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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 �: Profitable Apostasy
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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 



�
House of Mirrors

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.
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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 



�
House of Mirrors

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 
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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.

�0
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.


