicotine addicts and a rise in organised crime to 
facilitate it, the dangers of the nanny state, our totalitarian leadership and so on. We 
do not raise these objections to other interventions by the state, such as speed limits 
on our roads, compulsory wearing of seat belts in cars, the prohibition of dangerous 
drugs, strict licensing of gun ownership and other legislation of this kind, so why 
is the government so inconsistent in its avowed concern for our health and safety? 
(Actually, we do complain at the time such measures are introduced, although this 
dissent quickly dissipates: looking back, it seems incredible how many people railed 
against wearing seat belts, claiming the benefits were entirely spurious. Where are 
they now? Wherever they are, they didn’t get there by hurtling head-first through a 
windscreen, that’s for sure.) 

I believe that in a matter of a few years after banning tobacco altogether, there would 
be no ex-smokers left – except for a few deeply foolish souls – who would not thank 
the government for saving them from themselves. There would likewise be very few 
new smokers, driven by their novel cravings to regard their liberty as curtailed: even 
heroin addicts are not so foolish as to suggest the prohibiting of dangerous drugs is 
an abrogation of their rights. I suggest the government has to be weaned off its venal 
addiction to the profit they can make from exploiting our addictive weaknesses, as 
much as smokers need to rid themselves of the craving for a nicotine fix. It is also 
the case that government is held in thrall to the tobacco lobby, again because of the 
revenue at stake. While legislating against them to the extent that seems prudent to 
assuage public opinion, why is it that the healthcare costs are not passed directly on 
to the industry that created the problem, to be paid from the profits of this immoral 
trade? Instead, the NHS is burdened with the cancers, the heart disease, respiratory 
and other illnesses, the blame for which is so easy to allocate. Some people, somewhat 
to my astonishment, think smokers should be made to pay their healthcare costs on 
top of the extraordinary taxes already levelled on them. I find the NHS to be as much 
a victim of the tobacco industry as the people smoking makes sick. In lieu of shutting 
it down completely, the tobacco industry should at least be made to pay out of their 
noisome profits for all the damage they do: each year, the NHS should give an invoice 
to the cigarette manufacturers for the healthcare delivered to those they made ill. 
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While the cynical sale of harmful but highly lucrative luxuries represents a crime 
against the citizen, the arms trade is an affront to humanity itself. I would have 
wished to address the wider issue; why a country who can’t afford decent transport, 
schools and hospitals should retain a huge military force and spend such vast amounts 
on it. Here are the figures for UK current and projected defence budget as taken 
from the UK MOD website: “...the Defence Budget is set to increase from a baseline 
of £32.6Bn in 2007/08 to £36.9Bn in 2010/11 in Total Departmental Expenditure 
Limit (Total DEL)”. 

However, this is not a subject that adds much to the topic under discussion, since 
I do not attribute the profit motive to the scale of our national military ambitions, 
at least not directly. Defence spending levels are as much matter of doctrine as 
economics, topics of great historical, social and global complexity, and not subjects on 
which I am qualified to express much useful opinion.

The trade in armaments carries no such exemption from scrutiny, although it 
is certainly complex in execution (no pun intended). From a moral and ethical 
perspective, the matter is simple – the arms trade corrupts everything it touches, 
all in the name of its great profitability. This is not an issue of indirectly unhealthy 
attributes, as with smoking, but the directly unhealthy business of killing each other, 
and someone making a profit from it. To illustrate how institutionalised in our society 
the arms trade has become, consider that sales of armaments abroad are conducted 
directly by the government, with the foreign office diplomats its sales force, so 
important is the revenue considered. (This in addition to private initiatives). 

Here are some figures to put this in perspective:

• In the UK, the defence sector employed approximately 310,000 defence workers in 
2007 (source: Defence Analytical Services Agency (DASA)), while in the same period 
(2006/07), Defence Spending...totalled over £34.0 billion. 

• In 2007 the UK won £10 billion ($19bn) of new business and a 33% market share, 
according to figures announced by UKTI DSO (17 June 2008).  

• The arms trade accounts for around 3% of all UK exports. In support of this, more 
than half of all government spending on research and development is allocated to 
military work, both through internal research spending and the direct subsidy of 
military contractors. 

• In 2005/06, MOD net expenditure on R&D activity totalled £2.5 billion, (source: 
Ministry of Defence, ‘UK Defence Statistics 2007, of which 90% was spent on R&D 
work undertaken by the private sector. 
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• The top global exporters over the last five years, based on cumulative export values, 
are the United States with $63bn, the UK ($53bn), Russia ($33bn), France ($17bn), 
and Germany and Israel with ($9bn). (Source: www.deso.mod.uk).

If we were discussing construction equipment, tankers, locomotives or computers, 
this would all be to the good – at least from the capitalist perspective, if not an 
ecological one. But we are not. We’re talking about the industrialised murder of some 
people by other people, on terrible scales, close up and from a distance. The means 
we now have to do this are horribly efficient, and their sales very profitable. The 
calculation of profit must be callous in the extreme, since the costs in human and 
material terms are truly appalling and must therefore be ignored, never entered on 
the balance sheet. Perhaps this is what the military really means when it talks about 
minimising collateral damage.

The most unethical part of all this, the amoral core, is to whom we sell the arms. 
The optimum strategy is evidently to sell to everyone, quite indiscriminately. Hence, 
we arm both sides in a conflict; face our own weapons on the battlefield, get our 
aid donations back in exchange for guns and tanks while whole populations starve; 
bribe and coerce entire governments to buy our munitions; and sell our ingeniously 
dangerous technologies to tyrants knowing full well they are going to use them, either 
on their neighbours or their own people. The arms trade is also very secretive, and 
known to be extremely corrupt. People will go to great lengths to buy and sell the 
tools of tyranny, oppression and war. The UK is one bloody great DIY store (Destroy 
It Yourself ). Open 24/7/52, it does a roaring trade.

�
At the highest level of institutional relations – between nations themselves – the profit 
motive is used for arguably the most corrupt and cynical purposes of all; the purchase 
of state ethics. Moral bargaining: an oxymoron in language, but evidently not in 
statecraft.

There are, as you are no doubt aware, plenty of examples of nations, and the 
institutions that represent them on the world stage, performing value acrobatics for 
their own benefit. The relationships between rich and poor nations, the use of trans-
national financial instruments, the role of trade and banking organisations and the 
self-serving nature of the actions these institutions perpetrate are matters of record. 
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While these issues may be worthy of repetition – endless repetition – here is not the 
place: there is sufficient information in the public domain for anyone with an interest 
to avail themselves of the facts. There is, however, one contemporary issue that serves 
to demonstrate all too clearly how morally bankrupt our leaders have become, and 
how shamelessly they pursue their own interests at the expense of integrity, dignity, 
decency and honour, motivated once again by the profit they can make by aligning 
their values to those of the highest bidder.

For my example, I direct your attention to the United Nations. Formed out of the 
ashes of the League of Nations, and the second world war it failed to prevent a mere 
twenty-one years after the first, the UN was a rather more determined effort by world 
leaders to create an institution whose main aim was to prevent conflict between 
nations from escalating into the conflagrations that had twice threatened the entire 
world during the twentieth century. Later developments in the role of the UN saw 
it undertake important and valuable work in conflict resolution, health, education, 
social equality and many more worthy issues of global concern.

I am therefore all the more disappointed by the way the UN has become a widely 
televised horse-trader’s fair, and this woeful analogy can be most accurately 
illuminated by the bargaining that took place in the UN Security Council over war 
with Iraq. I do not intend to comment on the cause/effect arguments regarding 
the validity of invading Iraq, nor can I offer any insights; in many ways, the whole 
business is simply baffling, and logic the least suitable tool for making sense of it. You 
will, I’m sure, have developed your own understanding of this crisis, the outcome, 
and the repercussions of it. However, there is something rotten at the core of the UN, 
a sickness whose symptoms can be seen in the way this issue has been handled, and 
the profit motive lies at the heart of this canker. 

The protagonists in the various causes, all of which claimed to be in Iraq’s best 
interests despite their clearly self-serving agendas, sought a UN mandate to go to war. 
To do so, the US and Britain, vanguard of the militant nations, needed to obtain 
a majority vote in the Security Council, with no veto exercised by the permanent 
members. Now, it would be foolish to think that nations didn’t do a bit of horse-
trading now and again, especially when the clock is running; a quarter of a million 
men, a thousand aircraft and several carrier battle groups can’t be left hanging around 
in the Gulf indefinitely. What has shocked me – and really shocked me, as opposed 
to the kind of shock I experience when the price of milk goes up by a couple of pence 
– is the clear betrayal of the principles on which the UN was formed. It is a place 
of debate, in which all participants must abide by the outcome. What the UN has 
become in fact is a place where the vote is purchased, and the integrity of nations 
along with it.
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All debate to which the public was allowed access centred round the issues that the 
public think matters: security, weapons of mass destruction, compassion for the 
people Hussein tortured, democracy, stability, the poor Kurds, the displaced marsh 
Arabs, the thousands of murdered civilians, the gassing of Iranian soldiers and civilian 
populations. These facts, it was suggested, made the moral case for war; a sum of 
noble reasons that were sufficiently compelling to wreak more havoc and destruction 
and loss of life. Bush and Blair both espoused texts from the same bible: they spoke 
of evil and good, righteousness and duty, decency and conviction. This is not the 
language used in those UN private sessions behind closed doors, where decisions are 
actually reached. In small back rooms where the gloves come off, the language of our 
leaders is the deal, the profit, or the punishment that will be inflicted on those who 
fail to take the bribes on the table. 

Now it must be true that even if someone offers you a bribe, you don’t have to take 
it; their corruption does not have to be yours. If only this were the case in the UN. 
The real debate centred exclusively on just how much member states could extract 
from the US and UK in concessions, trade deals, funding, shares in the loot, the 
reconstruction, and heightened geopolitical status. Turkey tried to set a price for 
allowing US troops to be stationed on Turkish soil at over 30 billion dollars! (The 
Turkish government later recanted, refusing to take even a bribe of this magnitude). 
Either way, Iraq is being bought and sold, the UN debased by the dollar, the debates 
a worthless sham purely for public consumption. Votes were withheld as bargaining 
chips, nations playing a waiting game to see just how much they could extort for 
their support of the war. Certain countries vehemently opposed the war while 
negotiations continued, for it increased the potential to make a profit through a later 
reversal of their position. Others made a show of being uncommitted, publicising 
their willingness to sell their favours like whores on a street corner. It was the most 
disgusting spectacle, deeply unworthy of our leaders, and a blatant betrayal of all 
legal, moral or ethical imperatives. In the debate over war with Iraq, the last thing 
on our leaders’ minds was the war on Iraq. The first thing on their minds was what 
they could make out of having a war, or how they might have profited by stopping 
it. Such immorality is not simply inappropriate in our world leaders, it is absolutely 
unacceptable.

I recognise that there were issues regarding Iraq and its leadership that needed to be 
resolved. I take issue with the methods of doing so, for I maintain there is no such 
thing as a little corruption. The eyes of the world, in particular the predominately 
Muslim nations, were on the UN. How can we expect any decent people to respect 
the actions of the UN members, when the means to their ends are so clearly 
improper? The powerful eschew peace, democracy, diplomacy, debate, consensus 
and patience in favour of war, subversion, corruption, coercion, unilateralism and 
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expediency. Why? For profit. They champion democracy while trampling all over it 
and promote diplomacy while refusing to engage in it; they distort debate into shapes 
that serve their purposes, manipulate the facts until they become utterly worthless, 
and try to buy a consensus when their arguments fail to convince. Finally, when the 
militant nations cannot get their way, they claim the UN has become powerless and 
impotent, while it is the actions of the same deranged but powerful minority that 
renders it so. 

�
In commerce, the profit motive informs a simple ethos based on competition, 
expansion and waste. Competition is easily understood in the context of profit; 
where there is one to be made, there will be several contenders for it. The methods 
of competition are many and varied, but they all have one thing in common; they 
seek to gain advantage at the expense of others. The work your factory wins is always 
at the expense of workers in other factories, to whom the work is inevitably denied. 
Competition demands that if you can put your rival out of business, you should 
do so, because less competition means a bigger slice of the cake will automatically 
fall into your lap. Dog eat dog: act pre-emptively, for your competitors will do the 
same to you given half a chance. Whole economic sectors may be devastated as a 
result of competition, as happened to heavy industry in the UK; if you can get your 
ships, your coal or your steel cheaper elsewhere, you have to do so, because your 
competitors certainly will. Competition always seeks to gain an advantage; its logic 
punishes national loyalty and workforce altruism in equal measure. Company is 
set against company, in a war where the gun is exchanged for the invoice, and in 
which the casualties are always the workers or the consumers. Between companies 
of comparable size, equally equipped, paying roughly the same for raw materials, 
the only way to compete on price is by driving the labour costs down and prices up, 
perpetuating the war between workers and managers, and companies and customers, 
because the aims of each will always be mutually opposed. 

Competition is also very inefficient; elsewhere I discuss the manufacture of ideally 
engineered and produced goods. This is patently impossible when the rules of 
competition demand that any advance you make must be concealed, or their use 
prohibited to others by legal means, effectively reducing the overall potential quality 
of all goods. A resource, technique or market shared voluntarily with a competitor 
is likened to putting a loaded gun in your enemy’s hand. Competition also leads its 
exponents to condone corruption, monopolies and price-fixing, while they seek to cut 
corners; bad design, shoddy construction, poor finishing, deceptive marketing, short 
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life spans, low reliability and expensive repair costs. There is no end of crap out there, 
and most of it is made from plastic, the universal portent of profit.

Expansion – globalisation – is a madness that produces oddities like gas companies 
that sell electricity; water companies that sell entertainment, supermarket chains that 
are also Internet service providers; suppliers of underwear to lady prime ministers 
who are also in the financial loans market. Is there some kind of arcane connection 
between a woman’s credit-worthiness and her choice of smalls? 

These strange marriages occur when big companies can no longer expand in their 
own markets, so they buy into others. It was brought on by a trend towards buying 
up successful small companies in a portfolio of diversification, which is more robust 
than having all your eggs on one boardroom table, and a general lust to make money 
from whatever source appears viable. Trouble is, although there is profit to be made 
through economies of scale, the quality of goods and services always suffers because 
there can be no personal understanding, technical or human, in senior management 
when you’re in nine different industries. Everything has therefore to be reduced 
to figures and fiscal performance, and this depersonalisation of business is also its 
undoing. It is the commercial manifestation of bureaucracy, where both workforce 
and consumers must conform to the logic of profitability and accept its rules, 
methods and compromises. Consumers rightly protest but are ignored; how many 
people do you know who hate the “press 1 for sales, press 2 for enquiries” telephone 
systems, and yet how many companies are using them, or indeed installing them, 
right now? They spend vast sums of money on promoting our brand loyalty, then 
blow it the first time we ring them up by treating us just like the robots they employ 
to represent the company at the all-important first contact.

Everything in multinational life is coded, quantified, proceduralised. Think of a 
restaurant chains or ready-meals; industrial food made using the mass-production 
methods of the factory. Conformity is mandatory to operations of this scale, both 
for workers and consumers; we all have to eat a lot of chicken. Put another way, 
consumption standardised across nations, cultures, language and custom promotes 
an equally standardised lifestyle. In cities all across the globe, we eat the same food, 
wear the same clothes, drive the same cars, listen to the same music, watch the same 
films, see the same TV programs and read the same books. Through every available 
medium, global brands insert themselves into local culture through relentless 
advertising, TV being the main weapon. This is the vacuum that globalisation creates 
and some people so resent; the way it tramples on existing local cultures and values 
with no respect, mercy or remorse, all the while promising that trade and regulatory 
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conformity on a global scale will bring prosperity to all people (not that this 
promise is ever fulfilled). What they really want is for us all to become standardised 
consumers, with standardised requirements, for economies of scale are the key to 
big profits, the most potent driving force for change in the world today. Why else 
would Europe have introduced the Euro currency? Would anyone care to suggest 
the German individual will benefit from being paid in a currency he could spend in 
France? Of course there is a price for this standardisation, this conformity of product 
and payment across markets and cultures – loss of individual and social identity. The 
profits to be made out of market conformity are made by multinationals, but taken 
from the individual. The result: everywhere looks the same, and so do we.

Not being wasteful might be considered good behaviour in the individual, but in 
business, moderation is not profitable. Waste is engineered into a product from the 
very beginning; in my view, there is no more grubby a concept that pre-planned 
obsolescence. Where something could last ten years, it is designed to last seven. 
Where something could last twenty, it is made to last twelve. Even when our 
consumer goods are perfectly serviceable, we are encouraged to throw them away and 
get new ones. We maintain that because certain things are out of fashion, we must 
change them, although we often confuse fashion with novelty, because we are so easily 
bored. Are we really so fickle, so irresponsible, and so shallow? Are we using up the 
earth’s resources at an alarming and very unequal rate, just to have shoes of a different 
colour or a car that knows where it is? Why don’t we know where we are?

I know where our children will be – living in a world stripped of all resources. They 
will also have to contend with all the waste we have created, and largely hidden from 
view, a buried treasure no-one wants to find. The land becomes poisoned, the sea 
toxic, food is contaminated, the air polluted and the atmosphere unbalanced: all 
in the name of profit. And what do the perpetrators of this enormous theft think? 
What are they doing about it? They are desperately lining their pockets, and damn 
the consequences. The energy lobby demands to take oil from the last uncorrupted 
environments on Earth, industry elects to burn fossil fuels with profligate disregard 
for the carbon dioxide, methane and particulate emissions unless legislated against, 
vast quantities of industrial and chemical wastes are dumped into landfill sites, 
rivers and seas, while farmers suck the life from the soil producing huge quantities 
of food for our over-consumption. Natural habitats are destroyed and entire species 
of animals threatened with extinction from habitat loss or hunting. Ecologies 
are unbalanced and the natural order subverted, and for what? A DVD player? A 
Manchester United replica shirt? Lettuce out of season? A mobile phone that takes 
pictures? We sold our planet and our souls for this? 
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Everything I’ve talked about in this section is actually bad for business in the literal 
sense; these problems reduce profitability. When consumers discover facts which were 
previously concealed, we trust less and demand more; we rebel, withdraw our loyalty 
and demand our money back, or refuse to buy their goods in the first place. Damage 
is done to the brand, a taint that may take a long time to fade. Businesses know 
this, and many of them try to combat their worst excesses, but they fail, always. The 
reason for this is that the profit motive undermines every attempt to control or reduce 
its influence. So strong is its appeal to greed, profit will always recruit a follower 
more ruthless than the last, which spells the demise of anyone less committed to its 
methods. Anyway, no-one ever reinvented the wheel while bound to one: little social 
advancement has ever been credited to slaves.

�
There are many meaningful ways to discuss the varied qualities of culture, but its 
profitability isn’t one of them. Unfortunately in these piratical times, the name of 
profit has been raised in lights high above art, music, dance, film, TV and theatre, 
poetry, sculpture, architecture, the written word; in all sports, in science and even 
learning itself. The pre-eminence of profit is secured by businesses that invest 
in culture one way or another; as usual, they are looking for a return on their 
investment.

There are a number of ways commerce seeks to profit from culture. Advertising is 
perhaps the most ubiquitous, draping itself like a licentious vamp over its prospective 
prey, insinuating itself in every conversation, every image; in our thoughts and 
desires, our education, in the media, the workplace, in sport and leisure. There is no 
human activity, in any place, which advertising does not penetrate, which is another 
way of saying advertising is very democratic: everyone gets equally screwed. It is 
also awesomely rich and powerful. The value of advertising revenue is so great that 
there is virtually no limit to the influence it can exert. Activities are scheduled to suit 
advertisers. Films and TV programs have their content constructed to fit advertising 
breaks or incorporate the adverts directly into the content through brand exposure. 
Sporting events change their rules to suit their sponsors, and cannot start their 
activities until the adverts have finished on the station televising the events, while 
politicians time their announcements to correspond with news programs scheduled to 
capture the most viewers possible, all at the behest of a media that seeks only to add 
the greatest value to the advertising breaks. 
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Advertising targets children, because the young are more impressionable; it is the 
primary method of increasing our desire to consume and has an agenda in which 
advertisers seek to create our dreams, our personal utopia, out of the products they 
are selling us. Their dream products are all inclusive, from what we eat first thing in 
the morning, to what we sleep on last thing at night, and everything that we could 
possibly do in between while living the lifestyle they design for us. Well, the surface of 
one, anyway.

Advertising agencies use the best people. As propaganda, advertisements can be works 
of art in themselves, a paradox I haven’t quite figured out yet. The best designers, 
artists, film makers, actors, musicians and technicians work on adverts, and get 
paid very well to do so. The best graphic ideas and photography are found in print 
advertising. Ad agencies figured out long ago that nearly all artistic integrity could 
be cured with a liberal application of money, and I do mean liberal. This does mean, 
unfortunately, that advertising is likely to be very effective, and that our best creative 
minds are squandering a criminal amount of their potential.

Another way commerce seeks to profit from culture is by financing so-called content 
creation, another name for books, films, TV programmes, music CDs and so on. In 
fact, all film and TV production companies, record companies and book publishers 
are investment houses. They don’t make anything themselves; they are financiers 
of the creative processes of others, before or after the fact, by hiring writers, actors, 
singers, designers, directors, composers, musicians, cameras and studios, craftspeople 
and technicians. In all creative areas, individuals are crucial to the production of 
products: consider Hollywood film credits, that additional five minutes of lists 
playing to a deserted cinema. Given the size, power and centralisation of the film 
industry, you would think the only credit left by now would be one they gave 
themselves (despite being worthless, as legendary film producer Irvine Thalberg 
once observed). This is obviously not the case. Contributions by individuals are so 
important that not even the megalomaniacs of Hollywood dare deny them their due. 
The credits did get shifted to the back end of the film or TV programme – all but the 
major stars, the top creatives and the most self-important businessmen – but that’s 
just as well; imagine having to sit through the acres of key grips, assistants, computer 
boffins and thank you lists before the film even begins!

The problem with this kind of investment in culture is that it comes, not with 
strings attached so much as a stopwatch, a spreadsheet and a set of scales. How do 
you quantify art? By what measure can you determine the worth of your investment 
in aesthetic terms? Commerce can’t, so it does what it knows best. Business in 
culture seeks to protect its profit by standardisation and mass production. Bigger 
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is better. Each product must be all things to all people, because that’s who they 
aim to sell it to. Everything must be made the same way, for that is how economies 
of scale lead to further profit. Risk, the enemy of profit, must be minimised; the 
entertainment business must indeed be profitable for the risks are considerable 
and usually large, yet institutions keep shovelling money into the furnace of public 
opinion. One way to minimise risk is to repeat what you already did, sell that which 
is already proven in the marketplace. Another way is to make everything as bland as 
possible, so no market segment can take offence. Risk and novelty are also enemies; 
new is unpredictable, which equals risk, so our content producers are, by nature, 
conservative: not the ideal predisposition for our leading patrons of the arts.

The main casualty in all this is the work itself. When art is commissioned by 
philistines, they also place appropriate constraints on what they expect, entirely 
according to their lack of taste and poor judgement. They can’t tell if an original 
work of any kind is good or bad, since they know nothing about it, so they demand 
the familiar, the unoriginal, for which they can get a second opinion from history as 
to whether they can then turn a profit from their patronage. The effect on creative 
people is terribly distorting. Any creative drive, any integrity or originality, is 
subsumed by a need to gain access to audiences, the means for which are controlled 
by markets and profitability. If your work doesn’t suit the purposes of profit, you must 
change it, or accept marginalisation and obscurity if you refuse to conform. Whole 
generations of otherwise creative people have their work subconsciously perverted by 
the desire for success, measured not in aesthetic terms, but through the levels of mass-
market investment, exposure, wealth and celebrity. It is hardly coincidental that these 
are also measures of profitability, potential or achieved.

While the philistines may not appreciate art, they do love to own it. The market 
in collectable culture incorporates just about anything you can think of that has 
the slightest degree of aesthetic merit or novelty about it. These objects are seen 
as investments, and may be collected by people who hate them, but who have no 
objection to making a killing when they sell them on.

Profit drives companies to exploit culture most ruthlessly, using the economic tools 
they are familiar with. The relentless drive to cut risk and costs to improve the margin 
of profit on their investment inevitably leads to a steady decline in overall quality and 
lack of choice. Consumers may think the artists of the present day lack originality 
or commitment. It is not the fault of these artists that this situation has come about. 
The common-denominator products and the artists making them are the inevitable 
result of ruthless selectivity by business. It isn’t that there is nothing good out 
there; it’s just that we never get to hear about it. Where business is embroiled with 
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culture, quality is the least important component of success, marketability the most 
important. So the next time you hear record companies whining about how their 
sales are dwindling and it’s all because of piracy and the Internet, bear in mind that 
these people are predisposed to ignore the idea that the rubbish they churn out might 
have any negative influence on our buying habits. It’s quite arrogant and demeaning 
really. Are these people really so dismissive of their customers that they expect us to 
enthusiastically lap up whatever crap they condescend to offer us, only to accuse us of 
stealing the stuff when we refuse?

�
You could call it the tax we pay to God. Invoking a religious metaphor, if God was 
said to have created the universe and be all-powerful in it, we could see the damage 
done to our planet as the tax He/She is levelling on mankind for its hubris. “Sure, 
everyone on earth can have a car; but no more trees, and you only get to see the 
sun twice a year. You want a TV in every home? No problem; no songbirds. New 
refrigerators? Of course, in which case three percent of the population get skin cancer. 
Big Macs for all. Certainly, but all farms must be monoculture from now on and you 
can forget seeing a butterfly in your lifetime.” 

The sheer scale of profit-driven activities means that when big business makes a mess, 
it makes a really big one. Consumerism is so ubiquitous we are using up our world 
at an astonishing rate, while piling our rubbish up to the sky and burying it deep 
in the ground. However, so much has been written and said on issues like pollution 
and climate change that any addition here, however heartfelt, would probably be 
in excess. My topic is the corruption that the profit motive encourages; people are 
corrupted by profit; nature is corrupted by people in search of profit.

What happens to the people who get to run the giant companies? Not only are they 
shamelessly greedy, demanding huge pay rises on top of enormous salaries even when 
the companies they lead are failing; some of them also turn into outright liars and 
crooks, embezzling millions and bringing other companies down with them when 
they are caught. I truly cannot understand how people who already have so much 
could want so much more, and be prepared to do anything at all to get it.

The outright criminals aside, I am most disturbed by certain so-called lobbies, the 
US energy lobby being a particularly violent offender and therefore a prime example. 
This lobby represents a small number of very powerful men whose interests are in 
fossil fuels. It is a matter of record that the US energy lobby spent large sums buying 
dubious science and opinion to the effect that global warming was not taking place. 
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When the science became overwhelming, they changed tack and now challenge 
specific assumptions, certain data, some conclusions, always pushing back or 
minimising the estimate in favour of continued profligacy. This policy gained federal 
support when the US, citing economic factors, pulled out of the Kyoto treaty and has 
steadfastly refused to set reduction targets for CO2 and methane output in the most 
polluting nation in the world.

While I understand the geopolitical issues to the extent I have outlined them here, 
what really baffles me is how businesspeople, and governments, justify their actions. 
What do they secretly think to themselves, late at night when no-one is watching or 
listening? Are they simply so greedy they have no compunction? Is that even possible? 
Are these family-loving executives really bequeathing a wasteland to their children, 
or do they think their wealth will protect them, opting for the inevitable ghetto 
of the wealthy, walled off from the world and protected day and night by heavily 
armed guards? Do they actually believe their own propaganda, strangely deceived 
by a blinding combination of misplaced faith, self-serving analysis and groundless 
optimism, for surely these are not ignorant or uneducated people? Do they simply 
not care? Are they so gluttonous they will abandon the precautionary principle with 
almost criminal neglect? Do they not believe in the future, only in the most short-
term gain? And what sort of business methods are these, to guarantee the companies 
they work in, and the shareholders they work for, only a bleak, depleted future for the 
sake of what little more excess they can squeeze out of today? These people are plainly, 
visibly duplicitous, and so powerful they can bend national policy to their demands. 
We will look back and see that a thousand men and woman were responsible for 
all the damage done to the whole planet. The truly powerful seem to have become 
monsters, and the terrible force that made them that way is the unending demand for 
profit. All the while they rage unchecked, the world and all the creatures that live on 
it are getting sicker by the day.

10
The speed with which we imperil our future should scare us. The things all of us do 
for profit should appal us. The things we are prepared to put up with in the name 
of profit should shame us. Every part of our life is tarnished by greed, every possible 
action compromised by a wholly artificial need to profit from it. The institutions 
that perpetrated this nightmare cannot stop themselves from acting against our true 
interests. In the end, if we want a better world, it is incumbent on us to act in ways 
that profit our humanity, not our bank accounts. As Gandhi said: “You must be the 
change you wish to see in the world”, although he rarely spoke in italics.
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1
Let’s just say that when I was young, I experimented a lot at the boundaries between 
fiction and non-fiction. In due course, I learned about the give-away glance, the 
shifting feet, the fidgeting, the rising pitch of voice, the flapping hands; the body 
language by which we betray ourselves when up to our necks in the midden of 
deception. Looking back, at some point it seems I must have given up on the 
outright lie – always a hard trick to pull off, especially in the long term – for a more 
covert concealment of fact, a bending of reality rather than an outright fracture. 
Consequently, I spent a part of my business career involved with marketing. Had I 
consolidated my skills in the more overt forms of deception, I would have gone into 
advertising or PR, whose political siblings are the lobbyist and the spin-doctor. 

These are the occupations of the New Jesuits. 

It’s true! The advertising/marketing/PR axis advances under the banner of a new 
mercenary army; covert and devious, experts in dissembling, masters of political and 
religious intrigue, devious of persuasion and practised in coercion; educated, worldly-
wise, cynical, well-connected and manipulative, demonstrating neither shame, guilt 
nor restraint. They are the Apostles of Advertising and the Mercenaries of Marketing, 
and they will preach your cause, and fight on your side, if the price is right.

Salesmen say that it doesn’t matter what they are touting; they can sell anything 
equally well. They claim it’s the technique itself that matters, which can be applied 
with equal success to any product, idea, doctrine or party. They also infer that they 
don’t need to believe in anything, they just need to look like they do. I make a 
distinction between the cynical salesman and the company man, who really believes 
his products are the best you can get. The remainder (and regrettably the majority), 
seem oily and disreputable despite the sharp suits and the natty patter, or perhaps 
because of them; rather like politicians, now I come to think of it.

Salesmen are, at least, display some kind of local, temporary and conditional loyalty 
as a matter of professionalism. This is not true of advertising, the pimp of profit. 
The basic idea of advertising is just common sense, even in the world of barter; 
if you have something you want to trade, you need to find a way to let potential 
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buyers know. In a society in which we trade things, this will always be so. But like 
salesmen, advertising people need to believe in nothing, so their skills can be applied 
to everything. Like Jesuits of old, advertising men and woman have no regard for 
quaint and obsolete notions like truth, loyalty or honesty. In a world in which 
business ruthlessly competes, where commerce is a war between companies, truth, as 
always, will be the first victim. The nature of competitive consumerism means that all 
communication with, and about it, is propaganda, carefully managed and massaged 
to create the desired impression, to convey the right message. 

Advertising’s coldly impersonal view of people as automata, merely to be constantly 
programmed and reprogrammed, is very disturbing. This is no way to look at society; 
mere blocks and strata to be shifted, aspirations and desires to be re-channelled, fears 
and prejudices to prey on, social groups and peer values to be realigned, all to be 
manipulated as deftly as possible. For manipulated we are, constantly conditioned to 
desire the correct things, want the right brands, spend the right amount of money, 
and advertising encourages us using every possible trick at its disposal; psychology, 
social sciences, subliminal suggestion; any amount of sophistry, the exploitation of 
gender, the debasing of sex; carefully tailored appeals to our ignorance, snobbery, age, 
class and faith, head, stomach and groin, through both subtle suggestion and blatant 
huckstering. They also co-opt the top creative minds of the day, producing work that 
boasts the most originality and best techniques available. They further their aims by 
exercising influence over the media. Newspapers align themselves with target markets 
and play to the political and moral positions of their readership in order to sell 
advertising most effectively. TV schedulers and programme commissioners sweat over 
their options, the choice of which must increase revenue by making the advertising 
slots more desirable and therefore more expensive. I’ve written elsewhere about how 
our cultural activities are tailored to suit advertisers, but so dependant are the media, 
sports and the arts on advertising revenue and commercial funding that we can 
hardly expect them to be either uncompromising or impartial. The boys and girls in 
advertising are smart, their methods cunning and devious. The millions they make 
every day attest to how effective they are, for there is a method by which their success 
in bending the consumer to the will of the manufacturer can be measured, and it is 
the increase in profit.

2
Marketing is a light-hearted version of advertising in some ways. Marketing 
departments are generally internal affairs, so they are rather more involved with the 
products. (There are marketing consultancies too, of course, and just as mercenary 
as their advertising brethren). The marketing men and women brief the ad agencies, 
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choose the campaigns, approve the slogans and logos, control advertising budgets 
as well as funds for their own activities, and largely decide the image a company 
projects, its implied status in the market, and the look and positioning of its 
products. Marketing is quite playful, with as many connections to creative processes 
as business methods. It has more leeway than any other arm of business to be 
ridiculous, to try daft stunts and stage silly events, and sometimes plainly waste 
money without necessarily incurring a terminal penalty. Novelty is all in marketing, 
a merit demanded of every stage of the process, but rarely delivered. Functionality, 
industrial design, operation and packaging come under the scrutiny of the marketing 
department, whose demands, even when appropriate, are strangely undervalued and 
sometimes hotly disputed; snobbish designers and vain engineers hate playing to the 
galleries, even though the crowd pay their wages. Marketing departments also spend a 
great deal of time creating materials which they fervently hope will convey their latest 
claims effectively. 

When it comes to a product launch, marketeers are like children. They like dressing 
up and bright lights, loud noises and farting cushions, fireworks and hot blood, 
parties and racy food, celebrities and exotic locations, suggestions of sex and the 
adrenaline buzz. And booze, plenty of booze. Sometimes there’s even a product in 
there somewhere, although it is rarely allowed to get in the way of the fun.

Yet, during their more sober deliberations, marketing people are forced to follow a 
downward spiral from being slightly misleading to downright deceptive, all to the 
degree they think they can get away with. In meetings, marketing execs are for ever 
in search of a new euphemism, a novel simile. All marketing is done by inference, 
since in most markets world-wide, their claims cannot be too extravagant – there are 
laws against that kind of thing. Instead, they struggle to find ways to suggest how 
great their product is, rather than make a bald claim, irrespective of its actual quality. 
Where they can’t say “it’s the best” they say “it’s the best in its class”, a distinction that 
lets them off the hook if they invented the class in the first place. When the product 
is crap, they struggle manfully with epithets like economic, compact, competitive, 
budget, bargain, affordable; the inexpensive entry-level low-cost mid-range starter-
pack. They never, ever, use the word cheap. Marketing people strive to stay in touch 
with topical culture so they can appeal to it in some way; through a colour scheme, 
by making it disposable, by claiming it will save the environment if only you’ll buy 
it. Marketing is shameless; they drag pseudo-science into the ring at the slightest 
provocation. When I first started writing this book, a TV advert was running 
nightly for a hair shampoo said to be endowed with “Regenium X/Y”. Any claim to 
scientific legitimacy is utterly spurious: they just made that up. Does anyone believe 
this nonsense? Well, apparently so, otherwise they wouldn’t be doing it; you can be 
assured that these people know what they’re about, at least most of the time.
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While marketing concerns itself less with outright deception, and more on a certain 
flattery of the product or the consumers who might buy them, the lobbyist and 
public relations battalions of this covert army are in the equivocal front line. Their 
disciplines are designed to fulfil the need of an organisation to speak in a professional 
media voice, to tell a story convincingly, consistently and repeatedly, no matter what 
the facts. As with all the cases I’ve mentioned, there are good people with truthful, 
committed positions representing ideas, products, causes and demands they believe 
in. They are, regrettably, in the minority.

The management of public relations is, on one hand, quite benign. PR people spend 
a lot of time just ringing up their mates in the media, trying to supply material that 
promotes their cause or product, writing press releases and chasing clients for the 
promised pack shots that are always in the post along with the cheque. The other 
side of the coin is less attractive; hiring people to professionally misrepresent the 
truth, calling up those wily exponents of the damage limitation exercise and the 
pressure group. If they represent companies or organisations, they are PR. If they 
represent issues, they are lobbyists (although they both fire from each other’s trenches 
in combat situations). We’ve all seen them; the loquacious, lugubrious exponents of 
denial and deceit who turn up on TV night after night to deny that their company 
broke this, polluted that, employed child labour or defied that sanction. Then there’s 
the lobbyists telling us that cutting down the rainforest is a good thing, that fossil 
fuels aren’t the main cause of global warming, that we need more nuclear power 
stations or that we don’t, that foxes don’t mind foxhunting (in fact, they find it rather 
fun, but bitterly resent the fact they are never offered a stirrup cup or a chance to 
chase the horses). The extent to which they are prepared to deceive the public and 
the media, the law or government, knows no limit. I regret that, in a demonstration 
of the way good-intentioned organisations are corrupted by adopting the methods 
of those they oppose, even lobby groups we want to admire like Greenpeace and the 
World Wildlife Fund have become economical with facts that don’t suit them, and 
less than forthright about certain issues. In some ways, they have become as slick as 
the competition, adopting their methods in order to engage with the enemy.

So skilled at fabrication and evasion are these professional evangelists and dissemblers, 
our politicians now consider it more or less mandatory to be trained by them. In 
my lifetime, our public figures in general have become much more media-savvy. 
No longer starry-eyed, flattered or bemused by the novelty of mass-media exposure, 
rarely now do they say anything credible, in fact anything at all. Every business leader 
and government minister can elegantly and effortlessly respond to any question with 
an answer on a completely different topic, and make it sound like a valid response. 
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All those in the public eye quickly become adept at bending over while looking like 
they’re standing upright, of absolute denial in the fact of overwhelming facts. If this 
isn’t effective enough, they will plan and launch fierce attacks on the veracity of the 
charges, the accuracy of data, and the personal ethics and probity of those asking the 
questions. The ad hominem attack is alive and well, and appears now to be the main 
weapon of the New Jesuits.

Another practitioner of professional misrepresentation is the spin-doctor, a self-
serving and cynical title for what is little more than knowing how far the truth can be 
bent before it breaks, or thinking they know. In their guise as political advisors and 
communications directors, these missionaries of mistrust infiltrate the top echelons 
of every sector of our society, and every word and gesture confirms their lack of 
trustworthiness. They speak with great sincerity, will look you straight in the eye 
and tell you black is plainly white, with no give-away boy language whatever. They 
are expert at misrepresentation: they are consummate liars. Such behaviour is now 
the norm. Strangely, their duplicity and habitual evasion are quite plain to see. We 
rarely believe a word they say and are seldom deceived; politicians and their minions 
score very poorly in polls questioning the reliability of public figures. One wonders 
why they keep trying so hard to deceive us: force of habit, perhaps, or fear of failure? 
Denial of responsibility, more like it, and an obsession with the retention of power 
and authority ; finding themselves at the tip of history’s pen, the alleged great and 
good are singularly concerned with how meritorious their successful actions can be 
made to appear to posterity, and how little responsibility should be attributed them 
for the things that went wrong. A reading of any ex-ministerial autobiography will 
confirm this point.

�
Yeah, but so what? Advertising is tedious, marketing is shallow, PR is manipulative 
blah blah blah. Tell us something new. 

Well, there is nothing new. There may be some small novelty however in the scale 
on which these activities are taking place. What really worry me are the cumulative 
effects on our behaviour. What happens to us when public standards are gently 
lowered until any old crook can waddle over the bar? We get used to it; we shrug 
and carry on as if it doesn’t affect us, just some other idiot. I don’t think any of us 
are immune to this contagious indifference, this sleeping sickness, and it is now so 
common we no longer see the gradual deterioration in the probity of public figures as 
an ailment at all, just an inconvenience like sore feet or an aching back.

Until a hundred years ago, there was no radio, no TV, no literate society, no rapid 
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form of mass communication at all. The message, if we ever got to hear it at all, was 
severely compromised by the number of repetitions required to bring it to us. Today, 
the message comes directly to us, at once. The advent of technology and the growth of 
the media make the message urgent and significant in a way it has never been before. 
Votes can be lost on a turn of phrase, governments ousted by a simple misjudgement. 
Millions in profit can be written off by an admission of guilt. So a new discipline has 
been created, solely to advise on the germane content of the message, manage the 
delivery of it, and prevent the sender from committing himself foolishly. The message 
is sacrosanct, its contents having little bearing on the overriding need to deliver 
it, and the truth no bearing at all. The messengers will stop at nothing to deliver 
their packets, to complete their compact with the sender. Despite their dedication, 
the reality-benders are dissipating the binding force of society, a unity created by 
sharing certain values, a code of moral and ethical standards that the manipulators 
are so busily undermining. If truth and veracity in our leaders are not norms from 
which they occasionally stray, but exceptions that prove the mendacity of the rule, 
this must surely have a debilitating effect on the mass of people who invested their 
trust in those they work or vote for. If, at every glance of the public gaze, we see only 
falsehood, prevarication and fabrication in those who serve our interests, what are we 
to make of such a system, and how do these counterfeit merits inform the way we 
behave? 

Should we be condemned for emulating them? Who would cast the first stone? (Our 
leaders, of course, a university degree in hypocrisy being the only qualification needed 
to join the New Jesuits). 

We expect our leaders to set examples. It is not easy, and the public is more forgiving 
than the media would have us believe. When our expectations are so very poorly 
met, we all pay a heavy penalty. Our conviction that truth is important is weakened. 
Notions of honour and dignity are undermined. Those we would follow appear 
unworthy to lead. We are less trusting of each other, and must defend ourselves 
habitually from taking anything at face value, for plainly nothing is as it seems. We 
expect others to lie and cheat, since such patterns are now the norm. We believe in 
nothing, following the example of those who lead us. Selfless integrity is displaced by 
self-serving expediency. We are made cynical, evasive, powerless and afraid, because 
without trust, the future is reduced from an opportunity to a threat. 
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Flat management is one of the exceptions that prove a rule; hierarchies dominate all 
forms of human organisation. I can’t recall any organisation with which I’ve been 
associated that operated successfully under a flat management structure, one where 
there really was equal distribution of responsibility, as opposed to allocating that 
responsibility on a hierarchical scale based on age, experience, length of service or 
other criteria. Nearly all businesses work like this, as does the government, the civil 
service, nearly all religions, the military and virtually any other endeavour where a fair 
number of people attempt a joint venture.

I’ve always been deeply suspicious of flat management theories. It is rather woolly 
liberal thinking to abhor hierarchies out of principle, confusing them with 
bureaucracy, authoritarianism or privilege. That said, there is something appealing 
about the notion that everyone could be equal in status, responsibility and reward, 
without needing the heavy hand of stick-and-carrot authority from above to shepherd 
us. In fact, flat management is an echo of the political theory of anarchy, in which 
society might function according to the self-government of the individual. In theory, 
because anarchy and flat management are conspicuous by their absence as successful 
models of organisation. 

What defeats the theory? As Bertrand Russell writes in “In Praise of Idleness”, work 
is “…of two kinds; first, altering the position of matter at or near the earth’s surface 
relatively to other such matter; second, telling other people to do so.” In regard to 
the latter variety, an uncomfortable generalisation I have been forced to accept is that 
there are those who tell and those who are told, those who start things, and those who 
finish them; those who lead and those who follow; those who understand that their 
actions can affect the lives of others for better and worse, and can live with it, and 
those that can’t, and won’t. Sheep and shepherds. Children and adults.

Even if this isn’t a natural order of things, it is certainly an entrenched one. I’d go 
so far as to say that most of the prime movers I’ve met in my time are usually poor 
finishers, lacking attention to detail and forgetful of mundane tasks, especially 
when repetitious; the word entrepreneur springs to mind. They are rather child-like, 
enthusiastic, playful, imaginative; also changeable, unreliable, irresponsible, but 
often sufficiently self-aware to employ others to make up for these shortfalls. This has 
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become an acceptable sort of self-balancing paradigm in the organisational world, 
because there are so many people waiting to be led, while so few step up to the crease 
to do the leading. Actually, to extend the sporting metaphor, there are any numbers 
of idiots stepping up to the crease, but few among them will actually endure an 
innings of any duration, most ducking at the first delivery. In 35 years of working life, 
I have met very few people capable of fully shouldering the responsibility for both 
the technical aspects of running of a business, and the implicit social effects on the 
welfare of others in the organisation. 

All organisations have the same management problem; from where do you get 
recruits? Getting staff/squaddies/voters to cross the line, to step forward and accept 
responsibility for the welfare of others, is a tough challenge, and not at all the same 
thing as promoting someone. So often you spot a man or woman with talent, 
ability or imagination who, when promoted, cannot “think out of the box” about 
themselves, and free themselves of a strange dependency on those they think are 
“above” them. I was once consulted by a company whose middle-management were 
shockingly ineffective decision-makers. Investigation revealed that they were given 
no financial information, no performance targets or indicators; decision-making 
processes were concealed from them and they were untrained in the evaluation of 
the marketing, financial or social implications of their work, actions and decisions. 
Yet the board were well meaning, and by no means indifferent to the quality of life 
of their staff, and were both liked and respected. The problem was that the staff were 
treated like children; as a direct consequence, they performed their duties with an 
appropriately carefree irresponsibility. They had no fear of failure, since it wouldn’t 
be theirs. Conversely, they were also denied real credit for their successes. Insecurity 
underpinned the corporate culture, because there is nothing scarier than forces we 
don’t understand. Meanwhile, the centralised decision-making meant the board, 
unable to delegate, was always overworked, as it laboured mightily to support all the 
dependants it had created, a lesson our government could do with revisiting. 

Rather like parents who have sired an unreasonably large number of offspring, 
perhaps? It occurred to me that this was an echo of an earlier time, when the first 
industrialists adopted the patriarchal model to deal with the uneducated labour 
coming off the land into the new industrial centres. These rural people were often 
more of a liability than an asset, in particular when they got themselves entangled 
with extraordinarily dangerous machines, breaking bodies and equipment equally. 
Forward thinkers, the first industrial entrepreneurs, built houses, shops, churches, 
sports facilities and libraries for their workers. The rapid expansion, indeed explosion, 
of demand for mass-produced products made it obvious the owners would need 
managers better trained and more sophisticated than the traditional overseer, so they 
also invested in the education of their workforce. They could also derive an otherwise 
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barely-deserved reputation out of their investments, one that positioned them as great 
philanthropists rather than chief exploiters of labour for profit, but as is so often the 
case, the motives of others are confused in retrospect by the diversity of effects they 
produce.

Patriarchy was superseded by the hierarchical model, itself strongly influenced by 
military organisation, the best available example of getting a lot of people to work 
towards a shared aim in a disciplined framework. With hierarchies in business came 
the cultural baggage; in the same way that wealth and privilege were key historic 
determinants to rank in the army or navy (the purchase of rank in the British military 
establishment was not abolished until 1871), the hierarchies of business management 
quickly came, in both the minds of the workers and owners, to stand for the same 
values of exclusivity, elitism and discrimination. By incorporating these values, 
industrial society was ushered inexorably towards the corresponding institutionalised 
abuses of power that we see today: more lions led by donkeys. The class system has 
been embedded in the hierarchies of commerce as firmly as everywhere else.

Yet there is something else about hierarchies, a subliminal suggestion of something 
ancient and inevitable, the appeal of an atavistic memory of human behaviour 
controlled by status. For humans, hierarchy is just a notion, a way of thinking about 
something, or at least it should be. The hierarchical structure of organisational 
management should not be mistaken for a representation of human society, because 
then you are simply perpetuating class discrimination. But I think hierarchies – and 
the way we think of ourselves in relation to them – exert a strange and ignoble 
influence on the way we think about our relationships to each other.

Think of the traditional diagram of a hierarchy as a triangle or pyramid. The mass of 
people are all down the base. The whole edifice rests on them, a clear illustration of 
who is at the bottom of the pile: the workers. Those who do well climb the pyramid 
towards the apex; the light; the sun. Improvement measured like this is a very clear 
metaphor for social status. In the higher reaches there are less people, more space 
(bigger offices), more light (windows!); everyone doing something “less important” is 
“below” you. You are, by a smaller or larger degree, less common, your shirt-collar a 
lighter shade of blue. How much you get paid is directly related to where you are on 
the vertical axis, a message clear to everyone else too, including those workers you left 
behind and from whom you may now be disenfranchised. This so-called class betrayal 
has been a popular theme in trade-unionism, novels, drama and film, in the context 
of military rank, social groups, organised religion and crime, even sport. Elevation in 
a hierarchy is often seen by others as breaking faith.

Our progress changes how we think of others. A hierarchy encourages us to see people 
in terms of their position in relation to ours, a fiction we accept all too readily. As we 
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are promoted, it seems inevitable that we start seeing some people in a discriminatory 
way; in terms of cost, of utility, of disposability. Those below you are depersonalised, 
made into units of work and payroll entries. It is one thing to have responsibility 
for other people and their work; it’s altogether another to think that we are superior, 
but that is the implicit message in this way of thinking in hierarchical organisation. 
In contrast to the unfortunates, the people who are above you may be considered 
somehow “better” than you. They are certainly better informed; information flow 
in hierarchies is usually restrictive and tightly controlled. The higher you climb, the 
greater your access.

Meanwhile, there’s a whole sub-class of people whose destiny is to remain at the 
bottom of the pile. This is a terrible and demeaning fate, but it exists because they 
think about themselves that way, not because managers do. The hierarchical diagram 
is as obvious to them as us, and positions them in a working society with brutal 
clarity. Worst still, we take that definition home with us, and treat it like a friend, 
clinging proudly to the discriminatory class roots we inherited. 

All work is noble, subject to one condition – doing it to the best of our abilities; there 
is no job that cannot be done excellently. But when we see our status represented so 
badly, so inappropriately, all the heart goes out of our work. We are clearly not worth 
much, so we assume the same about our effort, and give little of it voluntarily. 

2
A surprising thing happens when you invert the triangle, stand the pyramid on its 
head. The principle allusion is no longer status, but responsibility. The boss still sits at 
the privileged point, but the whole organisation, the whole mass of the triangle, rests 
on his shoulders. The executive are clearly seen to be globally responsible, for in this 
diagram they are the foundation on which the organisation is built. Their view is very 
different, too; the lofty heights have given way to an earth-bound point of vantage, 
where everything is obscured, a bit distant, the ant-like action viewed from the jungle 
floor staring up into the canopy, not a ruler from on high surveying his dominion. 
Omnipotence is replaced by confusion, uncertainty, humility, too much information 
and not enough. It’s hard to be complacent when you’re not sure what’s happening.

Every aspirant who sees this diagram understands immediately why you get paid 
more when you are promoted; as your salary goes up, you accept the tightening 
constraints of accumulated responsibility, the funnel down which every would-be 
board member must travel towards the very pointy place where the buck stops. 
Promotion is not an escape to a nicer place where life is easier; it is the acceptance of a 
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concentration of responsibilities and an obligation to tread an ever-more careful path. 
Inverting the triangle also stops the mass of people, those who do the working, voting 
or fighting, from being at the bottom of the pile, a bad place to be in any diagram.

All this is only figurative, of course, but unless we counter the unproductive notions 
we take for granted with something more useful, the old notions rule. Anarchy and 
Flat Management don’t answer; I believe there must always be a single captain at 
the helm, a clear chain of command and delineation of responsibility for everyone 
working with you. Hierarchies rule in my book – by default, I must say (Winston 
Churchill: “...democracy is the worst form of government except all the others that 
have been tried”, which is how I feel about hierarchies) – but in my inverted model 
at least, here is a way of describing hierarchies with some of the less desirable aspects 
suppressed, responsibility clearly defined, and the most insidious of all influences 
made quite paradoxical: how can you infer social status from a hierarchical model 
when everyone above you is below you – if you see what I mean? 

By the way, the generalisation I used earlier about sheep and shepherds may be 
observably true, but is it genetic or behavioural, instinct or learned? Out of preference 
and caution, I prefer behavioural and learned. I regard myself as a borderline case, 
wavering between the anonymous safety of the flock, and the responsibilities and 
rewards of the shepherd. The choice is almost like deciding whether to end my 
adolescence: I may be middle-aged, but the Young Turk rages inside me from time to 
time. At such moments – unless I attempt something foolish in the physical realm – 
to all intents and purposes I am 25.  For a while, I want no command, no obligation 
to consider others, no demands on my time that divert me from self-satisfaction. 
Then, as an act of will, I acknowledge my age, what little wisdom I have, my common 
sense, my responsibilities and the demands of the real world, and I accept my fate.

Maybe some people, quite a lot of people actually, never stop being, or wanting to be, 
young and irresponsible, requiring parental guidance, external discipline and control, 
rather than do it for themselves. But with legislative adulthood they also acquire the 
ability to talk back. Our media are full of stories in which people blame others for 
the ills of the moment. Why are things bad? Because the government doesn’t run 
the country properly. It’s the fault of the police that there is so much crime; the fault 
of teachers that so many are ignorant; the fault of scientists and politicians that the 
world is getting hot; the fault of the boss when the company fails. Everything the 
fault of anyone but ourselves. In every case, a paternal – that is, parental – figure 
carries the can, so that we can continue to enjoy our protracted infancy. And since we 
are children, we cannot be held to blame for acting that way. Or so we like to claim. 

Actually, we feel betrayed, let down again by the “adults” we trust to run our world, 
and fix it when it breaks. Isn’t it strange how many people buy into plainly infantile 
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and simplistic media stories on political or economic issues, and then regurgitate 
them as opinion? Not if your choice is to see the world through steadfastly adolescent 
eyes, which are more easily pleased by the comic strip tabloid simplification of good 
guys in white hats than by a broadsheet of grey hats in myriad international shades. 
We are not brainwashed against our will by tabloid newspapers. We choose to 
endorse a view of society specifically proscribed in those simplistic, emotional, crude 
and pejorative terms, the same values represented in far too many TV programmes, 
adverts and Hollywood films.

The values of respect, dignity and honour, of self-improvement through the use of 
intelligence, of reason, of heroic betterment through struggle and adversity; the very 
tools the working class used a hundred years ago in an attempt to dispel the myth of 
their inferiority, these worthy objectives are now missing from the central drive of 
our culture. Our industrial society is like a massive teenage family, single-minded, 
stupid, strutting, sex-mad, shallow, spotty, saturated with fat, sodden with alcohol, 
violent and destructive at worst; apathetic, disenfranchised and acquiescent at best. 
Against them are ranged a few patient adults trying to counter the hormonal rage of 
some, while jolting others out of insipidity, promoting education, business objectives, 
the work ethic, political and moral manifestos, law and order, culture and so on, 
the basics largely enforced with the stick and carrot of wages versus unemployment 
and prison versus freedom. If you think I’m exaggerating, consider the mother who 
makes a truant out of her children by taking them shopping when they should be 
in class. Is that adult behaviour? What experience and understanding, what mature 
adult reflection, can inform parents that attack teachers, patients employing violence 
towards the nurses tending them, bystanders who attack firemen and ambulance 
drivers as they deal with emergencies? This is the work of people who don’t accept 
that they are responsible for the horrid world they live in, all the while creating 
horrors afresh through their daily actions. The work of adolescents, irrespective of age.

3
You may hold it against me, but I have always had a soft spot for Star Trek. A few 
of my friends have wondered out loud – very loudly, actually – how a man of my 
sensibilities can watch this stuff so avidly, can be so committed even the third or 
fourth time around. For quite a while, I just didn’t have an answer. I’m not a geek. 
I don’t own an anorak. At first, I put it down to a childish escapism and a fondness 
for science-fiction in my youth. But when I really started to think about it, at its 
best, Star Trek was not escapist, it was confrontational. Using the same metaphors 
employed by the blacklisted US writers who worked on the Robin Hood TV series 
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in the UK, Star Trek took on many of the social and political issues of the time; 
famously, it featured the first interracial kiss ever televised in America (well nearly, 
anyway).

The world of Star Trek, best realised I think in the Next Generation series, was about 
the pursuit of life for enrichment and development, the ideal Hellenic civilisation but 
without the slaves, who were made redundant by wise use of technology. Resource 
management and science provided food and clothing and the staples of life as a 
right. Ingenuity and expression through action gave people individuality where such 
systems would otherwise impose uniformity, and violence in any form was always the 
very last resort. It was actually a working form of benign communism, give or take 
a few undocumented aspects of the Federation’s administration. It is one of the few 
consistently virtuous and ennobling programmes on TV today, a genuinely optimistic 
and model example of what life could be like if mankind could transcend his grubby 
origins. I regret that cynical critics confuse moralising for having morals.

It is sometimes a bit depressing to think how unlikely this achievement actually 
seems. Far from the mature, adult civilisation out of which a utopia could emerge, 
I live in a teenage hell. But Star Trek (a program ironically made for teenagers) 
confirms for me, in the way that a great painting can make the divine tangible to 
a mere mortal, the value of my quest and the benefit of maintaining it, no matter 
how daunting the journey appears from here, even without warp drive. If such a fine 
example of a working utopian society can be conceived and nurtured to maturity in 
Hollywood, of all places, truly anything is possible. Except flat management. 
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1
If there’s one thing at which we humans are truly terrible, it’s taking responsibility, 
an abstract social concept that, as far as I’m aware, is a particularly human trait. 
Responsibility and duty are entirely dependant on that very singular human quality 
of speech, and of the symbolic processes entailed in verbalisation. Responsibility is 
measured against the social compact, in that we are said to have succeeded or failed 
based on the expectation of others. One can say we have a responsibility to ourselves; 
to eat, procreate, excrete and so on, but that’s like saying we have a responsibility to 
breathe – you can duck that duty without fear of censure since you’ll be dead. In the 
context of social expectation, responsibility is assessed through a failure to meet it; all 
the while we do what we are supposed to, the issue of our responsibility is irrelevant, 
since we don’t have to discuss it, once the definition is agreed. Only when we fail in 
our perceived duties does the issue of our responsibility arise, and it does so on the 
back of its long-time companion, blame. Responsibility, duty and blame can only be 
defined or conveyed through language, for they require conceptual thinking, and the 
communication of the concepts to others.

Responsibility requires not just memory, but history; where past events can be 
recalled and discussed. Responsibility implies duty, and among people this duty is to 
your society. We are all duty-bound in some way; it’s part of the human condition. 
It may also be the case that as any society increases in size and complexity, each 
individual is bound more tightly to duty in order to take part, and to maintain the 
system, both technically and socially. 

Responsibility is the invoice attached to freedom. Slaves had so little responsibility for 
their lives and actions the concept was almost meaningless. A slave had clear duties, 
and failure to fulfil them merited harsh punishment, but this is not the same thing 
at all. True responsibility cannot be imposed; in the noblest sense, we are required 
to shoulder our burdens willingly, to which end we must therefore exercise choice, 
which slaves obviously could not. Freed from bondage, people are given choices. 
Whether they like it or not they have acquired, along with freedom, responsibilities 
for acting on, and investing in the decisions they make. History records how we have 
gradually been freed from slavery, first literal, and later from the demands of despots, 
religions and economic penury. With each step mankind takes towards freedom, we 
acquire a further responsibility to use it, and use it well. So it is that while we find 
freedom in knowledge, we are obliged to shoulder the increasing burden that comes 
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with it; my remarks elsewhere regarding whether we choose to use our scientific 
advances for good or ill are a case in point. 

How well we discharge our duties is not the issue here; my interest lies in how we 
come to be so adept at denial. A fear of humiliation must be central, because no-one 
likes to be found wanting, especially amongst our peers. We are also driven by a fear 
of punishment; in most respects we are still enslaved, but now to a society in which 
censure can take many forms; moral, legal, economic, social. There is still much 
coercion applied to the individual, where our duties are defined for us. The closer we 
move towards a utopian society, the more we are obliged to take responsibility rather 
than have it delivered to us. Freedom can never be defined as an escape from duty, 
rather as a shift between imposition and choice. On this basis, perhaps it is clear why 
I believe that society must change itself from within, instead of paying a tenuous 
obeisance towards rulers and governments. While we look to others to resolve our 
problems, we can also pretend we have no responsibility for those problems. This is 
a convenient sophistry, but one whose mechanisms are rapidly being exposed; sleight 
of hand is hardly convincing when you can see the mechanism of the trickery. If we 
desire real change, we are no longer afforded the luxury of having it handed down to 
us from above. 

Duty cannot be imposed on free people. Equally, it cannot be denied them, which is 
why we remain free to shape our world even while we believe it beyond us. There is 
no way a government can deny its citizens any responsibility they care to shoulder, 
for this is the basis of democracy. Under totalitarian regimes, the suppression of the 
people comes in the form of denying them their right to be responsible for society’s 
actions. Instead, they are treated like children. Actually, like naughty children.

2
I keep coming back to the same point. We are like adolescents, poised between the 
innocence of childhood, where one is only required to play and learn, and the hard 
world of adulthood, where we have duties not only to ourselves, but to everyone. A 
child may be chastised by parents when they do something wrong, but to the world 
at large the parents are responsible for the actions of their offspring. All too often, 
it seems we merely try to acquire new parents in a bigger family – manager, boss, 
commander, government – so we can remain childishly irresponsible, blameless to the 
world outside the company or organisation that has adopted us. In the same way, we 
often attempt to unlink our words and actions. If a child says it will do one thing, but 
does another, parents are neither surprised nor disappointed. In a responsible adult, 
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this is not acceptable – or shouldn’t be. When I express the belief that all people 
in the world should share a common standard of living, I also acknowledge my 
responsibility for their welfare. If that is my belief, I am obliged to accept the duty to 
make it happen, at least to contribute in some modest way, in order for my actions to 
be consistent with my words. This book is, in part, one of the ways I am attempting 
to fulfil my obligations. One thing is certain – talking about my responsibilities in no 
way fulfils them; not only is talk cheap, it is also remarkably ineffective. 

In a world in which responsibility is parcelled out with the workload, we have no 
real investment in it. It is little wonder we have made an art-form out of denial, so 
arbitrary are the duties we are paid to undertake. We accept them grudgingly as part 
of the package, but the demands we try to meet are not our own, and when things 
go wrong, our first instinct is to remind our accusers that our commitment is only 
partial, artificial and limited; demarcation a border being constantly redrawn. The 
most common occurrence is probably in business, where you hear the phrase “it’s 
nothing to do with me”, “it’s not my place” or “I’m just doing what I was told”. We 
create boxes, outside of which we acknowledge no connection, no involvement in 
the process. This is one of the main problems with business management in the UK, 
where I have found an insidious kind of class consciousness. No-one considering 
themselves lower class feels obliged to understand or adopt the concerns of those 
“higher up”. Management thinking is astonishingly territorial and stratified; finding 
people who are aware of the duties of others, and equally prepared to consider how 
their work might ease the burden of colleagues no matter their place in the hierarchy, 
is rare – and extremely undervalued, since many boardrooms are equally parochial.

Our sense of responsibility in commerce is therefore purchased along with our 
time. If we don’t get paid much, we feel little concern for the enterprise. If the 
company is prepared to pay us more, we are prepared to increase our burden, up 
to a point. When this kind of thinking becomes a habit, we start applying the 
same logic to everything we do, concluding that in society, as in business, we are 
devolved of responsibility unless we become rich or powerful. Equally, we do not 
see responsibility as something we contribute, but something we should be paid 
for, and pay we do. There is a whole class of professionals dedicated to taking the 
responsibilities we do not care to shoulder. Chief amongst these are the politicians, 
and nowhere is denial more assiduously practised; it would appear the more we carry 
the burdens of others, the more inclined we become to deny that we accidentally let 
one fall. Perhaps the load we put on others is unrealistic, and we should take some of 
it back?

We are like children too in the way we ignore the consequences of debt. Several times 
in this book I have asserted that in many ways we are still like slaves, but tyrants, 
religions and chains have been replaced by credit cards, bank loans and mortgages. 
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Only an adolescent can rack up enormous debts without a thought in their head for 
how the debt will be repaid. Is it not like a teenager to be so obsessed with immediate 
gratification, so prepared to act irresponsibly, selling the future for a quick hit in the 
present like some kind of junkie? Debt is a more potent weapon than the gun, now 
used universally to control nations, economies and societies; does third-world debt 
not make the indebted countries rather more pliant to the will of the lenders?

The characteristics of adolescence can also be seen in society as a whole. Our 
civilisation is obsessed with short-term issues – average length one lifetime – while 
we stage ever more dangerous fights, play with chemicals ignoring the danger to 
ourselves, draw graffiti all over the planet, piss in the swimming pool and then 
complain about how bad the water tastes. We act with hormonal aggression; we are 
confrontational and promiscuous, think little of our inner life and believe we are 
immortal, or at least act like it. Shorn of responsibility, we think everything is the 
fault of someone else, and depend on adult intervention to solve our problems. There 
was a program on TV in which a bunch of kids were left alone in a house for a week. 
By the end, the house was trashed; do I really have to draw the analogy?

It seems strange too the way adults dress like kids now days. When I was young, 
adults identified themselves by dressing soberly. They were dull, in other words. I 
don’t have an issue with people dressing colourfully, flamboyantly. I do suspect that, 
as our western society loses its spiritual centre, more and more of us are trying to 
extend our childhood, as if by wearing children’s clothes, death will fooled by our 
disguise. This determination to remain an adolescent would explain why parents 
would make truants out of their children or get in fights with teachers, the rise 
of road-rage, the lack of discipline and respect, the rise of the nanny state. All the 
effort – in the name of security – put into tracking mobile phones, listening to our 
conversations, checking our email, watching our spending patterns, recording our 
every move with CCTV cameras; are these not the acts of anxious parents trying to 
control unruly teenagers? 

3
I once read a tract that suggested you could only help someone else appropriately if 
you didn’t give a damn about them. The notion, although counter-intuitive, is that 
when we care too much about the outcome of one’s putative generosity, both motive 
and method become corrupt.

It is a powerful argument. We rarely accept responsibility for the outcome of our 
altruistic acts; how can we? Suppose you decide to help an acquaintance. You direct 
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this person to a place and time, entirely for their benefit and motivated by generosity. 
This person, on route to the destination, is knocked down by a bus and killed. For 
what can you accept responsibility here? The answer is to be responsible for the giving 
of advice. The recipient’s duty is to follow it, or not. But if you care about the fate of 
the recipient, you may have to recall how persuasive you were, leaving you devastated 
by the part you think you played in the death of a friend.

Caring about our charges is a deceptive practice for another reason. All too often, 
we seek reward for our charity. In our minds, there is an outcome to be achieved, 
and the person who has to achieve it is the recipient. The reward we require – feeling 
good about our caring generosity – is made through the recipient’s betterment, but 
achieved on our terms. So helping someone when you care whether they follow the 
advice is actually to make a trade, a bargain in which your assistance is rewarded 
by their compliance. The giver imagines a better life for the receiver, so their help is 
conditional. God help you if you don’t respond properly; after ten visits to a Christian 
soup kitchen without once displaying a trace of newly-found piety, you may find 
rather less in your bowl. I’m sure there are many charitable Christian works, among 
others, who recognise all need without discrimination. None the less, their covert 
mission is conversion through their good works to the theology that put the food in 
your belly. Their help is attached to an agenda; if this were not the case, there would 
be no need to tell you the mission was Christian.

So a failure to meet the expectations of the giver may cause them to regret their 
charity. In the same way, we also have expectations of the ideas that we support, and 
when they let us down we blame the idea. This is a strange notion, but a wasteful 
one, largely akin to throwing the baby away with the bath water. Take socialism, for 
example. During my lifetime, democratic socialism has been turned into a parody 
of itself, its exponents mocked and caricatured. The failure of socialist systems is 
blamed on socialism itself, which the centrist parties now want to banish from any 
mainstream political role. This is a great shame, but consistent. Throughout history, 
there have been plenty of excellent ideas, all discredited because of our inability to 
make them work. It is not the fault of socialism that Stalin decided to murder 25 
million people. It is not some inherent fault in Christianity that caused people to 
wage terrible wars in its name. It was not the naivety of the hippies that made peace 
and love foolish concepts, but our inability to encompass the ideas and put them in 
action. Every benign social system has had its failures, but the responsibility for the 
results belongs solely to the people whose actions produced them. How foolish is it to 
blame the idea, instead of accepting that the weakness was in the execution? Between 
our impatience and our propensity to find a scapegoat for our own inadequacies, we 
abandon all our good ideas for want of a second chance, or how ever many attempts 
are needed. We should clearly keep trying until we get things right, but laying the 
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blame for failure on our ideas also discredits them, so we give them up. I have no 
doubt that creating a utopian society will be rather tricky. Are we then to discredit 
heaven itself merely because we can’t find the door, or are we prepared to keep 
looking?

�
Choices, and the responsibility derived from making them, are one of the principle 
benefits of an advanced society, but as I say, the more choices we are allowed, the 
more responsibility we inherit. There is no point in trying to dodge the bullet, but 
all our institutions try just that, which is why a politician like Estelle Morris, the 
ex-Secretary of state for Education in the UK, was the exception that proved the 
rule when she resigned for not doing her job well enough. Taking such a courageous 
stance should not seem so exceptional, and that it did raises important questions 
about the many of her colleagues who would never place the discharge of their duties 
before maintaining their position of power.  All our bureaucracies and commercial 
institutions work like this, fearing censure at every turn and denying everything. 
Yet these are the same people we want to make our decisions for us, to tell us what’s 
important and what we are supposed to do. By handing them all responsibility, we 
protect ourselves from failure and reproach, but also disenfranchise ourselves from 
success, because when things get better, we cannot say we contributed much to the 
improvement. We are so much flotsam, taken this way and that by the various tides, 
because we refuse to navigate our own lives. 

Education should be a lifetime occupation, but far too many of us refuse to take 
responsibility for our ignorance, and counter it. We burden our leaders with the 
choices we are afraid to make for ourselves, then wonder why the choices they make 
on our behalf fail to fulfil us. Our media ducks their duty to inform and educate, 
instead resorting to propaganda and patronisation. We are what we read, and yet we 
continue to consume this rubbish unquestionably as if we needed no sustenance, 
no proper culture or enlightenment, and perhaps it is true that we can’t tell the 
difference. By refusing to discriminate, or acquire the basis on which to do so, we 
abandon the basic opportunity for betterment, like a slave who stubbornly remains 
in his cage rather than have to cope with the freedom of the unknown. Battered 
wives sometimes remain in abusive relationships because, as terrible as it seems, they 
are less distressed by the violence they are familiar with than they are the prospect of 
the unknown. Choice is indeed a heavy burden, fraught with anxiety, but if we don’t 
shoulder it, we just keep on getting battered.
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There is one human activity whose practitioners are uniquely responsible, and cannot 
in any way avoid being so, and that is art. In all creative endeavours, it is absolutely 
clear to all involved where the credit, or the blame, must be laid. I have said elsewhere 
that art is dangerous for artists, especially the performing arts, and the very blunt 
allocation of responsibility is one reason why. If you paint a bad picture, who else can 
you blame - the brush maker or the paint supplier? If you sing badly, is it the band’s 
fault? 

 The artist is always confronted with choice at every stage of creation, and the work 
is the diary of those choices, and how well they were executed. Art is tough in that 
respect, for artists have no choice. For the most part, artists don’t mind; the thing 
about art is you display your chosen burden of choice in every piece of work, for 
the act of creation is also the perfect affirmation of your freedom to define your 
responsibilities for yourself.
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The year in which I wrote the first draft of this book is also important for another 
reason; it is the 50th anniversary of the discovery of the double-helix DNA 
mechanism. Seriously though, scientists and pundits alike have been claiming that 
the uncovering of the genome is the greatest of all scientific discoveries, and I don’t 
suppose they are far wrong. Manipulating the mechanisms out of which all living 
things are constructed - the very blueprint of life itself - has implications both 
profound and disturbing. Consequently, opinions have become extremely polarised, 
as society struggles to understand what this new power means, and how it will be 
applied. As with all science, there is nothing inherently good or bad about genetics; 
it’s a matter of what we use it for and, in particular, how cautiously we proceed. 

Science is driven by many motives, some rather more noble than others. This was 
illustrated by an unusual occurrence in the scientific research of the human genome; 
the creation of an adversarial system. Science, like all human endeavour, has multiple 
motives; a desire to know, to know first, to bring benefit to mankind and a desire 
to make a profit, and not necessarily in that order. When scientists first considered 
mapping the human genome, they faced a staggering project of enormous complexity, 
likely duration and cost. Sensible of the profound nature of the project, it was 
logically divided into many parts, allocated across numerous laboratories in countries 
all over the world. It must have seemed both fair and fitting to distribute the task of 
sequencing the genome to everybody who was built from it.  Better still, there was a 
worthy democratic concept at work; as the work was distributed, so too would be the 
results. No single lab or country could end up claiming, and possibly manipulating, 
rights to the process of creation. That was the idea, anyway.

The work went slowly at first. Observers were impatient, for any number of reasons. 
Eventually, one entrepreneur did the unthinkable, and started to map the genome in 
competition with the public effort. While the collaborative venture was founded on 
the basis that the resulting map of the genome would be placed in the public domain 
and made freely available, what made the competition intense was that the private 
consortium, using the latest, more powerful technologies, announced their intention 
to patent their discoveries, effectively placing the human genome under lock and key. 
To this day, the founder of the company at the heart of this debate still claims not to 
understand why he was so roundly condemned for his rapacity. 
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In a curious and ironic twist, capitalism was its own undoing. The company making 
the automatic sequencing equipment – who also owned the private company doing 
the work – was approached by the public initiative, and had no qualms in selling 
them sizeable numbers of the new machines, proving yet again the profitability of 
arming both sides in a dispute. With matching technology, the race became so intense 
that it took the intervention of the then US president Bill Clinton to bring both 
sides to an agreement, in which the data was combined, the whole process greatly 
accelerated, and the map of the human genome remained the joint property of us 
all. Unfortunately, the same cannot be said for the genome’s component sequences. 
Someone, somewhere, holds a patent on you – or at least a bit of you, anyway.

Adversarial systems are antithetical to scientific progress. Scientists fight hard for the 
right to share and compare data, because it is to everyone’s benefit to do so. Only 
where military interests or the profit motive have overriding authority does science 
become secretive; the pursuits of war and business – especially in medicine – are 
always achieved to the detriment of society at large. It is apparent that science is 
becoming ever more furtive, as a result of the relentless assimilation by commerce 
of all human activity, but it’s still fairly healthy at the moment. That said, adversity 
must trouble scientists, because in any field your erstwhile competitor may make 
discoveries that, if shared, would greatly speed up the rate of progress. A lot of science 
is drudgery, years of mind-numbing toil; the vital and significant result infrequent. 
Anything that cuts down on the slog must surely be welcome, making it frustrating 
to think you may be doing a load of work unnecessarily, time and effort that could 
be redirected if only you had access to the proprietary research of others. It’s this kind 
of thinking that reveals the wastefulness of commercial logic and the imperatives of 
business that it serves. 

2
It is this improvidence, inherent in adversarial systems, with which I take issue. I 
recoil instinctively from duplication of effort and waste of energy. At the individual 
level, the urge to compete can be productive, spurring us on to greater heights. Each 
person is at liberty to decide against what, or whom, you are competing, and how 
much energy you want to put into it. As soon as you institutionalise competition, 
your adversaries are pre-selected; your survival predicated on matching the effort of 
your competitors.   

In my business life, I have found it useful to look at companies as a reservoir of 
energy that is used well or wasted on various tasks. The assessment of efficient energy 
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usage provides a fitting measure of how well a system, or person, is suited to its task. 
Neither individuals nor businesses have an unlimited amount of available energy, 
so being efficient and minimising waste are important disciplines. I have not found 
adversarial methods to be efficient, for what advantages there are to be gained from 
being competitive seem to be outweighed by the demands of the competition itself. 
In the earlier example, two teams of scientists expended huge budgets and duplicated 
considerable work, using energy and resources necessary only to support the 
competition they were engaged in, not the work they were doing. 

We do appear to need adversaries in some bizarre way, none the less. If we don’t have 
one readily available, all too often we create one. We make adversaries out of parts 
of our own behaviour. Sloth, greed and ignorance, violence and apathy; we all find 
attributes in ourselves we would prefer to contain, cure or oppose. We don’t always 
succeed, but it always seems worth a try. Hope springs eternal: can you tell me 
you never, ever made a New Year’s resolution?  Still, we can be surprisingly flexible 
creatures, especially where good intentions are concerned, so I don’t find too much 
energy wasted in the combustion chamber of inner turmoil. For the most part, and 
most of us, all the energy we can get is needed just to cope with the running battle 
that is our daily lives.  

Business too has a soft centre and a hard shell. Rarely in business, except perhaps 
at the very largest scale, do you find companies sponsoring adversarial operations 
internally; you won’t find two design teams working competitively on a product, 
any more than those products would be delivered by teams of competing lorries or 
audited by multiple accounts departments, each with its own ideological method 
of calculating costs and profit. Within a single organisation, businesses tend 
towards co-operation, of trying to connect people and information rather than 
make adversaries of them, because it is more profitable in both senses than to do 
otherwise. This logic is violently reversed the second you step out of the office. All 
research and development, all production techniques and technical innovations, 
which could be pooled in an ideal world – the utopian ideal I’m promoting here 
– is duplicated instead, over and over again. In cost-efficiency terms, this is criminal 
waste on a global scale. The adversarial business ethos requires all companies to divert 
considerable resources to the phoney war of marketing, brands, claim and counter-
claim, and all that advertising, delivered by the cubic kilometre and paid for entirely 
out of the consumer’s pocket. The costs of marketing and advertising are like a tax 
on the buyer, quite a heavy tax if you bear in mind how much money you see being 
spent on advertising, everywhere you look, every day of your life. All that energy 
spent competing; the war may be phoney, but the wasted resources are all too real. 

I do recognise that competition in business clearly brings about increases in quality, 
because I still remember what cars, motorbikes and consumer electronics were like 
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in the UK before the Japanese turned their manufacturing from third-class to world-
class. Recognition of the effect is not to sponsor the cause, however. Because the 
profit motive drives companies to produce the least expensive solution rather than the 
optimum design, they will always try to sell us the minimum standard of product that 
the market will accept. Without competition, quality always decreases proportional to 
the loss of choice. Companies get lazy if they have a captive market, and seem ready 
at any moment to pass off shoddy goods where the consumer can’t get anything else. 
Without reflexive recourse to inferiority whenever it seems possible to get away with 
it, we would not need to be goaded into pursuit of excellence by the cattle-prod of 
competition. Excellence would be the point of the exercise, not a by-product of it.

 

3
Adversarial political systems have a venerable tradition which can be traced back 
to the infancy of civilisation, leading me to wonder if adversarial politics isn’t a 
bit childish itself. As a process, watching the British government in debate has the 
smell of the school playground about it: taunts, jeering, small sniggering groups 
making obscene gestures behind the back of the school bully, all coming to respectful 
attention when the head comes in, but rather less so to the rank and file. This parody 
of civic responsibility in action has been commented on so many times throughout 
history, I do wonder how the system can be so resolutely impervious to criticism.

Unlike their commercial counterparts, adversarial governments are not subject to 
the annual appraisal of their profit and loss accounts. They are obliged, in a rather 
tenuous fashion, to balance the nation’s books, but their idea of balance is so arcane, 
no-one really knows if they succeed or not. Governments have so many criteria to 
which they aspire, where business has only one: make a profit. It is simple to tell 
if a business is succeeding, but governments cater for such a bewildering array of 
expectation, over a wide variety of timescales, that judging their actions is rendered a 
rather specious, visceral affair, subject to highly individualistic interpretations. 

While it may be hard to tell, in an auditing sense, quite how well a government is 
discharging its duties, we can certainly see how much energy is being put into the 
process, and how well it is being expended. We can observe that party politics is 
divisive in a literal sense; the body of government split into opposing factions, the 
public obliged to follow suit (as if we didn’t already have enough ways to discriminate 
against each other). Because the promotion of adversarial politics requires sharp 
delineation between factions, they have a tendency to polarise and become extreme. 
(The clearly drawn battle-lines are needed so the voters can tell the difference; 
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confusion and apathy predominate in a polity whose choices are near-identical, as 
with New Labour and Conservatives in the UK) This in turn has a debilitating effect 
on the participants – mere humans, when all said and done – who are politicised 
in accordance with the ideological divides. Not only does this suppress balance in 
favour of partisanship, but if you repeat a thing enough times, you end up believing 
it. Young idealistic politicians grow into cynical, entrenched old ones. The so-called 
dinosaurs of political life are like robots, speaking only the set phrases they have 
repeated their whole lives. They are doomed by their doctrinal entrenchment, for they 
oppose the flexibility of life itself.

The decisions that governments make, and the energy used up making them, must 
be compromised by a system in which party ideology must come before individual 
judgement. Parties spend a great deal of time keeping rank and file in place and on 
message; parties who display internal dissent are considered far less appealing to the 
electorate. Suppressing dissent is a dangerous tactic at the best of times, but there’s 
clearly something wrong with a system that depends on telling people what to think. 
There is no ideological reason for demanding conformity in this way; party loyalty 
is actually fostered in order to build a power base, while continuity of doctrine is 
required to maintain it. In a system of opposing doctrines, the individual doesn’t 
count for much; it’s the collective might of the party that prevails. Negotiation is 
everything in adversarial politics, the back-room deal the most expedient way to get 
business done, and perhaps the only way. Where the individual voice is invalidated, 
there is only clamour and sophistry, the principle tools of all opposition governments. 
The energies of so many people, selected on merit by the voters, are spent fruitlessly 
debating not issues, but ideologies, opposing motions not because they disagree, but 
because they have to disagree, out of loyalty to the party. 

The result: politicians not doing what is best, or right, but aligning their decisions 
with predetermined doctrine. What price does one pay for betrayal of principle? Our 
politicians work within a system in which the most important principle is to serve the 
party. How is voting against the party line more inappropriate than voting against the 
best interests of the country? Is a coercive system, in which you can lose your seat if 
you uncompromisingly follow the dictates of your own intelligence and conscience, 
the best way to govern a country, to decide how best the electorate may be served? Is 
fixity of doctrine not more damaging to the process than flexibility and adaptability 
amongst our representatives? Adaptation is the key to all evolutionary strategies, so it 
is strange to find so little of it in our systems of government.

I think we might best be served by a party of one: the nation. Without ideological 
division, each motion is debated honestly by our representatives. Local issues can 
be fairly treated, debate centred round the issues. There should be no down side to 
voting in the best interests of society, whatever the motion. Governments should learn 
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by example from the business world whose organisation and efficiency they appear 
to admire so inordinately, given the rush to privatise everything from health services 
to cleaning the drains. Division is a strategy you employ against an enemy – divide 
and conquer – and it seems foolish that a large percentage of our representation is 
effectively neutered, like prisoners of war, playing little part in decision making for 
years on end. Any opposition contains good, talented and experienced people, but 
the country gets no value from their election to government, because the adversarial 
system turns parliament into a glorified dole office for everyone on the losing side 
of an election. The opposition just turn up each session to qualify for their cheques 
and irritate the government of the day. It’s a wasteful and stupid way of doing things, 
depending on an equilibrium rarely found – where the difference in the number 
of votes between government and opposition are small – for it to work at all, a 
qualification that renders decision-making all the more precarious if met. Businesses 
have learned that working together is more effective than not doing so. The military 
would never for one moment consider adversarial command structures. Science 
knows that co-operation is the fastest and most economical route to success. Why is 
this such a hard lesson for governments to learn?

 

�
One reason might be familiarity; we all find comfort in what we know. There are 
a disproportionate number of legal professionals in politics, the law being the only 
other institutionalised adversarial system I can think of.

Contrary to the image portrayed in courtroom drama, the legal process is anything 
but dramatic. It is largely like watching paint dry, with only the occasional retouch 
of a patchy bit for excitement. The process regarded as justice is a long, drawn-out 
game of chess, with each adversary revealing, hiding or losing a piece in the next 
move. Considering how involved and torturous the legal system can be, it seems a bit 
unreasonable to expect a jury of lay people to follow everything that is going on, and 
still stay awake, leading me to wonder at the quality of their judgements. The whole 
process is, of course, staggeringly expensive, meaning that justice is made dependent 
on how much money the accused can spend on an advocate, which isn’t justice at all.

In criminal justice as it stands, adversarial systems are necessary because the state is 
not seeking to help the asocial criminal, but to exact revenge. Instead of regarding 
asocial crime as a kind of illness or ignorance, to be treated or educated, we display 
the same moral indignation that the aristocracy had towards an errant worker, for 
which the only fitting response can be punishment. In the UK, criminal actions 
are brought by the Crown against the individual. In this way, the Crown is seen by 
the victims of crime as their advocate, seeking revenge for the wrong done them, 
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for victims regard justice as done only when someone – even the wrong person – is 
punished. On their behalf, charges are brought, based on statute, for which there are 
penalties if we are found guilty. Since the individual, even when said to be innocent 
until proven guilty, is from the outset being attacked rather than diagnosed, the 
victim must necessarily be defended from an over-zealous state, a protection we do 
not need against a doctor who is trying to examine us. So the accused must employ 
learned council – the defence – to speak well on the individual’s behalf, make good 
argument from the facts of the case, contest those facts that are inconvenient and 
employ all manner of sophistry, conjuring tricks and deceptions where necessary in 
order to influence the jury. The prosecution will, naturally, employ exactly the same 
methods. Essentially, the jury is told the same story twice by advocates known to 
be entirely partisan. Neither side can be readily believed and both may employ any 
and all methods (weapons?) they are allowed, and some they aren’t, to support their 
arguments. The jury is expected to pick the truth out of the rubble of this conflict, 
which doesn’t sound particularly efficient to me.

In civil law, where jury trials are employed they suffer in the same way as criminal 
proceedings. Where the jury is dispensed with, the adversarial process – where 
opposing parties are responsible for defining the issues in dispute and advancing them 
in argument – may be superseded by an inquisitorial one, where the judge decides 
what dispute is really about. In this traditional system of litigation, the judge is rather 
flatteringly elevated to Solomon’s throne, much to the dissatisfaction of those who 
end up with half a baby. The legal system itself is aware that such a process places 
too much responsibility on the judge, in some debates considering it more fitting to 
arbitrate between the parties than pronounce judgement on the merits of adversarial 
representation. In this way, it is incumbent on the parties in dispute to sort out their 
problems, rather than have a solution imposed on them. To aid this conciliatory 
process, in Germany for example lawyers are financially rewarded for bringing about 
settlement.

There are options, then, which don’t require artificial enmity, theatrics and 
dissimulation. All adversarial systems lead their proponents to competition and 
hostility. They cannot help but be biased, and the temptation to use unfair tactics 
overpowers many. The most common metaphors for both government and legal 
process are war, battle, engagement, conflict, fighting, which can’t be a good thing. 
If our common sense cannot prevail simply by identifying a better way to do things, 
then perhaps an account of how wasteful adversarial systems are might be more 
convincing. I am certain we have run out of time for such indulgences; the world is 
a volatile cauldron, the pot bubbling far too rapidly for us to be fighting over who’s 
turn it is to stir, or the ideologically correct way to hold the spoon.
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1
In any discussion about art, we are confronted early on by the relationship between 
the individual, the artist, and the work of art. The creative act has never been 
consensual. The earliest cave paintings, now believed to be more than 30,000 years 
old, contain images clearly made by one person; the technique consistent, created 
from line and proportion – a visualisation – that comes from a single imagination. 
Creativity is virtually an exclusive domain, across which only the individual can 
travel. Even in grand co-operative ventures, individuals are often cited as the crucial 
thinkers, the innovative designers; in the arts, it is the principal performers, the 
directors or the writers. Architecture is dominated by individuals; literature, poetry, 
painting and sculpture are all, with only a few notable exceptions, created by a single 
person. Curiously, an exception is rhythm-based music – I won’t use the expression 
“ethnic” in this context, because it is both a term of social exclusion and a non-
sequitur; all music is ethnic – where any number of people can both participate and 
create, playing and dancing, without any particular distinction between participants 
regarding technique or ability, and a blurring between performer and audience. What 
they create is spontaneous, compulsively enjoyable, consumed on the spot, while hot, 
and eaten with the fingers. The people’s art: I like that idea.

Art also travels through time, or transports us through it, I’m not sure which. Is 
there any difference between the way we are moved by a sculpture 2000 years old, 
and one that was completed yesterday? What is it in music composed 500 years ago 
that speaks to me so profoundly, and articulately, today? I suppose you could say 
the vocabulary is archaic in historic art, reflecting eras of classical music or painting, 
styles of composition or rules of syntax, colour or instrument usage. Yet all art speaks 
to us, no matter its age or provenance, if we care to listen. There is certainly cultural 
preference, mainly through habit and familiarity, but many experience beauty and 
profundity in other cultures. The language of art is universal, just with a few dialects 
to contend with. 

In terms of content, however, there is really nothing new. Art appears to have been 
exploring the same topics for all time; love, death, mystery, fear, good and evil, hate, 
greed, wonder, the glorious, the terrible and the profound. All the usual biblical 
suspects, it seems. Art transcribes and transforms all human experience, a subject that 
appears both endless and endlessly fascinating (although that’s a bit like saying we 
enjoy looking in a mirror a great deal). Even if it is a story driven by vanity, none the 
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less it’s a good ‘un, and it’s all about our favourite subject. This is why the narratives 
of all human art contain something consistent, that you can recognise in a painting 
created thirty millennia before you existed. In some ways, we have changed very 
little since Homo sapiens started pruning the evolutionary tree, built a fire out of the 
cuttings, and drew a picture with the charcoal remains. 

Nor do we experience works of art in the same ways, no matter in which time 
period the work was created. People get such a variety of rewards from art, because 
we perceive art as individuals, and interpret art out of our own experience. Actually, 
I think this unique interaction enhances the experience; we are all aware that our 
appreciation belongs solely to us, which we like. (I do wonder, by way of an aside, 
whether early humans regrettably translated the ownership of experience into the 
ownership of what we experience). We also enjoy sharing our appreciation, and in 
this most people are quite altruistic; rarely does one person admit how moved they 
were by a work of art in order to manipulate the other in some way. It is a common 
feature of human behaviour to share art with other people, out of the hope they 
might be as touched by it as we were, which is nice.

When we come to consider how it is we are touched by art, at best all informed 
speculators are merely one-eyed kings. There are those, of course, that want to explain 
our emotional responses as seratonin uptake or dopamine production, changes in 
respiratory rhythms and so forth. They do art a disservice, and insult our profound 
experiences of it. To reduce our interaction with art to such mundane processes is yet 
another attempt to stamp out mystery. I don’t want anyone to explain why I find a 
piece of music so deeply moving, or why a scene in a film makes me cry. The strange 
illogic of my reactions is an attractive and valuable part of the whole experience; what 
is it they say – everybody likes a good mystery? I like it best when I see an enigma in 
my shaving mirror. It may be flattering, but rarely dull.

The effects of art are rendered mysterious, at least in part, by being addressed to our 
emotions. I sometimes think we refer to our soul as a definition of an emotional 
personality, one that exists within, and through, the framework of our physical selves. 
Although our bodies can be affected, art speaks most fluently to our feelings. In fact, 
one might say that the body’s reactions are the physical expressions of the experiences 
of the emotional self; where the emotions lead, the body follows. Considering too 
that we perceive nearly all art by simply looking or listening, the effects of powerful 
art on us are surprisingly visceral. Out of context, you might interpret the effects of 
art as detrimental, distressing. We cry or laugh almost uncontrollably, our emotions 
plunge to terrible depths and rise to great heights in a matter of moments, we feel 
faint, our adrenaline pumps, the pulse rate increases, we shake and lose muscular 
co-ordination, and we absolutely love it! We feel better for it, and art can also have 
the curious effect of making us feel somehow strengthened or renewed, as if the work 
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had transmitted something palpable to us, activated like a beacon instead of being 
quiescent. In art, messages appear to travel in both directions.

We give ourselves to art in order to experience it. To get from art everything on offer, 
we engage with it. Art is never best experienced passively, hence the fact that we 
sometimes feel quite exhausted after a great encounter. We work surprisingly hard for 
our rewards, but that’s all part of the experience. I do wonder if the effort we put into 
our appreciation doesn’t also make us judgmental, for if there is one vice to which art-
lovers most easily succumb, it is snobbery. Some of us find it necessary to invoke an 
arcane value system, where art that does not move us personally is somehow defective 
or invalid; how many times do you hear someone declare that a work “isn’t art”, 
much to the opprobrium of those who think it is? The snooty dismissal also seems to 
be underscored by a sense of disappointment; a feeling of being let down, perhaps by 
the artist, and possibly by those whose taste is seen to be rather less discriminating 
than our own. Overstated concerns for the quality of art appear almost proprietorial, 
as if art needed protection, which it never has; as if I was the sole arbiter of its virtue, 
which I could never be. Art belongs to no-one.

Unfortunately, there are two criteria we impose on art that are entirely unnatural to 
it. On the one hand, we try to rank art by merit – technical, emotional, contextual 
– and on the other hand, we attempt to attach a financial value to its works. Both 
efforts do considerable damage to art and our relationship to it. Believing that some 
art is more meritorious than others is to misunderstand the point of art; it is the most 
compelling means of self-expression available to human beings, and it doesn’t matter 
what anyone else thinks about it. The opinions of others are not the point of art; to 
create the work is. Art is not created for an audience; all true artists create out of a 
passion to discover some truth in themselves, to forge a physical entity out of the 
ephemeral aspects of perception, to celebrate their reaction to the world around them 
and, through the work, to donate a personal contribution to the culture of which he 
or she is a part. Artists do it for themselves, not to others. The audience comes later, 
and is a bit of a bonus (assuming they like what you’ve done, naturally). This is true 
even of the performing arts, because nearly everything the artist has accomplished 
has been achieved before giving the performance, which, from the artist’s point of 
view is as much a reward for the hard work as the epitome of it. (Conversely, for the 
audience, the performance is the work of art entire; the only chance they have to 
interact with the artist). None the less, the merit of art is found in the process that 
creates it. After that, artists have little creative connection with their work, usually 
because they are fully occupied with the idea, or execution, of the next.

It is the creation of art that is meritorious, not the later appreciation of it. On that 
basis, no-one can claim one work is better than the next. It is not possible to say that 
one artist’s exploration has more value than that of another, no matter what value you 
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refer to, because you are, in effect, comparing two lives and how they are lived. Such 
issues can have little influence on – or meaning for – the artists being compared. They 
are, however, rather less indifferent to the financial value of their work – unless they 
are dead. Attaching a price to work and rewarding artists commensurate with some 
level of approval or status disenfranchises the public, the allegedly ordinary people, 
from art and its creation. Living artists of all kinds become rich, famous, powerful 
and influential, and we are awed by this. The artist is elevated to a position through 
which we are intimidated by creativity, thinking it can only be demonstrated by 
special people with prodigious talent; an elite, in other words. Putting a price on art 
also aids the snobs, because they have a new criterion against which they can test their 
discrimination. When art is given some notional financial value, it also becomes a 
commodity. Like any commodity, it is assayed, traded, inflated, hoarded, coveted and 
stolen, in the process divesting art of nobility and aesthetic. It’s just another currency 
in the hands of the philistines who run the market.

Under the double-edged blade of false merit and fake value, the true democracy of 
artistic effort is guillotined, the mob as ever executing the wrong victim. We are both 
mob and victim in this case, because our misaligned discrimination and self-exclusion 
from the ranks of the creative leave us impoverished. I believe this point to be very 
important if, returning to my main theme, we are to create a utopian society. I don’t 
think it contentious to suggest that if we lived in a world where we didn’t have to 
do so much onerous labour, most of us would seek to live a more creative life. How 
could we enjoy such a future if we were beset with imagined inadequacy? I repeat: 
the point of art is to create it; the principle beneficiary: the creator. I suggest that to 
turn society towards utopian methods, we should start at the level of the individual. 
What better way to commence than by being more creative; less concerned with 
material gain than spiritual expression? What’s more, by placing the importance of 
creativity before acquisition, art becomes a political act, as W.H.Auden commented: 
“In our age, the mere making of a work of art is itself a political act. So long as artists 
exist, making what they please and think they ought to make, even it it’s not terribly 
good, even if it only appeals to a handful of people, they remind the management of 
something managers need to be reminded of, namely, that the managed are people 
with faces, not anonymous numbers…” 

Couldn’t have put it better myself. It does bear repeating that the objectives of all 
artists must be to create the work. I have said elsewhere that out of a society rebuilt 
from the ground up, without extremes of restrictive planning, a more spontaneous 
and worthy civilisation might emerge. This won’t happen if, with many people 
turning towards creativity, they aspire to a best-selling novel, a hit CD, stardom, 
celebrity, a Mercedes, abundant sex, a wheelbarrow full of Class A drugs, their names 
in lights and reputations recast in sinister origami by the media. All such ambitions 
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are self-defeating in a proto-egalitarian society. To live a creative life is its own reward; 
to demand something more, to seek profit from our future freedom, is to forget that 
the great majority of us are currently obliged to spend most of our lives doing things 
we don’t really like.

2
I think that performance arts are, at best, more profound than negotiated forms. I 
create the distinction for both artists and audience, because performing introduces 
possibilities that only arise through the immediacy of the performance, itself a very 
demanding component. It is the only time in art that a dialog occurs between artist 
and public as the work is created. It is the only time the audience may influence, and 
therefore directly contribute, to the work. Performance can incorporate spontaneity 
in the art itself, which no pre-conceived work can accommodate. Performance 
requires nerve – it is dangerous in ways the painter, sculptor or writer can never 
experience – and demands specific disciplines additional to the craft and inspiration 
that all art has in common. Performance mirrors mortality; it has a brief life to which 
all present attest, and then it’s gone. I know you can watch the video or play the CD 
after the event, but it still jumps into artificial life, only to die an hour or two later, 
whereas you can sit in front of a painting your whole life, should you so choose. We 
can also look at a painting at a time of our choosing, but a live performance requires 
our attendance, and perhaps this adds a certain pleasurable tension, a heightened 
appreciation that counters complacency. 

Conversely, pre-constructed art may take a day or a lifetime to create. We don’t know 
because we weren’t there and played no part in the construction, although it is true 
our appreciation is not much diminished by our ignorance; what does it matter to me 
how long Titian took to slap on the pigment, or how many years Rodin spent beating 
the living daylights out of a lump of rock? There is no artistic merit measured by the 
calendar. Unlike a performance, or human beings, the life-span of the pre-constructed 
work may considerably exceed that of the artist who created it, which may arguably 
distance the viewer somewhat; who can contemplate the eternal in art without being 
a shade discomfited by how little time we have to admire it? 

Exposing the artist so directly to the admiration (or otherwise) of their audience is 
both a good and a bad thing. The benefits are derived from the communication, 
spontaneity and the spur to quality provided by a basic, all too human desire not 
to look like a prat. The downside is the falsity of it all; the flattery, the applause, the 
fawning and admiration, the celebrity, autographs, fame, fortune and so on. Many 
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artists have their heads turned; many lose contact with their art as a result. Some 
become insufferably self-important, others lose their nerve and can never work again, 
destroyed by anxiety, expectation and demand. Some become ridiculously greedy, 
others addicted to the limelight. In all similar cases, the work suffers greatly.

The issue of artistic quality, which I identified earlier as rather boorish when applied 
comparatively, is all too real in performance art. I’m sure you’ve had a conversation 
with someone who wasn’t really paying attention to what you were saying, who 
appeared distracted in some way, or perhaps evasive, sly, calculating? In conversation, 
we pick up many signals for such behaviour through instinctive understanding of 
body language, tone, manner and myriad other such signals. Naturally, we also 
do this when we watch a performance. A good performer appears to address each 
person directly, and the theatrical nature of performance – the exaggeration – applies 
as much to the signals an artist sends out unconsciously as the song they are sing 
or the words they speak. So while we can’t really rate artists or their performances 
comparatively, we can certainly rate the quality of a single performance specifically in 
terms of how well the communication went.

This presents a bit of a paradox for the artist. I’ve already stated that artists produce 
work to please themselves. How then do you account for the fact that your work 
is intended to be seen or heard, that the audience is an essential component of the 
performance? What’s more, how much, if at all, should an artist deliberately cater for 
the audience when writing the song, constructing the dialog or choreographing the 
steps? Looking at it the other way, supposing the artist was to completely ignore the 
audience, its tastes and desires, and follow only the muse? Would this not be arrogant, 
elitist and patronising? The answer to both problems can be found, but in different 
ways. I believe that catering in any way to a future audience will pervert the creation 
of the work to a greater or lesser degree; as the aphorism would have it, compromise 
is the enemy of quality. We should also ask why the artist might be prepared to make 
such a sacrifice. Perhaps the artist wants something more from his or her work than 
merely the pleasure of creating it. Any number of motives previously elaborated 
will suffice; the desire to please the audience in some way at the expense of artistic 
integrity always stems from matters unrelated to making art, but strongly connected 
to the self-serving notions of ego, ambition and material gain.

The degree of isolation a performing artist should maintain from their potential 
audience, and the effect on the work, is a different matter. The best way to consider 
this is to split the performance from the creation of the work. The writing of music 
or a play, creating a dance; these are the acts that must be untainted by base desires. 
The source material must come from the heart, and speak to the emotions, objectives 
that contrivance will undermine. Performance itself, on the other hand, is entirely 
contrived: artifice rather than art. It is wholly appropriate to consider the audience, 
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their demographic, the venue, the quality of sound, the staging, lighting, colour 
schemes, drama, dress, pace, dynamics and duration. Taking these issues under 
consideration has no deleterious effects on the work, the merits of which remain 
untouched, in the way a melody is not changed by the way its performer is lit on 
stage.

Some people fail to understand this point at all. Emerging bands are an acute source 
of concern in this respect. Live music, especially from new bands, is under serious 
threat, largely from the indifference of its audience. So many people these days 
prefer to listen to records that a whole new performance art has sprung up around 
being a DJ. I can’t say I blame the audience, because so many young bands are truly 
terrible. It’s not so much that these bands can’t actually play, rather that they can’t 
perform. Playing music for oneself in private is perfectly legitimate; doing so in front 
of an audience without acknowledging their importance, and that a second craft has 
been invoked, is not. In many cases, it’s like watching a band rehearse, or watching 
someone meditate. They are not communicating with anybody, not even with each 
other; sullen, alienated, self-absorbed, distant, evasive, even abusive; they have little 
time for the audience. Too many bands are actually demanding that we notice that 
they can play, rather than pay attention to what they play, as if the artist was the 
art, the messenger taken for the message. The full extent of their ambition is to get 
on stage and be looked at, to be congratulated for having bothered to learn their 
instruments (to some degree) and rehearse some songs. Their performances are not an 
attempt to communicate – the songs are not deemed that important, more something 
to do when you’re onstage – but to impress. This is why so many bands play much 
too loud through terrible PA systems, or use ludicrous effects to dramatise their acts. 
Playing at top volume requires top class gear in a suitably large venue, and stagecraft 
cannot be substituted for a lack of craft elsewhere. Without the bombast, very little 
is actually going on. Audiences know this despite the window dressing, and it’s no 
wonder they elect instead to listen to records. You can rely on a CD played at a disco 
and you know what you’re going to get in advance, so why take the risk of being 
cheated yet again by live music? Art is always coupled with risk, but it should be the 
artist taking the brunt of it, not the audience.

3
In keeping with my affection for the mysterious, I would like to mention an attribute 
of recorded performance that is nearly metaphysical in dimension. During the 
process of recording – film, video, CD – something ineffable is captured along with 
the picture and sound. We understand that the picture is created by a process that 
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translates light into patterns etched on film, or electronic signals on video. We know 
that microphones turn variations of air pressure into electromagnetic signals. So 
much for science. 

What we don’t know is how, between these scientific processes, the magic of a 
performance is also captured. Not only that, but it doesn’t seem to be affected by 
the quality of the recording, so strange is the substance. For example, when I hear a 
Louis Armstrong solo played off a wax cylinder made in 1926, the recorded sound 
of the instruments is laughably attenuated; hardly any bass at all, the piano reduced 
to a tinkling percussion, drums sharp and thin, weedy clarinet and the trumpet 
sound lacking most of its colour. So how come the playing rips the top of my head 
off and injects itself straight into my brain? The force is undeniable, the passion 
overwhelming. Armstrong’s solos are penetrating like a drill, the playing vibrant, 
thrilling, beautiful, and absolutely crammed with life’s most potent energies. I’m only 
hearing a few percent of the sound that was made in the studio that day, but I can’t 
believe I’m missing much of the performance. Another example out of my childhood 
is the music of Django Reinhardt and Stephane Grappelli. When I listened to my 
father’s 78s as a kid, at first all I could hear was the hiss and scratches. Next, I’d be 
distracted by the odd sense of distance that the recording technique imparted on the 
instruments, as if they were in the next room. Then, suddenly: BANG! I was on a 
crazy carriage flying perilously through the air, drawn by the exhilarating interplay 
of intricately threaded melodies, dazzling improvisation, a conversational quality 
shot through with melodrama, of audacious rhythm, torrential glissandi and the 
vivid flights of counterpoint that fuelled their playing. The quality of the recording 
evidently didn’t matter at all. Listening to the great artists, jazz or classical, on early 
recordings, everything that is transcendental in their work is crystal clear to the 
listener, entirely undiminished by the limited bandwidth and crude techniques of the 
recording. Weird, huh?

Some performances don’t record quite as well. Most of the ballet albums I have 
heard are a bit of a letdown, a lot of muted thumps between giant rabbits signalling 
to each other on tea-chests covered with a duvet. I remain nonplussed, as I do with 
ventriloquists on radio. Recorded visual performances display the same strange virtue, 
however. You can watch a grainy black and white drama with dialog that sounds 
like the actors are speaking through small metal cones, and still be as moved by the 
performances as if it were shot yesterday on a 70mm Panaflex and post-produced 
with seven channel Dolby surround-sound. We laugh as hard at the flickering 16mm 
black and white antics of Laurel and Hardy captured seventy-five years ago as we do 
at their contemporaries, although I’m hard put to think of any their equal just at the 
moment. The real emotional message retains its power and vitality; the quality of the 
medium is nearly irrelevant. Any old bottle will do – the wine always tastes as good.
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It is unfortunate that, as we seem to do so often, we have turned a good idea like 
recording a performance into a device detrimental to the art it records. We come, 
of course, to the interface between commerce and culture. It is possible, in a 
foolishly romantic sort of way, to suggest that if we hadn’t developed recording and 
reproduction through various media, the arts might be better off for it. There is an 
awful lot of bad art out there, all made for profit, the universal motive for all cheap, 
derivative, ill-disciplined, shallow and manipulative work. Bad art is not really art at 
all; as they say, it’s the ninety-seven percent that give the other three a bad name. The 
peddlers hope we can’t tell the difference. They certainly can’t, so they serve up any 
old crap to test our gullibility. It is a bit unfortunate that so much rubbish does find 
some kind of paying audience, but maybe that’s just a measure of how desperate we 
are. It might also be a measure of how indiscriminate we are, but there it is. 

If we are desperate for something – moved out of despair – then perhaps we are 
seeking insulation from the harsh realities of our existence. Real art can never be the 
much vaunted “opiate of the masses” because art is never soporific, and rarely dulls 
the senses. The warehouses of second-rate creativity are full of products designed 
to soothe us, placate our fears and sweeten the pill of the work ethic, a palliative 
for the barren reality of our daily lives, but to have the greatest effect, the works 
must be reduced to a level of vulgarity that ensures their greatest appeal. They are 
also endlessly repetitive, the same pill swallowed over and over, like all long-term 
medication. 

The topical arguments about elitism in society, from education to entertainment, 
are an attempt to disguise the way we are asked to be less discriminating. Where 
the contentment of the masses is achieved by placation, it is necessary to imbue in 
the audience a sense of aesthetic democracy, a critical equality, so that everyone can 
consume the second-rate without question or dissent, and not feel cheated as they do 
so. Where the voice of discrimination is heard – against soap operas or blockbuster 
movies, for example – it can be most effectively dismissed by appealing to the mob 
mentality, branding dissent as snobbery, the dissenters as elitists. In British society, 
standards are under attack in the name of equality; educational achievements are 
diminished, qualification requirements lowered, the deserving discriminated against 
in favour of the impoverished, on the basis of social equality. This is a vain attempt at 
notional fairness, but nature is not interested in fairness. It bestows its gifts as nature 
alone sees fit, and we should all have the right to express those gifts as fully as we can. 
This is made rather difficult if to be clever is to be too smart; if to be inventive is to 
be arrogant; if educated taste is to be an automatic expression of superiority. Our class 
war has found a new opponent now we have killed off the breeding aristocracy; we 
attach our revolutionary zeal instead to levelling attainment, which the revolutionaries 
see as the new manifestation of oppression.
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This inverted snobbery – the dumbing down of culture, as pundits would have it 
– denies anyone the right to impose an aesthetic on human endeavour. It is no longer 
possible to suggest, for example, that speaking clearly and articulately without slang, 
idiom, vernacular or profanity, is any better than the worst estuary English. I will 
suggest it none the less; degeneration in language skills and usage are to the detriment 
of all societies. Enshrining poverty of language and sordid behaviour in mass-market 
entertainment sends out a clear message: it’s OK to be ignorant. Don’t feel bad just 
because you can’t express yourself except through swearing and violence. Don’t strive 
to improve yourself, for who would dare suggest you need to do so? Don’t worry that 
you can’t tell good from bad; no-one can, and believing you can tell the difference 
is just snobbery. Everyone is just like you – except those damnable elitists. Everyone 
is as common as you, for you are the common man, the triumph of mediocrity. Be 
assured that there is no truly elevated lifestyle to which you should aspire. What 
would such aspirations get you, except to alienate you from the mob…oops, sorry…
community.

This misplaced fear of elitism is, in fact, a denial of the possibility of excellence. 
We seem, as a race, to have aimed rather low in this respect. All through my life I 
have found myself at odds with colleagues, first in the music business, where raging 
arguments were the norm; later in business and consultancy, where the rage was 
suppressed but the disjunction was not. It took me a long time to realise we did not 
share a common, overriding aim: the pursuit of excellence. Most clients I worked 
for wanted a fix, a patch, ballast to fill a hole or technology to plug a leak: all very 
expedient, and entirely opposite to my position. The pursuit of excellence should 
be the primary task of any business, venture or activity. It leads, in business, to the 
greatest sustained profitability. For individuals, surely it is the informing principle 
that best serves our every activity. Yet hardly anyone seems to be bothered, and our 
media are notably shy of promoting the concept of self-improvement, leaning instead 
as far as possible in the other direction. 

Television is no longer seen as a medium used to foster the self-improvement of its 
viewers. The Reithian ideals – to inform, entertain and educate – that permeated 
public service broadcasting in the UK at its inception are now considered utterly 
inappropriate, patronising, an unacceptable slur on the viewers: a damned cheek! 
Instead, the most powerful and ubiquitous medium we have churns out quiz shows, 
old movies, situation comedies, gardening and home improvement programmes, cop 
shows, repeats of repeats and, in an attempt by the industry to exonerate itself, the 
occasional wildlife documentary or expensively filmed literary adaptation. 

I am also bemused by the contradictory studies regarding the influence programme 
content has on the society that is exposed to it. By what strange logic can it be argued 
that, if everywhere we turn we are confronted by images of sex, anger, greed, crime 
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and violence, we are not influenced by these motifs? Should we not take the sum 
of these signs as an extraordinarily clear demonstration of how the world works? 
Perhaps adults are less suggestive, but we know only too well how easily the young are 
influenced by their environment, of which TV, films and computer games are now a 
major part. Young people can only aspire to engage in the society they are aware of, in 
the ways they see others do, for imitation is a key primate learning tool. 

In such circumstances, it seems very inappropriate that the majority of information 
on how the world works is couched in such degrading terms. You can’t have it both 
ways; if advertising works by promoting certain social values attached arbitrarily 
to glamour, sex and power, other attributes hooked on this bait will appear equally 
desirable, like gun ownership, chauvinism and violent confrontation. If national TV 
broadcasts a programme three times a week in prime-time, in which all the characters 
are venal, mean-spirited, ill-educated, selfish, ugly, intolerant, judgmental and 
immoral, coarse of speech and violent in action, do we not think this representation 
of contemporary society will influence the real thing? What inspiration can we take 
from popular entertainment that infers the best we can make of ourselves is to sell a 
dodgy car, get away with fiddling some Asian bloke (who turns out to be your long-
lost father), screw someone’s missus and then pay for her subsequent abortion, down 
a quick pint in the pub, have a blazing row in the square about who’s the stupidest 
of the combatants in the blazing row, all topped off with a nice cup of tea down the 
café? 

This is modern, prime-time Britain according to the publicly funded British 
Broadcasting Corporation, and it stinks. It cares nothing for the future, for optimism 
and nobility of effort, for the quality of life or the dignity of its participants. This 
kind of drama, this alleged entertainment, is easy and cheap, voyeuristic and 
manipulative. Making no demands on the audience, challenging no assumptions or 
prejudices, it accepts no responsibility towards offering insight or hope, betterment 
or improvement, shows no contrition for failing to champion knowledge in place 
of ignorance. TV could do such good work, but it appears we are not prepared to 
let it; this kind of programme is hugely popular all across the network. If we settle 
for such poor content, we deny TV the chance to inform and improve our lives, an 
unfortunate decision when you consider how ill-prepared we are to judge good art 
from bad. We need more information, but the key channel through which we could 
get it is stuffed full of shit.

How do you tell good art from bad? What is appropriate discrimination, and what is 
merely elitism? I think that if we reject shoddy art on the grounds that it lacks depth, 
expresses nothing about the human condition worth knowing; if it is thoughtless 
and derivative, vacuous, manipulative and expedient; these are proper attributes 
against which we can discriminate. Elitism, on the other hand, seems to require other 
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people; an elite of one is little affront to anyone. Elitists need others to confirm their 
elevation, people to fawn over them and admire their good taste. They also need a 
much larger number of people to look down on; a large elite is a contradiction in 
terms. Where elitism is a social phenomenon, depending on how we think about each 
other, discrimination is a facet of individual understanding.

If understanding is a prerequisite of good taste, then education must be the way to 
acquire it. Given how much pleasure our culture gives us, I’m surprised people don’t 
want to know a bit more about it. How can we identify the derivative if we have 
no knowledge of what has gone before? On what basis can we judge a performance 
mediocre unless we first acquaint ourselves with its greatest exponents? Do we not 
also restrict our engagement with art if we don’t care to understand it, merely expose 
ourselves to it briefly and without responsibility, like a cultural flasher whipping 
open a grubby raincoat? Self-revealing: there’s never anything worth seeing under the 
coat (so I’m told). Well, the symptoms of our disengagement are consistent with the 
amount of crap we are subjected to, making us all a bit numb. It’s hard work engaging 
with poor art; think of trying to watch a film that hasn’t captured your attention, or 
trying to finish a book whose story hasn’t moved you. The arts have been hijacked, 
like so many other resources, by big business. By turning away from their tawdry 
wares and creating our own, by educating ourselves out of passive consumption, we 
also recover our aesthetic, and the right to apply it.

�
Everyone can be artistic. I hate it when people tell me they aren’t creative, have no 
talent or flair. It’s a debilitating way to think about oneself, and I refuse to believe it 
of others. Being artistic is an approach to a task, and you can invoke artistry in just 
about any activity you can name. We do live in a culture that makes this difficult, 
for artistry is never expedient. It takes time, and your boss will hardly appreciate the 
artistry of your work if you take three times as long to do it. When your time is your 
own, you have time to be an artist. The claim that we have nothing we care to excel in 
– artistry being the finest expression of excellence in action – would very rarely prove 
true. It’s more a matter of what people think art is; painting, playing music, sculpture; 
tasks that may require abilities and skills we find daunting; these are the formal 
definitions of art, but they are by no means exclusive. Life can be art, not merely a 
reflection of it, and we all have lives to live; the things we do every day may become 
the clay under our fingers, the palette for our pigments. To live with grace, with 
colour and imagination, with appreciation and effort, and to aspire to excellence; 
these are the qualities of artistry, available for all to practice.
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Creativity is an enigmatic process, not well suited to analysis. The way ideas come 
to us is quite personal, but for me the creative impulse is like a sly ghost, obliged to 
transit through my perception, but furtively, as if the ghost did not want to be seen. 
Sometime, I catch a glimpse of a spectral presence and, if I’m quick enough, I can 
slam the door shut and capture the spirit of the moment; grasp an image or idea by 
which I can bring the ghost into the world of flesh and blood. Quite often, I slam 
the door a bit too late, so I end up with just one transparent leg, or half a spectral 
arm. It’s a demanding process, frustrating at times but wonderfully rewarding when 
it works. The demands come in the form of discipline and concentration, both of 
which are required and need to be practised if the artist is to improve. Being artistic 
is part of an investigation of the self, a process in which some introspection is called 
for – not to the point of indulgence – out of which the outward projection of our 
discoveries about ourselves are made manifest in all the things we do, through the 
artistry with which we do them.

Art comes in all shapes and sizes, great and small, as diverse as the people who 
create it. So long as we remember that we create for ourselves, not catering to some 
artificial notion of public approval, any individual can achieve worthy and rewarding 
results. If we keep separate the act of creation from that of salutation, our motives 
are precise and we may be content to be big artistic fish in a small pond of local art, 
a scale of ambition suitable to the process, and possibly the results. We can find art 
in everything we do, for it is not an activity in which only an elite can engage, just 
the myth of one. Never was there a more potent time to get creative; there is now so 
much useful technology available at consumer prices – recording equipment, cameras, 
computers, and of course information – that there is little we cannot accomplish with 
enough time and effort. Commercial success is a different matter, and I hope most 
people would choose to live a more artistic life just for its own sake. Commercial 
ambition corrupts artistic endeavour whenever the two are combined. It would also 
be nice to look forward to a day when painters, dancers, actors and musicians were 
once again a welcome and valuable resource, supported by their community, reversing 
our trend towards indifference and dismissal. Stripped of odious comparison and false 
premises, art becomes truly egalitarian when we can all have a stab at it. Someone 
once told me that “we can’t all be musicians”. I wish I had thought at the time to ask: 
why not? Can there ever be too much music in the world?



��
What Do I know?

What do I know?

While standing around on Christmas morning watching my mother produce from 
various caches enough food to assuage all starvation in a small African country, my 
sister-in-law made a comment that stayed with me. My ability to report verbatim 
was somewhat impaired at this point, but the gist of it was that she had seen a TV 
program about fox hunting that featured a particularly horrible and arrogant hunt 
member caught on camera while insulting a protestor with the epithet  “…you stupid 
little man…”.  My sister-in-law thought this was typical of the hunting fraternity, but 
I reached a different conclusion; hardly representative, he was a remnant of another 
age in which such arrogance was the norm.

We had been discussing blood-sports and media irresponsibility. As is usual in my 
family, all suburbanites gone rural, the general consensus against blood sports was 
littered with the kind of rhetoric I most distrust; a less than subtle blend of implied 
class hatred, generalisations and sweeping statements, none of which were really 
considered or researched. But then, how many of our opinions – any of us – are 
informed by anything more than the prejudices we already carry?

In the TV footage, my sister-in-law found confirmation of everything she considered 
hateful about blood-sports, and accepted it as gratefully like a soldier on the front 
line, pouch depleted, being delivered a box of rifle rounds. It was, to her, perfect 
ammunition, largely because it fitted the gun she was already toting, and didn’t 
require her to change her aim, or perhaps find a more appropriate target.

As with the viewing public in general, what my sister-in -law never considered was 
how many other shots the TV crew took on that, or other days, in order to get the 
one image they wanted. The innocent among us accept an image like this as both 
truthful and representative as if, any time you pointed a camera at them, any hunt 
member or follower would willingly provide the damning caricature. In reality, a 
video editor will later discard vast numbers of shots of nice middle-aged ladies out 
for a ride, polite shopkeepers who wish hunt saboteurs good morning, equitable 
equestrians who always dismount before holding a conversation (or a TV interview), 
riders without the fancy dress, hunt followers who support the right of others to 
disagree with them, and a legion of other most reasonable and, largely, sensible 
people. They do not make for “sensational” TV, which is why they never appear on it.
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And so it is in all media representations of real life. The oft-repeated assertion that 
only bad news makes good news, is none the less quite true. There is never balance 
in the media, as in an ideal world where every story of human failure, greed, violence 
and corruption is balanced against all the acts of kindness, generosity, dignity, 
courage and altruism that actually make up daily life. If you find my representation 
of daily life to be inaccurate, ask yourself what informs your view? Could it be that 
the incessant negativity of news and current events is so bleak – so selectively bleak 
– that it becomes impossible to imagine hordes of ordinary people who aren’t drug 
addicts, muggers, car thieves and child molesters? Muslims who aren’t fanatics of one 
sort or another, intent on blowing up bits of civilisation as we know it? Africans who 
aren’t starving and depending on hand-outs from rich nations, who don’t have Aids 
and aren’t perpetrating the latest “Nigerian” email scam? Arabs who aren’t intent on 
destroying Israel and holding the world to ransom by cutting off our oil? Frenchmen 
who don’t believe the only cooking method known to Les Rosbifs is boiling? 
Businessmen who aren’t rapacious pirates, rigging markets, raiding pension funds 
and cooking (in the UK, boiling?) their books to swindle some old lady in Brighton? 
Germans who aren’t closet Nazis? Israelis who don’t think the only good Palestinian 
is a dead one? Politicians who aren’t venal, self-serving hypocrites with only an eye 
for re-election? How on earth can we know, or indeed think we know, when only the 
reprobates make it to the news pages and the TV bulletins?

Perhaps the answer lies in the vast cyberspace of the Internet? Then again, perhaps 
not. In an age in which information has been touted as the new currency, a swift 
devaluation has occurred. The sheer, indiscriminate profligacy of information – raw 
data – has rendered it all but worthless. Information is more like sewerage; we all 
create it, most of it is crap and once in a while something worthwhile can be found in 
the ooze, assuming you’re prepared to get your hands dirty and don’t mind the smell. 

This is the case in non-virtual experience too; I recently discussed with an Iraqi exile 
the determination by the US to go to war with Iraq. I started the conversation with 
a head full of newspaper reports, commentary by leading political pundits, opinion 
pieces from people as diverse as Edward Said and Jimmy Carter, and the latent effects 
of viewing information/propaganda on the web. This apparently rich assortment 
of sources gave me a sense – a false sense – of knowing enough to hold, and voice, 
opinions on the subject. 

An hour later, I was reeling as my assumptions were politely and knowledgeably 
demolished. Information and theories were propounded of which I knew little or 
nothing, much of which I am ashamed to admit was freely available in books and the 
net if only one took the time to read it all (and learn Arabic). Only later was I able 
to consider the volatile mixture of fact and opinion that colours all these sources, 
including the views of my friend, who is, after all, an exile. Ascribing motive and 
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political or strategic aims to historical facts is, at the best of times, a combination of 
knowledge, intuition, opinion and guesswork, from the highest level to the lowest, 
from the abstractions of academia to the earthy pronouncements between pints at 
the pub. We all think we know something, as if we can offer a critique of the whole 
movie having watched only the first five seconds of the trailer.

In a search for better information, the Internet can merely add to the confusion. I 
found a perfect example in something my friend told me; Henry Kissinger, in his 
1974 memoir, had stated that the strategic view of the US was, among other things, 
that Iraq was an anomaly and should be eliminated. Researching this quote, the 
only reference to the topic I could find – a single reference at that – was that Casper 
Weinberger had, in his own book “Fighting for Peace”, quoted Kissinger as referring 
to Lebanon (not Iraq) as “an anomaly, which should never have existed and should 
be eliminated”, the general terms used by my friend. In no case could I verify what 
Kissinger had or hadn’t said, only that an alleged statement may or may not be 
attributable, by others, to him.

It is not my intention in this chapter to comment on any matters pertaining to Iraq, 
or US foreign policy then or now. My Iraqi friend may, or may not, have confused 
certain dates or statements. I can’t tell, since my research immediately plunged me 
into a world fraught with agendas I could barely intuit, in which I couldn’t trust 
anything I read unless I could see the self-same claim, remark or quote on two other 
sites, and given the same provenance. On a topic like this, or perhaps any topic at 
all, there are so many views, a glut of information, so much propaganda and spin. So 
many sides to the coin that tossing it for an answer is no longer anything like a 50/50 
proposition. 

What makes matters much worse is the way information is “handled” these days. 
The news media no longer seeks out political and current event stories, but is 
the receptacle for its dissemination in a pre-shaped, expediently moulded form. 
Information must be “on-message”, which is to say it must be congruent with 
doctrine, and in a form that brooks no interpretation, only regurgitation. Naturally, 
the media chafe at this incursion into press freedoms, which they then abuse in order 
to get their own back.

Information is no longer subject to verification. Truth, or at least accuracy, can 
be likened to a football kicked between various factions, each with an agenda the 
promotion of which is more important than mere facts. The great and good have 
always kept their more scurrilous activities to themselves, and while the news media 
were allowed to determine what constituted news, and what didn’t, there was a tacit 
agreement about what constituted fair game. In so many cases, journalists have been 
well aware of improprieties among the elites (Jack Kennedy’s affair with Marilyn 
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Monroe springs to mind) yet there was no question of such issues ever appearing 
in topical print. Compare this with the astounding amount of coverage given to 
Clinton’s inability to keep his trousers zippered and one can see that news is no longer 
driven by a sense of proportion, but rather by a mentality of confrontation with a 
playground bully along the lines of “my newspaper is bigger than your government” 
(and consistent with the old adage “never pick a fight with someone who buys ink 
by the barrel). Reportage is replaced by moral indignation, a singularly inappropriate 
tool in the grubby, knowing hands of the media. 

The concept of accurate information is also undermined by advertising and 
marketing. It’s a phenomenon we seem to universally accept, while advertisers grow 
bolder and more liberal with the facts than ever before. Recently, I started getting 
junk mail with terrifying warnings on the envelope (“Important information, do 
not discard”, “Official correspondence, open at once”, that sort of thing. They even 
come in drab brown window envelopes to enhance the pseudo-legitimacy). Now, all 
such correspondence is suspect – including the legitimate stuff. Meanwhile, I read 
claims in adverts that are clearly untrue, but coded in such a way as to get round the 
Advertising Standards Authority regulations. There are even those that don’t bother 
to walk the tightrope, calculating that by the time complaints are made by the public 
(the ASA don’t act unilaterally), the ASA investigates and rules against the ad, the 
damage…sorry, benefit…of the campaign is a foregone conclusion. 

Much more serious is the deliberate suppression of facts, and advertising to counter 
them, perpetrated by the tobacco industry or the energy lobby, a group so self-
interested they spent futile millions on fake or highly selective, pseudo-scientific 
propaganda designed to cast doubt on global warming, those researching it and 
governments considering action to counter it. These people were knowingly and 
cynically selling off the environment of the whole world, to increase the short-term 
profits of a few powerful companies. This is a level of greed and moral corruption so 
profound I truly can’t understand how they could do it, while fully accepting they did 
in this post-Enron world. No one, not governments, not stock markets or investors, 
not the media and least of all the public, can really know what such people are up to, 
only that we can’t take anything they say at face value.

A fig then for what information we are allowed to see. There is, however, a more 
daunting aspect to all this than the distortion of what we appear to know: that which 
we don’t know – any of us – except a handful of the most powerful men and women 
on Earth. I’m always fascinated by the historic revelations that appear from time 
to time when UK government or agency documents are released under the 30-year 
rule, or the Freedom of Information Act in the US. For example, shameful foreign 
office actions in regard to the Mau-Mau uprising in Kenya shocked me, about which 
no-one had any idea, except the privileged few. If history demonstrates consistent 
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themes, one is that control of information has always been one of the most potent 
tools of rulers and governments, democratic or otherwise. Even today, there are 
official documents kept secret under the more draconian 100-year rule, and some that 
are withheld from the public records office altogether. Some are even destroyed, so 
sensitive are their contents deemed to be. It takes little effort to imagine the terrible 
nature of acts that need to be concealed for so long, even for eternity.

What do I know? I cannot trust what information I can access, while for every item 
I can read I now suspect there is another I can’t. In such an environment, I am as 
powerless to understand or judge the actions of those elected to govern as a serf in 
the middle ages. The difference between now and then is that the serf knew he had 
no idea what was going on; he just worked like a dog, had most of his income taken 
from him one way or another, and could look forward to a lifetime of servitude or 
poverty. Now, because we serfs can read, we can avail ourselves of newspapers. We 
have PCs, so we can also serf the Internet.

What can we learn from such sources? Only that never in history have public figures 
become so adept, so well-trained, in the art of dissembling, for which you can indeed 
be schooled by professionals, now a mandatory skill for survival in the jungle of 
public life. Why? Because they play to a global stage; serfs who can read, have TVs 
and access to world media through the Internet, and the vote. Because they know 
that every word and nuance will be poked, prodded and pored over until it gives up a 
meaning or inference that suits its interlocutors. Because they can lose their privilege 
and power if they are foolish enough to be candid or, in an extreme case, honest.

In the end, I can know – be certain of – nothing. Nothing that requires the 
assimilation of topical facts, anyway. Is it any wonder that enthusiasm for voting 
had dwindled when our votes no longer represent the exercise of democratic choice 
for a better society, merely – as it appears – the exchange of one set of con-men for 
another? Certainly there are good men and women in political life. It’s just that they 
don’t make the news pages or the 6pm bulletin either. Much more attractive to our 
media are condemnatory pieces on asylum seekers or Jeffery Archer types, nice easy 
targets for any vitriol left over after lubricating the chain-saw used to dismember the 
government of the day.

However, I do not believe that the disenfranchisement and apathy that seems so 
endemic is the only response. There are certain positions that need, or should need, 
little in the way of facts to support them. Here are a few: killing people is bad; 
war is never an ideal solution to any problem; distributing wealth unfairly leads to 
inequality; racism and intolerance are terrible manifestations of ignorance, both in 
the belief and the results that inevitably seem to follow; forcing people to endure 
oppression is vile; denying medical aid to third-world countries who can’t afford 
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them, while making vast profits on patented drugs at home, is immoral; starvation 
anywhere in the world today shames us all; the wilful destruction of the environment 
is a crime on a scale hard to conceive.

I needed few facts to come to these conclusions. There are no arguments that will 
cause me to reconsider. I need no confirmation, because I do have common sense, 
a moral compass, and a notion of what a perfect world could be like. It’s a vague 
notion, sure, but I didn’t write this book simply to criticise what I think is wrong, 
but to add to the faint but discernible movement towards something better, towards 
Utopia. This gentle current of dissent always lies just below the surface. It is normally 
cowed into submission and silence, but every now and then its murmuring grows 
louder, voice heard above the cacophony. I lived through one such time – the 60s 
– which for all its naivety had something about it I miss to this day. Peace and love: 
sounds daft, now we’ve had 40 years to practice our cynicism (although you could 
hardly claim it was a bad idea). 

What do I know? I know that peace and love have been in short supply for all of 
recorded history. I know that this civilisation should have, as its principle aim, the 
desire to move us towards a time where such virtues are more valued and better 
employed. I know I want this simple, innocent peace and love; for our children to 
inherit a world where these are the most important things. That I do know. It’s a start, 
and it is enough, at least to be getting on with. 
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1
Suppose you went shopping, and everything you saw in every shop was drab, fusty, 
old-fashioned, tired, formulaic and joyless. How could you bring yourself to make 
a choice from such an unattractive range? The most likely option would be to put 
your money back in your pocket and go home, unfulfilled. Now imagine we are 
talking about religion instead of consumer goods. By the time we are old enough 
to understand that we have spiritual options, we have also been made aware that 
nearly all religions in the west are strangely passive, archaic, deeply conservative and 
struggling to emerge from either well-earned notoriety or terrible tragedy. It is hardly 
surprising that the majority of young people do not, of choice, find faith in their 
lives. The major religions are, after all, extraordinarily old fashioned. What strength is 
there to be gained from a religious service conducted in a dead language, the rituals 
performed in slow motion? What kind of piety do you demonstrate by keeping 
men and women separated at religious services, the women relegated to second-class 
status in the house of their god? What has any of this to do with beliefs in the new 
millennium? What has it got to do with us, the techno-hip, world-wired, globally 
positioned, watch-the-war-as-it-happens-on-TV generation?

After all, while the Judeo-Christian bibles are basically a series of generic dramas 
about a very extended family or two, unfortunately they stopped writing new 
episodes around 33AD and we’ve been watching repeats ever since. Eventually, even 
the most slothful of us get fed up with the endless re-runs. It is true that there are 
only a limited number of basic plots, and that they are all in the Old Testament. 
However, drama relies on re-telling the stories with novel and contemporary elements 
added to appeal to the public; in that way, the stories are perpetually renewed. 
Otherwise, they are perpetually archaic. The religions of the west have been so 
complacent; they simply haven’t bothered to keep their message contemporaneous. 
Few can now be bothered to listen. I also think that people want a religion that 
vibrates with life, rather than one entirely dulled and stiffened by its relentless 
sobriety. Worship does not have to be solemn to be reverent.

Actually, that’s quite a claim for me to make: “…people want a religion…” Do 
they indeed? Surely, in this day and age it could be argued that believing in God, 
the Devil, Heaven and Hell and so forth, might be a bit childish? Are beliefs and 
superstitions not one and the same? What with nuclear weapons, men on the 
moon and genetics, are we not a bit too grown up to need religion? A bit too old to 

Part 2: The Blind Watch-Repairer
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enjoy fairy stories and parables, no matter how well meaning? A bit too wise to be 
instructed like children when we’re patently adult? Well, apparently not. While we 
westerners are rejecting institutionalised religion, we do not seem to find strength in 
our agnosticism. Instead, we are turning back to the old ways, strange mixtures of 
superstition, folk-wisdom, parapsychology, faith-healers and occultists mixed in with 
the hi-tech tools of the Internet age.

Perhaps God is simply old-fashioned in the digital age. And yet, it seems obvious 
that people do need to believe in something. Sure, it’s a sweeping generalisation, but 
one that I think is unusually accurate. There is some part in all of us that longs for 
order, strength and consistency in our spiritual life, however we might define such a 
thing, and following a system of beliefs is a recognised way of achieving these goals. 
Equally, communal acts of faith like praying together also reinforce our sense of 
social community, and it doesn’t seem to matter who or what we pray to – a séance 
is a prayer meeting by any other name, in the same way a tarot or astrology reading 
incorporates aspects of the confessional. 

When religious expressions of faith become devalued; when the practice of 
religion seems irrelevant to the society in which it exists, we shop elsewhere like 
the conditioned consumers we are. The trouble is this: if we turn away from the 
conventional religious institutions, what is there to choose between the cranks, fakes, 
charlatans, psychics and con artists, the madmen and murderers? 

Only the vacuum of consumerism or the razor-blade of science.

2
There are good reasons to believe in something monumental, greater than oneself. We 
can hardly measure our humility against something that fits in the fridge. We are not 
going to find the transcendent in tenets we neglect, any more than we will be moved 
or comforted by things we take for granted. Like consumerism, for example; this is 
what many are trying to believe in now – work, reward and damn the hereafter. It 
is the state-sponsored doctrine, and the official religion of the global economy. You 
will be all too familiar with the tenets of this faith; be a pious worker, and take your 
reward as a consumer. The more and better you work, the more you can consume. 
(That’s the reward part; consumer heaven.) Then there is the earthbound duty: 
acquire the education needed to articulate your faith through work; work as hard, 
as long and as well as you can, with appropriate piety and dedication. The more you 
succeed in these things, the greater your reward. 
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This is a belief system founded on trade; we are asked to barter the greater proportion 
of our lives for money, with which we are to purchase happiness. And we understand 
this new theology, for it is fitted to the meanest understanding; where our beliefs 
come from (the boss), who etched the tablets (his secretary), how our new beliefs are 
organised (company rules), how we worship (work), when we worship (9 to 5 with 
a half-hour for lunch), what our reward is (wages), how much (never enough), and 
when (end of month rather than end of life). A tidy, shrink-wrapped system. Not 
only that, but speaking generally and in terms of the industrialised nations, it works 
with a consistency and relevancy not demonstrated by some other religions I could 
name.

There are, unfortunately, some drawbacks. One of the key characteristics of 
meaningful beliefs is the tension between life and death, mystery and the everyday, 
the knowable and the unknowable. Spiritual ecstasy is the greatest expression of our 
capacity to celebrate this paradox. All people seek to embrace the mystery of their 
awareness, experience those small epiphanies in all the diverse ways that individuals 
are capable of. I regret that so many of us are mistakenly led by their new faith 
to search for these experiences in the arid deserts of consumerism; the seekers of 
enlightenment would do well to hunt in a place that offered plenty of trails through 
the undergrowth, signposts in the jungle, not in the wind-blown desolation of the 
shopping mall. There is no mystery in shopping.

Another flaw in the consumer doctrine can be deduced from a simple observation: 
we can all be poor but we can’t all be rich. If this is true, then there is no possibility 
whatever of creating an egalitarian world society based on consumption. There 
isn’t enough money, space or resources for us all to be millionaires, live on great 
estates in large houses, own several cars, a yacht and so on – especially if the fantasy 
incorporates the paradox of having servants to do the dirty work. Rich people over-
consume as a symbol of status, but in global terms, the planet Earth simply could 
not sustain such profligate indulgence if everyone was doing it. Consumerism has 
a clever trick to stop too many people from gaining entrance to heaven; the cost of 
everything you want is always a little more than you can afford, and goes up slightly 
ahead of what you earn. Only a clever or devious minority can solve this puzzle, but 
I’m afraid they usually do so at the expense of those less perceptive than themselves. 
The less perceptive are, of course, those for whom the tenets of the consumer faith are 
meaningless; in the extreme it is those living in poverty and disease, the exploited and 
the defenceless for whom the only promise made by materialism is more of the same.

We are also called on to make a terrible compromise. In claiming the reward we are 
promised for our work, we must accept our part in the Faustian bargain, of having 
the pleasure in our consumption undermined by our certain knowledge that the 
things we consume are either unfairly distributed, inhumanely exclusive, made from 
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materials for which the real value has been subverted to the benefit of the rich, taken 
in part from poverty-stricken nations whose lot never seems to improve, and often 
made by workers living at subsistence levels – so little are they paid – but which 
generate such huge profits for multinational companies. We know this; many of 
us in the western world know this, but we want our reward more than we want 
the egalitarian society that we could promote by relinquishing our right to unjust 
benefits; that is, by consumers going on strike. We are a long way from taking such 
moral industrial action. We’ve earned our thirty pieces of silver, and we struggle to 
live with our shame. Perhaps our voluminous contributions to charity are a way of 
ameliorating our more discomforting introspections? 

I don’t know; what’s a believer to do? Answer: look after number one. These issues 
become less and less problematic the more we concentrate on thinking about 
ourselves, what we want or think we deserve, to the exclusion of all, and everyone, 
else. We become isolated by our self-centred beliefs and our concomitant self-serving 
lives; we feel little towards those who don’t (or can’t) work as hard as we do, since 
they are plainly less meritorious. Our acquisitions are used to insulate ourselves from 
others, except where it is necessary to display our prosperity in order to highlight the 
disparity between what we have and others do not. By flaunting our relative wealth, 
we become targets to those who would part us from it by fair means or foul, requiring 
another protective, and separating, layer of insulation from the society in which we 
live. We pay a terrible price to gain and maintain our status, our right to be selfish, 
even though this is the logical, and implicitly meritorious, outcome of applying the 
tenets of the consumer’s faith.

We must also note that the doctrine of greed cannot be satiated. While there is no 
measure of the spiritual experience, there is of course a suitable measure of success 
within the hierarchies of consumption. It is wealth, and as we can plainly see, there 
is no cut-off point at which people say enough is enough. In fact, quite the opposite 
appears to be true, in that most rich people work hard to get even richer. They also 
claim it requires more effort to remain rich than it took to get that way. Rarely is early 
retirement seen as an attractive option, any more than giving it all away and starting 
again for the fun or challenge of it. Mainly, rich people never can get enough, so I 
guess you or I would feel the same were we thus tempted. (Test me, O Lord; test me.)

3
Organised religion – that is, where someone else has done the thinking for us and all 
we have to do is buy the manual and pay our dues – has not so far provided a suitable 
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framework out of which a just society has emerged. This charge cannot be laid at the 
door of the religions themselves, but those who lead and those who follow. Many 
religions contain so much political or social doctrine, and have done for so long, 
we hardly notice any more. Some religions have even thought it necessary to rule in 
minute detail on every possible thought and action. Perhaps at the benevolent heart 
of organised religions lies the belief they are supplying guidance to a community 
that has no moral resources of its own, but this historical view is no longer valid, and 
probably never was. We are not ignorant peasants who travel no further than the next 
village. We no longer live in fear of the dark, in terror of the wind while praying for 
rain; no longer do we make sacrifices to favour the seasons, or depend solely on the 
few who can read to spread the word to a majority that can’t. Equally, we do not need 
fifteen volumes of politicised doctrine when we are capable of developing guidelines 
of our own from ten simple commandments.  

I introduce the commandments of the Judaic Old Testament because they are a 
perfect example of the power of simple thinking, the kind we can all grasp without 
spending time in a seminary. Good, simple and common themes lie at the heart of 
nearly all belief systems. It would be a perverse, and possibly ill-attended, religion 
that did not have piety, humility, generosity, tolerance, self-discipline, respect and 
honesty at its core. People all over the world, in many different cultures, share a 
sense of what is decent and what is right. Their religions reflect this by recording the 
most deeply held and clearly expressed moral values in the ancient texts. The biblical 
infusions of wisdom in these records are also among the most widely printed and 
distributed documents in the world, so we can hardly claim to be excluded from 
their appreciation. The messages are, at heart, simple; they need no interpretation or 
elaboration.  Thou shalt not kill; sounds simple enough to me. Unfortunately, later 
editions tacked on a whole monastery full of caveats, exemptions, exigencies and 
excuses to justify political and personal ends, all embellished with a lush theological 
veneer: Thomas Aquinas has a lot to answer for. It is also strange to me that so much 
good advice should be buried in such arcane, archaic and obscure writing, although 
the cynical writer might admire a scheme in which he rewrites an important tract 
in a code that only he understands, thus creating a hereditary job deciphering it for 
the masses every weekend. This archaic detachment has been the undoing of western 
religion.

But the information is valid, even if it takes a bit of effort to separate the wheat 
from the chaff. I suggest that each person should determine for themselves what is 
appropriate to believe, and what is not, because while the works of a religion are said 
to be made by God, the records of the religion are clearly kept by man, a creature 
prone to error. I believe we all have a duty to create our own paths, rather than accept 
the course we are given without question. On the evidence of history, we certainly 
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shouldn’t believe everything we are told, and by rejecting the need for mass spiritual-
conformity, we also create an opportunity to disengage ourselves from the iniquities 
of its institutions. If your beliefs work, and in following them you improve the world 
for all men and women in some modest way – and you are absolutely certain of this 
– then keep it up; if not, work out why, cut off the part that offends and replace it 
with something better. Out of a movement like this, one might hope we would not 
kill in the name of our Gods, we wouldn’t persecute those with different beliefs, be 
intolerant of discussion and dissent and attempt to rule the spiritual society with a 
depleted uranium fist in an ecumenical velvet glove. 

It’s not as if I’m suggesting anything new (as usual). I can’t think of a major religion 
that hasn’t shattered into many schisms. It is impossible to join an institutional 
religion which practices a pure and unadulterated version of the faith. The best you 
can manage is to choose which faction suits you. These divisions are made for a 
bewildering array of reasons, ranging from dress through demands for arcane acts 
of piety, to matters of geography or affluence, careers or trades. Sectarianism is an 
affirmation of my own argument that it is valid for people to interpret the tenets 
of faith for themselves. Sectarians by their actions demand the freedom to decide 
what is important – selectively important – in their traditions and scriptures, and 
what is not. They can’t all be right; no one sect can claim to be superior, exclusively 
correct, although many try. They can all be equally valid if they are based on suitably 
well-interpreted theologies and practised with vigour. Sectarian faiths offer so many 
interpretations already that adding one more to the list – by forming a sect of one, for 
example – would hardly be of import, except to the founder. A nation whose people 
follow self-determined and individually validated beliefs, respecting the spiritual 
choices of others, collectively pursuing the worthy goals that spring from them, and 
expecting only proper and modest rewards, is a hard thing to subvert, a difficult 
target for ridicule or disparagement, embodies a collective will hard to deflect and a 
flexibility that will allow it to defend itself without belligerence or deceit. Worship 
global, pray local, you might say.

If you might be prepared to consider yourself temporarily dispossessed of your 
spiritual home – and I put the suggestion tactfully because it’s a hard thing to admit 
to; that we believe in nothing or nothing of much merit – my best suggestion is to 
employ a skill we already have in abundance: go shopping. Organised religions may 
be suspect, but the tenets on which they are founded are not. Pick and mix, and 
take anything that is of use to you. Just don’t join the club, or feel obliged to form a 
new one. Be properly selective, and if you find something of use, then apply it with 
rigour and conviction. But do not construct a personal Tower of Babel from which to 
commit suicide, the worst kind of pyrrhic victory. 

I know this is not as easy as buying a ready-made kit and following the assembly 
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instructions, but home-made is always more satisfying than something out of a box, 
even when it doesn’t quite fit together with factory precision. And do not remain in 
the darkness, the place of no beliefs at all; not of your own volition. In the vacuum of 
space, it is said, no-one can hear you scream, and therefore no-one will come to your 
aid – in which case a flashlight might come in handy. 

Another thing we might find useful is to stop acting like adolescents, forever asserting 
our independence while demanding support at every turn. As adults, we could 
dispense with the need for guides and interpreters; the priesthood as surrogate parents 
of our souls. As responsible adults we could indeed stand on our own two feet, 
examine the issues, make our own minds up, decide for ourselves, take responsibility 
for those decisions and not be subjects of, and submissive to, those who would 
otherwise guide us. They have led us into this dark place: it is up to us to find our 
own way out.

If we do not fill the void in our souls that consumerism promotes with something 
proper and meaningful, our society will collapse under the stress of self-pity, fear and 
recrimination. We feel sorry for ourselves, and claim to be victims of the treachery 
of our spiritual leaders. Our consuming habits don’t stop us feeling afraid, alone and 
unfulfilled, so we seek to blame someone or something for our plight rather than 
be honest and admit the responsibility is ours because we chose what we wanted to 
believe in, and chose badly. We revile those who should be our spiritual companions, 
making them instead our enemy because they practice something different or have 
more faith than we do; we vilify them in every way imaginable and discriminate 
against them whenever possible. We divide but clearly never conquer. We engage in 
hate when we are too fearful to love; in evil where we cannot bring ourselves to see 
good; in war against others when we can find no peace of our own. 

�
The difference between a religion and a philosophy can be seen in what religion adds 
to its counterpart. Up to a certain point, they share the same characteristics; analysis 
and commentary on the human condition. But religion goes further, because the 
efficacy of a religion is based on groups of people explicitly sharing the same ideology, 
where philosophy does not. In the same way, philosophy is built on logic and the 
construction of arguments that conform to it, where religions by their very nature 
are illogical; they cannot be proved or disproved through discourse. Since a theology 
cannot be tested, and therefore no consensus can be reached through reason and 
debate, it is only the collective faith of its followers that give it potency and power. 
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Unfortunately, the unsatisfying aspect of religion – that the tenets can never be 
proved – lead inevitably to totalitarianism within its institutions. It is in our nature 
to ask questions, and expect through reason to come by good answers. Where the 
only answers religion can supply are less than satisfying to the logical mind – that we 
must depend on faith – religious leaders have always sought an extra advantage by 
employing a bit of fear, coercion and violence to suppress our natural dissent; if you 
don’t do what we say, you’ll be damned for eternity – that kind of thing.

The concepts religion adds to philosophy are these: faith; worship, deities (that 
is, something to worship), mysteries, devotion and conformity. Philosophies may 
encompass the same issues, but do not demand obeisance to them.  Some religions, 
but not all, confer exclusive rights to the rewards on offer. Others demand obedience, 
and sanction punishment for failure, in this world or the next. Philosophies share 
few of these traits, offering far less cheap comfort or quick succour for the fearful. 
Religion, on the other hand, is more egalitarian. You may not fully understand the 
tenets of a religion, but piety is an attribute of the quality of faith, not the depth of 
understanding. Crudely, you can be thick as shit and still touch God, but no matter 
how many times you read his works, you may get sod all out of Sartre. 

Philosophies offer conclusions, but not absolutes, and in general seek to de-mystify 
our lives and actions rather than enshrine those mysteries as a fundamental – indeed 
necessary – part of the human condition. Philosophy is an exploration of man created 
by man; religion is an exploration of man made by God, but analysed by man. As 
a result, God suffers as all authors do when read in translation, which makes one 
wonder why he didn’t do the job Himself (or Herself – I make little attempt to keep 
up with the PC issues, and since God is said to have made me in His image, it seems 
only fair that I do the same to Him, and God help me indeed if I’m wrong, for hell 
hath no fury…:) Actually, a re-reading of theological history with less levity might 
even suggest that all monotheistic religions were instilled in this way; the all-powerful 
force disseminating its presence to each nationality in turn, and fitted to the variety of 
cultures of man accordingly. If that were so, it would be unfortunate to discover that 
we chose to diminish and bring into disrepute the beliefs of others in order to assert 
the exclusiveness of our compact with God, as if He or She had spoken to us alone. If 
God has a telephone, it is unlikely he only has one number to dial.

Philosophy does not, in my opinion, have any kind of ascendancy over religion, any 
more than the scientific method does over beliefs; the former is no greater expression 
of intelligence, insight or wisdom than a properly considered act of faith. Rather 
the opposite, perhaps; for an intelligent, insightful person, an act of faith, of belief, 
requires courage not only in the face of the unknown, but also the willingness to 
enter a thought-paradox of one’s own creation. If you admire logic and reason, how 
can you also abandon them in favour of faith, a property that logic and reason cannot 
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fruitfully debate? Are the two not mutually exclusive in the same head and soul? 
This is, coincidentally, the paradox that afflicts the scientific community, leading to 
scientists and followers of religions expressing lofty contempt for each other and to 
attempt – unbelievably – to prove each other wrong. 

Philosophy is too often an academic pursuit that finds faith akin to superstition, 
in much the same way as some scientists. For example, many think that faith must 
always be allied with ignorance and superstition. While we should all be suspicious of 
blind faith, the act itself should not be considered irrational. In fact, blind faith, like 
superstition, is faith misdirected by fear, a terror so great we embrace the irrational, 
denying even our own logic. We are better off without superstition, because the 
investment of faith can only be properly made when we are free of compulsion. 
Only then can we offer our devotions voluntarily and in good heart. Theologies 
should provide suitable tools in order to achieve this, but some just seek to frighten 
us by playing on the very superstitions that keep us manageable. We are rather less 
controllable when we think clearly, which is much easier to do when we are not 
paralysed with irrationality or burning with zealotry. 

Nor should we hide behind our faith, so as to convince ourselves that what we fear 
has gone away. This is the core problem of organised religions today; they are used 
badly, as a blindfold with pretty, mythical pictures of the past stapled inside them, 
not as a telescope to see into the distance and the future. My main issue with George 
W. Bush and his stance is that, as a self-professed Christian, he can advocate killing 
people. I do not recall the Old Testament saying “Thou shalt not kill, except when 
it is expedient to do so”, or the Lord reported as saying “Vengeance is mine, but if 
you can cut down on my workload, go ahead”. Bush uses the blindfold of his faith, 
badly interpreted, to obscure the facts and sanctify his actions, rather than use the 
compassion of his faith to guide him towards benign solutions in a peaceful future. 
If all the Christians in the world actually did what Christ proposed, rather than what 
the followers of Christ proposed, this world would be quite nice and Christianity 
wouldn’t be in such decline. Our religions are only as good, as valid, as our practice 
of them. If you slaughter people and oppress others in the name of your religion, 
I suggest you need a better one. On the other hand, it may be simply a matter of 
translation; as I said previously, most religions I’m aware of have the same, proper 
values at their heart. Has this core been corrupted? This is what each individual 
should decide for themselves. If they reach that conclusion, they should act on it with 
conviction and continuity, for there is nothing more utterly worthless than half a 
belief.
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There is nothing more dangerous than the misdirection of actions based on strongly 
held beliefs, whether secular or religious. The worst excesses recorded in history are 
attributed to people who either believed, or claimed to believe, that what they were 
doing was Right. In this respect, beliefs were, and still are, used to validate the most 
horrific acts; genocide, barbarity, torture, religious persecution, bigotry, race-hatred, 
war, oppression and destruction, none of which can be supported by reason. (I for 
one can never forgive the barbarians who destroyed the Great Library of Alexandria. 
In my whimsical opinion as an amateur historian, this is the single greatest, or 
perhaps most concentrated, loss to culture in all recorded history – the only collection 
in existence of so much accumulated knowledge, set to the torch and forever beyond 
recall. Who knows what wisdom was lost that day or how much our civilisation was 
set back? I feel quite sad every time I think about it.)

We are, of course, talking about a phenomenon we know today as fundamentalism, 
which I regard as religion corrupted by superstitious fear, and observed compulsively. 
Historically, fundamentalists have always wreaked their havoc; the Inquisition of 
the Catholic Church in its heyday was every bit as irrational as today’s Christian 
fundamentalists, equally dedicated to developing a skewed interpretation of their 
doctrines in order to justify their awful acts. This wilful misinterpretation of 
good ideas, turning them into bad ones, is common to all fundamental religious 
movements. It is also offensive to the moderate majority, which is one reason 
fundamental religious regimes seek to institutionalise themselves in the secular world 
as quickly as possible, using violence and repression quite ardently in order to do so, 
for they become far less vulnerable and better equipped to silence dissent as a result. 
Achieving secular establishment results in acts like the state-sanctioned stoning of 
women to death by the public for sexual transgressions, or zealots driving women 
back into a burning building to their deaths because they were not wearing their 
veils, as happened just recently in the Middle East. Funny how they keep picking on 
women, too. Or is it?

Why do people become so extreme? Well, I never met a fundamentalist who wasn’t 
scared witless of something or other, so I conclude they are simply overpowered by 
fear and irrationality, but can find no help in the conventions of their faith. (I make 
no case against those who seek power and wealth using religion as a tool, for this kind 
of fundamentalism is more easily identified and debunked, and therefore somewhat 
less dangerous on any scale). In such circumstances, some people evidently find solace 
in superstitious beliefs that assuage their apprehensions as cheaply as possible. One of 
the cheapest ways to do this is to believe the blame lies with someone, or something 
else. Ironically, I think it takes more effort to maintain an irrational position than a 
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sane one; think of how much time and effort the Christian Fundamentalists in the 
US are spending on combating the evils of evolution, when they could be praying? 
Their efforts to suppress the teaching of Darwinian Theory recognise no extremes; in 
their fervour, they would have the government ban the teaching of scientific theory 
in favour of creationism as fact, even today. Nor are they content unless dissenting 
voices are eliminated – teaching both theories, as theories, does not appear acceptable 
– so little faith do they really have, so inflexible is their practice of that faith, and so 
fearful are they of discovery. 

Fundamentalists are also irresponsible in the worst possible way. Because they have 
no will of their own but are simply the faithful servant of their God – predestination, 
in other words – they award themselves absolution for their acts, in advance. It’s 
all in God’s hands; you know the arguments, like “…if God hadn’t wanted us to 
have nukes, why would he have given us the ability to make them?”. (You will 
note that this sophistry will not accede to the existence of Darwinism on the same 
basis; evolutionary theory was, of course, invented by the Devil, as was this very 
argument!). We have choices, and the ability to exercise them. It doesn’t matter if it 
is a secular or spiritual gift; the fact is that we choose in everything we do, including 
what we believe. We have this ability to decide, and are solely responsibly for the 
consequences of the choices we make, a burden which fundamentalists are keen to 
excuse themselves from carrying.

They also need enemies. Clearly defined and suitably demonised, anything will do; 
creed, colour, religion, dress, music, a preference for red wine over white, or that you 
drink wine at all. Every distinguishing characteristic of human beings can, it seems, 
be used as a weapon against us by the forces of bigotry. Our endeavours too: art, 
sculpture, film, science (or selective branches of it), are frequent targets; so are writers 
and their damned books, burned at the stake in advance of the heretics themselves. 
People are still burning books. This is one of those things that stops me dead in my 
tracks. My God! In the USA, they are still burning books, here in the 21st century. 
The most urbanised, powerful, richest, heavily armed and technologically advanced 
nation in the world has citizens who burn books! And there’s me, writing one about 
creating a utopia; when I think of people burning books, the utter stupidity of 
thinking that somehow you can incinerate knowledge, the sheer barbarity of the 
attempt, I do have to wonder if my optimism is misplaced. 

But not for long. I do spend time considering how important it is to make sure 
this book is not mistaken for a fundamentalist text. I advocate a return to simpler 
values, less materialism, proper faiths observed with piety; these too are unmistakable 
hallmarks of nicely-worded fundamentalism. However, I also advocate more 
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involvement by individuals, personal responsibility over institutional, considerably 
less pre-destination in all our affairs through more spontaneous growth, controlled 
only by setting initial conditions properly. I also believe in chaos and change, am 
fascinated by science and infatuated with technology, and expect men to know 
woman as their equal in all things. I hope readers will assign appropriate significance 
to all these strands.

�
Faith is the force that makes our beliefs productive. No matter what we believe, 
without faith our conviction will be found lacking and the benefits of investing that 
faith equally compromised. We are asked to put our faith in religious institutions in 
the same way we do the consumer society, even though both organisations seem to 
short-change their constituents. Consumerism is undermined when, for example, 
the wealthy continue to make money even when everyone else does not, as a result of 
exploiting their privilege. Faith is deeply undermined when ideological promises are 
broken, even capitalist ones; the failure of pension funds is an example of a breach 
of trust that does terrible violence to the pensioner’s faith in the system he or she 
invested in all their lives. 

Equally, religions that become powerful institutions in their own right never seem to 
tire of involvement in very base concerns, frequently associated with the acquisition 
of wealth and the exercise of political influence. This is bound to lead to war from 
time to time, since religions are trans-national, and their sphere of influence therefore 
greater than any single nation-state. One of the key reasons the west is so nervous 
about Islam is that we have no comparable parallel spiritual force or motivation with 
which to balance its growth against the doctrinal differences between lives based on 
consumer values as opposed to spiritual ones. (Muslims don’t make ideal materialists, 
so the forces of consumption seek to contain the threat to consumerist culture that 
Islam is mounting, whilst trying hard to suppress the notion that they are attacking 
Muslims on the basis of their faith, which of course they are.) Accordingly, it is 
the belief of the technocratic powers that this vacuum in the spiritual defences of 
materialism should be shored up with suitably industrial reinforcements – weapons 
of mass destruction, the only force for change of equivalent magnitude that the 
industrial powers control. Everything in the west is available at a price, apparently, 
including the kind of salvation that will burn a hole in the eye of any witnesses, 
believer or not. 
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There is not enough money in the entire world to buy our faith, however; when 
faith is betrayed we feel it most keenly, and we are deeply reluctant to re-invest it in 
more of the same. This makes sense when you think of the decline in voter numbers, 
which we might also characterise as a decline of our faith in the fairness, probity and 
morality of material democracy. Betrayed over and over again, and now routinely 
informed of it by a pervasive and gleeful media, we watch our leaders, governments 
and businesses fall by some wayside or other, and neither our faith, nor our money, 
can be confidently invested in them any longer. Instead of re-investing in the might 
of the dollar, the euro, the yen and the pound, we could abandon the gigantic leaky 
ark in which we are trapped, and put our faith in ourselves, in our intelligence and 
ability to learn, in the affirmative spiritual action we all could take if we could just 
turn the TV off for a moment. 

Our religions and their allies in the secular world have all too often regarded their 
flock as proverbial sheep, not as an expression of their duty of care, so much as their 
right to fleece us one way or another. And they are beyond redemption: we can no 
more reclaim our religious institutions now than we can their secular counterpart, 
which is not to say our religions cannot be recovered from their hands, however. In 
the secular world of organised religion, we are a powerless mass. In the spiritual realm 
of the individual, we are giants and worship alone. We just have to believe it.
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1
I marvel at science, and I’m fascinated with technology. I read scientific digests 
weekly, and I’m on first name terms with all manner of tools, gadgets, computers, 
devices and machines. Although I don’t often catch a glimpse of it, I appreciate the 
imperious beauty of mathematics and wonder at the diverse ways we find to apply 
it. I do regret that so much ingenuity down the years has been co-opted for violent 
purposes, but science is always demanding of support, and where there’s a war 
machine to be made, the powerful will always invest. This problem is as old as war 
itself; science will never be free of this burden until we give peace a chance, a phrase 
with a rather familiar ring to it.

Not everyone feels the way I do. For some, the discoveries of science appear to be 
pulled directly from Pandora’s Box. While it is true that the applications of scientific 
discovery have a very mixed record of benefit to mankind, this is hardly the fault 
of science. Modern science – from the renaissance onward – and the mathematics 
that underpins it, is pretty rigorous, but its utility is always open to interpretation. 
The doors it unlocks are many and various. It is man, however, who decides which 
doors to open, which remain closed, and mankind must bear the responsibility for its 
choices. Science in theory is neither good nor evil, but strictly neutral. You wouldn’t 
think this from the sociological evidence; religion and science have been at odds from 
the very beginning. Both have a case to make, and both are founded on problematic 
positions. Who wants to go first?

There is a fundamental aspect of religion or, more properly, belief, that science by 
its nature must abhor, and that is faith. The scientific method – the gold standard 
of reductionism – provides the nearest thing to proof science will admit to, without 
going quantum on us. (In the quantum world, all bets are off; I think God, should 
he or she exist, is punishing the scientists for their impudence by teasing them 
mightily with a counter-intuitive reality in which every rule of science is broken, but 
still works. Quantum science reduces its practitioners to something approximating 
religious superstition; even Einstein was taken aback with quantum entanglement 
– where particles can interact simultaneously while distant from each other – and 
referred to it as “spooky action at a distance”). 

In the world of science, the proof is everything, and the measure of its validity is the 
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integrity of the method by which it was derived. In all these processes, in all science, 
faith is diligently excommunicated on a daily basis, like offering up an atheist’s prayer 
each morning. Nothing can be believed, only proved. In place of belief, science has 
the hypothesis, which in their lexicon is the untested theory. A scientist may say he 
or she believes something might be possible, but that’s just a turn of phrase. What 
they mean is that they have a theory, but haven’t tested it yet. Beliefs in the world of 
science are ephemeral, transient and rather second-class.

This would be very well if it wasn’t for a certain dogma that pervades scientific 
thinking, clashing head-on with religion with all the predictability of a disaster movie. 
The proper distaste science has for faith in its own doings has evolved into a complete 
dismissal of all faith. Science even goes so far as to suggest that anything its methods 
cannot validate also cannot exist, which rules out God, of course. Scientists are often 
scathing about those who oppose their views with only beliefs to guide them, calling 
them ignorant, superstitious, backward, foolish, naive, anti-science and the rest. 
Their vitriol reveals an uncomfortable truth, for scientists in their defensive passions 
demonstrate a powerful belief at work; by their own lights, their faith in the creed 
of scientific rationalism must therefore also be an irrational act, since at no time can 
science be proved by scientific method to be omniscient, except in retrospect; that 
is, when we know everything there is to know. If arrival at this apex of knowledge 
sounds unlikely – for it is certainly a journey we have yet to complete – then what 
we are seeing is yet another clash of religions, a war between disparate beliefs that can 
never be resolved. It is not the noble struggle supporting the ascendancy of reason 
over ignorance, as science would have us believe.

For lay people, science is a demanding faith to follow. Science is very precise; hard-
edged and steely-eyed, like a schoolteacher you are always scared of because he 
sees, with an insight akin to X-ray vision, every flattery and deception, mistake and 
misjudgement, even those transgressions committed miles away and in the dark. Kind 
of inhuman, you might say, which is also the feeling invoked by the cold glass maze 
of experiments, the sterile labs, shiny microscopes and angular machines, the lab rats 
and smoking beagles, the chemical plants and nuclear reactors, satellites and statistics, 
computer simulations and gene maps. Hard science and a hard world made from it. 

People are not like that. We are soft, rounded, indeterminable, messy, vague, 
imprecise, malleable and immutable in equal, and contradictory, measure. Yet 
people are science, for it would surely not exist without us. Science is the act of 
observation, the universe its object; without the observer, what measure can be made 
of the observed? None the less, science would like to do away with the behavioural 
paradoxes that, in my view, make humans so interesting. They try, but always fail; you 
cannot reduce the mysteries of life, the universe and everything to an equation. How 
long is a piece of string-theory?
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Here then is the incongruity which plagues the scientific mind. At the heart of belief 
lies mystery; that which our consciousness requires faith to address because all other 
methods are inadequate. Science would, if it could, eliminate all mystery from our 
existence, because to do so would not only be the attainment of science’s ultimate 
goal – the theory of everything – but also invalidate belief and faith as tools (which 
science despises), in favour of hypotheses and rigorous proofs (which science adores). 
A mystery, tacitly left unsolved, is not seen as an asset to the human condition, but a 
weakness of mind, a vacuity of intellect or a failure of method. The unknown has no 
intrinsic value to science; it is merely that for which the appropriate mathematics has 
not yet been formulated. It is therefore all the more interesting to me that the place 
where science gets in trouble is the very same junction of the known and unknown 
that humans find so provocative, and from which we are rewarded so generously 
– and mysteriously – from time to time.

2
I speak of the small epiphanies, the wonder of it all. Our ability to be deeply moved 
is a very enigmatic feature of perception, itself the greatest mystery of all. Who 
knows whether we have a soul, if God exists, if there is a plan to all this, or just utter 
chaos and a stroke or two of luck? It seems to me that the meaningful part of our 
consciousness, the aspect we can freely rejoice in and enjoy, is not just that we have 
perceptions, but that it is possible to be aware of them. The part of us that is moved, 
touched, sometimes deeply affected, is so strange we need a concept like the soul 
just to discuss it. The soul is therefore correspondingly strange because we can’t see 
it, cannot find consensual proof of its existence, and yet most people insist they have 
one. We all express our notions of soul with startling, if allusive, consistency. 

On the other hand, try examining the soul in a laboratory and you’ll soon require 
a large supply of aspirin, coupled with the patience of a deity. Science is enraged by 
our concepts of soul, of spiritual or faith-based experience, because while they are 
not so foolish as to insist these concepts don’t actually exist, scientists harbour the 
powerful conviction that they are not what they seem, that such experiences are a 
mirage, a faulty interpretation of the facts. It is a self-defeating argument because 
there can never be a consensus on personal experience, not least for the blindingly 
obvious reasons that only the individual ever has them, and they are never alike. Even 
where a group of people are said to experience together a life-changing event (a mass 
hallucination, as science would dismiss it), their descriptions of what happened and 
what it all means are wholly personal, utterly subjective. This uniqueness seems to 
me a great virtue, since our individuality is constantly under threat elsewhere. There 
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is little I can truly claim to be entirely my own, but my spiritual life and the personal 
reality in which I exist are the great exceptions. They belong to no-one else but me, 
and to their existence only I can attest, a position that also puts my experiences 
outside the reach of science. It is a weakness of scientific theory’s ambition to be 
all-encompassing, that only consistent phenomena can be subject to its methods. 
What good would it be to know the speed of light or have a map of the human 
genome, if on subsequent days they were completely different; that the same tests that 
prove a theory today would fail tomorrow? No mystery will yield proofs; if it tested 
consistently it wouldn’t be a mystery, would it?

Science would also deny me the full benefit of my experiences as a person. I have 
had things happen in my life that are beyond understanding, that are so strange they 
cannot be spoken of without sounding idiotic, and yet have affected me so powerfully 
the course of my life has been redirected immediately as a result; and I am certainly 
not alone in this. Using the terms that science employs, every explanation for the 
smaller and greater epiphanies of my life would also demean my experience of them. 
What is most important to me is the profound, the transcendental. Science seeks to 
reduce these, the greatest moments of my life, to anomalies of my febrile imagination, 
to coincidence, mass or solo hallucination, rationalisation, superstition, suggestion, 
psychological problems and, if I’m truculent enough, utter madness. They explain 
my perceptions as the firing of random neurons, connections between the wrong 
ganglia, eccentric electric phenomena and misread chemical messages. Reductionist 
science tries to reduce me and my life to sets of numbers, and anything that can’t be 
enumerated must therefore be discarded. They try to rebuild me out of the smallest 
components they can reduce me to, but every time they try, the construct is rather 
more capable, more complex and more unpredictable than the mere assemblage of 
components would suggest. Determinism applied to humans is like assembling on 
a chassis one engine, four wheels, a drive shaft, steering wheel and a gearbox, then 
being very surprised indeed when the thing flies. (It is at this point scientists usually 
realise why installing brakes might have been a good idea.)

Science tries to reduce everything to understandable quanta, for it believes that in 
doing so it can also understand the relationships between components. Applied to my 
spiritual life, this method can only be disrespectful of my experiences, because I have 
no proof that these experiences necessarily embody the interpretation I give them, 
or that I even had such experiences at all. Science claims their own explanations can 
be proven, and in their self-righteous fervour they dismiss the quanta of my spiritual 
life because it can’t. Lucky for me, I don’t give a damn for their explanations, mainly 
because I don’t need an analysis to know what has happened to me, or to appreciate 
my life. I already know when I’m happy. I have faith, coupled with a belief in 
myself, and whatever little wisdom I possess, it is sufficient for me to realise that the 
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real merit of my life lies in the mysteries I experience, the fact that they cannot be 
explained, and that they are utterly unique to me. I grant you the freedom to live in 
a reality different from mine, and accept that both are equally valid. Science insists 
that there can only be one correct interpretation of the available data (even if they 
don’t have it yet) and they attempt to make reality as hard and fast as the machines 
they employ to investigate it. I think this goes against the grain of human experience, 
because without mystery I believe we would just become very, very bored.

Science is also given to much hubris; insolent pride coming, as usual, before a 
fall. Any number of falls, in fact. Science is, at times, as blind to the cause and 
effect relationships between itself and an equivocal society, as the US government 
is uncomprehending of the bad will generated by its foreign, military and trade 
policies. History records the many promises broken by science and scientists, the 
money ploughed into improbable research and impetuous technologies. We end up 
with nuclear power stations but also hydrogen bombs. Penicillin and VX nerve gas, 
telescopes and spy satellites, the big bang and C4 plastic explosives, weed-killers and 
poisoned wildlife, central heating and global warming. For every development that 
science has informed, there are any number of failures, and some terrible mistakes, 
like Thalidomide or Eugenics. Every bad idea, every fearsome weapon, every man-
made plague and pestilence; each had its devoted propagandists. When, for example, 
science tinkers with the very stuff of life itself – DNA – we have very good historical 
grounds for scepticism, so it doesn’t help when our concerns are contemptuously 
dismissed, our fears derided as groundless. It is no longer credible to say “trust me, 
I’m a scientist”. We are not awe-struck children turning lights on and off, on and off, 
incredulous and bemused by the wonder of electricity, and we well remember what 
happens when we trust science blindly. 

All too often, science seems to act with indecent haste; I don’t want to stop scientific 
progress – if that’s what it is – but I do want science to go slowly enough to avoid 
serious accidents, get its facts straight, and ensure that the gain of scientific knowledge 
is not at the expense of a civilisation that ends up paying for it, in more ways than 
one. It is a problem that touches us all: science is virulent. It is certainly the case that 
scientific knowledge travels faster than a speeding bullet. The virtuous interpretations 
of its findings are quickly transmitted round the entire globe. Then again, so are its 
depravities. 

3
If it were possible, I’d feel a bit sorry for religions. They’ve been up against it from 
the very start because they cannot indulge in the smug complacency science derives 
from its so-called proofs. Before the middle-ages, this didn’t matter; no-one had 
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proof of anything much, so reality was up for grabs and the best, or most forcefully 
maintained, dogma could win the day. In recent history, religions have become 
disadvantaged because no theology can trot out measurements, a few calculations, 
some X-rays, an infra-red satellite picture and several double-blind field tests for peer 
review, publication in a journal, and anticipate universal piety thereafter. A religion 
cannot publish its results and wait for confirmatory tests by other theology labs, 
because God doesn’t do requests or cover versions. Theological reasoning can only be 
applied up to a point, and beyond that we are asked to believe – and derive strength 
in our beliefs – not from the data, but from our faith.

Science is legitimised by the consistency of it predicted results. We would not have 
CD players if science hadn’t discovered coherent light (lasers), nor could we have 
lasers without being able to ascertain the nature of light and the frequencies of it; 
without knowledge of photons, wave and particle duality; without Newton’s laws 
of thermodynamics or research into optics, prisms and computing. The theology 
of science is the tenet of electrical potential; the fact of science is the electricity that 
connects you to the Internet and transports your mouse clicks over thousands of 
miles near instantaneously. The theology of religion is God, but the fact of religion 
is only available to dead people, if at all. Religion becomes scientific only when its 
proofs come from beyond the grave. We keep sending couriers to collect the results, 
but they never make it back.

I think religion has a deeper problem than its reliance on faith, and here science 
has it at a real and genuine disadvantage. Science evolves, where religion does not. 
Science accepts and, for the most part, welcomes change. Newly proven theories on 
one subject may inform so many other branches of science that it is impossible to 
ignore the ramifications. Indeed, the quality of science depends on keeping up with 
new discoveries, for without knowledge of them, science will merely repeat its errors, 
and no researcher wants to investigate in ignorance a known dead end. Conversely, 
religions abhor change, and resist any challenge to doctrine; not for nothing is a 
tablet of stone difficult to revise. When opinions differ sharply over theological issues, 
religions fracture into various schisms, often waging war on each other in more 
or less literal terms. Science too has its doubters, but only in regard to the specific 
interpretation of data. Where a schism occurs, it lasts only as long as it takes to do 
the experiments and derive the proofs; the flat-earthers are few and far between 
these days. To religion, a schism is an affront and a permanent setback; to science 
it embodies the potential for advancement. Asking questions and challenging the 
established order is the lifeblood of science, where religion is rather less tolerant of its 
heretics.

The social architectures of religion and science reflect this difference. Science is 
designed to be flexible, fluid, communicative, filled with discovery and novelty. Its 
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followers look forever forward towards the next experiment, and value any change 
that may come with the result. Science evolves like the universe it studies; it knows 
the limits of its knowledge today and seeks to improve on it tomorrow. Religion, on 
the other hand, is inflexible, conservative, forever guarding its doctrines from change 
and its icons from revision, rarely seeking any new ideas in favour of repeatedly 
debating the old ones. Religion recognises no limits to what it already encompasses, 
which is a convenient sophistry because such a position cannot be improved on. 
Religion harbours one of mankind’s most foolish ambitions; to keep everything not 
only the way it is, but the way it has always been, a task of such singular impossibility 
you would think we’d have realised by now. But faith is, apparently, static. God exists 
outside time and is therefore unchanging, even though everything God has created 
is subject to constant update, trapped in an infinite cycle of destruction and renewal. 
This strange paradox between the perpetuity of deities and the temporal nature of 
their creations seems to me, in this light, rather artificial, perhaps created out of a 
need for reassurance. The universe may be chaotic and unpredictable, in the face of 
which, religion suggests we poor humans take comfort from an unchanging vision 
of God. If He or She exists, I wonder if God likes being reduced to the status of an 
eternal security blanket?

 

�
Both science and religion are based on beliefs; faith in doctrine or doctors, 
theologies or theodolites. Largely engaged in guerrilla skirmishes with each other, 
these local conflicts sometimes escalate into the kind of open warfare waged in 
previous centuries, where a theory based on the movement of planets could get you 
excommunicated; a minute observation might find you crouching over a chopping-
block instead of a microscope. This conflict is merely the latest example of a much 
older struggle, in which organised religions sought to displace their pagan equivalents; 
belief systems seem always to attempt exclusivity, and become thoroughly intolerant 
as a result. In this, science, with unwitting irony, accurately emulates its more 
unreasoning historical forebears. Yet neither science nor theology pays the real price 
for their bigotry; it is always the community of mankind that bears the brunt.

It is clear that science in the industrial world is winning the war, displacing and 
discrediting religion in favour of dazzling scientific and technological achievements. 
It doesn’t really need to try so hard; science does not have to prove its theories to us 
whilst strangling our beliefs in anything else. We just play the CD, drive the car, light 
up our darkness and wonder at Hubble’s pictures from the beginning of time itself. 
We believe, truly we do; what choice do we have? For choice is indeed the issue: if we 
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do not choose to believe exclusively in the hard facts of science, apparently there are 
now no other options except superstition. As usual, creationism comes immediately 
to mind.

Religion shines a light on the interior of man, illumination powered by faith rather 
than a solar cell. Unfortunately, in its role as faith’s advocate, religion doesn’t do 
itself many favours. In the west, the notion of dedicated religious practice is rapidly 
turning into a stereotype of the extremist; if it isn’t fundamental Christians burning 
books then its mad Muslims with explosives tied to their bodies. Neither group are 
representative, but they do get the headlines and the TV coverage, while ordinary 
believers of every faith – or none at all – are going about their daily business doing 
harm to no-one. Fundamentalists who resist scientific theory on theological grounds 
are quite foolish, and must feel very threatened given the extremes they are prepared 
to go to in their denunciation. Science is a hierarchy of ideas, founded on the basics 
of physics, chemistry, biology, mathematics and so forth. You can’t pull one card out – 
the fossil record, for example – without bringing down the whole house, for if science 
can get it wrong on so basic a level, then all science must be equally suspect. You 
can’t pick and choose which bits work, and which don’t, because the whole edifice of 
science is built on rational, proven foundations, block by block, like the periodic table 
for example. Remove any one block and the whole thing must fall.

Those who take their ancient texts at face value discredit religion as a whole. The 
idea that the fossil record is being interpreted wrongly, because the Earth is in 
reality only 6000 years old; that notion that the universe was literally created in 
seven days instead of billions of years; that dinosaur fossils are fakes because they 
aren’t mentioned in the bible; these are the doctrines of scared and not very bright 
children. In what way is their piety increased by dismissing the value of reasoning, 
an ability that was also a gift from their creator? We were not born to faith alone, but 
to logic and proofs of the senses. To deny science is to draw conclusions based on a 
wilful, self-serving distortion of fact, a weakness science does not display to any great 
measure. Faith does not need to be logical; science demands it.

While our respect for religion has diminished there are, as always, those that would 
use faith to further their political aims, even in this day and age. Leaders who inform 
their policies with faith tread a very dangerous path, for while science can predict 
with tolerable accuracy the outcome of its actions, faith never can. We need both the 
predictable and the unpredictable in our lives; one gives us continuity in the face of 
chaos, the other allows us to meditate on the mysteries of order and disorder, and our 
all too temporary experience of them. When governments confuse rationality with 
zealotry, science is persecuted as enthusiastically and gleefully as religion; one reason 
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the Nazis didn’t develop atomic weapons quickly enough to deploy them in world 
war two was that, in their terrible bigotry, they threw out or murdered their best 
Jewish scientists, and burned or banned their works. Policies need more than faith to 
place them in the proper social context.

So the war between these two absolutist institutions rages on, but in the end I believe 
it is incumbent on science to make the first move towards a lasting peace; this is not 
a war that benefits anyone by being won. We need science and belief equally, because 
between them, they reflect the whole range of the human experience. Religion has 
already retreated and declared an uneasy truce, for it can no longer maintain its 
absolutist stance in the face of scientific evidence and achievements. Science, on the 
other hand, has usurped the claim to absolutism and seeks not reconciliation with 
the old enemy, but to destroy it completely, perhaps seeking revenge for the iniquities 
of the past, now that the balance of power has shifted in its favour. Even as religion 
seeks to reconcile the profane with the sacred, science should respond by abandoning 
its claims to primacy, by allowing that there will always be an unknown and that 
mystery is valuable, by admitting that science does have its limits, and by recognising 
that tolerance and respect are more worthy than bigotry and condescension. God is 
absolute, but so is Nature. Why can both sides not agree they might be talking about 
the same thing, and that the diversity of our interpretations is as much an aspect of 
the face of God as it is a demonstration of our secular intelligence? Without such an 
agreement, the only thing science and religion can be said to have in common is their 
unremitting intolerance, and that hardly seems a worthy recommendation for either.
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1
I found myself uncharacteristically reluctant to start this chapter. It discusses the 
subject towards which I have the least optimistic outlook – mankind’s propensity for 
violence. If we are hard-wired to fight, as some would suggest; if violence is a genetic 
component of Homo sapiens, then how are we to evolve beyond it? It is certainly a 
fundamental aspect of human behaviour, for we witness violence everywhere, from 
the earliest historical records through to the present day. Evolve we must, however, if 
we are even to imagine a utopian society, let alone create one. 

War is like agriculture, something we already did in a simple form but with new 
features: permanency and social organisation. Our ancestors - ape and proto-human 
- collected food in hunter-gatherer societies for millions of years, presumably on 
an on-demand basis. In the same way, our ancestors fought sporadic skirmishes 
over territory, social rank and choice of mate, the conflict defined largely by the 
coincidence of bumping into someone you could fight with. With the emergence 
of agriculture and a settled way of life, the organisational skills that made farming 
and trade possible could also be applied to conflict. For the first time, there was a 
pool of people who stayed in one place, who could be organised to attack an equally 
stationary pool of people in another. War was tribal skirmish formalised, with 
the added bonus of rape and pillage for the winning team. Impregnating women 
from other tribes or societies strengthened the gene pool, while the booty was an 
appropriation of excess, another concept made possible by settlement, in the form of 
stored food and artefacts that nomadic societies could neither keep nor carry. For the 
first time, man could plot the profitable long-term subjugation of another society, 
rather than simply scare them off from the local watering hole. The planting of fields 
and building of shelters by another social group meant that its people were going to 
stay put. If it was possible to enslave them, you could also tax their efforts; if not, just 
appropriate their crops, burn or occupy the houses, kill the men, abduct the women 
and steal the livestock.

The founding of settled societies must also have advanced the concept of enemies. 
Enmity requires a target, an identity, and knowledge of it; we can’t hate what we don’t 
recognise, although we can certainly fear it. Hatred is learned, acquired and nurtured, 
which is hard to do if the enemy always moves on, erratically replaced by new ones 
from time to time. Another thing it’s hard to do unless you live in a settled society 
is to codify combat, and improve on the techniques of organised warfare through 
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the generations. Hunting packs display primitive military organisation; they probe 
for weakness, separate herds into manageable targets, attack on two or more fronts, 
lay ambushes and spring traps. These are evolutionary characteristics, skills learned, 
honed and passed on for thousands of generations. Once the methods were efficient 
enough to sustain the pack, they probably stayed the same for millennia, adapting 
only to changes in climate, geography or prey.

Mankind has exceeded all the limits that seem to apply to other species. We hardly 
hunt or fight like our ancestors did. We strive always to improve our ability to inflict 
violence, and technology has for ever been the tool with which we hone these terrible 
skills. In some ways, I can understand why some people so dislike evolutionary 
theory. It’s dull to look back into the distant past of our race and see a long trail, here 
and there brightly lit by our incandescent fury; in other places, shrouded in cruel 
shadows. Is it really possible that the modern manifestations of war are simply an 
analogue of the alpha-male exhibiting his genitals to the females, pulling faces at the 
other males and screeching at the top of his voice? Or is it territorial: George W. Bush 
and his nuclear penis, ever-ready to fuck your motherland at the push of a button, 
rock hard on his military-strength Viagra, his howling and threatening gestures 
magnified and relayed to the whole world by the microphone and the TV camera?

2
If settled society enabled warfare, then its institutions became the facilitators of 
war. In autocratic societies, rulers were under no obligation to explain themselves, 
for slaves have no right to appeal, no vote and no forum. This is no longer the case; 
democracy, education and a ubiquitous media require our leaders to justify their 
acts or lose the support of the polity. They do so all too glibly, and we are on to their 
tricks. Yet, as I have argued elsewhere, any attempt to change an institution from 
within is doomed to failure. In this case, we must look to the individual’s predilection 
for violence for a solution; such extremes as warfare oblige our institutions to reflect 
the consensual values of the societies they serve. These days, without a society’s 
support, wars are proving politically costly to engage in. We could do ourselves a big 
favour by refusing to support institutionalised violence, but in order to accomplish 
this convincingly we must first renounce violence between individuals. We must take 
the lead, seize the moral high-ground and maintain our occupation of it, by force if 
necessary…OK, just kidding.

Violence is just another weapon in the social armoury, another tool for dealing with 
the world. We have become completely isolated from the uses of violence that made 
it a practical human trait. It must have been of evolutionary benefit, or else violent 
behaviour would have been eliminated by natural selection. In particular, we must 
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look back to a time when we were not at the top of the food chain. When a species 
is vulnerable to predation, as humans were from any number of large animals, 
violence is required to turn a man from hunted to hunter, to choose fight instead 
of flight. Accordingly, evolution favours the strong, the quick and the brave; to 
this day the tradition of the warrior-king is still honoured in all societies, albeit at a 
mythical remove in the west. The hunt was most common act of violence in primitive 
societies. Many would be involved: in at the kill. Hardly any of us these days have 
to catch or kill our food, and any attempt to do so would make most of us vomit. 
Even butchering a carcass and removing entrails is beyond many; our supermarket 
mentality demands that our food be sterile, abstract, bloodless, gutless, and as far 
removed from the death of an actual living creature as possible. 

While we are several steps removed from atavistic violence towards our food, the same 
could not be said of violence towards other people. For most of our ancient pre-
history as a race, violence was the ultimate resolution of all arguments; again, with 
the advent of settled societies, inter-personal violence became the unacceptable face of 
civic dispute. It was also alarmingly infectious; two men having a fight could quickly 
lead to a riot running through a town or city, because no-one likes to miss a good 
punch-up. Necessarily, personal violence was steadily proscribed by laws and religions, 
while legalised violence on behalf of the ruler, state and church was sanctioned in its 
place. However, while war is conducted by armies, killing is done by individuals; in 
its own name, war does truly terrible things to all the people caught up in it. War’s 
immediacy, the visceral life and death struggle, the coursing, volatile  mixture of 
fear and fatigue, despair and elation, the glory of survival itself; these are the oldest 
and most powerful feelings we can have. The hunt and the hunted; interchangeable 
roles in the rituals of warfare that replaced a lost way of life, the primal thrill now 
induced, in modern humanistic terms, by the most immoral thing we can do: kill 
another person. Into the cleft between such paradoxical positions our conscience gets 
jammed, and with it our humanity.

Because in my mind the gulf appears so great between a man like myself, who has 
never taken the life of another man, and one who has, I have imagined the existence 
of a two-tier society that favours the man who has crossed the most moral line, at the 
expense of the man who can only contemplate doing so. It’s as if those who had killed 
had, without volition, joined a secret society of much harder, more realistic and more 
effective people, a group who were not only prepared to impose the ultimate sanction 
on another, but already had. I have always supposed that after you have pulled that 
first trigger, the repercussions of a second killing are merely a dull echo of the trauma 
of the first. My other supposition was that living in a society where more people had 
taken a life than not would be a damn precarious existence. Then I realised I had lived 
in one myself.
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I grew up during the 1950s and 60s. Looking back even as late as my early working 
life, nearly all the middle-aged men around me were dour, sober, sensible, grey, self-
disciplined, formal and formally dressed, given to little introspection, hard-working 
and self-sacrificing. They demonstrated a sense of community and brotherhood, 
acknowledged an un-stated and generous commonality unrecognisable to modern 
society. They respected, in everyone of the same age, the durability and wisdom 
bestowed only on the survivors of the most terrible conflict the world had ever seen. 
I now think their sobriety was a testament to the service most of them saw during 
World War II. Many of the men I knew as a child must have killed another man in 
combat, by rifle and bayonet, by bomb, artillery shell, depth-charge and torpedo, 
although no-one ever spoke of such things. Nor did they speak much about all the 
comrades killed at their side. These men were called on to make a life-long sacrifice 
in our name, and to live with the knowledge of what they had done. It is still chilling 
to hear some benign old grandfather figure dispassionately detail the appalling things 
they were compelled to do, acts entirely at odds with the image of the kindly figure 
speaking, or the inevitable tears, distress and remorse their recall invokes.

The awful irony is that their experiences seem to have ennobled these generations, 
made better citizens out of them. They saw for themselves what the real options were; 
never had the end of civilisation been more clearly foreseen, so all-encompassing was 
the destruction. Out of the ruins of two world wars, they elected to build a better 
world, and with a clear enough vision of what they wanted, those two decades saw 
the rise of more attempts at egalitarian social improvement than at any previous time, 
with the added bonus of a cultural revolution of some considerable merit – even 
though the generations that made it possible found their new world rather noisy, 
tasteless and terribly dressed. (There was, incidentally, another influence at work on 
us all – this was the time of the cold war, of Mutually Assured Destruction. There 
was an atmosphere in the 60s and 70s that I liken to the madly optimistic flippancy 
of the 20s in America, the period leading up to the Wall Street crash of 1929. I 
wonder if, out of our universal nuclear terror, we didn’t throw ourselves more vitally 
into the business of living, defying our fear of instant obliteration by investing all 
our hopes in the future). Sometimes I feel that I witnessed the zenith of mankind’s 
achievements, the apex of our civilisation, at around 11.09 in the morning of the 
18th of September, 1970, although I can’t be precise about it. 

It’s been a rather slippery slope since then. We seem trivial in comparison to 
those who came before, with little or no understanding of the realities of war 
and destruction. It doesn’t really touch us, despite the vicarious thrill we get from 
watching it on TV or acting out our fantasies in a computer game. We are safe on our 
sofas, so we can afford to be indignant and condemnatory while we keep the guilty 
secret of how we come by our ersatz thrills. We might feel rather less complacent 
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and less entertained if we lived with the fear that a tank shell could destroy the wall 
behind the TV at any moment, through which hole a TV crew can point a camera 
so that everyone else can enjoy real-time images of soldiers shooting our parents, 
husbands, wives, children, us. Wake up and smell the cordite!

3
The old chestnut about not learning from history turns out to be regrettably 
ambiguous. I thought it meant we should learn that wars and violence are the 
absolutely worst of all possible responses and stop doing it, not that what we should 
learn is how to kick the other butt more cunningly, or how to invent a bigger, 
smarter boot. History demonstrates that war is self-replicating. War reinforces all 
the detrimental polar relationships that lead to more war; oppressor and oppressed, 
winners and losers, rich and poor, victor and vanquished, hopeful and hopeless. We 
must become free of war or perish, because we have become rather too good at it. The 
next global conflict is likely to be our last.

Now, since I have argued that war is waged by institutions, and that these social 
entities must be undermined rather than reformed, I would like to address the 
actions of individuals that I believe could make warring institutions obsolete. It is a 
topical approach, because the “new war” is not between nation-states, but between 
conflicting ideologies of state and individual – what we call terrorism if we’re on the 
receiving end, or the fight for freedom if we are the perpetrators. I don’t think many 
of us realise how much we incorporate the ethos of the terrorist in everyday life. To 
my mind, there is little difference excepting scale between the political fury of the car 
bomber and the social road-rage of the travelling salesman. Both are prepared to use 
violence to express their anger, dissatisfaction, political or social disillusion, although 
the politically-motivated may have rather less trivial motives than the man in the 
white van. That said, both use the threat of aggression as an means to intimidate, 
both believe their only recourse when reason fails is to violence (although some apply 
reason rather less diligently than others), both are motivated by a belief they are being 
used badly, by governments or by other drivers, and they share the notion that they 
have a right to impose punitive unilateral sanctions on other individuals where they 
perceive the rule of law or the highway code has failed them. When people live in 
fear of violence from people disposed to employ it indiscriminately, they are all the 
victims of terrorism. 

There are some important shadings that differentiate political and social terrorism. 
Violent political acts by individuals or small groups are usually directed at common 
targets; a military or political institution, at economic or social stability, or at 
particular people or groups by way of revenge. Political terrorism is based on 
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conflicting ideologies, where violence is seen as the only viable alternative to dialogue. 
It has become more sophisticated, in that the historically simple ambition – to sow 
fear or kill the enemy – has been replaced by complex assessments of combined 
social and economic chaos, the effects of scale, cost-effective collateral damage and 
the sowing of ideological confusion. The effect of scale is worthy of particular note. 
The destruction of the World Trade Centre has proved a new, far more frightening 
tactic (and therefore considerably more effective from the terrorist’s point of view). 
For the first time, terrorism has deployed technology against us on the grand scale, 
and achieved the grossly disproportionate results that only technology can provide. 
The economic costs incurred since 9/11 have been staggering, and still rising. The 
average man now fears, not stray bombs and madmen with guns, but terrible gases 
and radiation from dirty nukes. This is the technology – ours – most likely to be used 
against us in the future; how much more fearful could they have made us?

If it were not for 9/11, I don’t think the US and Britain would have invaded Iraq. 
However, any claim that this was a strike against terrorism, or that the invasion of 
Iraq will in any way diminish terrorism, is contemptible. How little logic does it take 
to work out that the invasion and occupation of an Islamic country by the Islamic 
east’s most feared, hated and reviled enemy, is the perfect recruitment opportunity 
for any fundamental group? Hot youth, a bit of indoctrination, a clear and present 
danger, convenient geography; Jihad in the making: Iraq and Palestine the catalysts, 
the whole world the victim. 

Terrorism is an impossible threat to counter militarily. As the US are discovering, 
developing intelligence assets in Islamic countries is more or less impossible, for a 
pretty obvious reason – Islam is a powerful, loyal, communal faith, practised with 
a contemporary piety Christianity would kill to have. This is not a people given 
to betraying their faith by betraying each other, not to the CIA anyway. (Between 
tribes and sects, things are rather more complex). Terrorists are also rather difficult to 
identify, since they wear no uniform. They are highly mobile, cheap to run and arm, 
have no heavy equipment and therefore few logistical problems, work in small groups 
and blend in with their surroundings, all the exact opposite of standard military 
operations.  In another demonstration of how, by adopting the methods of the 
enemy we become that which we oppose, the only effective counter-measure against 
terrorists has been small, mobile, lightly-equipped and highly-trained units that, 
discounting the uniforms and helicopters, are all but identical to any other group of 
terrorists. Just less indiscriminate…most of the time. It’s all a matter of who writes 
the history; today’s terrorist is tomorrow’s president of a united Ireland. You never 
can tell. Unless, of course, the SAS kills him first. Is this pre-emptive democracy in 
action?

The irony is that, as our world leaders throw their huge armies at the individual, the 
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logical solution, the only possible effective strategy, is to address the root causes of 
terrorism. Military defence is plainly unsuited to the task of engaging in asymmetric 
warfare, and offence is very inefficient unless you designate a whole country as a 
target. If you ask why people are willing to do such awful things, and discount 
the madmen – nothing will ever appease or prevent them – the basic reason is the 
terrorist’s extreme unhappiness, their shocking anger. They may have legitimate 
grievances, or they may be pursuing extreme ideological aims, and any number of 
shades in between; in this domain, everyone’s hat is grey. Understanding, respect 
and appreciation would go a long way to resolving any number of conflicts, qualities 
singularly lacking in US foreign policy, which is entirely dominated by self-interest, 
much to the disgust of the Islamic world. How detached from real concerns must the 
realpolitik be, to push so many ordinary people into committing acts of terrorism, 
especially when they give their own lives in doing so? After all, they can’t all be mad 
people, can they? And even if they were, should we not try to understand what made 
them that way? They were not born into this world wanting to blow themselves up, 
and us with them.

Conciliation is the only possible way to reduce terrorism, but to eliminate it requires 
a fundamental change in human perspective and social values, and will not happen 
until the profit-motive, with its greed, fear and iniquity, no longer subverts our every 
act. In the meantime, it is incumbent on the US to review its position. Its sphere of 
influence is expanding rapidly, while promoting a form of global colonialism through 
trade. If its economic might were not sufficiently formidable, US trade is backed up 
by the greatest military force on Earth, whose real purpose is to protect and enforce 
the right of the US to trade anywhere they want, entirely on their own terms. The US 
military also claim dedication to creating a safer world – which, coincidentally, is also 
a safer world to trade in. Are they really so short on introspection that they still don’t 
understand what’s pissing everyone off? No-one likes a bully, especially one whose 
dad can nuke your dad. In the world’s playground, there’s no answer to that. Except 
terrorism.

I say that conciliation is the only way to reduce terrorism, but there is another 
possibility, rather cynical, but one that makes economic sense. When you consider 
the costs of war – just the financial costs – but including what happens to the world 
economy, one can see plainly that war is very expensive. The day before I wrote this, 
it was said that 50 billion dollars was lost on the world markets due to the concerns 
over war in Iraq. Since then, amounts that are hard to conceive have been wasted. 
How much more could it cost to buy off a dictator, any dictator? If you offered 
George W. Bush 50 billion dollars to resign the US presidency immediately, what do 
you reckon his answer would be? It is a shockingly large amount of money, after all. 
And if you might be able to buy the US president, who couldn’t you do a deal with 
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– not Saddam Hussein, that’s for sure? And wouldn’t it be cheaper in the long run? 
Would less people not be killed? Perhaps this is a frivolous idea; I don’t really know. 
What I am certain of is that the cause and effect relationships that inform political 
terrorism are too complex to unravel, too fractured and diverse to oppose. Terrorism 
cannot be countered directly for this reason, so we must seek ways to undermine its 
motives without resorting to confrontation, because we will always lose.

�
Social terrorism is a different creature altogether. The only ideology it recognises is 
that of being self-serving, and the target is usually other individuals. Sometimes the 
target can also be recognised as a group of people, delineated by race, affiliation or 
simple geography – football hooliganism comes to mind here – but there is no agenda 
behind the violence. The violence is the agenda. Racial terrorism requires a colour and 
a weapon, but not a reason; the individual victim is a cipher, not a person. Perhaps 
there is some ancient tribal blood flowing through these acts, but in a social context 
it scares the shit out of everyone, resulting in widespread terror, great expense and a 
future clouded in anxiety – in other words, both political and social terrorism achieve 
the same ends. 

As I said earlier, I understand why people don’t like the genetic legacy theory. I can’t 
say I like the notion that our society is a hugely inflated version of primate social 
structure, and that the violence humans employ is the legacy of male challenges to 
ape hierarchies and the alpha male. It’s a kind of determinism that, if true, also means 
that violence is so integral to human behaviour that we will never rid ourselves of it, 
and this I cannot accept. I must admit, if you watch enough wildlife programs about 
our simian relatives, it’s hard not to see the same patterns of behaviour in chimp 
society as you see in business organisations, military and governmental institutions. 
For example, consider the fact that many people meet their mate while at work, 
where status is so important (everyone’s a manager these days). Is it coincidence? I 
don’t know, but while it is certainly curious, I also think it doesn’t matter, because 
what is important to my argument is not what was, but what could be. We have 
choice, we have free will, and we can educate ourselves to improve our understanding 
of what we choose and how others are affected. It is not outlandish to suggest that 
this is what society is made of. We choose to live in groups, we choose to follow rules 
that make living together possible, we learn in order to improve our choices – of 
environment, occupation, mate, security – we try to enhance society, improve the 
quality of life and seek to understand how our actions will impact on others. We can 
also choose to reject violence; we are sufficiently distant from our primeval past not to 
be forever primed for violence as the first resort rather than the last. We must choose.
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We need help, too. Violence is so deep-rooted in human behaviour that we can hardly 
just think ourselves out of the problem. What we can do is educate ourselves out 
of it. I regard violence as a form of communication, containing the most primitive 
message and conveyed using the most direct method available. The message is: “I am 
dominant”, a claim proved by victory, when the opponent either retreats and signals 
submission, is incapacitated or killed. As communication, we can seek to improve our 
methods through education. We need to put this argument over and over again, until 
people understand that there is a reason to eschew violence; that we profit from doing 
so. The reason is this: society is not comprised exclusively of potential challenges, all 
interactions ruled by enmity and struggle. Society also represents the potential for co-
operation, one of the defining features of civilisation. Working together, sharing ideas 
and views; in short, communicating, brings strength and dignity to all those who 
engage in it. The better we are at it; the more we understand the other point of view 
and the person behind it, the more we gain for ourselves in the process. Mankind 
is a vain creature, and we do admire our own prowess in all things. Perhaps if the 
violently inclined were brought to the view that their violent acts were incompetent 
communications, they might reconsider. Then again, perhaps not. As I said, this is 
not a subject for which optimism seems appropriate, for there is neither a simple, nor 
global, solution; the rejection of violence is entirely at the discretion of the individual.

�
I reject violence for a simple reason; I’m short. We small but perfectly formed people 
are rarely foolish enough to throw our weight around, because we don’t have much 
mass, bounce comically off our opponents, and get beaten up with tedious regularity. 
Picking a fight is like kicking yourself in the arse. When I was younger, I looked for 
ways to even the scales, but short of arming myself, the only answer was to take up a 
martial art.

I did study a martial art for a short while, with very inconclusive results. It was 
quicker, it turned out, to put all my effort into becoming a very fast sprinter, and 
considerably less painful. Some knowledge of martial arts did allow me to conjecture 
that the world would be a much more peaceful place if we all did a bit of Karate, 
Kung-fu or whatever. On the face of it, enhanced peace sounds counter-intuitive as a 
product of learning how to fight, reminiscent of the claims of military ideologues in 
support of the doctrine of deterrence. I raise the issue here because, if we are to live 
with our inherently violent instincts, perhaps we need to find a way to redirect them.

It is said that sport is a ritualised form of conflict, a remnant of the Roman games 
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with the killing exorcised. I am less certain, for there is a world of difference between 
competition and conflict. Sport is certainly competition ritualised, but competition 
is not a human trait that should be dismissed. While it is true that we go too far, 
and sometimes resort to violence in competitive extremes, we also struggle to learn 
and improve in competition with ideals, heroes, virtuosos and leaders. Another key 
part of our genetic inheritance makes itself known when our chief ambition after 
eating a meal is to lie down in the sun and sleep. We could browse away our lives, but 
instead of sleeping in the sun, many of us voluntarily engage in hard tasks, and are 
prepared to spend years perfecting abstract skills like playing the piano or learning 
how to paint. In short, we often choose to exert ourselves for our own pleasure, and 
competition is one of the driving forces that push us onward, even though, in the 
end, it must be abandoned if greatness is to be achieved. The final mile is always run 
alone, with no-one else to make the pace.

Some sports ritualise violence as well as competitiveness. The most obvious are 
fighting sports, like boxing or wrestling. Some contact sports are quite violent, like 
American Football or European rugby, but that’s as far as it goes; soccer is at the 
exact half-way point between athletic competition and combat. There is no ritual 
violence in athletics (unless you count the throwing events). Yet the energy and 
discipline required, the effort and concentration, and all the training required to 
achieve any sporting aims, may well put the sportsman at a remove from violence. It 
certainly does in martial arts, which is why I single it out as the most effective way of 
harnessing energy normally expended through acts of violence, although perhaps any 
sport taken seriously and practiced with rigor may bring about the same outcome.

The aim of all martial arts is philosophical; through training so rigorous the body 
reacts automatically without any interference by the mind, the practitioner can 
transcend the normal performance limits of human physiology, and not merely in 
combat. The method used to gain this degree of mastery also takes account of our lazy 
disposition. Combat in learning situations soon wakes up the most somnambulant 
pupil, because the result of inattention is that you get clobbered. Nothing quite gets 
one’s attention like pain. If you stick with it, this is a very efficient teaching method, 
but it is something for which you must volunteer. I can’t see it used in state schools, 
for example, although the imagination can draw some amusing sketches from the 
incongruity.

A curious thing happens to those who assiduously practice fighting skills. They find 
peace in themselves, a product of their discipline. They are less troubled, less inclined 
to compete, less confrontational, and the more skilled they become, the less they 
are inclined to use their fighting abilities for real. The very indiscipline out of which 
violence emerges is the same behaviour a martial arts expert has learned to control, 
out of necessity. Loss of control in combat is entirely, and painfully, self-defeating. 
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Through discipline, the anger that accompanies violence is tamed but not broken, 
for it is the cousin of passion, the vital engine of human experience. With practice, 
the energy that would be directed into self-defeating anger and the violence that is 
its expression, is instead redirected into something far more useful, more productive. 
Perhaps we should all recognise that the energy we misdirect through violence can, 
and should, be trained and harnessed from youth, as part of an individual’s duty to 
society.

�
We need something to spur us towards a more peaceful future, to overcome 
our genetic disposition. Our distaste is simply not enough, as history clearly 
demonstrates. The profit-motive is a poor motivator, for it enshrines entirely the 
wrong values in its combative nature, its hierarchies and internal competitiveness, 
self-serving ethos, status and wealth, even the ability of commerce to drive nations 
to war in its name. None of these attributes could conceivably reduce the amount of 
violence in society. We need a greater ambition, a purpose that, by its very nature, 
precludes violence as a contribution. That ambition is to create a utopia. Without 
a dream of this scale and benevolent purpose, what is there to make us change our 
ways? While we seek only to patch up the antiquated machinery of today’s society, 
we are thereby obliged to patch up the manifestations of violence. We do this by 
suppression; more jails, more armed police, more laws, less freedom and less personal 
responsibility. The inevitable consequence of the state trying to suppress human 
behaviour is tyranny, the police-state and military rule. When people abrogate their 
civic responsibilities, the state is obliged to enforce the citizen’s observance of them. 
If we cannot control our violence, the state will attempt to control it for us. To do 
so, they will watch us ever more closely, gather all there is to know about us, and use 
this information against us whenever it suits their purposes to do so. If we complain, 
they will point to social disorder as the ailment that requires their totalitarian remedy, 
and ask us which we would rather have, more state control or more violence? Public 
gatherings will eventually be outlawed with rare exceptions, pseudo-martial law will 
be imposed more often, and police and military forces will become identical and 
interchangeable. We will bring this loss of liberties on ourselves if we don’t stop acting 
like our primate forebears, because in human societies, monkeys are always kept in a 
cage.

 



103
The Other End of 
History - Part 2

The Other End of History – Part 2

1
The “end of history” is a vainglorious phrase bandied about by philosophers and 
academics, so it was with glee that I punned on it for my chapter title. In part one, 
I considered the possibility of an end to our historic tendency to violence. In this 
part, I’d like to have a look at a more abrupt and literal end to history, perhaps even a 
termination of it, at the hands of science.

As I have said elsewhere, the trouble with science is not the knowledge we gain, but 
how we choose to apply it. The current trends in scientific research also lack balance; 
science is not advancing on a broad front. It is concentrated on certain areas, for 
one of two reasons; profit or military power. Take medicine, for example; the major 
pharmaceutical companies focus their research on the ailments of the industrialised 
nations, because the poor countries cannot yield anything like the margin of profit to 
be made in the west, even though they are just as sick, but from diseases the west does 
not suffer, like malaria. Science likes to think itself egalitarian; the knowledge may be, 
but the application is not.

For each new generation of scientists, the imbalance in scientific enquiry is evident 
as soon as a graduate leaves college or university. Science is an expensive business, 
the instruments costing fabulous sums, the facilities and support staff adding to the 
burden. Only three institutions can support science adequately; the government, 
the military, and big business. Governments support the purest forms of scientific 
research, notably – through academia – astronomy and particle physics, along with 
research that must be conducted independent of business, such as food standards 
or the safety of medicines. The military support a broad range of research, because 
they are so devious they can turn virtually anything into a useful tool of warfare. 
Their motives, however, are quite singular, and hardly humanitarian. Finally, there 
is commerce. The only science commerce seriously supports is that which will turn 
a profit. For our hypothetical graduate, the choices are very limited, and extremely 
focussed. Scientists are obliged to restrict their investigations to subjects in which 
their patrons are interested.

Despite the narrow bandwidth of its interests, science is becoming more and 
more powerful, especially with the advent of the research and modelling tools that 
computing has provided. By powerful, I mean that the discoveries of science now 
can affect every strata of society in both profound and dangerous ways. Galileo’s 
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discoveries may have been earth-shattering to the church, but nothing really changed 
as a result except man’s thinking: nobody woke up the next morning and found the 
sun had gone. For several hundred years, scientific discoveries were limited to the 
basics of maths, physics, chemistry and medicine; the properties of gases, methods for 
calculating abstract mathematical problems, identification of molecules and atoms 
as fundamental building blocks, rules governing matter and energy, the periodic 
table, the functions of internal organs of humans and animals, the cardio-vascular 
system, gravity, the nature of light, the fossil record and evolutionary theory, the 
earth sciences and so on. Then, at a certain point, science started to get to grips with 
scale, their investigations moving from macro to micro dimensions and based as 
much on mathematics and inference as direct observation. Out of such abstractions 
came discoveries including electricity, relativity, particle theory, nuclear and quantum 
physics, combustion, flight, radar, radio and television, photography and film, lasers, 
transistors, cell biology, immunology, organ transplants, computing and, of course, 
genetics.

I find it striking that, comparing the impact on society of discoveries that occurred up 
to late nineteen-century with those that followed, how little, and how slowly, our lives 
changed in the first phase, compared to the considerable social change brought about 
in the second phase, and the speed with which those changes were accommodated. 

All the early discoveries were essentially observations backed up by theory; science was 
discovering how things worked, what things were made of, the rules that governed 
any known phenomena, and how those rules had come about. Since they were not 
concerned with how they could break the rules, the effect on day to day society was 
modest and progressive, presenting little immediate challenge to the existing order. 
For example, the development of steam engines, which depended on a number of 
scientific disciplines, did not produce anything like the revolution one might expect 
today. In military terms, the navy’s utter dependence on wind strength and direction 
during the age of sail added a capricious element to naval warfare that no military 
establishment could admire. Yet the introduction of steam engines – which promised 
a revolution in naval tactics because ships could not only sail where they liked, 
when they liked, they could also do so at a predictable speed; ships could even go 
backwards! – was in fact very slow and erratic. The first ship to be powered by steam – 
the French-built Pyroscaphe – was completed in 1783, but it took 78 years before the 
Royal Navy retired HMS Ganges, the last sea-going flagship driven by sail, and many 
more years before all Royal Navy fighting ships had engines. Could you imagine it 
taking nearly a century for aviation to change from combustion engines to jets, for 
electronics to exchange valves for transistors?

While the assimilation of speedy technological advance does take its toll on us, I 
think the human race actually copes with change fairly well, despite our propensity 



10�
The Other End of 
History - Part 2

to resist it, even in the face of our infatuation with novelty. The other disparity 
between early science and the modern era, which we may find more uncomfortable 
to live with, is the scale of its effect. Putting a steam engine in a ship did not change 
the lives of the majority of the people. Putting electricity in the workplace and the 
home certainly did, and changed our lives irrevocably. The impact on our lives of 
technologies based on later scientific discovery cannot be overstated. Between the 
power of the fission bomb, which can wipe a city out in a moment, and laser-powered 
entertainment devices, which can amuse us wherever we get vaporised, there are 
many new scientific discoveries that affect the very structure of reality, so close are 
we to tinkering with it directly. In this, genetics is a case in point that merits some 
discussion.

2
To my mind, genetics is akin to alchemy. Mankind has forever been fascinated with 
the idea of turning one thing into another, and now science has discovered a potential 
method to do just that, out of living things instead of base metals. There is, however, 
one huge difference, which I’m not sure geneticists own up to; for the first time, there 
is a branch of science which cannot be sure what results the employment of their 
methods will produce.

The physical sciences have been governed by very specific relationships between 
cause and effect. Rules governing matter and the forces of which it is comprised 
– Newtonian laws and their offspring – can exactly predict the outcome of 
manipulating matter and energy; how else could we build aeroplanes, bridges or 
skyscrapers? Chemistry is bound by rules governing how much energy is required to 
make, maintain or break molecular bonds. It is all very predictable, because there are 
rules that govern how matter is made, and how it acts. These rules must be embedded 
in physical reality, else Einstein could not have created the mathematical proof for 
relativity, since all proofs must be based on consistent arguments.

Geneticists are in much muddier waters. This is due to one simple fact; they are 
manipulating life itself, for which the only rule is survive and adapt. Chaos plays 
an ongoing role in life science for which the physical sciences have no counterpart 
until they reach the quantum scale. In every aspect of life, diversity, change, 
adaptation, mutation and unpredictability are cornerstones of the processes that 
serve it. In medical research, there are no laws governing disease, else we would have 
mathematically-derived cures for every ailment. Instead, pharmaceutical companies 
are testing thousands of natural and man-made compounds one by one, on a single 
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disease at a time, to see if there is any reaction. That isn’t really science, it’s guesswork, 
and depends on dogged serendipity for results. Even then, the result may not be the 
one you want, as in a serum that kills the disease, but also its host.

It isn’t just that geneticists are gambling on their results – which I think they are 
– but they are accepting very long odds against successfully tampering with an 
adaptive dynamic process. Consider this analogy: you build a nuclear reactor to 
provide electricity. It is controlled by raising and lowering fuel rods into a reactive 
mass. This only works if the chain reaction you are controlling is consistent from day 
to day. Suppose then, that in building a matrix of fuel rods for this purpose, they 
unexpectedly mutate in close proximity and became either more or less effective? The 
reactor might then fail to generate power, or explode. 

While this obviously doesn’t happen in physics, it is exactly what geneticists face. 
Any experiments they run can have its components changed, adapted, mutated, 
spread, reproduced and exaggerated by cause and effect relationships beyond our 
comprehension, for who can say they fully understand the processes of life itself? We 
don’t even understand the weather; we can say it is caused simply by movements of air 
masses of different temperatures, and variations in humidity, but if it was that simple, 
how come we can be taken by such surprise when it pisses down with rain against all 
prediction? Genetic theory is like weather prediction; the complexity of relationships 
between the environment and living things is a blindfold science does not care to 
admit it is wearing, at least not in public.

In the life-sciences, a system of closely linked causal relationships is referred to as an 
ecology. The components exist in mutually-dependant states, in which tampering 
with one part can have powerful effects on other distant, apparently unrelated, 
parts. Invariably, we only find out in retrospect, when we improve crop yields using 
a method that kills certain wildlife, pollute water systems through agricultural by-
products we were unaware of, or reduce the viability of flora and fauna by limiting 
the gene pool. This is a result of not comprehending, or underestimating, the 
complexity of the food chain, the vitality of reproduction and its diverse responses 
to change, the effects of habitat loss, of monoculture and intensive farming, of 
disrupting the many natural cycles of plants and wildlife. Now we are modifying the 
very code out of which all living things are created, and despite all the evidence to the 
contrary, there are plenty of scientists who claim they know just what they are doing, 
that it’s all quite safe and we have nothing to fear.

In fact, the signs are already alarming, and confound the claims of supporters at every 
turn. In plant genetics, the first objective is to improve yields. To do this, geneticists 
are engineering crops that have resistance to specific diseases and pests, or are immune 
to chemicals that kill everything else. In all these cases, it is far less unreasonable than 
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the GM lobby would have us believe to posit a number of unforeseeable problems 
that could emerge, some of which could be disastrous. If a disease is resisted by a 
plant, nature’s response is quite consistent; it will mutate the disease until a successful 
strain is found – an entirely random process – but the single mutation that overcomes 
a plant’s new defences will also spread virulently, because the crop can have no natural 
resistance, a normal feature of all living things to diseases they encounter throughout 
evolution. Weeds and pests, of course, are subject to the same evolutionary pressure, 
and “super” varieties – increasingly resistant to insecticides or herbicides – seem to me 
more a certainty than a possibility.

The second aim of plant genetics is to make plants yield something they don’t have 
naturally, like a protein or compound with pharmaceutical or industrial uses. If 
all plants engineered in this way could be made sterile, perhaps this might be an 
acceptable process. Science cannot do this. Life has already proved too durable and 
tenacious to be defeated so easily. If scientists were to do all the planting, harvesting, 
storing and so on, perhaps the likelihood of contamination might be reduced. They 
will not, of course; instead, GM seed will be employed by farmers and they will do 
things with it no-one expected. In this way, crops containing foreign material will 
eventually contaminate other crops, introducing chemicals of very dubious value into 
the food chain. There is no way of knowing what effects this could have on other, 
related plants, on wild varieties, on animals and humans alike. Whole ecosystems can 
be affected, and the results could be deadly. If you think this sounds unlikely, bear in 
mind that the lethal MRSA “superbug” is now out in the streets, no longer bizarrely 
restricted to hospital wards. We have no natural resistance to it, because it is quite 
new. It is more or less unstoppable, and in the wild, as they say. And we invoked 
MRSA as nature’s response to the over-use of antibiotics.  Does this not suggest it 
is logical to be concerned when scientists talk about engineering pharmaceutical 
payloads into plants?

Where animal genetics are concerned, things get even trickier. Living creatures are 
like walking ecosystems; complex, poised, dynamically balanced. In the animal world, 
our food chain can be compromised by new diseases or produce that carries unknown 
dangers as well as benefits. Engineering proteins or antibodies in cow’s milk might 
make milk better for us, but it might also do the opposite by some means we cannot 
yet deduce, and I think it important to ask if we really need this, or whether the 
impetus is created out of the desire to make a profit? 

More far-reaching is the business of engineering humans, a process I believe is quite 
inevitable. From disease prevention through sex selection to implanting code for 
enhanced abilities, geneticists really are ending historical evolution in mankind. 
We will no longer develop as a race through the imperceptible changes wrought by 
natural selection, but by re-engineering the blueprint of human architecture, at least 
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for those who can afford the upgrade. Since we are not God, we are bound to fuck 
this up in a big way. Gills, anybody?

3
It doesn’t have to be like this, but it will, and I think this fatalistic anxiety underpins 
all arguments against the proliferation of Genetically Modified Organisms (GMOs). 
Those who argue from a pseudo-theological viewpoint – that we were not meant 
to tamper with God’s handiwork – rather miss the point. We have nothing to fear 
from knowledge, only the way we use it. Knowing in great detail how everything is 
constructed is the very stuff of science, and cannot be halted because we are afraid of 
what we might find. Discoveries can never be undiscovered, nor can we select what 
we find out in advance, because science explores the unknown, and sometimes it 
gives us a big surprise, as was the double-helix structure of DNA and the astonishing 
properties of the code it created from only four basic units. From an alphabet of 
only four letters, DNA can create the vocabulary of instructions to make every living 
creature that has ever existed on earth, and evolve entirely new species to fit newly 
available ecological niches. This is a system beyond our ability to devise, merely to 
observe the handiwork of a rather greater power – call it God or evolution – which 
we can take apart to study, but never put back together. We do now have some very 
limited understanding, but what matters very much is what we do next, how vain or 
self-serving our ambitions, and how much risk we are prepared to take to fulfil them.

The theological objectors are a minority. The principle anxiety of the public is 
founded on a cynical evaluation of previous experience. It is quite obvious that big 
business is wetting itself over the amount of profit it thinks it can make, a point 
underlined by the staggeringly complacent assurances the GM lobbies keep making 
about the safety, the control they can exercise, all the scenarios they have accounted 
for, all the risk assessments they can wave in the air as if to swot the problem like a 
fly. The public is unconvinced, and rightly so. Even before the ink was dry on papers 
detailing the scientific methods that proved engineered plants could not cross-
contaminate other plants, so the science journals were reporting it happening. While 
the big GM interests were claiming their field trials were constructed in a way that 
would prevent any contamination of commercial varieties, farmers were finding GM 
traces in foodstuffs they then couldn’t sell, from seeds carried – what a surprise – by 
birds! While pharmaceutical interests were claiming their bio-yield GMOs could 
never get in the food chain, foreign GMO compounds were found in food crops, 
their presence due to human error when handling and identifying the seeds. The GM 
industry’s indecent haste is blatant, their precautions inadequate and self-serving, 
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and it is this which underpins public concerns. The public suspects, quite rightly, 
that commerce will entirely eschew the precautionary principle, doctor its research, 
propagandise the benefits of GM technologies, and downplay or simply ignore the 
liabilities, in their rush to make a profit. Whatever horrors are unleashed by genetics, 
we won’t know until it’s happened. We’ll just have to live with the results.

We will also have to live with the sociological implications. It is very disturbing to 
consider, in a world where food distribution is already so precarious, that a handful 
of huge corporations could dominate nearly all food production. They are attempting 
to do this using patent law. By this means, the patent holders can demand payment 
for new seed every year, because they can engineer “single-use” properties into plants, 
where they grow into viable food, but with sterile seed. In a few years, farmers will 
have no other seed stocks; they will be unable to grow mixed crops for reasons of 
identification in the food chain – already becoming mandatory in many places 
– so they will have no option but to grow exclusively GM foodstuffs, or stick with 
conventional crops. The GM yields will improve, at least in the short term, making 
conventional crops uneconomic unless they become like organic foodstuffs now; 
expensive and marginal. Much of the world’s grain and rice could soon be harvested 
from patented plants; in other words, a few very rich companies will own and control 
the world’s food supply. If nature takes offence, the disaster waiting to happen will 
be on the same scale. If you were to ask if the risks were justified, we could point to 
the fact we can already produce enough food. The current problem is that the few 
consume much more than the many, not that there isn’t enough to go round.

The biotech industry doesn’t limit its ambition to mere food. In an offensive display 
of raw greed, companies now apply for patents on complete animals and their genetic 
codes, on the gene sequences of human beings, their illnesses, and cures for them, 
on hereditary sequences that code for certain traits or talents, and even the gene 
sequences for intelligence. As you walk around, how weird is it to think that, in your 
own body, you now contain organic components for which another person holds a 
patent? Since commerce knows no apparent bounds, I am certain that one day soon 
we will read about a company trying to obtain licence fees from people that grant 
them to use or copy – by the act of being alive or having sex – the genes they were 
born with. It is my opinion that the patenting of natural processes, which is merely 
observation rather than invention, is highly unethical. Much debate is centred round 
the issue, but of course the dominant voice is that of the profit motive, so it is no 
surprise to find the US Patent Office applying the most liberal interpretation of 
invention in favour of the American biotechnology industry. Absolute greed patents 
absolutely.
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�
There is a phenomenon called scientific fact. It occurs when science offers proofs so 
rigorous, so exhaustively tested, and so consistent, that everybody accepts the result. It 
is therefore somewhat surprising to find out just how malleable these facts can be. 

Society has a problem trying to assess what science is doing. To a certain extent, all 
lay people are in the dark, and we depend on scientists to be honest. When they 
aren’t, we soon find out (being on the receiving end of deceptive science) and it is 
a reflection of how often the public has been misled by scientists that we now hold 
them in far less regard than we did even thirty years ago. This decline has been caused 
by science selling its conscience. The buyer was, of course, our old enemy the profit 
motive (with the state coming up hard on the inside rail).

Here’s a few examples of how scientists were induced to misrepresent scientific fact; 
the support of racial stereotyping; exaggeration of the safety of nuclear industries; 
claiming invalidity for statistical analysis of smoking-related cancer; providing 
evidence first to discredit global warming, later (as things got hotter) producing 
research that downgraded the likelihood or magnitude of the effects; falsifying the 
efficacy of certain medicines or treatments; misrepresenting the safety of pesticides; 
diminishing the effects of pollution while disassociating it from petrochemical causes, 
and disguising the health issues inherent to obesity on behalf of food producers. 
There are many more examples, but the link between them is predicable. In every 
case, big business was buying scientists who were prepared to give their masters the 
results they wanted, not the results that good science provided. The way they go 
about their tasks are many and various, some rather more clever and more transparent 
than others, but the effect is always the same when their culpability is revealed. The 
taint of corruption stains every person in a lab coat, every researcher with letters after 
his name, every person who admits to working in science. 

The problem that society faces is that science is restricted to debate, not legislation. 
We do not have a set of laws saying what is true and what is not, at least not in terms 
of a legal framework. Instead, we have the journals of science and the papers they 
publish; arcane, indecipherable and singularly unhelpful to the lay person. So much 
of science is about connecting facts, observations and theories in complex webs; we 
have to believe what scientists tell us, and fervently hope they are working in our best 
interests. When we discover they are working in the interests of big business, how can 
we take what they say at face value? We are left stranded in an ocean of doubt where 
every claim to know the shortest route to land is suspect. In the end, we cannot be 
sure of anything, so we take the safe route and go round in a circle.

We go nowhere very quickly. As previously noted, commerce would abandon all 
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caution in its haste, but through the influence of funding, business also compromises 
the quality and nature of research. It is a truism of science that it takes as long as it 
takes to do good science. Any shortcuts in research duration are also compromises 
in research quality. Yet business wants its results, and is prepared to subvert scientific 
technique to do so, especially where long trials are demanded for safety, but short 
trials give sufficient indication of profitability. This is how we end up with terrible 
human tragedies, where science was not allowed to assess all the data or the eyes of 
scientists were blinded by executives for whom facts were measured in dollars, not 
deaths. 

�
We may soon need all the genetic intervention we can muster to combat something 
very strange and deeply troubling, a magic trick that might go disastrously wrong for 
the magicians. Yet, on the surface, the trick looks not just benign, but very beneficial; 
that is, the benefits of medical science. Even before I elaborate, I must admit I don’t 
have a clue how we might resolve the paradox I will attempt to reveal.

The issue centres on evolution. For however many millions of years you care 
to contemplate, humans and their evolutionary ancestors have progressively 
strengthened the gene pool, by weeding out those who were less suited to life in 
favour of those better adapted to it. Nature is famously cold-blooded in this; before 
medical intervention, if a child was born with a predisposition to illness, deformity, 
physiological weakness or lack of intelligence, the ruthless selection process would 
stack the odds heavily against them reproducing. In a way so many of us might find 
cruel today, nature demonstrated no evolutionary compassion towards its rejects – in 
the main, it just killed them off. Child mortality in particular accounted for much 
of the selection process, where those not strong enough to survive never made it 
to reproductive age. While this is a hard and, paradoxically, a seemingly inhuman 
discipline, without it the human race would not exist; the species simply would 
not have survived long enough to evolve, because each generation would have been 
compromised by genetic material that coded for weakness, a lack of suitability to the 
environment and survival in it. In fact, those genes were rarely passed on. Genetic 
evolution is a numbers game where, in a species, if there are more genes for fitness 
than a lack of it, the species evolves. Where the opposite is true, it must decline, 
and the palaeontological record of thousands of extinct species confirms this, even 
discounting the five extinction level events that may have been caused by devastating 
environmental catastrophe, like an asteroid impact or volcanic eruptions on a massive 
scale.
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The strange thing is that we employ these same, notionally cruel methods ourselves, 
on animals, and on each other. Humans have little compassion for the species that 
we tend for food. We improve the quality of the herds we keep by selective breeding, 
lending nature a hand and speeding up the evolutionary process. In doing so, we 
exclude those animals from reproducing whose characteristics do not match our 
criteria; better yields, higher quality produce, resistance to disease, fertility and 
adaptation to local environments. However, the application of these methods that 
has affected us the most is the way we have bred our own race. The aristocracy have 
always been very keen on bloodlines and heredity, parodying nature’s ruthless process 
to their own ends, with some alarming results. A sign of things to come, perhaps, 
now that we can all mimic the ruling classes, choosing breeding partners from DNA 
databanks rather than a pre-arranged meeting at a coming-out ball?

When we consider the role medicine now plays, we can also perceive a direct 
challenge to the evolutionary process. Through medical intervention, we now keep 
alive thousands of children who would otherwise have died from what we call natural 
causes. These children, in evolutionary terms, may not be genetically suited to 
survival, but now they will grow, mature and reproduce none the less. The offspring 
of those “saved” will carry genetic material that nature would not have allowed to 
be passed on. They in turn will pass unfit genes to successive generations, who may 
also have acquired regressive genes from their parents. For the first time in human 
anthropological history, our race is no longer necessarily evolving towards desirable 
goals, such as strength, health, intelligence and survival. The longer we weaken the 
gene pool, the further and quicker the human race will degenerate.

This is a most appalling argument, isn’t it? Frankly, I was dismayed to find myself 
thinking it. The conclusion, if correct, infers a moral and emotional dilemma for 
which I can offer no possible resolution. What my argument suggests is wholly 
unacceptable: that to maintain and strengthen the gene pool, we let pre-term babies 
die, that we don’t save our children from preventable diseases. Anyway, which 
diseases would we choose not to alleviate? What about accidents like a loss of limb or 
sense? We can’t identify one disease or disability as evolutionary pressure, another as 
insignificant. The common cold can kill; autism may not; which would nature select 
against, if any? Moral paradoxes like that abound as you explore the argument, but 
above any moral consideration must be the pain and loss suffered by parents, the love 
and bonds of family, our profound care for our children. Even the loftiest academic 
mind would never dare suggest we don’t do as much as possible to ensure the viability 
of a human life. Society is composed of individuals, and our sense of this informs 
our concern for the well-being of every individual human life, from conception to 
the grave. Our concern is rooted in practicality – one day it might be us, or our kids, 
we’re talking about.
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Just the same, I can’t escape the logic of the argument, no matter how distasteful 
the implications. Are there any signs that degeneration in the gene pool might be 
taking place? I am not a scientist, so anything I suggest here is speculation, but there 
is a noticeable increase in certain illnesses, for example. The incidence of asthma has 
increased dramatically in the industrialised nations. Polio is back, Tuberculosis is 
reappearing. If true, the geographic distribution would make sense because medicine 
in the west is considerably more interventionist, and more widely available, than 
elsewhere. It is in the west we would first see any manifestation of genetic regression, 
but would we recognise it as such? The causes of increased illness could be unrelated 
to genetics; environmental contaminants like particulates could be to blame for a 
higher incidence of congenital respiratory ailments: likewise other causes and effects. 
A wide-spread disposition to old or new diseases could be caused by any number of 
catalysts, but genetic regression might be the last place anyone looks. What if science 
finally discovers that we are getting sicker as a result of breeding in a tendency to get 
that way?

The next steps would be truly terrible. In one scenario, science would have to fill the 
breach, by removing all regressive genes from the fertilised egg. This would entail 
artificial insemination for all births, incur great expense, and of course it would be 
hugely contentious – which genes are you removing from my baby, exactly? The cost 
would make the distribution of such techniques very uneven, so the genome in the 
US, Europe and Japan might get fitter, while everyone else gets weaker. The other 
option is totalitarian, but given China’s historic record of population control through 
edict, quite feasible. In this scenario, each individual’s DNA might be recorded at 
birth (a likelihood in any case), and the state would decide which individuals would 
be allowed to reproduce under license, and with whom. Your spouse might not be 
the genetic parent of your child, and a man could break the law by getting his wife 
pregnant. This awful notion is like the beer-glass paradox, but half-mad or half-sane, 
depending on which way you look at it. Either way, the matter will eventually rest 
with the state, because a problem of this magnitude – if it is a problem – cannot be 
solved by the individual. The human race will have to save itself, by acting as one 
body, as opposed to one dead body.

 



11�
Small Eiphanies

Small Epiphanies

1
Individuality is such a slippery notion. It can sometimes be more easily expressed 
by saying what an individual is not; a member of an organisation; an orchestra; a 
community; a chat-room; a club; a team; serving in an army; working in a factory; 
a voter for the least worst candidate. These are activities in which it is the sum of 
individual contributions that define, and in some cases validate, the whole.

We are social animals, and like our primate relatives we form groups, sometimes 
spontaneously, to serve any number of social functions. Unlike the apes, we may do 
this on a grandiose scale that dwarfs and demeans the individual’s sense of identity. 
No chimp ever laid a trans-oceanic phone cable to converse, albeit in grunts, with 
a distant relative; no gorilla ever plucked fruit from a tree with the intention of 
air-freighting it to some far-flung outpost of the gorilla empire. The scale of social 
organisation in nature seems to be restricted by forces as diverse as geography, food 
supply and how many of your tribe you can recognise, and it is observable that most 
primates do not seek to expand their social groupings beyond those limits (not that 
they could find anywhere to expand into). 

The human tribe is the exception that proves the primate rule – we recognise no such 
constraints. Our reach and purpose spans the entire globe, but our monumental 
achievements have realised their scale at the expense of a human perspective within 
them. A city is a perfect example: we are awed by its size, dwarfed by its architecture, 
hammered by its noise, harassed by its traffic, intimidated by its raw energy, paralysed 
by its crime and just scared stiff by all those people.  There is a palpable vibration that 
runs through any city, part physical and part feeling, contributing to an unease, an 
anxiety that I believe affects anyone who remains there for any length of time. These 
are powerful forces at work; the instincts for safety and survival honed over millions 
of years cannot be overcome in a lifetime of journeys on a crowded train, the strain 
and strangeness of which, even on a good day, has no equivalent in natural social 
groupings. It is a saint or a fool who can walk down a busy street in any metropolis 
while maintaining any meaningful measure of equanimity.

For humans, the village is a more appropriate scale of social architecture; an appealing 
size for a gathering of people, which is one possible reason why city folk are so 
enamoured of them in a rose-tinted sort of way. Individuals are a cherished part of 
village life, because it is clear how important a role they play in forming the social 

Part 3: Small Epiphanies
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bonds that make a community. There is no apparent surplus of people to create a 
consensus, as there appears to be in a city like London, where I have lived. There, it 
seems almost self-evident that my lack of participation would never be noticed, since 
so many others were available to take my place. This is, of course, an illusory and 
alienating way of thinking about one’s place in society, but in a village – and I live 
in one now – you cannot really fade into the background. You either participate, or 
you plainly and visibly don’t – and everyone in the village may know your preference, 
since there is no anonymity either (although, curiously, it feels as if there is rather 
more privacy). But for the average participant in village life, there is also a sense of 
place, of belonging, and of having some consequence as an individual because the 
scale of the gathering allows it.

Is it important then that we consider ourselves individual at all? Would it not be 
to the greater good if, like ego, we could put aside our notions of self and become 
instead like certain insects, obedient servants of a colony mind? Indeed, if we appear 
to value our uniqueness so little, express it in such limited ways, and endlessly 
subscribe to schemes that inhibit it, would we even miss it?

Let me state for the record what I value about being an individual. It is the 
transcendent, the small epiphanies of life, those events that are utterly unique to us 
in time, space, understanding and experience. I have to believe that every person, at 
one or more moments in their life, will feel their pulse rise and heartbeat quicken in 
reaction to the world around them, and the wonder of being aware of it; the hiker 
who finds a fossil; the parent holding a new-born child; the scientist transported 
by the numbers; the mechanic who loves his machine; the footballer who scores 
the perfect goal; the child looking through a telescope; the musician who hits the 
high note and the listener who hears it; the dancer whose feet don’t touch the floor; 
the warrior marked by God and the road-sweeper whose heart is touched by the 
inhabitants of the streets he tends. These small epiphanies, quite unique to each of us, 
are also the most treasured moments of our lives. 

There are other measures of individuality, but they are largely technical. The state 
recognises the individual by way of the vote. The world of finance does so with bank 
accounts, credit ratings, plastic cards and loans. The police take your fingerprints 
and DNA, the latter method also being the way science acknowledges our identities. 
But these methods, these reductionist criteria that seek to turn us all into machine-
readable data, confer nothing on the individual they don’t already have: knowledge 
of the existence of the self. Those tiny, transcendental moments are so much more 
valuable as markers of what defines us, of what our individuality is made of. The rest 
is for the bureaucrats.



11�
Small Eiphanies

If it could be said that our sense of individuality was best served by such events, our 
lives enriched and our humility replenished with each experience, should we not ask, 
perhaps even demand, our right to have more of them? Why do we not have these 
experiences more often? Why are we not more fulfilled? The answer may lie, at least in 
part, in the way we have to desensitise ourselves in order to take part in the gruelling 
experience of everyday life. For most of us in the western world, life is not so much 
an ongoing spiritual experience, more a forbidding maze of shopping, bill-paying, 
child-rearing duty, with work and sleep in between. There is no space in the car-park 
of modern life reserved for epiphanies of any size. This is hardly surprising; in the first 
place, there is no obvious way to make a profit out of enlightenment; in the second, 
most of us are unreceptive to life-enhancing experiences when the office phone is 
ringing, someone has borrowed your favourite pen, the computer has crashed (again), 
your in-box is full of spam or when all your tools have been put back in the wrong 
place by someone who shouldn’t have used them in the first place.

For the majority of people living in the allegedly developed world, life can be 
characterised by a lot of dull routine with a few good, but regrettably short, bits in 
between. For those said to live in the third world, if their options are not already 
governed by the duty to live dull and spiritually impoverished lives just like ours, 
we seek actively to convert them to this model by supplanting their lifestyles with 
our own, swapping their thrift with our desire to consume, their modest enjoyments 
for our perpetual dissatisfactions, and encouraging them to conform, to do only 
as we do; work for all their adult lives for very little, to sacrifice all opportunity to 
discover and explore and enrich ourselves, in order solely to provide labour for the 
various machineries of consumption. There is nothing new in this so-called cultural 
imperialism. The Roman historian Tacitus, writing about the Roman foods and 
baths imported into Britain after the invasion of 55-54 BC, despaired that “The 
unsophisticated natives called it ‘culture’, whereas it was a part of their servility.”

In the world in which industry is man’s most valuable asset, the world that deems 
work to be the most virtuous of pursuits for those it would employ and exploit 
(although not necessarily for those who do the employing and exploiting), the use of 
time for contemplation and introspection, and the peculiar quality of that time, are 
referred to collectively as leisure activities. We are permitted only a salutary amount 
of them, since leisure is deemed to be in polar opposition to work, producing nothing 
of saleable worth and therefore merely a luxury (except for the elderly, who may enjoy 
all the leisure time their Zimmer frames and replacement hip joints can negotiate, 
granted as they are a moral exemption because they are said to be too old to do any 
useful work). Any congruence between the contrasting ethics of work and leisure 
occur only when we discover an activity we regard as play, but everyone else thinks 
of as work. God help us when we engage in an activity that we think is work, but 
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everyone else regards as play: in my early working life as a musician, I was frequently 
asked if I also had a job.

Leisure activities are not a luxury at all. If we consider the civilisation that produced 
the great Greek thinkers and their remarkable achievements, we may catch a fleeting 
glimpse of a utopia. Unfortunately, it stood on the back of the slaves whose work 
made possible the leisurely pursuits of their owners; no change there, then. But the 
Greeks evidently didn’t regard activities like thinking for its own sake, the testing 
of ideas and theories, debating the principles that should govern our actions, the 
ongoing examination of the human condition in general or one’s self in particular, 
the creation of art, the beauty of mathematics or the exploration of hubris through 
drama, were luxurious things to do. All civilisations that have contributed greatly 
to human culture also placed such pursuits at, or very near, the apex of human 
endeavour, the most worthy use of one’s short time on this earth. The pursuit of 
knowledge and enlightenment should be reinstated as the most important thing 
individuals can attempt, and the most valuable of contributions to our society that a 
person can make. Perhaps then we might experience more of those small epiphanies.

2
By perpetuating a society whose values promote only dissatisfaction, by building 
social constructs on a scale that makes us feel insignificant and wholly unimportant, 
by alienating ourselves from the transcendent in everyday activity (for we do it to 
ourselves), it would hardly be surprising to discover that many people believe in little, 
feel that they have no contribution to make, that there is no point in trying because 
a single person can have no meaningful effect on mechanisms so vast, so impersonal. 
If such beliefs were valid, it would, for example, be a good reason not to write 
this book. But I did write it, and you are reading it. In my battle with apathy and 
disenfranchisement this book is my weapon, for I am not so foolish as to walk into 
the lion’s den of public opinion without some girding of loins and a bit of strategy. 
In the same way, I can reasonably expect my work to be vilified, ridiculed, scorned, 
deconstructed and discredited while its author will no doubt suffer a similar fate. 
However, this is still no reason not to try, for there are two very good reasons why I 
should, and have, written this book, both of which do not depend on the quality of 
the contents for their virtue as activities. 

One reason, quite simply, is to assert my right to self-expression, my right to spend 
my time in reflection and re-education, in contemplation and study, to examine the 
mystery of my existence and my awareness of it, all tempered by the sobering fact of 
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my mortality. OK, that’s several reasons and there are probably a few more if I cast 
my net wider, but I have often maintained that I only have access to one absolute, 
unquestionable fact; I will, like everyone else before or since, die and turn to dust. I 
can’t make sense of my time on earth if I squander it on foolish pursuits; this book 
seems like a worthy thing for me to do. This is not to say you should also find it 
so, but I can only live my life in keeping with that I personally find meaningful. 
If I could only spend my limited time meditating on those things that interest 
me, I would expect to die a happy, contented man. Right now, all I can say for 
certain is that I will die; it will be by dint of my future activities that my death-bed 
contentment may be earned.

The other reason – which I promise will not turn into a list – for me to write a 
book is the based on the issue of scale, of critical mass; the effect on society if quite 
a few people were doing something similarly benign. The analogy is drawn from 
the mathematics of fractals. I suggest that out of the chaotic system of humans 
unaligned by motive or means, meaningful structures would emerge, albeit with some 
unpredictability (or, more romantically, some mystery) given the right set of starting 
conditions. Therefore, if many people were to undertake writing a book about a 
better world – a benign task, I believe – no matter the quality of argument, analysis 
or execution, there would perforce be less muggings, robberies, rapes, murders and 
piracy on the high seas, simply because a percentage of the erstwhile perpetrators 
would be more worthily engaged at their stolen computers and their pirated word-
processors.  

Less contentiously, if many more people were engaged in a fulfilling activity for the 
majority of their time – their lives – than they are today, what effect would this have 
on the tenor of the society in which they lived? Would it not be reasonable to suggest 
there would be less tension, less unhappiness, less frustration and intolerance? If this 
is so, it must also follow that individuals can change society from within; create an 
evolutionary rather than revolutionary change in values and activities, through their 
own actions, without state intervention or sanction. The issue is one of choosing 
the right thing with which to occupy ourselves, and to question the purpose of any 
activity that contravenes our sense of that rightness.

But we don’t, do we? If you were to ask how it is we got in this mess in the first place, 
it might well be irritating to hear that “we made it that way”, irritating because the 
answer is both trite, and right. We cannot hide behind the convenient cover of social 
impotence because we are not impotent, and rarely in history have the masses really 
been powerless where populations were not held in slavery. The exercise of that power, 
historically, has been spontaneous; the riot, the uprising, the mutiny, demonstration 
or strike, but it does seem that no matter how strong the impetus for change, such 
movements are weakened if they expand beyond the local, quickly becoming as 
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detached from human concerns as those they oppose. Fundamental aims are diluted 
and diverted by people who come to power within the movement, and who impose 
their own political or personal agenda over those the movement was created to serve. 
Eventually, movements like this are absorbed by the forces they counter, and are 
rendered ineffectual; trade unions are a suitable example. 

You will have heard the saying that “power corrupts, absolute power corrupts 
absolutely.” As sayings go, this one is perilously over-exposed, but none the less, it 
seems that most of our organisations and institutions suffer from this to a greater or 
lesser extent.

The Christian churches have a terrible record of political and moral corruption. 
Major corporations have been found to be fraudulently gutted by their executives, 
while others attempt something similar on their customers. Governments are always 
getting caught with their hands in other countries’ pockets, while certain of our 
representatives enrich themselves at the expense of the electorate that gave them the 
opportunity. All in all, our ability to work in organisations without becoming cynical, 
self-serving and brutalised by the experience seems to be a bit limited. So what 
likelihood is there of effecting change through them? 

Not much.

This suggests that the option least likely to be a waste of time, that minimises the 
opportunity for others to misuse or corrupt my contribution, which seems most likely 
to produce some modest and constructive input to a venture as bold as changing the 
world, is to work towards this end as an individual. It is not, however, expressed in 
what I do not do. If I don’t oppose something, I am tacitly endorsing it. This is the 
converse of the position re-iterated by so many politicians, where “if you are not for 
us, you are against us”. The political doctrine of disagreement is aimed at devaluing 
debate, cowing the weak and the self-serving into submission, silence and inaction. 
The former statement is a provocation, a challenge to acquiescence, a demand that 
full consideration is given before deciding not to voice one’s concerns, to abstain 
from making a stand against a proposition, to decline the vote. So while it is true that 
things are the way they are because we either made them like that, or stood by and 
watched while others did the dirty work, it must also be true that we have the power 
and ability to remake the world, especially if we all take part, and accept responsibility 
for the outcome. It will never happen if we leave it all to someone else.

The individual is the most consequential component of society, not the least. Until 
we exercise the freedom and responsibility that is conferred on us by that significance, 
we remain unaware of our potential to improve our collective lot through individual 
actions. Alternatively, we may continue to depend on authority, bureaucracy, 
commerce and governments, assigning to them our right to decide the shape and 
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quality of our lives. Judging by the results already in, this may not be a team that any 
longer deserves our support.

3
The effort needed to create and maintain change for the social and global good 
must now come from each citizen alone, through our everyday actions. We have a 
responsibility towards the way our society develops which is best served by many 
modest local actions, whose unknowable but meritorious sum can and will move us 
gradually towards a better future. It is far easier to enact a small change than promote 
a large one; quicker, more measurable, controllable and possibly more efficient.

Some people appear to consider the writer’s lifestyle quite indolent. For example, I 
read a great deal, not an activity some of us associate with hard work. Sometimes I 
even feel guilty about it myself, wondering if there is more virtue in cleaning the car, 
formatting my hard disk or mowing the lawn; that is, doing “real” activities. Daft 
really, but there it is: part of my upbringing that will always cast its shadow over my 
perusal of the newspaper. Anyway, one of the things said to me quite often is this: 
“Supposing everyone lived like you? What would the world be like then?” My answer, 
quite simply, is that the world would be a better place. I live simply and peacefully, 
and my needs are modest. But before this turns into a manifesto for the establishment 
of a personality cult, let me point out that it is the possibility of adopting these values 
that is at issue, not my self-promoted virtue in following them (which I do because I 
like to live this way, hardly setting an example that qualifies me for a badge of merit, 
when all said and done). I believe I may claim, however, and with a minimum of self-
aggrandisement, that my lifestyle is possible due to what I no longer want.

We are born to work and consume, to endlessly repeat the duty-cycle of capitalism, 
and we are therefore given education appropriate to the tasks. Elsewhere, those who 
do not have the privilege of over-consumption envy and desire it, despite evidence 
of its disadvantages. Accordingly, we are all driven by needs entirely disproportionate 
to our requirements. Of course, people within societies become self-centred; this is 
what they have been educated to become. Of course, we always want more, bigger, 
better, newer things; this is how we are taught to express ourselves. And of course, 
we measure the quality of our lives in terms of how many objects we own, their value 
and exclusivity, for we also compete in all things, individuals mirroring the values 
and motives of companies and nations, themselves competing for the profit and taxes 
to be made out of our consumption. If the goal of life is to have more than others, 
because this signifies, both to us and to our peers, our apparent success, I would 
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ask you to consider what this implies for the future of our social well-being and our 
relationships to each other. These drives are surely not the seeds from which we could 
grow a decent civilisation, are they? A good set of starting conditions? In which case, 
they must be abandoned.

Now I cannot be so academic that I don’t realise how hard my suggestion is to 
implement. Abandoning the values that we have applied all our lives? Dispensing 
with much of what we believe in for something as yet vague and unspecified? Well, 
no-one ever said creating a Utopia would be easy. We have to make a start, just the 
same. If my contention that our current systems will not – cannot – be made to 
work, we have to change them, and we should not wait for others to do so, but start 
this project by ourselves. 

This is the most troublesome aspect of individuality; meeting our responsibilities if 
it should be true that we can, on our own, shape both our lives, and by implication 
and connection, the lives of others. Re-orientation is hard work, and requires self-
discipline, another ex-virtue demoted by consumerism, for which the admiration 
of a disciplined consumer is counter-productive. Part of the reward system that 
consumerism promotes is self-indulgence, which is not a good foundation for 
affirmative action. So, put another way, I ask the question: how might change come 
about? What is the agent of change, the impetus for it, the catalyst that creates it?

I suggest it should be a genuine sense of urgency. To further such aims as I outline 
here, we should be changing our ways, or considering change, right now. How much 
longer can we put off sorting things out? How many more horrible headlines do we 
have to endure? How much more compromise will one person be asked to make in 
order that another can enjoy a better quality of life? How long are we, as individuals, 
to wait for our institutions to genuinely and fairly improve the standard of living of 
all the peoples under their administration? 

For ever. Our institutions will not promote change, because the people who 
command them have what they want, and have no appetite left for innovation. The 
notion that the rich and powerful could claim to understand poverty and injustice, 
without immediately giving up their wealth to end poverty, and bending all their 
power to right injustice, is laughable. Talk really is seriously cheap, as it always 
has been. The notion that governments of wealthy countries really care about the 
impoverished elsewhere is clearly false, as demonstrated by the miserly, infrequent 
and often ambiguous actions of rich countries towards poor, like disguising the 
profit motive as a grand gesture; giving aid that is, in reality, dependent on gaining 
economic advantage in exchange, such as rights to raw materials, economic or trading 
concessions. If we are not to be so dogmatic as to suggest our institutions are corrupt, 
we can at least recognise they are awfully misguided and, particularly bearing the 
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arms trade in mind, quite amoral. In this environment of ethical vacuity and through 
worship of the false god of stability, institutions tend instinctively to suppress any 
activity or movement that compromises their ability to predict the outcome, or that 
may challenge its hegemony.

We cannot wait for our institutions, cannot give them the time to self-destruct or 
fade away in redundancy, because by then they will have taken half of us with them. 
Nor can we wait for a violent revolution, war and anarchy to sweep them away. I 
would like to live in a society that was obviously moving away from such a terrible 
cataclysm, rather than flirting as we do with nuclear, biological and environmental 
disaster on pretty much a daily basis, but clearly I do not. I must therefore meet my 
responsibility to do something about it. Me, today, now, this minute, alone, and with 
some urgency, because otherwise my inaction will constitute my tacit endorsement 
of the end of the world, and who knows how soon that event is scheduled for 
transmission?

�
The efficacy of varying scales of human endeavour are often misunderstood, hence the 
belief that small actions make no real contribution to larger issues. We plunge into 
this slough of despond when institutions fail to reflect the wishes of their constituents 
– the voice of dissent is rarely as loud as that of the institutions at which dissent is 
directed – but the problem arises not because of the size of an organisation or its 
deafness, but because the informing principles of the many that founded it have been 
altered to suit the vested interests of the few who run it. This too is a function of 
corrupting power. Many people of good heart and worthy intention found or enter 
an institution with a mandate for change, either self-adopted or as representatives of 
a collective. They fail with disturbing frequency, and I believe it is inevitable that they 
do so.

Let me reveal a small epiphany of my own that informs this view, one that occurred 
as I watched a series of TV dramas called Law and Order, written by G.F.Newman. 
The main theme was a demonstration of how those who would fight against crime 
were absorbed into it if they adopted the same methods as the criminals they fought. 
Detectives were seen adopting the language, lifestyle and values of the underworld in 
order to gain intelligence of it, but by doing so, they became indistinguishable from 
the criminals they associated with. It was then I realised that never was there a more 
insidious evil than “turning a blind eye”. We are aware of policemen who aid and abet 
one drug deal in order to thwart another, the prosecution who confers immunity on 
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one criminal in exchange for testimony against another, the agency that gives arms to 
one faction in return for ideological or strategic alignment against other factions, the 
intelligence organisation that knowingly supplies aircraft and crew to warlords and 
drug smugglers in return for assistance in a conflict between nations, or the country 
that employs the methods of murderous dictators when trying to assassinate one. In 
all these cases, the good guys and bad guys get so mixed up it is impossible to tell who 
is who, even when you belong to one side or the other (or both, the preferred choice 
of every connoisseur of conflict).

Are the people who act like this endemically corrupt, genetically predisposed to 
ditch their morals and ethics when it suits them to do so? I suspect not; according 
to that pre-eminent handbook of expedient statecraft, Niccolo Machiavelli’s The 
Prince, if you want to gain and maintain power, irrespective of your aims, you must 
employ historically proven methods that are either brutal in their realism, or deeply 
and utterly cynical, depending on your point of view. Moral absolutes like truth, 
equality or justice have no more place in the realpolitik of power and trade in the 
modern world than they did in Machiavelli’s time. They are merely the standards to 
which the masses must adhere and aspire. To join a government, protected only by 
the thin armour of righteous beliefs, armed only with a short spear of idealism, is to 
invite destruction or irrelevance. How many good people have discovered that, in a 
corrupt place, the only way to conduct business is on terms set by the proprietor? No 
businessman, administrator, or politician can claim to have accelerated change inside 
an institution without employing tainted methods in order to achieve it, assuming 
the institution was itself tainted in the first place. Few are not; there is no such thing 
as a little corruption.

If all large organisations are subject to these problems, perhaps the answer lies in small 
ones. We must disassociate ourselves from the notion that only monoliths can effect 
change on a comparable scale to themselves. However, implicit in this suggestion is 
the idea that we have to be patient, for we are too often governed by an unreasonable 
desire for the immediate solution, the quick fix. I, too, want it now, but I am 
prepared to settle for getting it later if that is realistically the best I can hope for. Nor 
should we place too much emphasis on being rewarded for our altruism. This would 
be analogous to seeking profit from an otherwise philanthropic cause. There would 
be reward for society, however; when the scale of individual contributions reaches 
sufficient size and momentum, something new will emerge, displacing outdated and 
outmoded institutions like a new tree pushing its way up through an abandoned 
graveyard.

So much for the theory. I’ve mustered mathematics, ethics and a host of other 
abstractions to my aid, but I would like to end with a real-world example of the 
importance, contributions, and scales of endeavour of individuals. Much commercial 
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software, from companies like Microsoft, is monolithic. Microsoft Windows, the 
standard operating system software for millions of businesses, is a huge program 
stuffed full of things most people never use.  It is also priced to reflect its complexity. 
It comes from a single company, and if there is something wrong with it, any part 
of it, you are dependent on this company for a resolution. Because big software 
companies are expensive to run and have to plan a long way ahead, it may be some 
time before they can fix their software during a scheduled update. Equally, you 
must be content with anonymity, since large corporations can rarely accommodate 
customised modifications for a single user or company.

Compare this with the Open Source software movement. Made possible largely by 
the Internet, it consists of a huge network of individuals who contribute innovation 
and maintenance of many programs that are available free to the user; all the 
contributors do so for largely altruistic reasons. Programs get fixed quickly, new 
features and functions are added, tested and debugged by willing hands on rapidly 
variable scales of involvement, no-one is excluded or disenfranchised, every person 
can make a meaningful contribution and individual requirements are easily catered 
for. At every level, it’s all quite up close and personal, as they say.

Better still, from my point of view, there is an observable emergent property from 
all these small, but correctly aligned, contributions; the software produced under 
the auspices of the Open Source project is so good that the operating system Linux, 
developed in exactly the way I have indicated, is now the predominant rival to 
Microsoft’s Windows in business, and it’s essentially free! Notably, this loose coalition 
did not opt to sell their souls by demanding that business should pay where the single 
user should not. This is the confused and self-defeating ethic of the closet capitalist, 
and I’m glad there at least one organisation out there that does not impose conditions 
on its moral generosity based on discriminatory judgements regarding the ethics of 
others. 

My final point is to highlight a particular quality of this endeavour that utterly 
confounds the predictions of both social and business commentators. The Open 
Source movement is essentially anarchic, a form of chaos that few consider viable at 
any real scale. Yet the results prove them wrong; the visionaries who started the whole 
thing created starting conditions that were well chosen, and then let the whole thing 
develop shaped solely by force of the collective will of the participants. This was not 
democracy – there was never a vote: it was anarchy. The outcome, indeed the ongoing 
development, is appropriately proper, moral and worthy, guided by the values 
embedded in its creation. This is a fine example of the benefits of shifting “power to 
the people,” and demonstrates perfectly how a sea of small epiphanies may combine 
to form a greater wave of change.
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1
Although it may be a rather sweeping statement – not a practice I’m shy of in any 
case – I think that education is the most important building block of civilisation. 
Humans have many distinguishing characteristics, but I don’t think any of them add 
up to much without education. What use is language unless we pass it on to others? 
What is the point of having an historical record if no-one else can avail themselves of 
it? How can traditions and crafts, science and technology be useful unless their secrets 
are learned and expanded, generation on generation. Mankind strives to improve its 
lot, and it is through education that we admire the achievements of the past and set 
our goals accordingly. It is also through education that we discover what went before 
and failed, so that in the future we may try again, and perhaps succeed. It is through 
lack of education that we fail, again and again.

The task of building a utopian society can be seen as a huge mountain to climb, and 
the trouble is it’s hard to imagine making much impact on the design of such an 
imposing, albeit worthy, edifice. It is also true that we become set in our ways; change 
at fifteen may be exciting: it is far less attractive when you are fifty. We must also 
consider what a long-term project it is to change a society so radically. For a utopian 
society to be created in stable conditions, things need to go slowly, to evolve while 
ensuring the shape is right and the participation inclusive. Many generations will 
pass, and for this project to be sustained, it has to be placed high on the educational 
agenda. While we can look on and advise, in reality this project is forever in the hands 
of the next generation, so it is very important they are well educated.

My definition of good education is rather at odds with the state. In the UK, we still 
have a remarkably efficient two-tier system comprising state schools, whose function 
is to produce workers, and the confusingly named public school system, offering fee-
paying scholarships and designed to produce leaders: state schools teach their students 
what to think, while public schools teach how to think. It is, of course, a legacy from 
the days of aristocracy, but the agenda has changed little. The quality of education 
varies, but public school pupils have always dominated the race for university places. 
Their sense of exclusiveness also bonds public school-educated men and women, so 
they form strong and long-lasting ties. In business, the military and government, 
the old-boy’s network is formidable and institutionalised, making it impervious to 
change.
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While the public school system may be accessed only by the privileged few, based 
on how much money they have rather than educational merit, it does produce 
individuals. It seems there is more emphasis placed on developing the abilities of 
each student on his or her own merit, rather than by a comparative assessment of 
conformity. State schools do not produce non-conformists, except by accident. It is as 
if state-educated people operated as part of a collective, while public school products 
function as self-contained units. This is a sizeable generalisation, of course, but the 
overriding impression I have of my public school friends and associates is consistent 
with my point. Since I was educated in the state system, I can vouch for my end; we 
were fodder for the offices and factories, given the skills needed for the workplace and 
little more. I thank heaven for Mr. Hastings, my history teacher, who kept the spark 
alive through a long journey in a twilight world. It seems strange to me to have been 
so close to getting an education, and yet kept so distant from it by my teachers.

We are not taught the right things. We should be made aware, interested, unafraid, 
willing to work to improve ourselves instead of serve others. Instead, we are given 
the minimum, and it is a shocking and scandalous fact that more school-leavers lack 
literacy and numeracy skills now than they did thirty years ago. Our education system 
actually appears to be in decline. We are not taught to think for ourselves, and to be 
responsible for our decisions; identity is subsumed by conformity. Standards are set 
and we must achieve them. Why? So we can get a job. No consideration is given to 
the quality of life we are condemned to, the inadequacy we feel, the blind fury and 
impotence at so much we are ill-equipped to understand. It is only later we realise 
how we were let down, and how little we have come to know. 

Things are made worse by the way education is represented as the exclusive province 
of the young. It is assumed that all adults will have to work, which precludes learning 
in any depth, so society offers little in support of lifetime education. We should be 
dipping our toes into the pool of knowledge on a regular basis all our lives, not trying 
to cram it all in during one long and inevitably boring swim, and frankly, I don’t 
think paid work is important enough to prevent us from educating ourselves. The 
way we regard education right now is rather like having been made to take regular 
baths as a child, but never washing again once you reach the age of consent.

2
I’ve been working out what I learned only after leaving school. The most important 
lessons were about my relationships with other people, and that my fate was in my 
own hands. 
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Being an individual is a consuming affair. It is easy to think of little but ourselves, 
what we do and what we want, but without community there is no society. Unless 
we choose the life of a hermit, we must engage with society and how well we do 
so determines how pleasant or otherwise we find the experience. The stuff of the 
average state education is concerned with an appreciation of the individual only 
to the extent that he or she can attain qualification. Education does not stress the 
merit of individuality, nor the generosity and courage required to fully respect and 
enjoy the differences between us, rather than fear them. Every report I read about 
genocide, racism, oppression, all the ugly things people think up to do to each 
other, confirms to me that education failed these people. I cannot possibly conceive 
that they would do such terrible things if they knew what I know, which isn’t that 
much, but is certainly sufficient to stop me doing and thinking truly ugly things. I 
am confident enough of who I am that I no longer need to characterise people by 
arbitrary difference; I have learned that all people are more alike than dissimilar. 
I can no longer view others as competitors, but fellow travellers. I will not foster 
discrimination against myself and others by feeling inferior to some and superior to 
others, because I have gained enough understanding to see that comparisons like this 
are pointless and misleading. I am no longer prepared to join in the consumption 
competition, for I know that consuming more will not make me happy, and I now 
have better ways to express myself. I wish someone had taught me these things when I 
was younger.

I missed my chance, but the next intake doesn’t have to. We need to create a 
generation of non-conformists, people who can think with independence and 
balance, about themselves and about society. They need a truly worthy goal, and 
that should be the pursuit of excellence. Nothing less will do. Personal excellence, 
skill excellence, and excellence in a society in which it is the birthright of every man 
and woman to occupy a valued and respected place in it. The highest aspiration of 
a civilisation must be to achieve a utopian existence for all, and if this were to be 
made the core principle on which education was based, each generation in turn 
might be more inclined to work towards it. At the moment, the motives of education 
are grubby and low. We are making a poor investment in our future, cheating the 
young out of their true heritage. Instead of promoting the search for enlightenment 
and fulfilment, we stifle their curiosity, duck their hard questions, despair of their 
indifference and suppress their dissent. All this is in the name of serving the industrial 
machine, doing our duty according to the work ethic.

If we didn’t have to work, all of us living in a utopian dream-world, what curriculum 
would be appropriate for the education of our children? I think it would be very 
different indeed. More radically, I suggest we introduce that curriculum now, in 
advance of arrival in Utopia, planting the seed from which a new civilisation may 
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grow. I don’t think institutional education is going to do it, but parents have more 
influence than schools. You have the raw stuff of intelligence in your hands, and I 
have no qualms in suggesting that if you were to instil in your children the ideal of 
creating a utopia, over and above getting a good job or a nice house or making lots of 
money, we would be setting a fine thing in motion. We may be a bit past it ourselves, 
but we could light the fire in our children and let them carry the torch for a while. 
That’s what children are for.
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The Question I Dread

1
I don’t know if all authors do this, but when I’m writing I sometimes imagine how 
readers are going to react to the proposition under my fingers. This reaches its 
apotheosis in my fantasy book group discussion, of which I am a guest, positioned 
on a hard, bolt-upright chair between the chunky pullover faction and the sensible 
shoe brigade. Mostly, I enjoy discussion of my ideas, even when it gets a bit fractious. 
There is, however, one line of questioning that I truly dread, and it is always couched 
in a similar imaginary form. A nice lady of the Alan Bennett tendency gets up, 
shoulders her shawl like a rifle, fixes me with ferocious eye-contact and asks “…so 
how, then, if we get rid of money, will I pay for the groceries?” at which she stares 
triumphantly round the room and sits down again, swish-plonk.

I no more know the answer to this, or questions like it addressing the ever-spiralling 
costs of children’s clothing; the nationalisation by the state of the mortgage 
companies; or if we can still go to Spain for our holidays after the evolution, than I 
know how to make the trains run on time. But if I merely offer my vague “organic 
growth of small things into large ones” argument, it can seem a bit mealy-mouthed, a 
bit inadequate, as if I had one half of a treasure map and no clue to the whereabouts 
of its vital counterpart.

First let me reiterate that I don’t think we’re smart enough, any of us, to finish a 
design of a utopian ideal that would work in practice, though there are many who 
would start it. We are clearly not smart enough to be able to fix the existing system, 
so who would you ask to design the new one? This is why I believe a balanced, 
functional society can only come out of a consensual evolutionary process driven 
from the ground up, where we make, at local levels, continual small adjustments to 
the design as an ongoing process that never ends. One of the reasons a command-
imagination would not work is that things change at the local level faster than you 
can keep updating a global blueprint. In fact, the plans are likely never to get off the 
drawing board, so inundated will its authors be with revisions. Another thing is that 
designing any system on this scale is horrendously complex, and frankly beyond us. 
We would be overwhelmed with data. The rapidly changing demands of our society 
on its administration can only be efficiently addressed by de-centralised responses, 
not because they are inherently more efficient – which in most cases I believe they 
are – but because we have more chance of understanding what we’re doing, and our 
changes have more chance of happening in a reasonable timeframe. The big picture 
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may provoke awe, but there is so much more significance to actions within it that 
our administrators, rightly, have to take everything they can think of into account 
before doing anything. Governments are terribly slow at implementing change, but 
individuals need not be. Local actions are also a kind of damage limitation exercise, 
since if anything goes badly awry, not too many people are affected. Anyway, as I 
said, no-one can claim to have complete and valid plans for something so perplexing, 
convoluted, far-reaching and all-encompassing.

As you have no doubt surmised from the coy way I’m going about it, I do have a 
few practical thoughts about how a Utopian society might come about, and how we 
might begin to approach certain issues. I’m concerned very much with beginnings, 
for I believe that if we take our first steps appropriately, we can reasonably assume 
that more steps, then walking, and even running, may be possible. The trick, 
obviously, is to avoid falling down too often, to refrain from being too ambitious, and 
not to adopt unsustainable methods through which we seek to avoid the muscular 
hard work, like deciding the best way to travel is on the back of someone else. It 
must be said that if we want to get anywhere, we have to make those first steps. What 
comes later will be the foundation we leave for future generations to build upon – not 
a particularly healthy legacy at this point in time. So one of the first steps must be 
to reconsider the work ethic, and what kind of work it applies to, for there are two 
distinct varieties; work we wouldn’t do unless someone was paying us, and work we 
do for nothing, for the love of doing it. For most of us, our time on earth is mainly 
filled with the former, while the only real rewards we get from work, other than 
money, come from the latter. That is not to say that people don’t get pleasure from 
their labours, but I have observed that while paid work provides job satisfaction, the 
things we do for ourselves give us life satisfaction. I know which of the two I find 
more rewarding.

In most people’s minds, the opposite of work is unemployment, a conclusion I find 
rather unimaginative. A better opposition would be leisure, surely?  

Not unless it’s earned; this is the thinking that the work ethic promotes, that we 
are not entitled to leisure but must earn it. This feat of strange logic is required to 
validate the idea that working is, of itself, virtuous. Naturally, we are encouraged to 
extend this to conclude that not working, or not wanting to work, therefore lacks 
virtue. Unless, that is, we’re talking about retirement, the point of which is not to 
have to work, even though many would like to continue to do so. There is no end to 
the perversity of capitalism.

How did we get into this tangle of confused motives? It came about because of 
a fundamental misconception regarding human nature. The aristocracy have 
traditionally understood their serfs and slaves to be inherently and wilfully ignorant, 
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slothful, self-abusive, and dishonest (and permanently inebriated given the slightest 
opportunity). Obviously, there can be no reason to expect any loyalty, altruism, 
diligence or commitment from a rabble required none the less to work like slaves 
solely to enrich their masters. To this end, the favoured method has been to scare the 
populace into submission through the dual demons of the lash and the bible. Not 
only have common people been subject to the lash and the cage at the whim of their 
rulers, they have been constantly propagandised by those who maintain the myth that 
you must work or be damned, and are shameless enough to put these words into the 
mouth of God himself. 

The work ethic is now being replaced by the most potent new tool in the arsenal of 
subjugation: the instrument of debt. Two hundred years ago the average worker stood 
no chance whatsoever of getting a loan. An agricultural or early industrial labour 
force owned nothing, had no collateral. Their living was largely at subsistence level, 
with nothing that we would describe today as disposable income. Who would lend 
such people money, or give them a mortgage? 

A curious feature of industrialised materialism is that everybody has a civic duty 
to buy the goods other people make, or else the whole edifice collapses. Everyone 
depends on everybody else exchanging their money on a perpetual roundabout of 
mutual-support spending. The trouble is, materialism is expensive, and here the 
capitalists came up with a very cunning trick. They started lending consumers money, 
in order to consume. By luring people into debt, several purposes were served. The 
work ethic was no longer so important. If people didn’t recognise a moral imperative 
to work, they could be forced to work in order to service their debts. For major loans 
– a house, say, or a car – the lenders could make additional money from defaulters 
by taking back the property, keeping the money already paid towards it, and selling 
it again. By making debt seem attractive and innocent, a new race of slaves and serfs 
was created, shackled not by chains, but by credit agreements and home improvement 
loans. The money loaned also quickly returned to the hands of the lenders, because 
it was meant to be spent. The industrialists are actually underwriting their success 
by lending us the money to make it possible, and making an additional profit from 
doing so. Between the work ethic (for the moral majority) and debt repayment 
(for everyone else) we are compelled to take part in this enormous project to make 
money for someone else. Given the choice, most of us would not volunteer for such a 
scheme. 

But even if you win the argument that people might work less if they were not 
so addicted and indebted to it, that in doing so they would not become morally 
bankrupt, the next thing that seems to occur is a sudden onrush of fear, much like 
agoraphobia; a fear of all that extra time at your disposal, the wide-open spaces of 
your illicit leisure. How would you occupy yourself? Would half the population not 
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immediately collapse on the sofa with a beer and a bag of crisps, never to rise again? 
Well no, actually. If your friends, colleagues and associates are anything like mine, 
by their example we’d all be busy doing things we like to do, if and when we had the 
leisure to discover them. We are, like our ape cousins, inquisitive, curious, restless 
creatures. We explore compulsively, both ourselves and the world we live in. We are 
supreme tool makers and users, and exult in our abilities to do so. No-one has to pay 
us to do these things, for they give us such pleasure they are a reward of themselves. 
The pervasive myth that we are lazy and irredeemable has been foisted on us by 
those who would have us serve them and their needs to the exclusion of our own. 
It is strange to me that so many people are still taken in like this, even to the extent 
of claiming that if they were not compelled both morally and financially to go to 
work, they too would be on the sofa. It is also a deception in which we play our part 
voluntarily.

Without compulsion, we might be able to ask exactly why we have to do certain 
onerous tasks. The first answer will be to earn money, so let’s address that issue. If 
your needs are such that you only find satisfaction in consumption, and measure 
success only in terms of increasing it, then you will always have to work like a dog. 
It’s a trade; the best part of your life for as many items as you can jam into the trolley. 
Rich people have big trolleys; poor people make do with a tin cup. Very rich people 
own the supermarkets. In filling your trolley, just how much is enough? Every person 
should work that out for themselves, although it is easier to arrive at a modest sum 
if your demands aren’t unreasonable. There is a specific freedom that comes with a 
reduction in one’s demands – the feeling that you are not compelled to do things you 
don’t want to, past that necessary to fulfil those demands you choose to acknowledge. 
If you have to have a replacement car, TV or stereo system, not because of a lack of 
function or failure of utility, but just to keep up, perhaps this is a drive that needs to 
be reconsidered. It is certainly a sure way to unbalance any attempt at fairness and 
meaningful equality between people in a society.

Having said that, even modest needs have to be fulfilled if we are to have a society 
that works. I guess we could say that everyone should have a TV – one TV – if 
they want one. But in a world where we aren’t compelled to work in factories, who 
makes the TV, the mass production of which is clearly not a candidate for vocational 
dedication (although the design of one certainly is)? I think machines could do it, 
and virtually all the tasks analogous to this example. It is an issue I have not thought 
to address until this point: any Utopian construct should and must be built on the 
foundations of science and technology. There can be no return to an idyllic agrarian 
lifestyle because it has never existed. To reject technology is to advocate a return to 
the poverty and ignorance that came before it.

The design of technology is a pleasurable, learned and skilful task. I hope it does not 
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seem contentious to assume there will always be people who would like to design 
things for the pleasure of doing so, and seeing them work for the benefit of others, in 
which case we have a match between a need and a way of fulfilling it without doing 
damage to society. But the dull bit, the production-line tedium, could and should be 
done using automation (another thing people will doubtless like to design). When I 
learned about the industrial revolution in school, it was not long before I surmised 
that technology was a foundation on which a utopia could be built, a view I have 
never abandoned. We are clever enough to eliminate virtually all activities that occupy 
people so badly at present. We have resources enough for it, and intelligence enough 
to work out how to do even those things said to be impossible, for they never are. 
Yet it would leave us in a strange place, because in the current system under the work 
ethic, when you are not needed, you are also not wanted: your place in society is 
undermined and you are considered a burden. This wouldn’t matter if you could have 
the TV as a right, rather than a purchase. If that sounds outlandish, bear in mind 
we have probable already built sufficient televisions for every person on the planet to 
have one, so it’s clearly not a matter of scale, or the availability of resources, but one 
of – you guessed it – profit.

The prohibitions of profit apply as much to food as consumer electronics. It is widely 
reported that there is enough food produced to feed everyone in the world, but 
this is not a financially profitable exercise. We have medicines to cure wide-spread 
diseases anywhere they occur, but this is not a financially profitable exercise. We have 
technologies that could bring water to the thirsty and education to the ignorant, but 
we do not deploy them for there is little money to be made out of the impoverished. 
I could go on, but my point is that on all available evidence, the pursuit of profit 
is not a socially profitable exercise. The need for profit keeps people sick, keeps 
people hungry, and it keeps the like of you and I hard at work for the profiteers. The 
relentless pursuit of profit is one of the most corrupting influences abroad today, in 
every way you can allege corruption.

This is evident in the way we put our collective ingenuity to work. Think of all the 
really smart, innovative people in the world, who are currently employed to design 
missiles that go down chimneys, ingenious machines that can distribute death more 
profusely than rain-water, cars that consume non-renewable and highly polluting 
fuels, packaging that take a thousand years to disintegrate, housing that wastes energy 
as if there were no costs attached. They could also be employed to create viable new 
energy sources, cars that run on green fuels, machines to do the dirty work for us and 
even industries that efficiently supply our needs rather than fulfil our unreasonable 
desires. They could be building Utopia. That they are not is a direct result of the 
corrupting influence of the profit motive, where there is more money to be made 
from guns than butter, where it is considered cheaper (and therefore more profitable) 
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to promote war, global warming, land-fill sites, over-consumption, a perverse work 
ethic and the concomitant social inequality, than sort these problems out.  We have 
the technology or its potential, but not the desire to employ it for the benefit of 
all rather than the profit of the few. Accordingly, whatever humanitarian promises 
technologies might make are ruthlessly suppressed and perpetually broken. 

2
I must now address the practical issues: food, shelter, clothes, education, health, 
transport. In a utopian society, these are goods and services that must be provided 
free and by right, and with absolute fairness. I would like to set aside health and 
education, since these are not problematic; they are already free and pretty egalitarian 
in the UK, and therefore I don’t see the need to argue for the possibility of our model 
being emulated everywhere. Let’s just stick with the goods; in a practical sense, every 
person will have similar needs, but not identical, especially if we consider this notion 
on a global scale, where other cultures must be respected and other values met. This is 
a really important point, because whenever one enters a discussion about some kind 
of social, ethical mass-production or wealth distribution, we quickly stumble over the 
denial of individual expression.

The argument goes something like this: in order to efficiently meet the consensual 
demands of a society for those things it considers basic, the most practical way of 
doing so is to make a single design, which all people must accept or do without – you 
can have any colour you want so long as its black, as Henry Ford is reputed to have 
said. This is totalitarianism, and will never work. But it is worth considering why 
previous regimes have thought it necessary.

One of the most common questions that come up is how we can avoid the odium 
of the state deciding some “standard” level of consumption, which we are then 
prohibited from exceeding. I agree this is wholly undesirable, but I must point 
out that unless we, as individuals, take responsibility for setting our own, unselfish 
standards of living, then someone else will have to do it for us. Totalitarianism must 
have seemed like a good idea at the time, but it makes false assumptions, just like 
the aristocratic advocates of the work ethic. It is a system predicated on the idea that 
you can’t let people set their own standards, because they will always seek to gratify 
themselves at the expense of others. The proletariat, to coin an expression, are base 
creatures, will always be greedy and grasping, and they will seek ways to have more 
than others of all things, so they can indulge in the rather ugly practice of flaunting 
their material wealth at those less well-off, for this is what gives them their sordid 
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pleasure. They and their desires must be controlled by the state, using the kind 
of violence a cruel rider inflicts on his horse. This is another good argument for a 
ground-up, rather than top-down, movement, because a state-sponsored system 
will implicitly seek to impose rules to make its system work, unless we have already 
demonstrated our re-aligned values through our actions. I return to the notion of a 
consumer strike as an example; if we have already stopped consuming inappropriately, 
the state will get the message. I think we have to be committed in advance of reaping 
the egalitarian benefits. So ask not what you can do for your country, but what you 
can do without. Then do without it at the most local level possible, in your own life, 
because you can, and soon. The sum of such actions, performed widely, would be the 
regulation of consumption of the people, by the people and for the people.

The other serious error totalitarian states seem to repeat appears so obvious to me that 
I can’t believe they didn’t figure it out. Let’s take the example of the state-produced 
car. The communist regime of the twentieth-century produced an infamous car called 
the Brabant. It was truly crap; a terrible design, unreliable, uncomfortable, highly 
polluting, prone to rust and, through the wonders of mass-production, every one was 
just the same! No wonder people find such a method of car production abhorrent. 
However, it amazes me that the industrial power that could produce a car didn’t 
invest in setting the initial conditions properly, a key plank in my whole argument. 
How might we view the mass-production of a single car if it embodies every virtue 
of best of breed examples, and eliminated most of the vices as our commercial 
manufacturers have done today? I’d say that, given high reliability and efficiency, 
reduced running costs and improved longevity, the additional costs of making a really 
good car instead of a poor one would be considerably offset. As far as consumer goods 
are concerned, what I want is the best designed, best made, most efficient and longest 
lasting device available. I can rarely afford them at present for quality always comes at 
a premium, but with a sensible system, quality could be within reach of everyone, and 
without it being related to false and worthless status.

My final point on this topic is that choice of colour, indeed appearance, are part of 
every person’s aesthetic, and we should respect the right to surround ourselves with 
objects that appeal to us personally. I can no more agree with design totalitarianism 
than any other kind; the image of sheep-like Chinese cultural revolutionaries all 
dressed identically springs to mind. In support of the expression of our own tastes, 
and also my argument about mass-produced goods, I would like to point out that 
a change in manufacturing processes has pre-emptively addressed this issue. Many 
companies have now built computer-controlled robotic systems that can customise 
on the fly. Previously, it was very expensive to change a production line, most of the 
cost being incurred by stopping it in the first place. Now, things have improved, 
manufacturing at large scales is more flexible – to a degree – and what we have to 
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do is extend this process. In doing so, each person can have choices in the otherwise 
“standard-issue” of meritorious consumer goods, for without it we get very bored, 
very quickly; variety is the spice of life, after all. I will just slip in the point that with 
so much more time to play with (a fine allusion) we can also customise standard 
objects for ourselves; it is after all only an extension of DIY home improvement, a 
popular pastime in any case.

3
Let’s return to the vocation versus coercion argument for a moment. Even if many 
of us choose to adopt roles or learn skills that also fulfil the requirements of society, 
there will always be some jobs that require routine human intervention, but are not 
very attractive. Equally, there will be tasks for which long-term commitment and 
experience is vital, which could imply that certain people get lumbered. As far as 
these issues go, they are best addressed in detail when we get there. I have no idea 
how much organisation might be required to keep the trains running, bins emptied, 
the sewers flowing, the water clean, the food moving and so on. I for one would 
be willing to do my bit – four hours a week might not be an unrealistic estimate if 
everyone were to be equally committed – spent on those community works of which 
we are all beneficiaries. As for experience retention and long-term commitment, 
some people will no doubt enjoy the steady challenges and continuity of such 
things. Perhaps there is also a valid argument for special rewards, where the meeting 
of social requirements would otherwise be iniquitous. To work, the rewards would 
need to be appropriate; that is, not reinforcing the dubious pleasures of conspicuous 
consumption through incentives based on material gains. Holidays? Spiritual 
guidance? People looking after your kids, making you a rug for the lounge or painting 
your house? Saying thank you? I have no real idea, and I could do with some help 
here, but if we’re smart enough to figure out how to make an atomic bomb and get it 
to its target, this should be a simple nut to crack. 

While we’re at it, we should consider the chicken and egg scenario, or who blinks 
first? Even if you find that everything I have suggested is desirable to some degree, 
who’s going to make the first move? I suggest is must be the individual. Can we really 
expect businesses to suddenly desist from competition, exploitation and expansion, 
willingly turning over the means of production to the state for incorporation into 
the greater ideal? Can we realistically expect our institutions to say “go home, people, 
and have a nice time – we’ve eliminated your job but we’re going to carry on paying 
you anyway?” Sounds bloody unlikely to me, and I’m sure it does to you too. In 
which case, it’s down to us to reject the things we can do without; eventually they 
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will stop being made. It is for us to work out how to start running and maintaining 
our modest social domains, and get on with it. It is for the individual to determine 
what they need, what is proper, what has value, and contribute to society by investing 
some time and effort in making it possible for everyone to be as self-determined as we 
would be. We can start now.

Must everything be free before we abandon our desire for over-consumption and 
wealth, or the other way round? In fact, it’s for the individual to stop patronising 
materialism, since the opposite is patently not going to happen. Evolution versus 
revolution again: many small sacrifices add up to the downfall of consumerism, but 
only after severing the ties that would otherwise drag us with it into the vacuum of 
some new dark age.

There is also the question of when all this might happen. What is a realistic time 
scale for our self-propelled social evolution? Well, who can say? In the face of this 
uncertainty, is might be prudent to recognise we may have less time than we think; 
consequently, too sanguine an approach may be sufficiently complacent to invoke 
disaster. I look to history for my evidence. Saying that civilisations come and go is 
as obvious as saying everything that goes up must come down. They rise and fall like 
any breathing body, over and over again. I have often wondered, within a now-extinct 
civilisation, how early on was there an awareness of the decline, and on what basis 
it was perceived or measured? Some criteria I can imagine are these: a rise in crime; 
a decrease in respect for law and order; erosion of moral values and an increase in 
bacchanalian pursuits; rising prices and unforeseen shortages; a deterioration in social 
services; an increase in dissembling and deceit in the ruling classes; a reduction in the 
quality of public works and a deterioration in the general standard of education; an 
increase in lowest common denominator entertainments; more frequent involvement 
by the military in civil affairs; more corruption and scandal; a growing inequality 
between citizens; civil unrest; political and financial instability; terrorism; increased 
military spending and wars on several fronts, particularly at its borders. I modelled 
this list with the decline of the Roman Empire in mind, but the correspondence with 
our own times is striking.

So is our western, consumerist civilisation on the up, or have we peaked already? 
Well, people are as firmly married to the millstone as they were two-thousand years 
earlier. Wealth is still poorly distributed, there is great inequality in many measures, 
and I can’t say things are getting better, just different: the rich move their wealth 
around a lot like a giant shell game. Then we have our science and technology; what 
about all the wonderful things we make? There seems to me an element of hubris 
about our alleged advances, so many of which bear punitive taxes in currencies 
we never expect, like the damage to our environment, the cost of disposal of so 
many unwanted things, or the plundering of resources at the expense of the future 
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generations, and the perpetuation of a childish infatuation with novelty. We are 
certainly more healthy in the industrialised nations, and better educated, much 
more likely to survive our infancy and will live longer than many of our forebears. 
Some of us, anyway; there is an increase in certain illnesses, like asthma, that seem 
inexplicable. Polio and TB have reappeared, and we are in the midst of the most 
widespread and lethal plague since the middle-ages, against which we can find no 
protection, let alone a cure, after twenty years of fatalities. Some countries will have 
their populations decimated as a result.

As far as it goes, there are certainly many things about our culture that have value 
and meaning, but we cannot assume to be forever propelled upwards. Someone 
needs to check the altimeter now and again, for there are disturbing readings on 
the instruments. Urban society is in rapid decline, brought on in part by a failure 
to understand that the environment we live in is a reflection of the actions we take 
towards it. Education is severely under-valued and it’s quality compromised by our 
reluctance to pay teachers an amount appropriate to the importance of their work. 
With falling levels of literacy and numerical skills, the attitudes of parents have 
become so extreme that teachers are in fear of violence when meeting them, as are 
public service workers like ambulance attendants and fire-fighters from the public 
they are trying to serve. Increases in corruption in both business and public life are 
well-documented, as is the struggle of institutions to cope with law and order issues. 
The welfare state, one of the best social initiatives to emerge in the last century, is 
under constant attack, as successive governments seek to devolve themselves of all 
responsibility for welfare issues. By way of replacement, there is a rapid increase 
in private administration of social needs, for reasons far from altruism or social 
responsibility, and whose measure of success is profit, not quality of life; a widening 
gap between rich and poor, widespread use of drugs, increasing violence of the most 
meaningless kind, such as road rage, and a rapid escalation in the proliferation of 
guns in society and people ready to use them. This is not good.

So as for timing, I have argued that the matter rests with you, the individual. We 
can wait, keep our fingers crossed, but this is not the most productive response, or 
the most cautionary. It’s like the argument put against global warming treaties by 
the US; of course we need to do something, but not yet. Like most people, I expect 
them to keep saying that right up until they fry, and us with them. In fact, only 
when global warming really cuts into their profits will they actively seek solutions, 
so foolish, short-sighted and self-serving are the vested interests of big business. Even 
then, they’ll probably blame previous governments for the mess, demand massive tax 
concessions for their pains, and suggest that if us consumers hadn’t been so damn 
greedy and purchased so much of the stuff they offered us, we wouldn’t have got in 
this mess in the first place. Do we really want to imitate this vapid, myopic, cowardly 
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method of analysis; to fail to act because we can’t be bothered, to wait until change is 
forced on us? If so, instead of getting what we’ve earned, we’ll end up with what we 
deserve.

Finally, I’d like to return to the most pressing issue for the future utopians, you lucky 
devils. What does one do every day; how – other than with the small services we 
would all provide to our society – would we occupy ourselves? It’s not a question that 
begs a definitive answer, but I would like to leave you with some thoughts on the 
potential benefits of a way of life that wasn’t dominated by work. 

First, there is education. It comes in many guises even now, but so many of us 
harbour desires to learn more about the things that interest and involve us it hardly 
seems contentious to suggest we would all enjoy a society in which education was 
free, and freely available, at any time in one’s life. We would all benefit as individuals 
in such a system, but the next beneficiary must be culture. Many of us would like 
to sing, play an instrument, dance, act, paint, sculpt, tell stories, write poems and 
so on. Given the time to do so and a lack of guilt over our increased leisure, why 
would people not spend more time learning and developing skills in the things they 
like to do? It doesn’t matter what the quality of the result, if any; only that we are 
engaged in meaningful, benign and worthy pursuits. The same is true of those with a 
participatory interest in sport; would they not like more time to develop their minds 
and bodies? Those of a mechanical bent could spend more time with their machines. 
Inventors could invent, scientists could do science, programmers could program 
and thinkers could think to their heart’s content, all for the right reasons and to the 
benefit of the society that makes it possible to live like this. All the activities that most 
fulfil us would also be the activities to which we are free to dedicate ourselves. Sounds 
like paradise to me, and so will it be.
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The leader of a poor country goes to the leader of a very rich one. 

“Please sell us some oil,” he asks, “so we too can enjoy the wonderful life your people 
enjoy.”

“There isn’t any oil”, comes the reply.

“That’s no good. How can I tell my people they must live in poverty, while they 
watch you on TV having a fine life? Please sell us the oil we need”.

“There isn’t any oil”.

“If you don’t sell us the oil, the poor people of the world will rise up in great anger, 
and take it from you”.

“They can’t,” replied the weary leader of the rich country. “Listen carefully. There isn’t 
any O–I–F–L”.

The leader of the poor country looks baffled. “There is no “F” in OIL”.

“That’s just what I’ve been trying to tell you!”

1
Sorry about that, the oldest joke so far. I found it down the back of the wardrobe 
concealed in a big ball of fluff, but it does the job. For one thing, the joke as I first 
heard it – where cod was the subject – applied only to a fish and chip shop, not the 
whole bloody ocean, which goes to show that irony is a weapon easily concealed. 
Another purpose I have is to alleviate, temporarily I’m afraid, the apocalyptic tone 
that creeps in to this book from time to time.

I really wanted to write a positive, hopeful book, but because many of my ideas have 
to be considered in the context of what I think we’re doing wrong, I have had to write 
about many of the negative aspects of human behaviour. I haven’t spent much time 
extolling our virtues, however. For the record, let me state that humans at their best 
are wondrous, luminous creatures; incredibly talented, skilful beyond any reasonable 
expectation, and extraordinarily surprising. At their worst, they are utter shite.
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I’m on a mission, as I’ve already admitted. It is to put the creation of a utopian 
civilisation at the top of every agenda. All the time I’ve been writing, I have been 
seeking any opportunity to persuade the reader that doing something about our lot 
and improving it is urgent. Reading this book is not enough however, not nearly 
enough. So far, I’ve alluded to certain disasters we might bring on ourselves, like the 
destruction of our culture, screwing up the food chain or having a another world war. 
The trouble is, these things are only possibilities, and may not happen. My experience 
of humans is that unless they have to change, they will not – how many disasters 
could have been averted by the measures that were put in place after the event? All 
in all, I don’t think any possibility about which I could hypothesise would actually 
be sufficient to actually cause change. What I need is inevitability, something I can 
predict with confidence, a catalyst event that cannot be avoided and that will lead 
to catastrophe if we don’t change our ways. A date for the apocalypse would also be 
helpful. The catalyst is the end of fossil fuels; the date, around 2025. 

To repeat that another way: there is going to be a monumental problem that will 
involve every single person on the planet, in less than 20 years. And since dates like 
this offered by pundits like me are usually spurious, let me explain how I came to 
it. There are various estimates, from a variety of sources, which predict when oil 
production will slow down. The earliest projection I found was 2014, the latest 2025. 
I have erred on the side of caution, and quoted the later date. I then checked the data 
with the International Energy Authority figures. They have published comparisons 
between various research bodies, energy companies and so on, and the latest date for 
a slowdown averaged out at 2025. It was also interesting to note that while every oil 
production graph declined over time, every projection of world energy requirements 
went steadily upward.

Our modern civilisation has come about because we found a way – apparently – to 
get something for nothing. We didn’t have to create coal, gas or oil. All we had to do 
was get it out of the ground and use it. Fossil fuels are rather like a one-shot rocket 
booster for mankind, provided by nature. You fire it, civilisation advances very fast for 
a while, then the rocket dies and you look back to see how far you went. When the 
balance sheet of our times is audited by history, I think we will be found wanting of 
judgement considering where we have chosen to go on this once-in-a-mankind free 
ride. 

The people of the industrial west have very little notion of how dependent they are on 
fossil fuels, especially oil. Energy has been so cheap that the costs of industrialisation 
were greatly subsidised from the beginning. The entire edifice created out of the 
industrial revolution is based on the fossil fuels, with no other alternatives. When 
the oil and gas run out (coal being rather more limited in utility), there will be great 
change in every walk of life. 
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Let’s consider a few. 

Our factories run exclusively on non-renewable energy sources. Absolutely everything 
we value about our consumer lifestyles in the west will be affected. The consumer 
goods that constitute our main rewards will become very expensive, until virtually 
everything is a luxury again, rather than the necessities they have become. Healthcare 
and medicines will cost a great deal more, since all pharmaceutical industries use 
raw energy in copious quantities. The infrastructure of the industrial nations, which 
burns energy like there’s no tomorrow, will shrivel into a parody of itself. Rationing of 
one kind or another will be introduced if industry cannot produce sufficient goods. 
There will be waiting lists for every manufactured product, including clothes, tools, 
decorating and building materials, computers, phones and CDs. The demand will 
still exist, but we’ll be back to delivery in a year of our one and only TV, and our 
choices will be limited in ways we can barely conceive of, surrounded as we are by 
the cornucopia of goods we take for granted. Plastic will become as expensive as teak 
or ivory, while the extraction and processing of raw materials will be prohibitively 
expensive for all but the most basic commodities. Mass-production will have to be 
scaled down considerably as the cost of electricity and fuel oil goes through the roof, 
and the diminished scale will increase all manufacturing costs. Getting to and from 
work will cost ten times what we pay now. Personal transport will disappear as we 
know it; fuel cells and hydrogen-powered vehicles will never run so cheaply they can 
offset the enormous investment a car will come to represent, since a car’s production 
is one of the most energy-intensive industrial processes. Road, rail and sea transport 
overheads will suffer dramatic increases, greatly adding to the costs of moving 
materials and goods, especially foods, as well as people. Air travel will cost a fortune, 
the routes and flights greatly diminished as the price of jet fuel soars.

And in every example I have given, there is another factor that will cost us dear. Think 
how many people work in these industries, then think what will inevitably happen to 
them when the oil starts running out and factory after factory is forced to close down, 
or severely cut back output. Not only will the price of everything go up, but many 
more people will have no job to go to, and no income. The economy will shatter and 
all the services and institutional support we take for granted, like the NHS, benefits 
and pensions, will all cease because the tax revenue on which they depend will wither 
away. The outcome of such a scenario is a return to widespread poverty all across the 
western world. An entire culture betrayed by its own values; if society believes that 
through conspicuous consumption they get their reward, what happens to us when 
we can no longer be rewarded? What good will free trade and global markets do us 
when there’s nothing to buy, or nothing we can afford?

I’m having adjectival problems getting across the enormity of this issue. Wherever 
you are right now, if you look around you, everything you can see was made, one 
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way or another, out of fossil fuels. Every item in your home relied on fossil fuels for 
its manufacture. Everything you own required fossil fuels to get it to your home, and 
depends on fossil fuels to take it away when you’ve finished with it. The cheap food 
you buy depends on the products of the chemical industries, harvested by machines 
and delivered in ships and lorries, all of which depend on fossil fuels. The list goes on 
and on and so am I, so I’ll stop now, but I hope you’re convinced.

2
Please have pity on this poor messenger, for he hasn’t yet delivered the worst of it. 
There are two geopolitical implications to the end of cheap energy that I think are 
of grave concern. The first issue arises when people who are used to a high standard 
of living find they can no longer maintain it. In this case, the US – by far the most 
energy-dependent country in the world – will be worst hit by a slowing down in fossil 
fuel production. Even now, Americans enjoy petrol that costs a fraction of the price 
in other nations. The car-owning voters are so committed to their vehicles and the 
right to travel in them that no federal government has been able to take them on. The 
whole geographic infrastructure, from shopping to work, education through urban 
planning, is based on car and plane travel. Without cars, America would come to a 
standstill overnight. 

But American consumption is not just about cars, it’s about everything. As the US 
economy starts to decline, and a raft of social problems make their first appearance, 
there will be tremendous pressure on the government to “do something about it”. 
It has always been the policy of US governments to first protect the right of the 
US citizen, and in the current world order that can easily be seen as a mandate to 
protect the right to consume. In light of the way we often seek to blame others, and 
bearing in mind the US is the greatest military power in the world, it would not be 
beyond the realm of speculation to suggest that other nations sitting on extremely 
valuable oil reserves, especially in the middle east, are coming under increasing 
threat. While setting prices in keeping with oil’s scarcity, they may find themselves 
blamed by the US administration for causing a reduction in the US standard of 
living. Shortly thereafter, they would be invaded to “protect ordinary Americans 
from the threat posed by unscrupulous Islamic leaders, who never forgave us for 
invading Iraq and now seek to manipulate our economy” or some such. Europe and 
the Far East, desperately needy themselves, and outraged by the US dominance of the 
energy reserves, would align themselves with the remaining oil producing countries, 
mimicking the interlocking defence agreements that brought about the first world 
war. As positions harden into US, European and Pacific Rim alliances, each block 
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would be vying for access to the remaining cheap energy reserves in order to pacify 
their desperate electorate. It’s alarmingly obvious where all this could lead.

The second globally significant aspect of a slow-down in energy production takes 
the form of a broken promise. The benefits of industrialisation have been most 
iniquitously distributed, and much advantage has been taken of underdeveloped 
nations through political and economic colonialism. The knowledge that things are 
very unfair is widespread, and the only thing that keeps the lid on is the promise that 
one day, you too could have all these wonderful things. Throughout the history of 
capitalism, the founders have sought to enlarge their markets by bringing their wares 
to other nations. When a nation was too poor to join the club, they were promised 
that if they adopted democracy, built an infrastructure, educated their people and 
worked industriously, they too could enjoy the fruits of mass-production (although 
some managed this without the inconvenience of democracy, but never as well, it 
seems). In the meantime, we would help them achieve their industrial ambitions in 
exchange for cheap raw materials and labour – and I do mean cheap. The exploitation 
of poor nations by rich ones is notorious, but the anger of poor nations is tempered 
by a vision of the future in which they can live like Americans (presumably by 
exploiting someone else, although I can’t imagine who that will be. We can’t all be 
slave-owners; somebody has to play the slave).

With the decline of cheap energy, the emerging nations who invested in industry 
will not have time to produce enough benefits to achieve parity with the wealthy 
nations. Those nations who have yet to gear up for industrialisation never will. All 
underprivileged countries will look at the west, and realise that not only did one-fifth 
of the world’s population enjoy a privileged lifestyle on the back of the four-fifths 
who contributed the resources; they also used up all the energy that made it possible. 
It will be the end of the dream for underdeveloped countries, faced with the certain 
knowledge they will remain that way because there are no cheap fossil fuels left with 
which to rebuild their countries. The rocket will flicker and the engines die. Only 
then will many realise that only a few took the ride, leaving everyone else behind.

3
The year 2025 is not when oil will run out. That event is probably a hundred 
years away, or more. This date is, however, the reasonable prediction of something 
completely inevitable; the decline of available energy. One day around that time, 
OPEC will announce that it couldn’t produce quite as much oil as in the previous 
year. It might not be 2025; an error of a few years either way is neither here nor there. 
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What is certain is that the downturn in production will happen in your lifetime, 
unless you are over 70 as you read this. With the slowdown will come the panic, and 
the wars. Economic markets will go into freefall, because there can be no possible 
light at the end of the tunnel except our worst energy nightmares, dirty brown coal 
or nuclear fuels. Nuclear power is the only possible timely replacement for fossil 
fuels that can produce enough clean power to keep industry going. A proliferation 
of nuclear technologies through the developing world – which they will demand 
as the only way the promise made to them by the west can still be met – will also 
greatly exacerbate the risk of nuclear war. Vast sums will be plunged into renewable 
energy sources and ways to get rid of the increased quantity of radioactive waste, but 
much too late. New nuclear power stations, which can take many years to build and 
bring on line, will only be started when we are already in trouble; the opponents of 
nuclear power are very vocal and wield considerable influence. While I too deplore 
such dangerous technologies, I cannot help but conclude the arguments are flawed. It 
has long been recognised that renewable energy will never provide the kind of power 
needed to make steel, build ships or run train networks. Are we to stop doing these 
things, or watch them become elitist activities through the sheer expense, because 
of an aversion to the power source that could keep them going? That said, the faster 
we develop benign energy sources, the less nuclear power would be required. It is a 
matter of balance and prioritisation.

Nor is it that our demands for cheap energy are stable, let alone diminishing. As I 
said earlier, all projections of world energy demands over the next century can be 
represented as a line travelling forever upward on the graph. Our needs are on a crash 
course with reality, and the collision will be one hell of a bang.  
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1
In this book I have argued that the ambitions of our civilisation are mean, reactionary 
and unworthy, and that we should be aiming for something nobler: a utopian society. 
The need is great; the world is now so complex we are rendered incapable, using 
familiar methods, of devising solutions to our problems that don’t create by-products 
worse than the issue they were meant to address. I wish to suggest some alternatives, 
but they depend on agreement about exactly where it is we are going as a civilisation. 
Only then might we discuss the best way to get there. 

When I was a young man, I worked as a motorcycle courier in and around London, 
a job made possible by the gift of an old CZ motorcycle. I assume it was a gift: each 
day, before I went to work, I had to spend at least thirty minutes, and sometimes as 
much as an hour, just preparing the bike. It was worn out and unreliable, so it needed 
a lot of work just to keep it going. To me, our civilisation is like this, but much 
worse; by analogy, we spend twenty-three hours and fifty-nine minutes every day in 
preparation for one minute of travel. We are perpetually obsessed with the task of 
keeping this intransigent, ancient machinery of society on the road. Instead of driving 
in fine style and at speed up the motorway to Utopia, we are parked by the side of a 
dirt road with the hood up, covered to our elbows in oil and grime, baffled, hot and 
bothered, while civilisation squabbles furiously on the back seat. When we do get in 
gear, there are too many navigators, myriad charts, and as many destinations as there 
are passengers. Who could steer in such circumstances? 

I think I may have used up my entire metaphor allowance for this chapter already. 
I’m talking about the state of the world – and I have argued that it is indeed in a state 
– and what the great and good appear to think about it. And now: what I think we 
should do about it. There is no-one in a position of authority, leadership or power 
anywhere in the world advocating the one change that could actually save us from 
ourselves – to create a utopian civilisation. Suggest that to any statesman, ruler, 
governor or captain of industry and you’ll get one certain reaction: dismissive, eye-
rolling amusement. There’s not a man or woman among them who wouldn’t think 
this proposition utterly foolish, but of course this is also what prevents us from taking 
seriously the best idea we’ve ever had.

Let me just repeat that, because it slips by all too easily. We’ve had many ideas 
as a species, and I’m saying, categorically, that one idea is better than anything – 
everything – else we ever thought of. A utopian society is the best idea we’ve ever had.
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But if so, how come we’re not trying to build the concrete foundations for this 
paragon of intellectual constructs? Or is our lack of effort (and conviction) an 
analogue of the utter impracticality of such a project? More a failure of imagination, 
I would suggest: not only is a utopian civilisation an excellent idea, but I also believe 
that we are in a position to create this fine, egalitarian world civilisation right now. 
We already have the ingenuity, technology and resources; think of all the industrial 
and intellectual might of the world, turned to a single purpose. Clearly we have the 
intelligence to devise utopian solutions. Our institutions do not have the will to bring 
such lofty ambitions to fruition, however. So, to promote this radical change, I place 
responsibility for it in the hands of the individual. I don’t believe our institutions will 
ever lead us to paradise; they’re too busy serving their own interests. Instead, I argue 
that it’s up to us. Informed by simple moral and social first principles, such as “killing 
people is bad” or “some people starving to death while others consume in excess is 
bad”, the individual can make considerably more difference than we are led to believe. 
Such first principles must also define what is, and isn’t, a problem in the first place. In 
this way, the problem of bringing food to all the communities of the world would be 
a priority; the demand to make a profit from doing so would not.

2
We are learning – repeatedly – that a little knowledge is truly dangerous. Given the 
infinite nature of knowledge, we will always be at the mercy of actions predicated 
on insufficient information supplemented by intuition, dogma or fear. However, the 
techniques we employ are becoming ever more potent, and may exact a heavy penalty 
when we guess wrong. We need to find a safer way to investigate complex systems 
without unhinging them through our interventions, no matter how well-meaning. 

Here is an example of dangerous causal complexity beyond prediction. Many 
of the major advances in healthcare in the last 40 years have been dependant on 
antibiotics, a treatment that has greatly benefited mankind. And yet, the emergence 
of “super-bugs” like MRSA, which are so virulent they can close entire hospital 
wards, were caused by indiscriminate use of antibiotics. Those few bugs immune 
to early antibiotics, the minority that survived this massive assault, were the only 
organisms left to reproduce, a clear example of how the fittest are selected by 
evolutionary pressure. We applied that pressure, greatly accelerated, through over-use 
of antibiotics, and nature responded adroitly as ever, creating a new variety of bugs 
that were, in evolutionary terms, more fitted to survival. At a speed that alarms the 
medical profession, antibiotics are rapidly becoming useless. Bacteria are fighting 
back in a way strangely analogous to terrorism; tiny microscopic organisms whose 
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only agenda is the survival of their kind, versus all the man-years of scientific study, 
the developments in technology, chemistry and engineering, the medical research, 
the biological experiments, the statistical analyses and epidemiological studies, the 
skills of the doctors and pharmacologists, the manufacturers and distributors, the 
vast investments. Simple versus complex; bugs have fought the collective ingenuity of 
humans to a standstill, at least for the moment, and we never saw it coming. 

On larger scales, the complexity of social issues is truly daunting. World economics 
has become a loaded lottery; who would be brave enough to expound the economic 
theory of everything for this chaotic new millennium? Meanwhile, the overpowering 
miasma of global trade poisons all social relationships and – without a hint of irony 
– the consumers themselves. Pre-industrial and largely undemocratic cultures still run 
by kings, emperors, military dictators or utterly corrupt politicians collide head-on 
with the awesome juggernaut of the technocrats, and their desire to bring the new 
salvation of mobile phones and genetically-modified foods to the ignorant heathens 
of the colony markets. Lasers in the jungle, as Paul Simon put it. 

For some, science is the new religion that believes in nothing but that to which 
its own limited criteria can attest, while Islam, the fastest-growing religion in the 
world, is forced by its theological opposition to the self-serving, sex-mad values of 
conspicuous consumption to bang its collective head repeatedly against the brick-wall 
defences of western hedonism, inducing a violent headache as a result. 

Meanwhile, in the name of the profit motive that supports their consuming habits, 
the hedonists have tacitly redefined democracy as the duty of the individual to 
consume, for the collective good, and the right of nations to trade anywhere there is a 
human presence, for the profit to be made. Unfortunately, the consumer society they 
seek to export comes wrapped in a shroud of cultural vacuity that envelops all who 
seek to benefit from its industry or produce, an inevitable consequence of demanding 
profit and conformity from all cultural endeavours. Consequently, there are people 
gathered round the village TV watching blurry re-runs of Dallas, blurry not because 
of poor reception, but because they don’t get enough to eat for their eyes to work 
properly; kids in the jungle, listening to U2 on their wind-up radios, destined to die 
of diseases for which there are cures kept out of reach by rapacious patent holders. 
Above our heads and below our feet, the very substance of the world is under threat 
from the promiscuity of our consumption and the waste products we create. And all 
the while, the disenfranchised, the fearful and the fanatic try to destroy the fabric of 
society by undermining the safety of those taking part in its daily activities.
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3
Now it must surely seem, given the interwoven nature of all our serious problems, 
that the solutions will be equally complex, peppered with theories, opinions, patents 
and positions, fudges, tolerances, allowances, compromises, sales and purchases, 
unspoken threats and promises, back-room deals and tacit understandings, all 
documented in nineteen volumes, each a thousand pages long. This is the stuff of 
trade treaties, of political alliances, of aid packages and armaments, of global warming 
summits and International Monetary Fund loans, the mechanisms by which those 
in power seek to keep their systems working, and perpetuate them indefinitely. 
Without continual intervention, these systems always break down; running a country 
is hardly a smooth and untroubled ride for its executive at any time. A great deal of 
all human resources are dedicated solely to keeping these mechanisms going, such 
is their complexity and unreliability, and it does seem rather perverse that we put all 
our effort into shoring up a system that produces so much iniquity as a necessary by-
product of its design. 

To counter the trend towards ever more complex solutions to society’s problems, I 
suggest we all adopt simple strategies, based on clear and fundamental moral and 
ethical principles. Such simple ideas and moral guidelines can provide a way of 
looking at what we do, and why we do it, free from equivocation and obscurity. 
These guidelines may, in turn, shape and inform our subsequent actions to produce 
more constructive, humane, balanced and stable solutions to the world’s problems. 
I contend that simple, uncomplicated, moral analyses are never out of date, 
inapplicable, faulty, foolish or irrelevant due to their lack of sophistication, or to 
put it another way, a deficit of complexity. And I refute absolutely the notion that 
there is nothing I can do about the state of the world I live in because of my lowly 
status in the geopolitical strata of modern society, my lack of detailed and privileged 
information about the current systems it employs, or a shortage of academic status to 
confer credibility on my ideas.

This book owes a great deal for its existence to my refusal to be an insignificant part 
of the greater social construct. I have no objection to being anonymous, but I will 
not be made inconsequential (especially when I discover I may have disenfranchised 
myself through my own passivity, rather than have it done to me). Indeed, I have 
delayed and procrastinated over writing this book for reasons of which I am a little 
ashamed: a lack of conviction, a sense of futility; the notion that it is not my place to 
write such a book; a fear of humiliation; that being bereft of academic qualification, 
sufficient study or erudition renders my arguments improper. I have, at least, 
overcome my fear and apathy to the extent that I have made the attempt. I can now 
consider this book my dutiful contribution, by which I engage with the issues and 
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attempt to make some sense of them, rather than the usual reading and weeping. 

My central argument is that simple local actions, properly motivated and understood, 
undertaken by many individuals, add up to a greater change whose unpredictability 
is an asset. Change of this kind is needed if we are to undertake the journey towards 
any type of utopian ideal for world civilisation, and I am deeply concerned that very 
few people are actively engaged in the route-planning for this most momentous 
trek. Our society is largely consumed by the effort required to keep things going, to 
maintain the status quo. On the individual level, we struggle all our lives to meet our 
commitments, hardly a suitable platform for the self-improvement, lifelong education 
and daily quest for enlightenment that should be the right and duty of every citizen. 
In business, costs rise, prices are driven down, and inflation demands you must make 
more money than last year, every year, merely in order to survive; clearly a model that 
has the seeds of its own destruction firmly planted. Unless, that is, we come up with 
an efficient inter-stellar propulsion unit, thus affording commerce novel territories 
into which it can expand. (…captain...captain…humanoid creatures sporting 
strangely ridged rubber foreheads and Equity cards have attacked the Imperial 
Double-Glazing outpost on Thanatos 4…).

Vast amounts of money are spent on armaments to be used, perversely, to keep the 
fragile peace. Governments struggle to balance their books and yet remain in power 
when they fail. Markets rise and fall, the rich get richer and the poor get more and 
more desperate. We live in a world dominated, as it has been throughout all history, 
by tyranny, violence, inequality, social upheaval, greed, crime and ignorance. (As an 
aside here, during those lazy moments of fruitless and indulgent circumspection, 
I often wondered if, in the entire history of mankind, there was a single moment 
when no-one anywhere on Earth was at war with someone else. Sounds depressingly 
unlikely, doesn’t it?).

Masking, suppressing or ameliorating the effects of these problems, particularly the 
impact on our ability to make a profit, takes up all our time, in the same way much 
medicine is prescribed to ameliorate the symptoms of physical or mental illness, 
rather than address the cause in the interests of prevention. The task of devising and 
manufacturing sticking-plaster solutions is so consuming there is no time left to 
dream of a better world, no time to draw up plans for an improved environment in 
which to nurture our aspirations, no energy left to instil the courage required to do 
so, no optimism to fuel the notion that such an improvement is even possible.

Very well: if the allegedly great and good won’t do it, I will – or at least, I will try. I 
want to put the creation of a perfect world right at the top of every socio-political 
agenda, as utterly foolish as the idea sounds. To compound my child-like crime, I 
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suggest we need simple, small-scale solutions (along with one or two slightly more 
radical ideas) in order to solve many of our most pressing problems and begin 
building the foundations of heaven. 

I am motivated, in part, by the observation that the history of human endeavour is 
hardly a record of sustained success. Of the sixty-eight empires said to have existed 
during human history, from the Minoan to the British, all have come and gone. 
War and oppression, slavery, disease and superstition are the repetitive motifs of 
each civilisation in turn, as the beneficent values that imbued strength and purpose 
to an emerging society are eroded by the desire to maintain power over others, to 
accumulate wealth and yet more power, and later, to make profits from each other. 
Nothing we’ve organised so far has produced a worthy, stable and just society, so 
I don’t think it’s terribly radical to suggest we need to try something different, a 
new mechanism, a complete redesign, a replacement. After all, the first road-going 
passenger vehicles were driven by steam. There are no steam cars now, because we 
found something considerably more efficient in the combustion engine. In the case 
of our global civilisation, no-one seems to be looking very hard for a better engine 
design; we’re far to busy devising ever more ingenious patches for the leaky boiler 
of our steam-driven society, the foibles of which we find so reassuringly familiar. To 
put it another way, those who don’t learn from history are doomed to be repeatedly 
reminded of what happens to those who don’t learn from history. Death by a 
thousand aphorisms, and serve us right.

�
Finding a mathematical model or system that validates an idea is something I find 
quite reassuring, especially when the idea is mine. I hypothesise that small, local 
activities can add up to create larger systems, and that these systems are emergent, if 
unpredictable, properties of the smaller-scale activities. In some respects this is stating 
the obvious; it is a description of how we have built the societies and technologies we 
already have – out of smaller sub-units. What makes my argument different, I believe, 
is the notion that the simple parts of a greater edifice – a utopian society – must be 
designed to incorporate new (or regrettably old) moral and humanistic principles at 
the fundamental level. These moral and ethical genes, if you like, must be embedded 
in every microscopic element that constitutes the fabric of a new society. These values 
would then inform every step in the building of a larger construct, providing guiding 
principles that must at every turn be embedded into the architecture of our culture as 
a means of keeping it honest. 
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My analogous mathematical support for this notion lies in the realm of fractal 
mathematics. One of the key tenets of fractals is that very complex structures can 
be built from a small set of very simple instructions. Another property of fractals is 
that they can be scaled up or down infinitely, and at any scale the structure has the 
same organisation. Most important to my argument is the key determinant of the 
properties of fractal, and more properly chaotic systems: the famous butterfly effect. 
In the mathematics of chaos, the emergent properties of a system based on a set of 
simple rules is said to be “sensitive dependent on initial conditions”. In other words, 
you better get the foundations right before you build a very tall building. We are 
all familiar with the cascade of disaster that commences with “For want of a nail, 
the shoe was lost…” leading, as it does, to the downfall of a kingdom. This is the 
butterfly effect in action.

The mathematician Jules Poincare observed that “…it may happen that small 
differences in the initial conditions produce very great ones in the final phenomenon. 
A small error in the former will produce an enormous error in the latter…prediction 
becomes impossible”. This is another aspect of our society that is self-evident; we 
cannot predict the weather, let alone the consequences of the sum of human action 
and inaction. I argue that while the unpredictability of outcomes to our actions 
(and the weather) is mathematically inevitable, the disproportionate quantities of 
undesirable results are the consequence of how badly we set the initial conditions. 
Where greed, self-interest, profit, confrontation, exploitation, racism, ignorance, 
disdain and intolerance are the seeds we sow, what can we reasonably expect to grow 
from them?

If we got the starting conditions right – based on the simple moral and ethical 
principles that we all understand – we might see some improvement in society. We 
should not throw away science and technology, but put it to different uses for better 
reasons. We should not abandon religion or democracy, diplomacy or trade, but 
demand only honourable results from these activities, motivated by first principles of 
fairness, dignity, honesty, respect and tolerance – exactly what we claim to represent 
now, of course, but largely the opposite of any results. 

�
I distrust the historian who attributes a single reason to an action or decision, in 
much the same way as I distrust pundits ascribing a single motive (oil, revenge, 
stupidity) for the invasion of Iraq by the USA. My experience is that we are all 
complex creatures, driven by many motives acting on us simultaneously. We act while 



1�3
The Fractal Defence

balancing as best we can our fears, cravings, drives and desires, and this is true in 
everything we humans do. I doubt if many of us could untangle the experiences that 
guide us from the forces that propel us, and I have not sought to impose an artificial 
order on my work that attempts to tidy up the messy stuff of life itself into lists and 
outlines, spreadsheets and graphs. Scientific reductionism only works on processes 
that operate consistently. Humans do not, and any analysis based on an attempt to 
reduce the whole to a set of components will mislead or fail. We must treat our own 
complexity with the respect it deserves, and find ways to consider it in total, not as 
an abstraction of fluid parts that change shape even as you squeeze them between the 
glass slides of a microscope. 

This is not to say that there is no form or order whatever to my Utopian proposition. 
One cannot claim to have erected a building simply by dumping all the components 
– bricks, steel, mortar, stone, wire and glass – over a plot of land. However, there 
are no hard-wired solutions on offer here. I do not claim that “…if the World Bank 
reduced their interest rates by 2.134 percent, Somalia could then transfer its carbon 
credits to Microsoft in exchange for a second-hand MRI scanner, two thousand tons 
of GM wheat and a lifetime supply of Tibetan lager for every village.” It is neither 
my place nor my job to suggest such things. My plans would be inept, ill-informed, 
and most likely invalid. Many technical issues – social, political, scientific and 
technological – require great expertise in order to understand and manipulate the 
various elements to a successful and consensual conclusion – any conclusion – and 
I will no more presume to pontificate on these things than I would barge into an 
operating theatre and demand to perform surgery on the patient, or opine on the best 
way to operate a nuclear reactor.

So this book cannot be in any way exhaustive, nor does it offer solutions. The 
complexity of the subject matter precludes such conceits. It is, I hope, a starting 
point, or a marker on a journey already undertaken, from which readers may discover 
questions, answers or solutions of their own. If I have one desire that this book might 
fulfil, it would be to put the destination on humanity’s map: Utopia. And all you 
have to do is hold that thought.

So is that it, then? Just hold that thought and we’ll end up in paradise? Or is this just 
a cheap trick where I criticise everything and offer solutions to nothing? Well, not 
exactly; my position is derived through the observation that no-one else has come up 
with a viable plan, so there is no reason to assume I’m going to do any better.

In fact, it is the very nature of planning, and the expectation that comes with it, that 
would be the downfall of both the plan and its author. From Thomas More, through 
Campanella, Bacon and Butler’s Erewhon, to contemporary constructs like Huxley’s 
Island: all attempts to design a Utopian society have been – as their authors plainly 
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realised – deeply flawed (or cynically posited, so as to suit their satirical take on the 
society of the time). It seems to me inescapable that no viable plan can be developed, 
because at heart, if there is a plan then there must also be an architecture that requires 
the individual to conform to its mechanisms and values. Everyone has to go along 
with it for a planned Utopia to work, and this is also why it can’t.

Heaven is neither consensual nor conformist, and will never work when tenancy 
necessitates having someone else whose job it is to tell you how to behave. We are 
now back where we started, in fact: a Utopia for which we are not responsible, run by 
adults, populated by kids. Instead, I suggest the following, and by doing so I can also 
address the disappointment some early readers of this book have expressed when they 
got to the end and found there was no grand scheme, no magic bullets – indeed, not 
even a target to aim at.

The best I can offer is this: make your own utopia, and create it with dimensions 
you can measure with a ruler rather than Global Positioning Satellites. Don’t expect 
anyone else to approve your plans. Don’t ask anyone else to share your vision, or 
contribute to it. And don’t be put off; work a little every day to move you towards 
something better, and think more about others than yourself. Then consider what the 
outcome would be if everyone else was doing this. Or rather, consider some possible 
outcomes, for in this model there can be no final plan, no end in sight. In the same 
way all of us are products of our continual re-invention, so too should be the world 
we live in. We change, and our personal experience must be reflected through an 
environment that changes with us. We experience change as individuals, and if we 
seek no more than this, change is not a frightening thing but the desirable outcome 
of being alive.

No plan then. No predictions, no safety, but no restrictions either. This would, of 
course, constitute an act of faith, but I ask you to have faith in the one constant you 
of which you can be certain; your own life. Believe in the force that accompanies 
integrity and you gather that force to yourself, for your own good and, by inference, 
the good of others. But with the exercise of faith comes responsibility. As individuals, 
and as a civilisation, we must accept that a permanent childhood is both un-natural 
and undesirable. Unless we take responsibility for our individual actions, we cannot 
hope to demonstrate some collective responsibility for the societies in which we live, 
or the planet which hosts them. We cannot continue, constrained only by the threat 
of adult interdiction, to behave like irresponsible children (albeit with loaded guns). 
Sooner or later we will be obliged to grow up.

So – what are you waiting for?

G.P.Wayne


