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Were there but an Adam and an Eve left in every continent, 
and left free, it would be better than it now is. 

- Thomas Jefferson 
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PREFACE TO THE FIRST EDITION 

I. There are many people today who see that modern society is 
heading toward disaster in one form or another, and who moreover recog­
nize technology as the common thread linking the principal dangers that 
hang over us. 1 Nearly all such people fall into one of two categories: 

First, there are those who are appalled at what technology is doing 
to our society and our planet, but are not motivated to take any action 
against the technological system because they feel helpless to accomplish 
anything in that direction. They read an anti-tech book-say, for example, 
Jacques Ellul's Technological Society-and it makes them feel better because 
they've found someone who has eloquently articulated their own anxieties 
about technology. But the effect soon wears off and their discomfort with 
the technological world begins to nag them again, so they turn for relief 
to another anti-tech book-Ivan Illich, Kirkpatrick Sale, Daniel Qyinn, 
my own Industrial Society and Its Future, or something else-and the cycle 
repeats itself. In other words, for these people anti-tech literature is merely 
a kind of therapy: It alleviates their discomfort with technology, but it does 
not serve them as a call to action. 

In the second category are people who are appalled at modern tech­
nology and actually aspire to accomplish something against the technolog­
ical system, but have no practical sense of how to go about it. At a purely 
tactical level some of these people may have excellent practical sense; they 
may know very well, for example, how to organize a demonstration against 
some particular atrocity that is being committed against our environment. 
But when it comes to grand strategy2 they are at a loss. Most perhaps 
recognize that any victory against an environmental atrocity or other tech­
nology-related evil can only be temporary, at best, as long as the techno­
logical system remains in existence. But they can think of nothing better 
to do than to continue attacking particular evils while vaguely hoping that 
their work will somehow help to solve the overall problem of technology. 
In reality their work is counterproductive, because it distracts attention 
from the technological system itself as the underlying source of the evils 
and leads people to focus instead on problems of limited significance that 
moreover cannot be permanently solved while the technological system 
continues to exist. 

1 
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The purpose of this book is to show people how to begin thinking 
in practical, grand-strategic terms about what must be done in order to get 
our society off the road to destruction that it is now on. 

On the basis of past experience I feel safe in saying that virtually 
all people-even people of exceptional intelligence-who merely read this 
book once or twice at an ordinary pace will miss many of its most important 
points. This book, therefore, is not a book to be read; it is a book to be 
studied with the same care that one would use in studying, for example, a 
textbook of engineering. There is of course a difference between this book 
and a textbook of engineering. An engineering textbook provides precise 
rules which, if followed mechanically, will consistently give the expected 
results. But no such precise and reliable rules are possible in the social 
sciences. The ideas in this book therefore need to be applied thoughtfully 
and creatively, not mechanically or rigidly. Intelligent application of the 

ideas will be greatly facilitated by a broad knowledge of history and some 
understanding of how societies develop and change. 

II. This book represents only a part, though the most important part, 
of a longer work that I hope to publish later. I've been anxious to get the 

most important part of the work into print as soon as possible, because the 
growth of technology and the destruction of our environment move at an 
ever-accelerating rate, and the time to begin organizing for action is-as 
soon as possible. Moreover, I'm 72 years old, and I could be put out of 
action at any time by some medical misfortune, so I want to get the most 

important material into print while I can. 

The entire work-the part published here together with the parts 
that at present exist only in the form of imperfect drafts-goes far beyond 
my earlier works, Industrial Society and Its Future and Technological Slavery, 
and it represents the more-or-less final result of a lifetime of thought and 

reading-during the last thirty-five years, intensive thought and specifically 
purposeful reading. The factual basis of the work is drawn primarily from 
my reading over all those years, and especially from the reading I've done 
since 1998 while confined in a federal prison. As of 2011, however, there 
remained important loose ends that needed to be tied up, gaps that needed 
to be filled in, and I've been able to tie up those loose ends and fill in those 

gaps only with the generous help of several people outside the prison who 
have delved for the information I've requested and have answered almost all 
of the questions-sometimes very difficult questions-that I've asked them. 
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My thanks are owing above all to Susan Gale. Susan has played the 
key role in this project and has been indispensable. She has been my star 
researcher, producing more results and solving more problems, by far, than 
anyone else; she has ably coordinated the work of other researchers and has 
done most of the typing. 

After Susan, the most important person in this project has been Dr. 
Julie Ault. Julie has read drafts of the various chapters and has called my 
attention to many weak points in the exposition. I've tried to correct these, 
though I haven't been able to correct all of them to my (or, I assume, her) 
satisfaction. In addition, Julie has provided valuable advice on manuscript 
preparation.3 But most important of all has been the encouragement I've 
taken from the fact of having an intellectual heavyweight like Julie Ault 
on my side. 

Several people other than Susan have made important research 
contributions through steady work over a period of time: Brandon Manwell, 
Deborah, G.G. Gomez, Valerie v.E., and one other person whose name 
will not be mentioned here. Patrick S. and another person, who prefers not 
to be named, have provided critically important financial support and have 
been helpful in other ways as well. 

The foregoing are the people who have made major contributions 
to the project, but I owe thanks also to nine other people whose contribu­
tions have been of lesser magnitude: Blake Janssen, Jon H., and Philip R. 
each dug up several pieces of information for me; Lydia Eccles, Dr. David 
Skrbina, Isumatag (pseudonym), and Ultimo Reducto (pseudonym) have 
called my attention to information or sent me copies of articles that I've 
found useful; Lydia has also performed other services, and an assistant of 
Dr. Skrbina's typed early drafts of Chapter Three and Appendix Three. On 
the legal front, I owe thanks to two attorneys for their pro-bono assistance: 
Nancy J. Flint, who took care of copyright registration, and Edward T. 
Ramey, whose intervention removed a bureaucratic obstacle to the prepa­
ration of this book. 

My thanks to all! 

III. Despite the generous help I've received, I've had to make use at 
many points of sources of information that are of doubtful reliability; for 
example, media reports (all too often irresponsible!) or encyclopedia arti­
cles, which, because of their necessary brevity, commonly give only sketchy 
accounts of the subjects they cover. None of the individuals named above 

·I 
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are in any way responsible for the resulting defects of this book. It is only 
since 2011 that I've had people who have been willing and able to spend 
substantial amounts of time and effort in doing research for me, and all 
of them have had to carry on simultaneously with other necessary aspects 
of their lives, such as earning a living. If I had asked them to find solid 
authority for every piece of information for which I've relied on a ques­
tionable source, the completion of this book would have been delayed for 
a matter of years. I do not believe that my use of questionable sources of 
information will be found to weaken significantly the arguments or the 
conclusions that I offer in this book. Even if some of the bits of infor­
mation I've cited turn out to be false, inaccurate, or misleading, the basic 
structure of the book will remain sound. 

IV. Note on referencing. In the notes that follow each chapter or 
appendix, I generally cite sources of information by giving the author's last 
name and a page number. The reader can find the author's full name, the 
title of the book or article cited, the date of publication, and other necessary 
information by looking up the author's name in the List of Works Cited 
that appears at the end of the book. W hen a source without named author 
is cited, the reader will in some cases be able to find additional information 
about the source by consulting the list of works without named author that 
concludes the List of Works Cited. 

Two abbreviations are used repeatedly in the notes: 
"ISAIF" refers to my Industrial Society and Its Future, of which only 

one correct version has been published in English; it appears on pages 
36-120 of my book Technological Slavery (Feral House, 2010). 

"NEB" means The New Encyclopaedia Britannica, Fifteenth Edition. 
The Fifteenth Edition has been modified repeatedly, so "NEB" is always 
followed by a date in parentheses that indicates the particular version of 
NEB that is cited. For example, "NEB (2003)" means the version of The 
New Encyclopaedia Britannica that bears the copyright date 2003. 

Ted Kaczynski 
May 2014 
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NOTES 

1. I've received many letters from such people, not only from within the 
United States but from a score of countries around the world. 

2. "Tactics," "strategy," and "grand strategy" are, in origin at least, mili-
tary terms. Tactics are techniques used for the immediate purpose of winning a 
particular battle; strategy deals with broader issues and longer intervals of time, 
and includes advance preparations for winning a battle or a series of battles; grand 
strategy addresses the entire process of achieving a nation's objectives through 
warfare, and takes into account not only the strictly military aspect of the process 
but also the political, psychological, economic, etc. factors involved. See, e.g., 
NEB (2003), Vol. 29, "War, Theory and Conduct of," p. 647. The terms "tactics," 
"strategy," and "grand strategy" are used by analogy in contexts that have nothing 
to do with warfare or the military. 

3. For reasons connected with the need to get the manuscript for the 
present work prepared quickly, I've disregarded some of Julie Ault's recommen­
dations concerning manuscript preparation. Needless to say, Julie is in no way 
responsible for any resulting defects that may be found in this book. 



PREFACE TO THE SECOND EDITION 

I. This second edition of Anti-Tech Revolution closely follows the 
format of the first edition, but has been improved in a variety of minor 
ways-as by cit.ation of better authority for some statements of fact and 
correction of a few errors of fact-and also in four ways that I consider 
moderately important: 1. In Part III of Chapter One it is argued that the 
power of revolutionary dictators like Hitler and Stalin was far from truly 
absolute. In the first edition that argument was weak, at least in regard to 
Hitler; it has now been greatly strengthened. 2. In Part II of Chapter Three, 
the discussion of early Christianity was weak because based on insufficient 
information. Since then I've been able to read two excellent books on early 
Christianity, and I've strengthened the discussion accordingly. 3. In Part 
III of Chapter Three I've strengthened somewhat the discussion of Rule 
(iv) (that a revolutionary movement should strive to exclude unsuitable 
persons who may seek to join it), which in the first edition was weaker than 
it is now. 4. Also in Part III of Chapter Three, I've brought the discussion 
of Mexican politics up to date (meaning up to July 2018). In some other­
though minor-ways as well the present edition has been brought up to 
date, but no systematic effort has been made to update every part of the 
book. The amount of research and other work required would have been 
prohibitive, and in any case this book is not designed to be a current-events 
report; its purpose is to elucidate certain general principles, which in most 
instances can be done just as well with old facts as with fresh ones. 

II. In Part II of the preface to the first edition I wrote: "This book 
represents only a part, though the most important part, of a longer work 
that I hope to publish later." Since then I've decided that the additional 
material I had hoped to include in the longer work can best be placed in 
the second volume of the revised edition of my book Technological Slavery. 
In view of my age and the difficult circumstances under which I have to 
work, it remains an open question whether I will ever be able to complete 
that second volume. 

To some people the present work may seem nihilistic, inasmuch 
as it focuses on the need to eliminate modern technology but says very 
little about positive values opposed to those of the technological system. 

7 
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Elsewhere, however, I've discussed the positive value of wild nature and of 
a life lived close to nature, 1 and if I live to complete the second volume of 
Technological Slavery it will include a section titled "Is There Such a Thing 
as W ilderness? Is There Such a Thing as the Balance of Nature?," which 
should do a great deal to dispel any aura of nihilism that may seem to 
surround radical opposition to the technological system. 

III. W hat was said in Part III of the preface to the first edition 
concerning my use of doubtful sources of information-for example, media 
reports-applies equally to this second edition. Moreover, as pointed out 
in note 102 to Chapter Three, the need for brevity has forced me in some 
cases to compress my account of historical events to the point of serious 
oversimplification. For these reasons the present work is not suitable for 
use as a source-book of facts. Readers who require a high degree of reli­
ability and factual accuracy should consult the sources I've cited, evaluate 
them, and then conduct further research as needed. 

Readers who are familiar with some of the works I've referenced in 
the notes may wonder why, in some cases, I've cited facts from a given book 
but failed to cite from the same book other facts that would have been 
relevant to my arguments. This is explained by the difficult circumstances 
in which I'm placed. Prisoners here are not allowed to accumulate many 
books in their cells; consequently I read a book, take notes on it, then send 
it to friends on the outside. But in taking notes I can't fully anticipate my 
future needs for information, so I've often failed to record information that 
I would have found relevant a few years later. A similar problem occurs 
with books from the prison library; I read them and take notes on them, 
but in many cases the books subsequently disappear from the library­
because they've been damaged or stolen by prisoners, or have simply worn 
out, or for some other reason. 

IV. I could not have prepared this second edition of Anti-Tech 
Revolution without the help of several people outside the prison. Susan 
Gale, above all, has continued to play a central and indispensable role in 
my writing projects. She is the best and most important researcher, she 
coordinates the work of other researchers, she is an excellent typist, and she 
helps in a variety of ways too numerous to mention. 

Others who have helped with research are Traci J. Macnamara, Eliz­
abeth Tobier, T.F., N.P., and S.T. Elizabeth has been especially generous in 
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ordering books for me at her own expense; Dr. Susie Meister, L.R.F., T.F., 
C.H., and S.T. too have ordered books for me at their own expense, while 
Lydia Eccles and Manuel Monteiro have sent me valuable articles from 
periodicals or from the Internet . Patrick S. has provided important finan­
cial support. I owe all of these people a debt of gratitude, and I especially 
want to thank Manuel for having arranged the publication in Europe of 
the first edition of Anti-Tech Revolution. 

V. The note on referencing that concludes the preface to the first 
edition applies equally to the present edition. I only need to add that refer­
ences like "Kaczynski, Letter to David Skrbina (+ date), " "Kaczynski, 'The 
System's Neatest Trick,"' and so forth, direct the reader to parts of my book 
Technological Slavery. 

NOTE 

Ted Kaczynski 
October 2018 

1 .  See mainly: ISAIF, ,, 183-84, 197-99. Kaczynski, Letters to 
David Skrbina: Aug. 29, 2004; Sept. 18, 2004, point (ii); Oct. 12, 2004, 
Part II; Nov. 23, 2004, Parts III.D&E. In the 2010 Feral House edition of 
Kaczynski, the Blackfoot Valley Dispatch interviews, pp. 394-407. 



CHAPTER ONE 

The Development of a Society 
Can Never Be Subject to Rational 

Human Control 

Adonde un bien se concierta 
hay un mal que lo desvia; 
mas el bien viene y no acierta, 
y el mal acierta y porfia. 

- Diego Hurtado de Mendoza 
(1503-1575)1 

The wider the scope of my reflection on the present and the 
past, the more am I impressed by their mockery of human 
plans in every transaction. 

- Tacitus2 

I. In specific contexts in which abundant empirical evidence is 
available, fairly reliable short-term prediction and control of a society's 
behavior may be possible. For example, economists can predict some of the 
immediate consequences for a modem industrial society of a rise or a fall 
in the interest rates. Hence, by raising or lowering interest rates they can 
manipulate such variables as the levels of inflation and of unemployment. 3 

Indirect consequences are harder to predict, and prediction of the conse­
quences of more elaborate- financial manipulations is largely guesswork. 
That's why the economic policies of the U.S. government are subject to 
so much controversy: No one knows for certain what the consequences of 
those policies really are. 

Outside of contexts in which abundant empirical evidence is avail­
able, or when longer-term effects are at issue, successful prediction-and 
therefore successful management of a society's development-is far more 
difficult. In fact, failure is the norm. 

1 1  
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• During the first half of the second century BC, sumptuary laws 
(laws intended to limit conspicuous consumption) were enacted in an 
effort to forestall the incipient decadence of Roman society. As is usual 
with sumptuary laws, these failed to have the desired effect, and the decay 
of Roman mores continued unchecked.4 By the early first century BC, 
Rome had become politically unstable. W ith the help of soldiers under 
his command, Lucius Cornelius Sulla seized control of the city, physically 
exterminated the opposition, and carried out a comprehensive program 
of reform that was intended to restore stable government. But Sulla's 
intervention only made the situation worse, because he had killed off the 
"defenders of lawful government" and had filled the Senate with unscru­
pulous men "whose tradition was the opposite of that sense of mission and 
public service that had animated the best of the aristocracy."5 Consequently 
the Roman political system continued to unravel, and by the middle of the 
first century BC Rome's traditional republican government was essentially 
defunct. 

In Italy during the 9th century AD certain kings promulgated 
laws intended to limit the oppression and exploitation of peasants by the 
aristocracy. "The laws proved futile, however, and aristocratic landowning 
and political dominance continued to grow."6 

• Simon Bolivar was the principal leader of the revolutions 
through which Spain's American colonies achieved their independence. 
He had hoped and expected to establish stable and "enlightened" govern­
ment throughout Spanish America, but he made so little progress toward 
that objective that he wrote in bitterness shortly before his death in 1830: 
"He who serves a revolution plows the sea." Bolivar went on to predict that 
Spanish America would "infallibly fall into the hands of the unrestrained 
multitude to pass afterward to those of . . .  petty tyrants of all races and 
colors . . .  [We will be] devoured by all crimes and extinguished by ferocity 
[so that] the Europeans will not deign to conquer us . . . . "7 Allowing for a 
good deal of exaggeration attributable to the emotion under which Bolivar 
wrote, this prediction held (roughly) true for a century and a half after his 
death. But notice that Bolivar did not arrive at this prediction until too 
late; and that it was a very general prediction that asserted nothing specific. 

• In the United States during the late 19th century there were 

worker-housing projects sponsored by a number of individual philanthro­
pists and housing reformers. Their objective was to show that efforts to 

. 
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improve the living conditions of workers could be combined with . . .  profits 
of 5 percent annually . . . .  

Reformers believed that the model dwellings would set a standard 
that other landlords would be forced to meet . . .  mostly because of the 
workings of competition. Unfortunately, this solution to the housing prob­
lem did not take hold . . . . The great mass of urban workers . . .  were crowded 
into . . .  tenements that operated solely for profit.8 

It is not apparent that there has been any progress over the centu­
ries in the capacity of humans to guide the development of their societies. 
Relatively recent (post-1950) efforts in this direction may seem superfi­
cially to be more sophisticated than those of earlier times, but they do not 
appear to be more successful. 

• The social reform programs of the mid-1960s in the United 
States, spearheaded by President Lyndon Johnson, revealed that beliefs 
about the causes and cures of such social problems as crime, drug abuse, 
poverty, and slums had little validity. For example, according to one disap­
pointed reformer: 

Once upon a time we thought that if we could only get our problem fami­
lies out of those dreadful slums, then papa would stop taking dope, mama 
would stop chasing around, and junior would stop carrying a knife. Well, 
we've got them in a nice new apartment with modern kitchens and a recre­
ation center. And they're the same bunch of bastards they always were.9 

This doesn't mean that all of the reform programs were total failures, 
but the general level of success was so low as to indicate that the reformers 
did not understand the workings of society well enough to know what 
should be done to solve the social problems that they addressed. W here 
they achieved some modest level of success they probably did so mainly 
through luck.10 

• It was once believed that the "emergence of a truly intercon­
nected world" via the Internet would be "a step toward cross-cultural coop­
eration and global enlightenment. As societies communicate more freely, 
. . .  empathy will be nourished, the truth will be easier to find, and many 
causes of conflict will wither . . . .  The age of social media, in other words, 
should be an age of peace and understanding."11  

The actual result has been nothing of the kind. Instead, the Internet 
has played a major role in the development of what many people call a 
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"post-truth" or "post-fact" society-a society in which it becomes ever more 
difficult to escape systematic deception or ascertain the objective truth.12 

The Internet also serves as a deadly tool for terrorists, and as a weapon for 
unscrupulous national leaders who intentionally promote conflict. 13 

One could go on and on citing examples like the foregoing ones. 
One could also cite many examples of efforts to control the development 
of societies in which the immediate goals of the efforts have been achieved. 
But in such cases the longer-term consequences for society as a whole have 
not been what the reformers or revolutionaries have expected or desired.14 

• The legislation of the Athenian statesman Solon (6th century 
BC) was intended to abolish hektemorage (roughly equivalent to serfdom) 
in Attica while allowing the aristocracy to retain most of its wealth and 
privilege. In this respect the legislation was successful. But it also had 
unexpected consequences that Solon surely would not have approved. The 
liberation of the "serfs" resulted in a labor shortage that led the Athenians 
to purchase or capture numerous slaves from outside Attica, so that Athens 
was transformed into a slave society. Another indirect consequence of 
Solon's legislation was the Peisistratid "tyranny" (populist dictatorship) 
that ruled Athens during a substantial part of the 6th century BC.15 

• Otto von Bismarck, one of the most brilliant statesmen in 
European history, had an impressive list of successes to his credit. Among 
other things: 

-He achieved the unification of Germany in 1867-1871. 
-He engineered the Franco-Prussian war of 1870-71,  but his 

successful efforts for peace thereafter earned him the respect of European 
leaders. 

-He successfully promoted the industrialization of Germany. 
-By such means he won for the monarchy the support of the 

middle class. 
-Thus Bismarck achieved his most important objective: He 

prevented (temporarily) the democratization of Germany. 
-Though Bismarck was forced to resign in 1890, the political 

structure he had established for Germany lasted until 1918, when it was 
brought down by the German defeat in World War I. 16 

Notwithstanding his remarkable successes Bismarck felt that he had 
failed, and in 1898 he died an embittered old man.17 Clearly, Germany 
was not going the way he had intended. Probably it was the resumption 
of Germany's slow drift toward democratization that angered him most. 
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But his bitterness would have been deeper if he had foreseen the future. 
One can only speculate as to what the history of Germany might have 
been after 1890 if Bismarck hadn't led the country up to that date, but it is 
certain that he did not succeed in putting Germany on a course leading to 
results of which he would have approved; for Bismarck would have been 
horrified by the disastrous war of 1914-18, by Germany's defeat in it, and 
above all by the subsequent rise of Adolf Hitler. 

• In the United States, reformers' zeal led to the enactment in 
1919 of "Prohibition" (prohibition of the manufacture, sale, or transpor­
tation of alcoholic beverages) as a constitutional amendment. In terms of 
its immediate objectives Prohibition was rather successful, for it reduced 
per capita consumption of alcohol in the United States by some sixty or 
seventy percent, it diminished the incidence of alcohol-related diseases 
and deaths, and it "eradicated the saloon." On the other hand it provided 
criminal gangs with opportunities to make huge profits through the smug­
gling and/or the illicit manufacture of alcoholic drinks; thus Prohibition 
greatly promoted the growth of organized crime. In addition, it led to the 
corruption both of public institutions and of individual citizens. It became 
clear that Prohibition was a serious mistake, and it was repealed through 
another constitutional amendment in 1933.18 

• The so-called "Green Revolution'' of the latter part of the 20th 
century-the introduction of new farming technologies and of recently 
developed, highly productive varieties of grain-was supposed to alleviate 
hunger in the Third World by providing more abundant harvests. It did 
indeed provide more abundant harvests . But: "[A]lthough the 'Green 
Revolution' seems to have been a success as far as the national total cereal 
production figures are concerned, a look at it from the perspective of 
communities and individual humans indicates that the problems have far 
outweighed the successes . . . . "19 In some parts of the world the conse­
quences of the Green Revolution have been nothing short of catastrophic. 
For example, in the Punjab (a region lying partly in India and partly in 
Pakistan), the Green Revolution has ruined "thousands of hectares of 
[formerly] productive land," and has led to severe lowering of the water 
table, contamination of the water with pesticides and fertilizers, numerous 
cases of cancer (probably due to the contaminated water), and many 
suicides. "  'The green revolution has brought us only downfall,' says Jarnail 
Singh . . . . 'It ruined our soil, our environment, our water table. Used to be 
we had fairs in villages where people would come together and have fun. 
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Now we gather in m ed ical c enters."'20 

From other parts of th e world as well come reports of ne gative 
consequences , of varyin g d e grees of s everity, that have followed the Green 
Revolut ion. These  consequences includ e economic ,  behav ioral , and m ed ical 
effects in add it ion to env ironmental dama g e  (e.g., d esert ificat ion).21 

• In 1 953, U.S. Presid ent Eisenhower announced an "Atoms for 
Peace "  pro gram accordin g to which the nations of the world were supposed 
to pool nuclear informat ion and materials und er the ausp ices of an int er­
nat ional a g ency. In 1957 the Internat ional Atomic Energy Agency was 
establish ed to promot e the peaceful uses of atomic energy , and in 1 968 the 
Unit ed Nat ions General Assem bly approv ed a "non-prol if erat ion " treaty 
und er which s i gnatories a greed not to d evelop nuclear weapons and in 
return were g iv en nuclear t echnolo gy that they were supposed to use only 
for peaceful purposes.22 The people  involved in this effort should have 
known enou gh h istory to real ize that nat ions g enerally abid e by treat ies 
only as lon g as they cons id er it in their own (usually short-t erm) int erest 
to do so , which commonly is not very lon g .  But apparently th e assumpt ion 
was that the nations receiv in g  nuclear techno lo gy would be so grat eful, and 
so happy cooperat in g in its peaceful applicat ion , that they would forever 
put as id e  the asp irat ions for power and the bitter rivalries that throu ghout 
h istory had l ed to th e d evelopment of increas in gly d estruct ive  weapons. 

This id ea s eems to have ori g inat ed with sc ient ists l ik e  Robert 
Oppenheimer and Niels Bohr who had h elped to creat e the first atomic 
bomb.23 That phys icists would come up with someth in g so naive  was only 
to be expected , s ince spec ialists in th e phys ical sc iences almost always are 
grossly obtuse about human affairs. It s eems surpris in g ,  however, that expe­
rienced polit icians would act upon such an id ea. But th en ,  polit ic ians oft en 
do th in gs for propa ganda purposes and not because they really believ e  in 
them. 

Th e ''Atoms for Peace "  id ea work ed fine-for a whil e. Some 140 
nat ions s i gned the non-prol if erat ion treaty in 1 968 (others later) ,24 and 
nuclear t echnolo gy was spread around the world. Iran , in th e early 1 970s , 
was one of the countries that received nuclear t echnolo gy from th e U.S .25 

And the nations receiv in g such t echnolo gy d idn't try to use it to d evelop 
nuclear weapons. Not immediately, anyway. Of course, we know what has 
happened s ince then .  "[H ]ard -nosed polit ic ians and d iplomats [ e.g., H enry 
Kissin g er] . . .  argue that prol if erat ion of nuclear weapons is fast approach in g 
a 'tippin g point ' beyond which it will be impossible  to ch eck their spread . "  
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These  "veterans of America's cold-war security establishm ent with  impec­
cable credentials as beli evers in nuclea r det errence " now claim that such 
weapons "ha [v e] become a sourc e  o f  intolerable risk."26 And there is the 
inconvenient fact that the problem o f  safe disposal o f  radioac tive was te 
from the peaceful uses of nuclea r energy  still has n ot b een solved. 27 

The ''Atoms for Peace "  fiasco sugg ests that humans' capa city to 
control t he developm ent of their soci eties not only has fail ed to  progress, 
but has actually ret rogress ed. Neith er Solon no r Bisma rck would have 
suppo rt ed anything as stupid as "Atoms for Peac e." 

II. There a re good reasons why humans' capacity  t o  control the 
developm ent of their soci eties has fail ed to  p rog ress . In order to  cont rol 
the dev elopm ent of a society you would have to be  able to predic t how the 
society would reac t to any given ac tion you might take, and such predic ­
tions have generally proven to be  highly unreliable. Human soci eti es a re 
complex systems-technologi cally advanced soci eties a re most decidedly 
complex-and predicti on of the behavior of complex syst ems presents 
diffic ulties that a re not contingent on the present state o f  our knowledge 
or our l evel of technological d evelopm ent. 

[U]nin tend ed consequenc es [a re] a well-known problem with the design 
and use of technology .... The cause of many [unintended consequenc es ] 
seems clea r: The systems involved are complex , involving interac tion 
among and feedbac k between many pa rts. Any changes to suc h a system 
will cascade in ways tha t are difficult to predic t; this is especially true when 
human ac tions are involved.28 

Problems in economics can give us some idea of how impossibly 
difficul t i t  would b e  to predict or control the behavio r of a system as 
compl ex as a modern human soci ety. It is convincingly a rgued that a 
m odern ec onomy can never be  rati onally planned to  maximize effici ency, 
because the task of ca rrying out such planning would be  t oo overwhelm ­
ingly complex .29 Calculation of a rational syst em of p ri ces fo r the U.S .  
economy alone wo uld require manipula tion o f  a c onserva tiv ely  es timated 
6 x l0 13 (sixty t rillion !) simultaneous equations .30 That takes into acco unt 
only the economic facto rs involved in establishing pric es and l eaves out th e 
innum erable psychologi cal , sociol ogical , politi cal, etc., factors that contin ­
uously int era ct wit h  the economy. 
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Even if we make the wildly improbab le a ssumptio n that the 
b ehav io r  o f  o ur soci ety could b e  pred icted thro ugh the manipula tio n o f, 
say, a millio n trillio n si multa neous equa tio ns a nd tha t suffic ient co mputing 
power to co nd uc t  suc h  manipula tio n were availab le, co llec tio n o f  the da ta 
necessary for i nsertio n o f  the a ppro pria te numb ers i nto the equa tio ns 
would b e  i mpracticable,31 especially si nce the da ta would hav e  to meet 
impossib ly high standa rd s  o f  prec ision if the predictio ns were expec ted 
to rema in valid over a ny co nsiderab le interval  o f  time. Edward Lo renz, 
a meteo ro lo gi st, wa s the first to call widespread a ttentio n to the fact that 
ev en the mo st mi nute inaccuracy in the da ta provided ca n to ta lly invalidate 
a predic ti on about the behavior of a c omplex syste m. This fac t came to be 
call ed the "butterfly effect" because i n  1972, a t  a meeti ng of the American 
Assoc ia tio n for the Advanc ement o f  Sci ence, Lorenz gav e  a talk tha t he 
ti tled "Predictabi li ty: Do es the Flap o f  a Butterfly's Wi ngs i n  Brazi l  Set 
Off a To rnado i n  Texa s?"32 Lo renz's wo rk i s  said to hav e b een the i nspira ­
tio n for the d ev elopment of what i s  called "chao s  theory"33-the b utterfly 
effect b ei ng a n  exa mple of "chao tic " behavio r. 

Chao tic b ehavio r  is no t limited to co mplex systems; in fac t, so me 
surpri singly simple systems can b ehav e c hao tically.34 The Encyc lopaed ia 
Br itannica illustra tes this with a purely mathema tical exa mple. Let A a nd 
x

0 
b e  a ny two giv en numb ers with 0 <A<4 a nd 0 <x

0
<1, a nd l et a sequence  

of  numbers be genera ted acc ording to the formula xn+i =Axn ( 1  - xn). For 
c ertai n values o f  A, e.g., A=3. 7, the sequenc e b ehav es chao tically: In o rd er 
to b ri ng abo ut a linear i nc rea se in the numb er o f  terms o f  the sequence  
tha t o ne can predict to a rea so nab le a pproxi matio n, o ne needs to achi ev e  
a n  exponent ia l improv ement i n  the accuracy o f  o ne's estimate o f  x0• In 
o ther wo rds, in o rd er to predic t the nth term of the sequence, o ne need s to 
know the va lue o f  x

0 
with a n  erro r no t exc eeding 10-1m, k a co nsta nt.35 Thi s 

is c ha racteri stic o f  chao tic systems generally: Any sma ll extensio n o f  the 
ra nge o f  predic tio n requires a n  expo nential i mprovement i n  the accuracy 
of the da ta. 

[A]ll chaotic systems share the property that every extra place of deci ­
mal s i n  one 's knowledge of the sta rting point only pushes the horizon 
[of predictabili ty] a small distance away. In practical terms, the horizon 
of predictability is an  impassable ba rrier .... [O ]nce it becomes clea r how 
many systems are sufficiently nonlinear to be considered for chaos, it ha s to 
be recog nized  that prediction may be limited to short stretches set by the 
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horizon of predictability. Full comprehens ion ... must  frequently remain a 
tentative process . . .  with frequent recourse to observation and experiment 
in the event that prediction and reality have diverged too far.36 

It shou ld b e  n ot ed tha t the H eisenb erg Uncertainty Principle s ets an 
absolu te li mit t o  the precision of da ta us ed for the prediction of physical 
phenomena. This principle, which i mpli es tha t  c ertain events involving 
subatomic par tic les are unpredictable, is inferred mathematically from 
oth er known laws of physics ; h ence, successful prediction a t  the subatomic 
level w ou ld en tai l  vi ola ti ons of the laws of physics . I f  a prediction abou t  
the b ehavior of a macrosc opic sys tem requires data s o  prec ise that their 
accuracy can b e  dis turb ed by even ts a t  the subatomic level, then n o  reliab le 
predicti on is poss ib le. H ence, for a chaotic physical sys tem, there  is a point 
b eyond which the h orizon of predictability can nev er b e  extend ed. 

O f  c ourse, the b ehavi or of a human s ociet y  is n ot in ev ery res pect 
chaotic ; ther e  are empirically observable histor ica l  trends that can las t  for 
centuries or mi llennia. But i t  is wi ld ly improbab le tha t  a modern techn o­
logical s oci ety c ou ld be free of a ll chaotic subsys tems whos e  b ehavi or is 
capable of a ffecting the s ociety as a whole, so it is safe to assu me that the 
d ev elopmen t of a modern s ociety is necessari ly chaotic in at leas t s ome 
respects and therefore unpredic tab le. 

This doesn't mean tha t n o  pred ictions a t  a ll are poss ib le. In referen ce 
to w ea th er forecasting the Britannica writ es :  

It is highly probable that atmospheric movements ... are in a s tate of chaos. 
If so, there can be little hope of extending indefinitely the range of weather 
forecas ting except in the most general terms . There are clearly certain 
features of climate, such as annual cycles of temperature and rainfall, which 
are exe mpt from the ravages of chaos . Other large-scale processes may still 
allow long-range prediction, but the more detail one asks for in a forecast, 
the sooner it wil l lose its validity.37 

Much the same can b e  sa id of the b ehav ior of human s oc iety (th ough 
human s oci ety  is far more  c omplex ev en than the w eather ). In s ome 
c ontexts ,  r easonably reliab le and specific shor t-t erm predictions can b e  
mad e, as w e  n oted ab ov e  in referenc e  to the relationship b etween in ter es t  
rates ,  in flation , and unemployment. Long -term predic tions of an i mpre­
cise and n onspecific charact er are oft en possib le; w e've  a lready mention ed 
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Bolivar's correct prediction of the failure of stable and "enlightened" 
government in Spanish America . (Here it is well to note that predictions 
that something will not work can generally be made with greater confi­
dence than predictions that something wi//work.38) But reliable long-term 
predictions that are at all specific can seldom be made. 

There are exceptions. Moore's Law makes a specific prediction about 
the rate of growth of computing power, and as of2012 the law has held true 
for some fifty years .39 But Moore's Law is not an inference derived from 
an understanding of society, it is simply a description of an empirically 
observed trend, and no one knows how long the trend will continue. The 
law may have predictable consequences for many areas of technology, but 
no one knows in any specific way how all this technology will interact with 
society as a whole. Though Moore's Law and other empirically observed 
trends may play a useful role in attempts to foresee the future, it remains 
true that any effort to understand the development of our society must 
(to borrow the Britannica's phrases) "remain a tentative process . . .  with 
frequent recourse to observation and experiment . . . . " 

But just in case someone declines to assume that our society includes 
any important chaotic components, let's suppose for the sake of argument 
that the development of society could in principle be predicted through 
the solution of some stupendous system of simultaneous equations and 
that the necessary numerical data at the required level of precision could 
actually be collected. No one will claim that the computing power required 
to solve such a system of equations is currently available. But let's assume 
that the unimaginably vast computing power predicted by Ray Kurzweil40 

will become a reality for some future society, and let's suppose that such a 
quantity of computing power would be capable of handling the enormous 
complexity of the present society and predicting its development over some 
substantial interval of time. It does not follow that a future society of that 
kind would have sufficient computing power to predict its own development, 
for such a society necessarily would be incomparably more complex than 
the present one: The complexity of a society will grow right along with its 
computing power, because the society's computational devices are part of the 
society. 

There are in fact certain paradoxes involved in the notion of a system 
that predicts its own behavior. These are reminiscent of Russell's Paradox 
in set theory41 and of the paradoxes that arise when one allows a statement 
to talk about itself (e.g. ,  consider the statement, "This statement is false"). 
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When a syst em makes a predict ion about its own behavior, that pr edic ­
t ion may itself chan g e  th e behavior of th e syst em ,  and th e chan g e  in th e 
behavior of the syst em may inval idate the pred ict ion. O f  course, not every 
stat ement that talks about its elf is pa radox ical. For example, th e statement , 
"This stat em ent is in the En g lish lan gua g e "  makes per fectly g ood sense. 
S im ila rly, many predict ions that a system may make about itself will not be 
self- invalidat in g; they may even cause  the system to  behave in such a way 
as to  fulfill th e pred ict ion.42 But it is t oo much to  hop e  for that a soc iety's 
pred ict ions about its elf wil l never be  (unexpected ly) self- inva lidat in g .  

A soc iety's ab ility t o  p redict its own behav ior m oreover would seem 
to requir e som eth in g lik e complet e  s elf-knowled g e, and here  t oo one runs 
into pa radoxes . We need not d iscuss these  here; some th ou ght should 
suffice to  conv inc e th e reader that any attempt t o  env is ion a system hav in g 
complet e self-knowled g e  will encounter d ifficult ies. 

Thus , from several points of v iew-past and present exper ience, 
complexity , chaos theory , and lo g ical d ifficult ies (paradox es)-it is c lear 
that no  soc iety can accurately predict its own behavior over any cons ider­
able span of t ime. C onsequently , no  soc iety can be cons ist ently successful 
in p lann in g its own fut ure in th e lon g term .  

Th is conc lus ion is in no  way unusual, surp ris in g ,  or ori g inal. Astut e  
observers of h istory have known fo r a lon g t im e  that a soc iety can't p lan 
its own future. Thus Thu rston wr ites: "[N]o g overnment has ever been able 
physically to  mana g e  th e total ex ist ence of a country , ... or to for esee all 
th e comp licat ions that would ensue from a dec is ion mad e at th e cent er."43 

Accord in g t o  H enry Kiss in ger :  "Hist ory is a tal e of efforts that 
failed , of asp irat ions that weren't real ized , of wish es that were fulfilled and 
then tu rned out to  be  different f rom what one expect ed."44 

Norbert Elias wrot e: "[T ]he actual course  of . .. h istorical chan g e  as a 
whole is intended and p lanned by no-one."45 And: "Civ ilizat ion . .. is set in 
mot ion blindly , and kept in m ot ion by th e aut onom ous dynamics of a web 
of relat ionships .. . .  "46 

II I .  The expect ed answer t o  the for e g oin g  will be: Even grant in g 
that th e behavior of a soc iety is unpredictable in th e lon g term ,  it may 
neverth eless be p oss ible t o  steer a soc iety rationally by m eans of cont inual 
sh ort-term inter vent ions. To take an analo gy , if we let a ca r without a 
dr iver roll down a ru g g ed, ir re gula r h ills ide, th e only predict ion we can 
make is that th e car will not fo llow any predet erm ined course but will 
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bounce around erratic ally. However, if the car has a driver, he may be able 
to steer it so as to avoid the worst bumps and make it roll instead through 
relatively smooth places. With a good deal of luck he m ay even be able to 
m ake the car arrive approximately at a preselected point at the foot of the 
hill. For these purposes the driver only needs to be able to predict very 
roughly how far the car will veer to the right or to the left when he turns 
the steering wheel. If the car veers too far or not far enough, he can correct 
with another turn of the wheel. 

Perhaps something similar could be done with an entire society. It 
is conceivable that  a combination of empirical studies with increasingly 
sophisticated theory may eventually m ake possible fairly reliable short­
term predictions of the w ay a society will react to any given change-just 
as fairly reliable short-term weather forecasting has become possible. 
Perhaps, then, a society might be successfully steered by means of frequent, 
intelligent interventions in such a w ay that undesirable outcomes could 
usually be avoided and some desirable outcomes achieved. The steering 
process would not h ave to be infallible; errors could be corrected through 
further interventions. Just possibly, one might even hope to succeed in 
steering a society so that it would arrive in the long run at something 
approximating one's conception of a good society. 

But this proposal too runs into difficulties of a fundamental kind. 
The first problem is: Who decides what outcomes are desirable or undesir­
able, or what kind of "good" society should be our long-term goal? There 
is never anything resembling general agreement on the answers to such 
questions. Friedrich Engels wrote in 1890: 

History is made in such a way that the final result always arises from the 
conflicts among many individual wills, each of which is made into what it 
is by a multitude of special conditions of life; thus there are innumerable 
intersecting forces, an infinite collection of parallelograms of forces, and 
from them emerges a resultant-the historical event-which from another 
point of view can be regarded as the product of one power that, as a whole, 
operates unconsciously and without volition. For what each individual 
wants runs up against the opposition of every other, and what comes out of 
it all is something that no one wanted.47 

Norbert Elias, who w as not a M arxist, m ade a very similar remark: 
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[F]rom the interweaving of countless individual interests and intentions­
whether tending in the same direction or in divergent and hostile direc­
tions-something comes into being that was planned and intended by 
none of these individuals, yet has emerged nevertheless from their inten­
tions and actions.48 

Even in those rare cases in which almost everyone agrees on a policy, 
effective implementation of the policy may be prevented by what is called 
the "problem of the commons." The problem of the commons consists in 
the fact that it may be to everyone's advantage that everyone should act in 
a certain way, yet it may be to the advantage of each individual to act in a 
contrary way.49 For example, in modern society it is to everyone's advantage 
that everyone should pay a portion of his income to support the functions 
of government. Yet it is to the advantage of each individual to keep all his 
income for himself, and that's why hardly anyone pays taxes voluntarily, or 
pays more than he has to. 

The answer to the foregoing arguments will be that political insti­
tutions exist precisely in order to resolve such problems: The concrete 
decisions made in the process of governing a society are not the resultant 
of conflicts among the innumerable individual wills of the population at 
large; instead, a small number of political leaders are formally empowered 
(through elections or otherwise) to make necessary decisions for everyone, 
and to enact laws that compensate for the problem of the commons by 
compelling individuals to do what is required for the common welfare 
(for example, laws that compel payment of taxes). Since the top political 
leaders are relatively few in number, it is not unreasonable to hope that 
they can resolve their differences well enough to steer the development of 
a society rationally. 

Actually, experience shows that when the top political leaders 
number more than, say, half a dozen or so, it must seriously be doubted 
whether they can ever resolve their differences well enough to be able to 
govern in a consistently rational way. But even where no conflicts exist 
among the top leaders, the real power of such leaders is very much less than 
the power that is formally assigned to them. Consequently, their ability 
to steer the development of their society rationally is extremely limited at 
best. 

W hen this writer was in the Sacramento County Main Jail in 1996-

98, he had some interesting conversations with the jail administrator, 
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Lieutenant Dan Lewis. In the course of one such conversation, on 
December 31, 1996, Lewis complained that it was not easy to get some 
of his officers to follow his orders, and he described the problems that 
a person in a position of formal power faces when he tries to exert that 
power to make his organization do what he wants it to do. If the leader 
takes measures that are resented by too many of the people under his 
command, he will meet with so much resistance that hi.s organization will 
be paralyzed.50 

It's not only jail administrators whose power is far more limited 
than it appears to an outsider. Julius Caesar reportedly said, "The higher 
our station, the less is our freedom of action."51 According to an English 
author of the 17th century: "Men in great place (saith one) are thrice 
servants; servants of the sovereign, or state; servants of fame; and servants 
of business. So as they have no freedom, neither in their persons, nor in 
their actions, nor in their times."52 U.S. President Abraham Lincoln wrote: 
"I claim not to have controlled events, but confess plainly that events have 
controlled me."53 

W hile F.W. de Klerk was President of South Africa, Nelson Mandela 
asked him why he did not prevent acts of violence that in some cases were 
being carried out with the collusion of the police. De Klerk replied, "Mr. 
Mandela, when you join me [as a member of the government] you will 
realise I do not have the power which you think I have."54 It's possible that 
de Klerk was pleading powerlessness as an excuse for tolerating violence 
that in reality he might have been able to prevent. Nevertheless, when 
Mandela himself became President, he "quickly realized, as de Klerk had 
warned him, that a President had less power than he appeared to. He could 
rule effectively only through his colleagues and civil servants, who had to 
be patiently persuaded . . . . "55 

In line with this, a thorough student of the American presidency, 
Clinton Rossiter, has explained how severely the power of the President of 
the United States is limited, not only by public opinion and by the power 
of Congress, but also by conflicts with members of his own administration 
who, in theory, are totally under his command.56 Rossiter refers to "the 
trials undergone by [Presidents] Truman and Eisenhower in persuading 
certain chiefs of staff, whose official lives depend entirely on the President's 
pleasure, to shape their acts and speeches to the policies of the adminis­
tration."57 One of our most powerful presidents, Franklin D. Roosevelt, 
complained: 
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The Trea sury is so large and far-flung and ingrained in it s practices that 
I find it is almost impossible to get the actions and result s I want .. . . But 
the Treasu ry is not to be compared with the State Department. You should 
go t hrough the experience of t rying to get any changes in the thinking, 
policy and action of the ca reer diplomat s and then you'd know what a real 
problem was. But the Trea sury and the State Department put together are 
nothing compared with the Na-a-vy. The admirals are really somethi ng to 
cope with-and I should know. To  cha nge anything in the Na-a-vy is like 
punching a feather bed. You punch it with your right and you punch it with 
your left until you are finally exhausted, and then you find the damn bed 
ju st as it wa s before you started punching.58 

Roosevelt 's capable successor in the p re sidency, Harry S. Truman, sa id : 

[P]eople talk about the powers of a President, all the powers that a Chief 
Execut ive ha s, and what he can do. Let me tell you something-from 
experience! 

The President may have a great many powers given to him by the 
Consti tution and may have certain powers under certain laws which are 
given to him by the Congress of the United States; but the principal power 
that the President ha s is to  bring people in and try to persuade them to do 
what they ought to do without persuasion. That 's what I spend most of my 
time doing. That 's what the powers of the President amount to.59 

Thus, c oncentration of fo rmal p owe r in the hands of a few t op leaders 
b y  n o  mean s liberates decision -making from Enge ls's "c on flict s a mong 
many ind ividua l w ills." S ome people may be surp ri sed t o  lea rn that this 
is t rue even in a society governed by a single, the oret ic ally ab solute rule r. 

• F rom 200 B C  t o  1911 A D, a ll C hine se d yna sties were headed b y  
an e mperor w ho "wa s the stat e's sole legi slat or, ulti mate e xecutive a uthority, 
and highest j ud ge. His  p ronouncement s were ,  quite litera lly, the law, and 
he a lone wa s n ot b ound by his own law s."60 The e mperor wa s supposed 
to be restra ined by "Con fucian n orms and the value s  perpetuated by the 
sch ola r-offic ia l  e lite ,"61 b ut in the ab sence of an e xp licit c odification or 
any mechan ism fo r  enfo rcement, the se re stra int s were e ffective again st the 
e mperor only to  the e xtent that some of hi s subject s were b rave enough t o  
challenge him on thei r own in it iative, though the e mperor, "if h e  in sisted, 
w ould p reva il."62 
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More important, therefore, were the practical limitations to which 
the emperor was subject. ''As the head of a vast governmental apparatus . . .  
he was . . .  forced to delegate his powers to others who conducted the 
routine operations of government . . . . Institutions inherited from previous 
dynasties were the main vehicles through which he delegated political 
responsibilities," for "in seeking alternatives to that immediate past, one 
had no models outside of China to draw upon."63 Needless to say, the 
actual power wielded by an emperor depended on the energy and ability 
of the individual who occupied the office at any given time,64 but it seems 
clear that that power was in every case far less than what might naively be 
inferred from the fact that the emperor's word was law. 

To illustrate the practical limitations on the emperor's power with a 
concrete example, in 1069 AD the emperor Shenzong (Shen-tsung), having 
recognized the brilliance of the political thinker Wang Anshi (An-shih), 
appointed him Vice Chief Councillor in charge of administration and gave 
him full power to implement his ideas in the emperor's name.65 Wang 
based his reforms on thorough study, but both he and the emperor failed 
to take account of the bitter opposition that the new policies would arouse 
among those whose private interests were threatened by them.66 "Even in 
the short run, the cost of the divisive factionalism that the reforms gener­
ated had disastrous effects."67 Opposition to Wang was so intense that 
he resigned permanently in 1076, and during the eight years following 
Shenzong's death in 1085 most of the reforms were rescinded or drastically 
revised.68 Under two subsequent emperors, Zhezong (Che-tsung; reigned 
in effect, circa 1093-1100) and Huizong (Hui-tsung; reigned 1100-1126), 

some of the reforms were restored, but "Wang's own former associates 
were gone, and his policies became nothing more than an instrument in 
bitter political warfare."69 " [A]lthough Emperor Huizong's reign saw some 
of the reform measures reinstated, the atmosphere at his court was not 
one of high-minded commitment,"70 but was characterized by "debased 
political behavior."71 "Leading officials engaged in corrupt practices," and 
the rapacity of the emperor's agents "aroused serious revolts of people who 
in desperation took up arms against them."72 The fall of the Northern Song 
(Sung) Dynasty in 1126-27 marked the final demise of whatever was left 
of Wang's reforms.73 

• Norbert Elias makes clear that the "absolute" monarchs of the 
''Age of Absolutism'' in Europe were not so absolute as they seemed.74 

For example, Louis XIV of France is generally seen as the archetype of 
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the "absolute" monarch; he could probably have had any individual's head 
chopped off at will. But by no means could he use his power freely: 

The vast human network that Louis XIV ruled ha[d] its own momentum 
and its own centre of gravity which he had to respect. It cost immense 
effort and self-control to preserve the balance of people and groups and, by 
playing on the tensions, to steer the whole. 75 

Elias might have added that Louis XIV could "steer" his realm only 
within certain narrow limits. Elias himself refers elsewhere to "the realiza­
tion that even the most absolute government is helpless in the face of the 
dynamisms of social development. . . . "76 

• The theoretically absolute emperor Joseph II ruled Austria 
from 1780 to 1790 and instituted major reforms of a "progressive" (i.e., 
modernizing) character. But: 

"By 1787 resistance to Joseph and his government was intensifying . 
. . . Resistance simmered in the Austrian Netherlands . . . . 

"[By 1789) . . .  The war [against the Turks] caused an outpouring of 
popular agitation against his foreign policy, the people of the Austrian 
Netherlands rose in outright revolution, and reports of trouble in Galicia 
increased . . . .  

"Faced with these difficulties, Joseph revoked many of the reforms 
that he had enacted earlier . . . .  

" . . .  [Joseph II] tried to do too much too quickly and so died a deeply 
disappointed man."77 

Especially to be noted is the fact that Joseph II failed even though 
most of his reforms were modernizing ones; that is, they merely attempted 
to accelerate Austria's movement in obedience to a powerful pre-existing 
trend in European history. 

Revolutionary dictators of the 20th century, such as Hitler and 
Stalin, were probably more powerful than traditional "absolute" monarchs, 
because the revolutionary character of their regimes had done away with 
many of the traditional, formal or informal social structures and customary 
restraints that had curbed the "legitimate" monarchs' exercise of their 
power. 78 But even the revolutionary dictators' power was in practice far less 
than absolute . 

• In the Soviet Union between 1934 and 1941, the Stalin regime 
was unable to regulate its own labor force, for the "demand for labor 
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created a situation that overrode . . .  the efforts of the regime to control 
labor through legislation."79 The government naturally wanted a stable 
work-force consisting of workers who would remain at their jobs as long 
as they were needed, but in practice workers "continued to change jobs at 
a high rate."80 Laws were evaded or simply ignored, and "hardly slowed 
down the movement of workers."81 

More significantly, the Terror of the middle to late 1930s was not a 
calculated and effective measure undertaken by Stalin to crush resistance 
to his rule. Instead, a frightened dictator initiated a process that rapidly 
spiraled out of his control. "Stalin was a man initiating and reacting to 
developments, not the cold mastermind of a plot to subdue the party and 
the nation." "It now appears that Stalin and his close associates, having 
helped create a tense and ugly atmosphere, nonetheless repeatedly reacted 
[during the Terror] to events they had not planned or foreseen." ''An atmo­
sphere of panic had set in reminiscent of the European witch-hunts . . . . " 
"Stalin seems to have become steadily more worried as the purges uncov­
ered alleged spies and Trotskyites. Finally he struck at them, almost inco­
herently. [,J During 1937 and 1938 events spun out of. . .  control." "[T]he 
police fabricated cases, tortured people not targeted in Stalin's directives, 
and became a power unto themselves." "Terror was producing avoidance 
of responsibility, which was dysfunctional. W hatever the goal at the top, 
events were again out of control." "[Stalin] reacted, and over-reacted, to 
events . . . .  He was sitting at the peak of a pyramid of lies and incomplete 
information . . . . " "The evidence is now strong that [Stalin] did not plan the 
Terror."82 

One of the consequences of the Terror was the elimination of almost 
all of the trained and experienced officers from the higher ranks of the 
Soviet army and navy, with the result that Stalin's military machine was 
crippled. 83 This was at least part of the reason for the Soviet collapse before 
the German onslaught in 1941. 

During the 1930s, when the Hitler regime was rearming 
Germany in preparation for anticipated warfare, resistance by the working 
class "kept the government from curtailing the production of consumers' 
goods, although civilian output interfered seriously with arms produc­
tion."84 In 1936, "a kind of popular uprising in Miinsterland" forced the 
Nazis to replace the crucifixes that they had removed from school build­
ings, and there were other instances in which fear of resistance from the 
churches led the regime to moderate its policies.85 It can hardly be open 
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to doubt that study of the inner workings of the Third Reich would reveal 
many additional ways in which the Nazis' policies were limited by the 
anticipated public reaction to them. 

Ulam notes that Hitler's original choice for commander-in-chief of 
the German army was vetoed by his officers "on the grounds that the man 
was too much of a Nazi," and he implies that Hitler had far less control 
over the German military establishment than Stalin had over the Soviet 
one.86 But Hitler surely would have been able to eliminate all resistance 
from his officer corps by conducting a thorough purge like that carried out 
by Stalin . Actually, Hitler was well aware that there was serious disaffec­
tion among his generals, 87 yet, until the assassination attempt of July 20, 
1944, he never undertook a major purge of the German military.88 Why 
didn't he? 

The answer to that question helps to show how limited are the 
options available even to an "absolute" ruler. A dictator in the position of 
a Hitler or a Stalin has essentially only two choices: He can carry out a 
thorough purge of his officer corps, as Stalin did, in which case he cripples 
his military machine by eliminating most of its trained and experienced 
leaders; or he can leave his officer corps largely intact, as Hitler did, in 
which case he risks being overthrown by his own generals. Hitler was bent 
on military conquest, for which he needed an efficient army, so he gambled 
on retaining his trained and experienced officers even though he knew that 
many of them were opposed to his policies and some even aspired to remove 
him from power. Hitler won his gamble in the sense that he remained in 
power until defeated militarily by the Allies, but he did so only through an 
astonishing series of lucky breaks. Rothfels89 marvels at Hitler's incredible 
luck: Again and again, from 1938 up to July 20, 1944, the Fiihrer's own 
officers tried to assassinate him or carry out a coup against him, but he was 
always saved at the last moment by some chance circumstance.90 

It's worth noting that, in Ulam's opinion, Stalin too needed "fantastic 
luck" in order to gain power and retain it as long as he did.91 

�ite apart from any resistance by subordinates or other "conflicts 
among individual wills" within a system, purely technical factors narrowly 
limit the options open even to a leader whose power over his system is 
theoretically absolute. 

• In Frank Norris's immortal novel, The Oct opus-about wheat 
farmers whose livelihood is destroyed by railroad rate increases-the 
protagonist, Presley, confronts the apparently ruthless businessman 



30 A NTl - T E C H  R E V O L U T I O N  

Shelgrim, President of the railroad. But Shelgrim tells him: 
" 'You are dealing with forces, young man, when you speak of wheat 

and the railroads, not with men . . . .  Men have only little to do with the 
whole business . . . .  Blame conditions, not men. '  

" 'But-but' ,  faltered Presley, 'You are the head, you control the road. '  
" ' . . .  Control the road! . . .  I can go into bankruptcy if you like . But 

otherwise, if I run my road as a business proposition, I can do nothing. I 
can not control it."'92 

The Octopus is a work of fiction, but it does truthfully represent, in 
dramatized form, the economic realities of the era in which Norris wrote 
(about the end of the 19th and the beginning of the 20th century) . At 
that time, "railway labor and material costs" had increased, and "many 
American railroads, already struggling to stay alive economically, could 
not afford rate reductions ." State railroad commissions "seeking . . .  ways 
of establishing fair, 'scientific' rates" found that "there was no such thing as 
'scientific' rate making . They discovered that it was extraordinarily difficult 
to define the 'public interest' or to take the rate question 'out of politics . '  
Setting rates meant assigning economic priorities, and someone-shipper, 
carrier, consumer-inevitably got hurt."93 So it's likely that a railroad like 
Shelgrim's would indeed have gone bankrupt if it had tried to set rates in 
such a way as to treat everyone "fairly" and humanely. 

It is probably true in general that the ruthless behavior of business 
enterprises is more often compelled by economic realities than voluntarily 
chosen by a rapacious management. 

• In the 1830s, at an early stage of the U.S. industrial revolu­
tion, the textile manufacturers of Massachusetts treated their employees 
benevolently. Nowadays their system would no doubt be decried as 
"paternalistic," but in material terms the workers could consider them­
selves fortunate, for working conditions and housing were very good 
by the standards of the time . But during the 1840s the situation of 
the workers began to deteriorate . Wages were reduced, hours of work 
increased, and greater effort was demanded of the workers; and this was 
the result not of employers' greed but of market conditions that grew 
out of economic competition.94 "As business became nationwide . . .  the 
competition of different manufacturing areas meant that prices and 
wages were no longer determined by local conditions . They fluctuated 
as a consequence of economic changes wholly beyond the control of the 
employers or workers immediately concerned. "95 
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• A recent (2012) article by Adam Davidson discusses some of the 
reasons behind the problem of unemployment in the U.S. Taking as an 
example a company that he has personally investigated, Davidson writes: 
"It's tempting to look to the owners of Standard Motor Products and ask 
them to help [unskilled workers] : to cut costs a little less relentlessly, take 
slightly lower profits, and maybe even help solve America's jobs crisis in 
some small way." Davidson then goes on to explain why a company like 
Standard Motor Products would be unable to survive in the face of compe­
tition if it did not cut costs relentlessly and, therefore, replace human 
workers with machines whenever it was profitable to do so.96 Here again 
we see that "[t]he businessman . . .  [is] only the agent of economic forces 
and developments beyond his control ."97 

In the last two examples the options open to leaders of organizations 
were limited not by technical factors alone, but by these in conjunction 
with competition from outside the organization . But even independently 
of external competition and of any "conflict of wills" within a system, 
technical factors by themselves severely limit the choices available to the 
system's leaders . Not even dictators can escape these limitations. 

In the Encyclopaedia Britannica article on Spain we find: "For 
almost 20 years after the [Spanish Civil War], the [Franco regime] 
followed a policy of. . .  national economic self-sufficiency . . . . Spain's poli­
cies of economic self-sufficiency were a failure, and by the late 1950s the 
country was on the verge of economic collapse ."98 

Unwilling to rely solely on the foregoing brief passage for twenty 
years of Spanish economic history, this writer consulted a Spanish corre­
spondent, who sent him copies of pages from relevant historical works .99 It 
turned out that the Britannica's account-perhaps unavoidably in view of 
its brevity-was oversimplified to the point of being seriously misleading. 
Among other things, it isn't clear to what extent Spain's policy of self-suf­
ficiency was voluntarily chosen and to what extent it was forced on the 
country, first by the conditions prevailing during World War II and later by 
the Western democracies' hostility to the authoritarian regime of Franco. 
Much of this history is beyond the understanding of those of us who have 
no specialized knowledge of economics, but one thing does emerge clearly: 
Oliite apart from any external competition or internal conflict, economic 
reality imposes narrow limits on what even an authoritarian regime can 
do with a nation's economy. A dictator cannot run an economy the way a 
general runs an army-by giving orders from above-because the economy 

. 
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won't follow orders.100 In other words, not even a powerful dictator like 
Francisco Franco can overrule the laws of economics. 

Nor can idealistic zeal overcome those laws. 
• In the years following the Cuban Revolution of 1956-59, U.S. 

media propaganda portrayed Fidel Castro as motivated by a lust for 
power, but actually Castro started out with generalized humanitarian 
and democratic goals.101 Once he had overthrown the Batista govern­
ment, he found that, despite the immense power conferred on him by 
his personal charisma, 102 the options open to him were extremely limited. 
Circumstances forced him to choose between democracy and the deep 
social reforms that he envisioned; he couldn't have both. Since his basic 
goals were his social ones he had to abandon democracy, become a dictator, 
and Stalinize and militarize Cuban society.103 

There can be no doubt about the idealistic zeal of the Cuban revo­
lutionaries, 104 and Castro was as powerful as any charismatic dictator 
could ever be.105 Even so, the revolutionary regime was unable to control 
the development of Cuban society: Castro admitted that he had failed 
to curb the bureaucratic tendencies of Cuba's administrative apparatus.106 

Notwithstanding the regime's strong ideological opposition to racism, "the 
drive to promote . . .  blacks and mixed race Cubans to leadership positions 
within the government and Party" was only partly successful, as Castro 
himself acknowledged.107 In fact, Cuban efforts to combat racism do not 
seem to have been any more successful than those of the United States.108 

The Castro regime achieved no more than minimal success in its attempt to 
free the Cuban economy from its almost total dependence on sugar and to 
industrialize the country. 109 To survive at all economically, the regime was 
forced to abandon its attempt to build "socialism" (as conceived by Cuba's 
idealistic leaders) within a short period. It was found necessary instead to 
make ideologically painful compromises with economic reality, 110 and even 
with these compromises the Cuban economy has remained no more than 
barely viable.111 

A contributing factor in Cuba's economic failure was the embargo 
imposed by the United States: U.S. firms were forbidden to trade with 
Cuba. But this factor was not decisive, and not as important as admirers 
of the Castro regime liked to think. Cuba could trade with most of the 
economically important countries of the world other than the U.S., and was 
even able to trade indirectly with major U.S. corporations by dealing with 
their subsidiaries in other countries.112 The embargo was far less important 
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than Cuba's inability to free itsel f  from its excess ive dependence on suga r 
or even t o  run its sugar industry effic iently.113 Anoth er fact or in Cuba's 
ec onomic failure was a lack of cooperat ion with in C uban society-Engels's 
"c onflicts among many ind ividual wills." Th ere were absenteeism , passive 
res istance t o  product ion quotas , and "st ol id peasant res istance."114 "Indi­
vidual ist ic " tendencies l ed to p ilfering, wast e, and even to major criminal 
act ivity. 115 In addit ion , there were conflicts with in th e Cuban p ower-struc ­
ture.116 Almost certa inly , however, th e dec is ive factor in Cuba's fa ilure has 
been the Cast ro reg ime's refusal t o  comply with the technical requirements 
for ec onomic success : Th e reg ime compromised its ideology only as fa r  as 
was necessa ry for ba re survival , and decl ined t o  acc ept those el ements of 
the free market and of cap italism that might have mad e vigorous develop ­
ment poss ible. That th is fact or was dec is ive is shown by th e fact that purely 
soc ial ist economies have fa il ed all over the world.117 

IV. Th ere is yet anoth er-and crit ically important- reason why a 
soc iety cannot "steer" its elfin the manner suggest ed at the beginning of Pa rt 
III of th is chapt er: Every complex ,  la rge-sca le s oc iety is subject to  int ernal 
developments generat ed by "natural sel ect ion'' operat ing on syst ems that 
ex ist with in the society. This factor is d iscussed at l ength in Chapter Two; 
here we will only sketch th e a rgument in th e briefest poss ible terms. 

Through a process analogous t o  biological evolut ion there a ris e, 
with in any complex ,  la rge-scale soc iety ,  s elf-preserving or sel f-reproducing 
systems la rge  and small (includ ing , fo r example, bus iness enterpris es , pol it ­
ical pa rt ies or movements , open or covert social networks such as networks 
of corrupt officials) that st ruggle t o  survive and propagate th emselves . 
Because  power is a ca rd inal t ool for  survival , these  systems compet e  fo r 
power. 

Biolog ical organ isms , evolving through natural s el ect ion , event ually 
invad e every niche in which biol og ical survival is poss ible at all , and , what ­
ever measures may be tak en t o  suppress th em ,  some organisms will find 
ways of surviving nonetheless. Within any complex ,  la rge-scale soc iety , a 
s imila r p roc ess will p roduc e sel f-p ropagat ing systems that will invad e every 
corner and c ircumvent all att empts t o  suppress th em. These systems will 
compete  for p ower without regard t o  the object ives of any government (or 
other ent ity) that may t ry to  steer the soc iety. O ur a rgum ent-adm ittedly 
imposs ible  at present t o  prove conclus ively-is that these  s el f-propagat ing 
systems will const itute  uncont rollabl e  fo rces that will rend er fut il e in the 
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long run all efforts to steer the society rationally. For details, see Chapter 
Two. 

V. Notwithstanding all the arguments we've reviewed in the present 
chapter up to this point, let's make the unrealistic assumption that tech­
niques for manipulating the internal dynamics of a society will some day 
be developed to such a degree that a single, all-powerful leader (we'll be 
charitable and call him a philosopher-kingn8 rather than a dictator)-or 
a group of leaders small enough ( < 6?) to be free of "conflicts among indi­
vidual wills" within the group-will be able to steer a society as suggested 
at the beginning of Part III, above. 

The notion of authoritarian rule by a single leader or a small group of 
leaders is not as far-fetched as it may appear to the citizens of modern liberal 
democracies. Many people in the world already live under the authority of 
one man or a few, and when the technological society gets itself into suffi­
ciently serious trouble, as it is likely to do in the coming decades, even the 
citizens of liberal democracies will begin looking for solutions that today 
seem out of the question. During the Great Depression of the 1930s, many 
Americans-mainstream people, not kooks out on the fringes-felt disil­
lusioned with democracy119 and advocated rule by a dictator or an oligarchy 
(a "supercouncil" or a "directorate").120 Many admired Mussolini.121 During 
the same period, many Britons admired Hitler's Germany. "Lloyd George's 
reaction to Hitler was typical: 'If only we had a man of his supreme quality 
in England today,' he said."122 

Returning, then, to our hypothetical dictator, or philosopher-king as 
we've decided to call him, we'll assume, however implausibly, that he will 
somehow be able to overcome the problems of complexity, of the conflicts 
of many individual wills, of resistanc'e by subordinates, and of the competi­
tive, power-seeking groups or systems that will evolve within any complex, 
large-scale society. Even under this unreal assumption we will still run into 
fundamental difficulties. 

The first problem is: W ho is going to choose the philosopher-king 
and how will they put him into power? Given the vast disparities of goals 
and values ( "conflicts among individual wills") in any large-scale society, it 
is hardly likely that the rule of any one philosopher-king could be consistent 
with the goals and values of a majority of the population, or even with the 
goals and values of a majority of any elite stratum (the intellectuals, say, or 
scientists, or rich people)-except to the extent that the philosopher-king, 
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once in power, might use propaganda or other techniques of human engi­
neering to bring the values of the majority into line with his own. If the 
realities of practical politics are taken into account, it seems that anyone 
who might actually become a philosopher-king either would have to be a 
compromise candidate, a bland fellow whose chief concern would be to 
avoid offending anyone, or else would have to be the ruthless leader of an 
aggressive faction that drives its way to power. In the latter case he might 
be an unscrupulous person intent only on attaining power for himself (a 
Hitler), or he might be a sincere fanatic convinced of the righteousness of 
his cause (a Lenin), but either way he would stop at nothing to achieve his 
goals. 

Thus, the citizen who might find the idea of a philosopher-king 
attractive should bear in mind that he himself would not select the philos­
opher-king, and that any philosopher-king who might come into power 
would probably not be the kind that he imagines or hopes for. 

A further problem is that of selecting a successor when the philos­
opher-king dies. Each philosopher-king will have to be able to pre-select 
reliably a successor whose goals and values are virtually identical to his 
own; for, otherwise, the first philosopher-king will steer the society in one 
direction, the second philosopher-king will steer the society in a somewhat 
different direction, the third philosopher-king will steer it in yet another 
direction, and so forth. The result will be that the development of the 
society in the long term will wander at random, rather than being steered 
in any consistent direction or in accord with any consistent policy as to 
what constitute desirable or undesirable outcomes . 

Historically, in absolute monarchies of any kind-the Roman 
Empire makes a convenient example-it has proven impossible even to 
ensure the succession of rulers who are reasonably competent and consci­
entious . Capable, conscientious rulers have alternated with those who 
have been irresponsible, corrupt, vicious, or incompetent. As for a long, 
unbroken succession of rulers, each of whom not only is competent and 
conscientious but also has goals and values closely approximating those 
of his predecessor-you can forget it. All of these arguments, by the way, 
apply not only to philosopher-kings but also to philosopher-oligarchs­
ruling groups small enough so that Engels's "conflicts among many indi­
vidual wills" do not come into play. 

All the same, let's assume that it would somehow be possible to 
ensure the succession of a long line of philosopher-kings all of whom 
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would govern in accord with a single, permanently stable system of values. 
In that event . . . but hold on . . . let's pause and take stock of the assump­
tions we've been making. We're assuming, among other things, that the 
problems of complexity, chaos, and the resistance of subordinates, also the 
purely technical factors that limit the options open to leaders, as well as 
the competitive, power-seeking groups that evolve within a society under 
the influence of natural selection, can all be overcome to such an extent 
that an all-powerful leader will be able to govern the society rationally; 
we're assuming that the "conflicts among many individual wills" within 
the society can be resolved well enough so that it will be possible to make 
a rational choice of leader; we're assuming that means will be found to 
put the chosen leader into a position of absolute power and to guarantee 
forever the succession of competent and conscientious leaders who will 
govern in accord with some stable and permanent system of values. And 
if the hypothetical possibility of steering a society rationally is to afford 
any comfort to the reader, he will have to assume that the system of values 
according to which the society is steered will be one that is at least margin­
ally acceptable to himself-which is a sufficiently daring assumption. 

It's now clear that we have wandered into the realm of fantasy. It is 
impossible to prove with mathematical certainty that the development of a 
society can never be guided rationally over any significant interval of time, 
but the series of assumptions that we've had to make in order to entertain 
the possibility of rational guidance is so wildly improbable that for prac­
ti�al purposes we can safely assume that the development of societies will 
forever remain beyond rational human control.123 

VI. It's likely that the chief criticism to be leveled at this chapter 
will be that the writer has expended a great deal of ink and paper to prove 
what "everyone" already knows. Unfortunately, however, not everyone does 
know that the development of societies can never be subject to rational 
human control; and even many who would agree with that proposition as 
an abstract principle fail to apply the principle in concrete cases. Again and 
again we find seemingly intelligent people proposing elaborate schemes 
for solving society's problems, completely oblivious to the fact that such 
schemes never, never, never are carried out successfully. In a particularly 
fuddled excursion into fantasy written several decades ago, the noted tech­
nology critic Ivan Illich asserted that "society must be reconstructed to 
enlarge the contribution of autonomous individuals and primary groups 
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to the total effectiveness of a new system of production designed to satisfy 
the human needs which it also determines," and that a "convivial society 
should be designed to allow all its members the most autonomous action 
by means of tools least controlled by others"124-as if a society could be 
consciously and rationally "reconstructed" or "designed." Other egregious 
examples of this sort of folly were provided by Arne Naess125 and Chellis 
Glendinning126 in 1989 and 1990, respectively; these are discussed in Part 
IV of Chapter Three of this book. 

Right down to the present (2013), people who should know better 
have continued to ignore the fact that the development of societies can 
never be rationally controlled. Thus, we often find technophiles making 
such absurd statements as: "humanity is in charge of its own fate"; " [we 
will] take charge of our own evolution''; or, "people [ will] seize control 
of the evolutionary process."127 The technophiles want to "guide research 
so that technology improve[s] society"; they have created a "Singularity 
University" and a "Singularity Institute" that are supposed to "shape the 
advances and help society cope with the ramifications" of technological 
progress, and "make sure . . .  that artificial intelligence . . .  is friendly" to 
humans . 128 

Of course, the technophiles won't be able to "shape the advances" of 
technology or make sure that they "improve society" and are friendly to 
humans: Technological advances will be "shaped" in the long run by unpre­
dictable and uncontrollable power-struggles among rival groups that will 
develop and apply technology for the sole purpose of gaining advantages 
over their competitors . See Chapter Two. 

It's not likely that the majority of technophiles fully believe in this 
drivel about "shaping the advances" of technology to "improve society." In 
practice, Singularity University serves mainly to promote the interests of 
technology-oriented businessmen,129 while the fantasies about "improving 
society" function as propaganda that helps to forestall public resistance 
to radical technological innovation. But such propaganda is effective only 
because many laymen are na"ive enough to take the fantasies seriously. 

Whatever may be the motives behind the technophiles' schemes for 
"improving society," other such schemes unquestionably are sincere . For 
recent examples, see the books by Jeremy Rifkin (2011)130 and Bill Ivey 
(2012) .131 There are other examples that superficially look more sophisti­
cated than the proposals of Rifkin and Ivey but are equally impossible to 
carry out in practice. In a book published in 201 1, Nicholas Ashford and 
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Ralph P. Hall132 "offer a unified, transdisciplinary approach for achieving 
sustainable development in industrialized nations . . . .  The authors argue for 
the design of multipurpose solutions to the sustainability challenge that 
integrate economics, employment, technology, environment, industrial 
development, national and international law, trade, finance, and public and 
worker health and safety."133 Ashford and Hall do not intend their book to 
be merely an abstract speculation like Plato's Republic 134 or Thomas More's 
Ut opia; they imagine themselves to be offering a practical program.135 

In another example (2011), Naomi Klein proposes massive, elab­
orate, worldwide "planning"136 that is supposed to bring global warming 
under control,137 help with many of our other environmental problems,138 

and at the same time bring us "real democracy,"139 "rein in''140 the corpo­
rations, alleviate unemployment, 141 reduce wasteful consumption in rich 
countries142 while allowing poor countries to continue their economic 
growth,143 foster "interdependence rather than hyper-individualism, reci­
procity rather than dominance and cooperation rather than hierarchy,"144 

"elegantly weav[e] all these struggles into a coherent narrative about how 
to protect life on earth,"145 and overall promote a "progressive" agenda146 so 
as to create a "healthy, just world."147 

One is tempted to ask whether the schemes concocted by people 
like Ashford, Hall, and Klein148 are meant as an elaborate joke of some 
sort; but no, the intentions of these authors are quite serious. How can 
they possibly believe that schemes like theirs will ever be carried out in 
the real world? Are they totally devoid of any practical sense about human 
affairs? Maybe. But Naomi Klein herself unwittingly offers a more likely 
explanation: "[I]t is always easier to deny reality than to watch your 
worldview get shattered . . . . "149 The worldview of most members of the 
upper middle class, including most intellectuals, is deeply dependent on 
the existence of a thoroughly organized, culturally "advanced," large-scale 
society characterized by a high level of social order. It would be extremely 
difficult psychologically for such people to recognize that the only way to 
get off the road to disaster that we are now on would be through a total 
collapse of organized society and therefore a descent into chaos. So they 
cling to any scheme, however unrealistic, that promises to preserve the 
society on which their lives and their worldview are dependent; and one 
suspects that the threat to their worldview is more important to them than 
the threat to their lives. 
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CHAPTER TWO 

Why the Technological System 
Will Destroy Itself 

We were recently entertained by a naive fable of the happy 
arrival of the 'end of history,' of the overflowing triumph 
of an all-democratic bliss; the ultimate global arrangement 
had supposedly been attained. But we all see and sense that 
something very different is coming, something new, and 
perhaps quite stern. 

- Aleksandr Solzhenitsyn1 

Power is in nature the essential measure of right. 
- Ralph Waldo Emerson2 

I. Most of the arguments set forth elsewhere in this book are reason­
ably solid, but in the present chapter we go out on a limb both in making 
assumptions and in drawing inferences from them. We think our assump­
tions and inferences contain at least as much truth as they need to contain 
for the purpose of reaching certain probable conclusions about the future 
of human society, but we acknowledge that rational disagreement with our 
reasoning is possible. Two things, however, can be definitely asserted: first, 
that our assumptions and inferences are reasonably accurate as applied to 
the development up to the present time of large-scale, complex societies; 
second, that anyone who wants to understand the likely future develop­
ment of modern society will have to give careful attention to problems of 
the kind that are raised by the arguments of this chapter. 

Though we focus here on the processes of competition and natural 
selection3 as they operate in complex societies, it is important to avoid 
confusing our viewpoint with the (now largely defunct) philosophy known 
as "Social Darwinism." Social Darwinism didn't merely call attention to 
natural selection as a factor in the development of societies; it also assumed 
that the winners in the contest of "survival of the fittest" were better, more 
desirable human beings than the losers were: 

49 



50 A N T I - T E C H  R E V O L U T I O N  

[T]he competitive struggle of business was viewed as a contest in which 
the survivors were the 'fittest'-not merely as businessmen, but as cham­
pions of civilization itself. Hence businessmen transformed their sense of 
material superiority into a sense of moral and intellectual superiority . . . .  
Social Darwinism became a means of excusing as well as explaining the 
competitive process from which some emerged with power and some were 
ground into poverty. 4 

Here our purpose is merely to describe the role that natural selec­
tion plays in the development of societies. We do not mean to suggest 
any favorable value-judgment concerning the winners in the struggle for 
power. 

II. This chapter deals with self-propagating systems. By a self-prop­
agating system (self-prop system for short) we mean a system that tends to 
promote its own survival and propagation. A system may propagate itself 
in either or both of two ways: The system may indefinitely increase its own 
size and/or power, or it may give rise to new systems that possess some of 
its own attributes. 

The most obvious examples of self-propagating systems are biolog­
ical organisms. Gr oups of biological organisms can also constitute self-prop 
systems; e.g., wolf packs or hives of honeybees. Particularly important for 
our purposes are self-prop systems that consist of groups of human beings. 
For example, nations, corporations, labor unions, churches, and political 
parties; also some groups that are not clearly delimited and lack formal 
organization, such as schools of thought, social networks, and subcultures. 
Just as wolf-packs and beehives are self-propagating without any conscious 
intention on the part of wolves or bees to propagate their packs or their 
hives, there is no reason why a human group cannot be self-propagating 
independently of any intention on the part of the individuals who comprise 
the group. 

If A and B are systems of any kind (self-propagating or not), and 
if A is a functioning component of B, then we will call A a su bsyst em of 
B, and we will call B a supersyst em of A. For example, in human hunt­
ing-and-gathering societies, nuclear families5 belong to bands, and bands 
often are organized into tribes. Nuclear families, bands, and tribes are all 
self-prop systems. The nuclear family is a subsystem of the band, the band 
is a subsystem of the tribe, the tribe is a supersystem of each band that 
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bel ongs to it, and each band is a supersystem of every nuclear family that 
bel ongs t o  that band. It is also true that ea ch nuclear family is a subsystem 
of the tribe and that the tribe is a supersystem of every nuclear family that 
bel ongs t o  a band that belongs t o  the tribe. 

The principle of natural selection is operative not only in biology, 
but in any environment in which self-propagating systems are present. The 
principle can be stated r oughly as foll ows: 

Those self-propagating systems having the traits that best suit them 
to  survive and propagate themselves tend t o  survive and propagate them­
selves better than other self-propagating systems . 

This of course is an obvious taut ology, so  it tells us nothing new. 
But it can ser ve t o  call our attention to  fact ors that we might otherwise 
overlook. 

We are about t o  advance several propositi ons that are n ot tautol o­
gies. We ca n't prove these propositi ons, but they are intuitively plausible 
and they seem consistent with the observable behavior of self-propagating 
systems as represented by biologi cal organisms and human (formal or 
informal) organizations. In short, we believe these propositi ons t o  be true, 
or as close t o  the truth as they need t o  be for present purposes. 

Proposition 1. In any environment that is sufficiently ri ch, self-prop­
agating systems will arise, and natural sele cti on will lead t o  the evolution of 
self-propagating systems having increasingly complex, subtle, and sophis ­
ti cated means of surviving and propagating themselves . 

It needs t o  be emphasized that natural sele cti on doesn't merely a ct 
in simple ways, as by making the legs of deer longer so that they can run 
faster or giving ar cti c mammals thi cker coats of fur so  that they can stay 
warm. Natural sele ction can also lead t o  the development of complex 
structures su ch as the human eye or heart, and t o  systems of far greater 
complexity that still are n ot fully understood, such as the human immune 
system or nervous system. We maintain that natural sele ction can lead t o  
equally complex and subtle developments in self-prop systems consisting 
of human groups. 

Natural selection operates relative t o  particular peri ods of time. Let 's 
start at some given point in time that we can call T ime Zero. Those self­
prop systems that are m ost likely t o  survive (or have sur viving progeny) 
at five years from T ime Zer o  are those that are best suited to  survive 
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and propagate themselves (in competition6 with other self-prop systems) 

during the five-year period following Time Zero. These will not necessarily 
be the same as those self-prop systems that, in the absence of competition 
during the five-year period, would be best suited to survive and propa­
gate themselves during the thirty years following Time Zero. Similarly, 
those systems best suited to survive competition during the first thirty 

years following Time Zero are not necessarily those that, in the absence of 
competition during the thirty-year period, would be best suited to survive 
and propagate themselves for two hundred years. And so forth. 

For example, suppose a forested region is occupied by a number 
of small, rival kingdoms. Those kingdoms that clear the most land for 
agricultural use can plant more crops and therefore can support a larger 
population than other kingdoms. This gives them a military advantage over 

their rivals. If any kingdom restrains itself from excessive forest-clearance 
out of concern for the long-term consequences, then that kingdom places 
itself at a military disadvantage and is eliminated by the more powerful 
kingdoms. Thus the region comes to be dominated by kingdoms that cut 
down their forests recklessly. The resulting deforestation leads eventually to 

ecological disaster and therefore to the collapse of all the kingdoms. Here 
a trait that is advantageous or even indispensable for a kingdom's short­
term survival-recklessness in cutting trees-leads in the long term to the 
demise of the same kingdom. 7 

This example illustrates the fact that, where a self-prop system exer­
cises foresight,8 in the sense that concern for its own long-term survival 
and propagation leads it to place limitations on its efforts for short-term 
survival and propagation, the system puts itself at a competitive disadvan­
tage relative to those self-prop systems that pursue short-term survival and 
propagation without restraint. This leads us to 

Proposition 2. In the short term, natural selection favors self-prop­
agating systems that pursue their own short-term advantage with little or 
no regard for long-term consequences. 

A corollary to Proposition 2 is 

Proposition 3. Self-propagating subsystems of a given supersystem 
tend to become dependent on the supersystem and on the specific condi­

tions that prevail within the supersystem. 
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This means that between the supersystem and its self-prop subsys­
tems, there tends to develop a relationship of such a nature that, in the 
event of the destruction of the supersystem or of any drastic acceleration 
of changes in the conditions prevailing within the supersystem, the subsys­
tems can neither survive nor propagate themselves . 

A self-prop system with sufficient foresight would make provision 
for its own or its descendants' survival in the event of the collapse or 
destabilization of the supersystem. But as long as the supersystem exists 
and remains more or less stable, natural selection favors those subsys­
tems that take fullest advantage of the opportunities available within the 
supersystem, and disfavors those subsystems that "waste" some of their 
resources in preparing themselves to survive the eventual destabilization 
of the supersystem. Under these conditions, self-prop systems will tend 
very strongly to become incapable of surviving the destabilization of any 
supersystem to which they belong. 

Like the other propositions put forward in this chapter, Proposition 
3 has to be applied with a dose of common sense . If the supersystem in 
question is weak and loosely organized, or if it has no more than a modest 
effect on the conditions in which its subsystems exist, the subsystems may 
not become strongly dependent on the supersystem. Among hunter-gath­
erers in some (not all) environments, a nuclear family would be able to 
survive and propagate itself independently of the band to which it belongs. 
Because tribes of hunter-gatherers are loosely organized it seems certain 
that in most cases a hunting-and-gathering band would be able to survive 
independently of the tribe to which it belongs. Many labor unions might 
be able to survive the demise of a confederation of labor unions such as 
the AFL-CIO, because such an event might not fundamentally affect the 
conditions under which labor unions have to function. But labor unions 
could not survive the demise of modern industrial society, or even the 
demise merely of the legal and constitutional framework that makes it 
possible for labor unions as we know them to operate. Nor would many 
present-day business enterprises survive without modern industrial society. 
Domestic sheep, if deprived of human protection, would soon be killed off 
by predators . And so forth. 

Clearly a system cannot be effectively organized for its own survival 
and propagation unless the different parts of the system can promptly 
communicate with one another and lend aid to one another. In order to 
operate effectively throughout a given geographical region, a self-prop 
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system must be able to receive prompt information from, and take prompt 
action within, every part of the region.9 Consequently, 

Proposition 4. Problems of transportation and communication 
impose a limit on the size of the geographical region over which a self­
prop system can extend its operations. 

Human experience suggests: 

Proposition 5. The most important and the only consistent limit on 
the size of the geographical regions over which self-propagating human 
groups extend their operations is the limit imposed by the available 
means of transportation and communication. In other words, while not 
all self-propagating human groups tend to extend their operations over a 
region of maximum size, natural selection tends to produce some self-prop­
agating human groups that operate over regions approaching the maximum 
size allowed by the available means of transportation and communication. 

Propositions 4 and 5 can be seen operating in human history. 
Primitive bands or tribes usually have territories that they "own," but these 
are relatively small because human feet are the only means of transporta­
tion available to these societies. However, primitives who have numerous 
horses and live in open country over which horses can travel freely, like 
the Plains Indians of North America, can hold much larger territories. 
Pre-industrial civilizations built empires that extended over vast distances, 
but these empires actively created, if they did not already have, relatively 
rapid means of transportation and communication.10 Such empires grew 
to a certain geographical size, after which they stopped growing and, in 
many cases, became unstable; that is, they tended to break up into smaller 
political units. It is probable that these empires stopped growing and 
became unstable because they were at the limit of what was possible with 
the existing means of transportation and communication.11  

Today there is quick transportation and almost instant communica­
tion between any two parts of the world. Hence, 

Proposition 6. In modern times, natural selection tends to produce 
some self-propagating human groups whose operations span the entire 
globe. Moreover, even if human beings are some day replaced by machines 
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or other entities, natural selection will still tend to produce some self-prop­
agating systems whose operations span the entire globe. 

Current experience strongly confirms this proposition: We see global 
"superpowers," global corporations, global political movements, global reli­
gions, global criminal networks. Proposition 6, we argue, is not dependent 
on any particular traits of human beings but only on the general properties 
of self-prop systems, so there is no reason to doubt that the proposition 
will remain true if and when humans are replaced by other entities: As long 
as rapid, worldwide transportation and communication remain available, 
natural selection will tend to produce or maintain self-prop systems whose 
operations span the entire globe. 

Let's refer to such systems as global self-prop systems. Instant world­
wide communications are still a relatively new phenomenon and their full 
consequences have yet to be developed; in the future we can expect global 
self-prop systems to play an even more important role than they do today. 

Proposition 7. Where (as today) problems of transportation and 
communication do not constitute effective limitations on the size of the 
geographical regions over which self-propagating systems operate, natural 
selection tends to create a world in which power is mostly concentrated 
in the possession of a relatively small number of global self-propagating 
systems. 

This proposition too is suggested by human experience. But it's easy to 
see why the proposition should be true independently of anything specifically 
human: Among global self-prop systems, natural selection will favor those 
that have the greatest power; global or other large-scale self-prop systems 
that are weaker will tend to be eliminated or subjugated. Small-scale self­
prop systems that are too numerous or too subtle to be noticed individually 
by the dominant global self-prop systems may retain more or less autonomy, 
but each of them will have influence only within some very limited sphere. 
It may be answered that a coalition of small-scale self-prop systems could 
challenge the global self-prop systems, but if small-scale self-prop systems 
organize themselves into a coalition having worldwide influence, then the 
coalition will itself be a global self-prop system. 

We can speak of the "world-system," meaning all things that 
exist on Earth, together with the functional relations among them. The 
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world-system probably should not be regarded as a self-prop system, but 
whether it is or not is irrelevant for present purposes. 

To summarize, then, the world-system is approaching a condition 
in which it will be dominated by a relatively small number of extremely 
powerful global self-prop systems. 1hese global systems will compete for 
power-as they must do in order to have any chance of survival-and they 
will compete for power in the short term, with little or no regard for long­
term consequences (Proposition 2). Under these conditions, intuition tells 
us that desperate competition among the global self-prop systems will tear 
the world-system apart. 

Let's try to formulate this intuition more clearly. For some hundreds 
of millions of years the terrestrial environment has had some degree of 
stability, in the sense that conditions on Earth, though variable, have 
remained within limits that have allowed the evolution of complex life­
forms such as fishes, amphibians, reptiles, birds, and mammals. In the 
immediate future, all self-prop systems on this planet, including self-prop­
agating human groups and any purely machine-based systems derived 
from them, will have evolved while conditions have remained within these 
limits, or at most within somewhat wider ones. By Proposition 3, the 
Earth's self-prop systems will have become dependent for their survival 
on the fact that conditions have remained within these limits. Large-scale 
self-prop human groups, as well as any purely machine-based self-prop 
systems, will be dependent also on conditions of more recent origin 
relating to the way the world-system is organized; for example, conditions 
relating to economic relationships. The rapidity with which these condi­
tions change must remain within certain limits, else the self-prop systems 
will not survive. 

This doesn't mean that all of the world's self-prop systems will die if 
future conditions, or the rapidity with which they change, slightly exceed 
some of these limits, but it does mean that if conditions go far enough 
beyond the limits many self-prop systems are likely to die, and if condi­
tions ever vary wildly enough outside the limits, then, with near certainty, 
all of the world's more complex self-prop systems will die without progeny. 

With several self-prop systems of global reach, armed with the 
colossal might of modern technology and competing for immediate power 
while exercising no restraint from concern for long-term consequences, it 
is extremely difficult to imagine that conditions on this planet will not be 
pushed far outside all earlier limits and batted around so erratically that 
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for any of the Earth's more complex self-prop systems, including complex 
biological organisms, the chances of survival will approach zero. 

Notice that the crucial new factor here is the availability of rapid, 
worldwide transportation and comrr.mnication, as a consequence of which 
there exist global self-prop systems. There is another way of seeing that 
this situation will lead to radical disruption of the world-system. Students 
of industrial accidents know that a system is most likely to suffer a cata­
strophic breakdown when (i) the system is highly complex (meaning that 
small disruptions can produce unpredictable consequences), and (ii) tightly 
coupled (meaning that a breakdown in one part of the system spreads 
quickly to other parts).12 The world-system has been highly complex for a 
long time. What is new is that the world-system is now tightly coupled. 
This is a result of the availability of rapid, worldwide transportation and 
communication, which makes it possible for a breakdown in any one part 
of the world-system to spread to all other parts. As technology progresses 
and globalization grows more pervasive, the world-system becomes ever 
more complex and more tightly coupled, so that a catastrophic breakdown 
has to be expected sooner or later. 

It will perhaps be argued that destructive competition among global 
self-prop systems is not inevitable: A single global self-prop system might 
succeed in eliminating all of its competitors and thereafter dominate the 
world alone; or, because global self-prop systems would be relatively few in 
number, they could come to an agreement among themselves whereby they 
would refrain from all dangerous or destructive competition. However, 
while it is easy to talk about such an agreement, it is vastly more diffi­
cult actually to conclude one and enforce it. Just look: The world's leading 
powers today have not been able to agree on the elimination of war or of 
nuclear weapons, or on the limitation of emissions of carbon dioxide. 

But let's be optimistic and assume that the world has come under 
the domination of a single, unified system, which may consist of a single 
global self-prop system victorious over all its rivals, or may be a composite 
of several global self-prop systems that have bound themselves together 
through an agreement that eliminates all destructive competition among 
them. The resulting "world peace" will be unstable for three separate 
reasons. 

First, the world-system will still be highly complex and tightly 
coupled. Students of these matters recommend designing into industrial 
systems such safety features as "decoupling," that is, the introduction of 
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"barriers" that prevent malfunctions in one part of a system from spreading 
to other parts. 13 Such measures may be feasible, at least in theory, in any 
relatively limited subsystem of the world-system, such as a chemical 
factory, a nuclear power-plant, or a banking system, though Perrow is not 
optimistic that even these limited systems will ever be consistently rede­
signed throughout our society to minimize the risk of breakdowns within 
the individual systems. 14 In regard to the world-system as a whole, we 
noted above that it grows ever more complex and more tightly coupled. 
To reverse this process and "decouple" the world-system would require the 
design, implementation, and enforcement of an elaborate plan that would 
regulate in detail the political and economic development of the entire 
world. For reasons explained at length in Chapter One of this book, no 
such plan will ever be carried out successfully. 

Sec ond, prior to the arrival of "world peace" and for the sake of their 
own survival and propagation, the self-prop subsystems of a given global 
self-prop system (their supersystem) will have put aside, or at least moder­
ated, their mutual conflicts in order to present a united front against any 
immediate external threats or challenges to the supersystem (which are also 
threats or challenges to themselves). In fact, the supersystem would never 
have been successful enough to become a global self-prop system if competi­
tion among its most powerful self-prop subsystems had not been moderated. 

But once a global self-prop system has eliminated its competitors, 
or has entered into an agreement that frees it from dangerous competition 
from other global self-prop systems, there will no longer be any imme diate 
external threat to induce unity or a moderation of conflict among the self­
prop subsystems of the global self-prop system. In view of Proposition 
2-which tells us that self-prop systems will compete with little regard for 
long-term consequences-unrestrained and therefore destructive compe­
tition will break out among the most powerful self-prop subsystems of the 
global self-prop system in question. 15 

Benjamin Franklin pointed out that "the great affairs of the world, 
the wars, revolutions, etc. are carried on and effected by parties." Each of 
the "parties," according to Franklin, is pursuing its own collective advan­
tage, but "as soon as a party has gained its general point"-and there­
fore, presumably, no longer faces immediate conflict with an external 
adversary-"each member becomes intent upon his particular interest, 
which, thwarting others, breaks that party into divisions and occasions . . .  
confusion. "16 
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History does generally confirm that when large human groups are 
not held together by any immediate external challenge, they tend strongly 
to break up into factions that compete against one another with little 
regard for long-term consequences.17 What we are arguing here is that 
this does not apply only to human groups, but expresses a tendency of 
self-propagating systems in general as they develop under the influence 
of natural selection . Thus, the tendency is independent of any flaws of 
character peculiar to human beings, and the tendency will persist even if 
humans are "cured" of their purported defects or (as many technophiles 
envision) are replaced by intelligent machines. 

Third , let's nevertheless assume that the most powerful self-prop 
subsystems of global self-prop systems will not begin to compete destruc­
tively when the external challenges to their supersystems have been 
removed. There yet remains another reason why the "world peace" that 
we've postulated will be unstable . 

By Proposition 1 ,  within the "peaceful" world-system new self-prop 
systems will arise that, under the influence of natural selection, will evolve 
increasingly subtle and sophisticated ways of evading recognition-or, 
once they are recognized, evading suppression-by the dominant global 
self-prop systems. By the same process that led to the evolution of global 
self-prop systems in the first place, new self-prop systems of greater and 
greater power will develop until some are powerful enough to challenge 
the existing global self-prop systems, whereupon destructive competition 
on a global scale will resume. 

For the sake of clarity we have described the process in simpli­
fied form, as if a world-system relatively free of dangerous competition 
would first be established and afterward would be undone by new self­
prop systems that would arise. But it's more likely that new self-prop 
systems will be arising all along to challenge the existing global self-prop 
systems, and will prevent the hypothesized "world peace" from ever being 
consolidated in the first place. In fact, we can see this happening before 
our eyes. 18 The most crudely obvious of the (relatively) new self-prop 
systems are those that challenge law and order head on, such as terrorist 
networks and hackers' groups, 19 as well as frankly criminal enterprises20 

that make no pretense of idealistic motives. Drug cartels have disrupted 
the normal course of political life in Mexico;21 terrorists did the same in 
the United States with the attack of September 11 ,  2001, and they are 
continuing to do so, much more drastically, in countries like Iraq. Self-prop 
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systems of the purely lawless type even have the potential to take control 
of important nations, as drug cartels arguably have come close to doing in 
Kenya. 22 Political "machines" are not necessarily to be classified as criminal 
enterprises, but they ordinarily are more or less corrupt and tainted with 
illegal activity,23 and they do challenge, or even take over, the " legitimate" 
structure of government. 

Probably more significant for the present and the near future are 
emerging self-prop systems that use entirely legal methods, or at least keep 
their use of illegal methods to the minimum necessary for their purposes, 
and justify those methods with a claim, not totally outrageous, that their 
actions are necessary for the fulfillment of some widely accepted ideal such 
as "democracy," "social justice," "prosperity," "morality," or religious princi­
ples. In Israel, the ultra-orthodox sect-strictly legal-has become surpris­
ingly powerful and seriously threatens to subvert the values and objectives 
of the hitherto secular state.24 The great corporations, as we know them 
today, are a relatively recent (and perfectly legal) development; in the U.S. 
they date only from the latter half of the 19th century. 25 New corporations 
are continually being formed, and some grow powerful enough to chal­
lenge the older enterprises. During the last several decades many corpo­
rations have become international, and their power has begun to rival that 
of nation-states.26 

A subordinate system that a government creates for its own 
purposes can turn into a self-prop system in its own right, and may even 
become dominant over the government. Thus, bureaucracies commonly are 
concerned more with their own power and security than with the fulfill­

ment of their public responsibilities. "[E]very . . .  bureaucracy develops a 
tendency to preserve itself, to fatten itself parasitically. It also develops 
a tendency to become a power in and of itself, autonomous, over which 
governments lose all real control."27 In the Soviet Union, the bureau­
cracy became the dominant power.28 A nation's military establishment 
often acquires a considerable degree of autonomy and then supplants the 
government as the dominant political force in the country. Nowadays 
the undisguised military coup seems less popular than it once was, and 
politically sophisticated generals prefer to exercise their power behind the 
scenes while allowing a facade of civilian government to function. When 
the generals find it necessary to intervene overtly they claim to be acting in 
favor of "democracy" or some such ideal. This type of military dominance 
can be seen today in Pakistan and Egypt. 29 
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Two competing, entirely legal self-prop systems that have arisen in 
the U.S. during the last few decades are the politically correct left and the 
dogmatic right (not to be confused with the liberals and conservatives of 
earlier times in America). This book is not the place to speculate about the 
outcome of the struggle between these two forces; suffice it to say that in 
the long run their bitter conflict may do more to prevent the establishment 
of a lastingly peaceful world order than all the bombs of Al �eda and all 
the murders of the Mexican drug gangs . 

People who find it difficult to face harsh realities will hope for a 
way to design and construct a world-system in which the processes that 
lead to destructive competition will not occur. But in Chapter One we've 
explained why no such project can ever be successfully carried out in 
practice. It may be objected that a mammal (or other complex biological 
organism) is a self-prop system that is a composite of millions of other 
self-prop systems, namely, the cells of its own body. Yet ( unless and until 
the animal gets cancer) no destructive competition arises among cells or 
groups of cells within the animal's body. Instead, all the cells loyally serve 
the interests of the animal as a whole. Moreover, no external threat to the 
animal is necessary to keep the cells faithful to their duty. There is (it may 
be argued) no reason why the world-system could not be as well organized 
as the body of a mammal, so that no destructive competition would arise 
among its self-prop subsystems. 

But the body of a mammal is a product of hundreds of millions of 
years of evolution through natural selection. This means that it has been 
created through a process of trial and error involving many millions of 
successive trials . If we suppose the duration of a generation to be a period 
of time !:!.., those members of the first generation that contributed to the 
second generation by producing offspring were only those that passed the 
test of selection over time l'l. Those lineages30 that survived to the third 
generation were only those that passed the test of selection over time 2/:i. 
Those lineages that survived to the fourth generation were only those that 
passed the test of selection over time 3/:i. And so forth. Those lineages that 
survived to the Nth generation were only those that passed the test of 
selection over the time-interval (N-1)!:i as well as the test of selection over 
every shorter time-interval. Though the foregoing explanation is grossly 
simplified, it shows that in order to have survived up to the present, a 
lineage of organisms has to have passed the test of selection many millions 
of times and over all time-intervals, short, medium, and long. To put it 
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another way, the lineage has had to pass through a series of many millions 
of filters, each of which has allowed the passage only of those lineages 
that were "fittest" (in the Darwinian sense) to survive over time-intervals 
of widely varying length. It is only through this process that the body 
of a mammal has evolved, with its incredibly subtle and complex mecha­
nisms that promote the survival of the animal's lineage at short, medium, 
and long term. These mechanisms include those that prevent destructive 
competition among cells or groups of cells within the animal's body. 

Also highly important is the large number of individuals in each 
generation of a biological organism. A species that has had a close brush 
with extinction may at some point have been reduced to a few thousand 
individuals, but any mammalian species, through almost all of its evolu­
tionary history since its first appearance as a multi-celled organism, has 

had millions of individuals in each generation from among which the 
"fittest" have been selected. 

But once self-propagating systems have attained global scale, two 
crucial differences emerge. The first difference is in the number of indi­
viduals from among which the "fittest" are selected. Self-prop systems 

sufficiently big and powerful to be plausible contenders for global domi­
nance will probably number in the dozens, or possibly in the hundreds; 
they certainly will not number in the millions. With so few individuals 
from among which to select the "fittest," it seems safe to say that the 
process of natural selection will be inefficient in promoting the fitness for 
survival of the dominant global self-prop systems.31 It should also be noted 
that among biological organisms, species that consist of a relatively small 
number of large individuals are more vulnerable to extinction than species 
that consist of a large number of small individuals.32 Though the analogy 
between biological organisms and self-propagating systems of human 
beings is far from perfect, still the prospect for viability of a world-system 
based on the dominance of a few global self-prop systems does not look 
encouraging. 

The second difference is that in the absence of rapid, worldwide trans­
portation and communication, the breakdown or the destructive action of 
a small-scale self-prop system has only local repercussions. Outside the 
limited zone where such a self-prop system has been active there will be 
other self-prop systems among which the process of evolution through 
natural selection will continue. But where rapid, worldwide transportation 
and communication have led to the emergence of global self-prop systems, 
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the breakdown or the destruct ive a ct ion of any one such syst em can shake 
th e whole world-syst em. Consequently , in the process of tr ial and error 
that is evolut ion through natural se lection , it is h ighly probable that after 
only a relat ively small number of "tr ials " result ing in "errors ," the wor ld ­
system will break d own or will be so  severely d isrupted that none  of the 
world's lar ger or more  complex sel f-prop syst ems will be  able to survive. 
Thus , for such self-:prop systems , th e tr ial-and-error process comes to  an 
end ; evolut ion thro ugh natura l se lect ion cannot cont inue long enough to 
create globa l sel f-prop systems possess ing the subtle and sophist icated 
mechan isms that prevent destr uct ive interna l compet it ion with in complex 
b iolo g ical or gan isms . 

Meanwh il e, fier ce compet it ion amon g  global sel f-pr op systems will 
have led to such drast ic and rapid a lterat ions in the Earth's c limate , the 
compos it ion of its atm osphere , the chem istry of its oceans ,  and so forth , 
that the effect on the biosphere will be devastating. In Part I V  of the present 
chapter we will carry th is l ine of inquiry further: We will ar gue that if the 
development of th e technolo g ical world-syst em is allowed to proceed to 
its l og ical conclus ion , then in a ll probabil ity the Earth will be left a dead 
planet-a planet on wh ich nothing will rema in a live except , maybe , some 
of the s imp lest organ isms-certa in bacter ia , a lgae, etc.-that are capable 
of sur vivin g  under extrem e condit ions. 

* * * 

The theory we've outl ined here provides a plaus ible exp lanat ion for 
the so-called Ferm i  Paradox. It is believed that there should be numer ous 
planets on wh ich technol o g ically advanced civil izat ions have evolved, 
and wh ich are not so remote  from us that we could not by th is t ime have 
d etected their rad io transm iss ions. The Ferm i Parad ox cons ists in the fact 
that our astron omers have never yet been able to detect any rad io s ignals 
that s eem to have or ig inat ed from an inte llig ent extraterrestr ia l source.33 

Accord in g  to Ray Kurzweil, one common explanat ion of th e Ferm i  
Paradox is "that a civil izat ion may ob literat e  its el f  once it reaches radio 
capabil ity." Kur zweil cont inues: "This explanat ion m ight be acceptable if 
we wer e ta lk ing about on ly a few such c ivilizat ions ,  but [if such c ivili­
zat ions have been num erous] , it is not cred ible  to be lieve that every one 
of them destr oyed its el f."34 Kur zweil would be r i ght if the s el f-destr uc­
t ion of a civ il izat ion were m erely a matt er of chance. But ther e is noth ing 
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implausible about the foregoing explanation of the Fermi Paradox if there 
is a process common to all technologically advanced civilizations that 
consistently leads them to self-destruction. Here we've been arguing that 
there is such a process. 

III. Our discussion of self-propagating systems merely describes in 
general and abstract terms what we see going on all around us in concrete 
form: Organizations, movements, ideologies are locked in an unremitting 
struggle for power. Those that fail to compete successfully are eliminated 
or subjugated.35 The struggle is almost exclusively for power in the short 
term;36 the competitors show scant concern even for their own long-term 
survival,37 let alone for the welfare of the human race or of the biosphere. 
That's why nuclear weapons have not been banned, emissions of carbon 
dioxide have not been reduced to a safe level, the Earth's resources are 
being exploited at an utterly reckless rate, and no limitation has been 
placed on the development of powerful but dangerous technologies. 

The purpose of describing the process in general and abstract terms, 
as we've done here, is to show that what is happening to our world is not 
accidental; it is not the result of some chance conjunction of historical 
circumstances or of some flaw of character peculiar to human beings. Given 
the nature of self-propagating systems in general, the destructive process 
that we see today is made inevitable by a combination of two factors: the 
colossal power of modern technology and the availability of rapid trans­
portation and communication between any two parts of the world. 

Recognition of this may help us to avoid wasting time on nai:ve efforts 
to solve our current problems. For example, on efforts to teach people to 
conserve energy and resources. Such efforts accomplish nothing whatever. 

It seems amazing that those who advocate energy conservation 
haven't noticed what happens: As soon as some energy is freed up by 
conservation, the technological world-system gobbles it up and demands 
more. No matter how much energy is provided, the system always expands 
rapidly until it is using all available energy, and then it demands still more. 
The same is true of other resources. The technological world-system infal­
libly expands until it reaches a limit imposed by an insufficiency of resources, 
and then it tries to push beyond that limit regardless of consequences. 

This is explained by the theory of self-propagating systems: Those 
organizations (or other self-prop systems) that least allow respect for 
the environment to interfere with their pursuit of power here and now, 
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t end to a cquir e m or e  p ower than those that limit their pur suit of power 
from concern about what will happen to  our environm ent fifty year s from 
now, or even ten year s. ( Proposition 2.) Thus, throu gh a process of natura l 
selection, th e world comes to  be  dominated by or ganization s  that make 
m aximum p ossible use of all avai lable resour ces t o  au gm ent their own 
power without re gard to  lon g -t erm consequences. 

Environm ental do- gooder s may answer that if the p ublic ha s been 
per suaded to  take environmental concerns seriously it will be  di sadvanta ­
geous in terms of natural selection for an or gan izat ion to  abuse the envi ­

ronment, because cit izen s can offer resi stance to  environmentally reck less 
or ganizations. For example, p eopl e  mi ght refuse to  buy product s manu­
factured by compani es that ar e environmentally destructive. H owever, 
human b ehavior and human attitudes can be  manipulated. Environmental 
dama g e  can be shi elded, up to a point, from publi c scrutiny; with the help 
of publi c-r elat ions  firms, a corporation can per suade people that it i s  envi ­
ronmentally r esponsib le; advert isin g and market in g t echniques can g ive 
people such an it ch to possess a corporation's product s that few individ­
ual s  will refuse to  buy them from concern for th e environment; computer 
games, electronic social networkin g, and other m echani sms of escape keep 

people absorb ed in hedon istic pur suit s so that they don't have t im e  for 
environmental worri es. More  importantly ,  p eop le ar e made to  see them ­
selves a s  utter ly dependent on th e product s and servi ces provided by th e 
corporations. Because people  have to  earn m oney to buy the products and 
ser vi ces on which th ey ar e dependent, they need job s. Economi c growth i s  
necessary for th e cr eat ion of job s, th erefor e p eople accept environm ental 
dama g e  wh en it i s  portrayed as  a pr ice that must be pa id for economi c 
growth .  Nationali sm too i s  brou ght into play both by corporati on s  and by 
g overnment s. Citizens  ar e made to  feel that out side forces ar e threat enin g :  
"The Chinese will get ah ead of us if we don't increa se our rat e of economi c 
growth .  A1 �eda will blow us up if we don't improve our t echnol o gy and 
our weaponry fast enou gh . "  

Th ese are som e  of the tools that or ganizat ions use to counter envi ­
ronmentali st s' effort s t o  arouse p ublic concern; similar t ool s can help to  
blunt other forms of resi stance to  the or ganizat ions' p ur suit of p ower . The 
or ganizations  that ar e m ost successful in bluntin g p ubli c resi stance to  their 
p ur suit of power tend to incr ease their power more  rapidly than or gan iza ­
tions  that ar e l ess successful in bluntin g p ublic r esi stance. Thus, throu gh a 
process of natural sel ection, th ere  evolve or ganizations  that p ossess m ore  
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and more sophist icated and effect ive means of blu nting  public res istance 
to their power-seek in g act iv it ies , whatever the de gree of env ironmental 
dama ge involved. Because such or ganizat ions have great wealth at their 
d isposal, env ironmentalists do not have the resources to compete with 
them in the propa ganda war. 38 

Th is is the reason, or an  important part of the reason, 39 why attempts 
to teach people to be environmentally respo ns ib le have do ne so litt le to slow 
the destruct io n  of our e nv iro nme nt. A nd a ga in-note well-the process 
we've descr ibed is not cont in gent on  any acc ide ntal set of c ircumstances or 
on  any defect in human character . Given the ava ilab ility of adva nced tech­
nolo gy , the process inev itably accompanies the act io n  of  natura l se lect ion  
upon self-propa gat in g  systems . 

IV. People who know someth in g about the b io lo g ica l past of 
the Earth and see what the techno lo g ical system is do in g to our p lanet 
speak of a "s ixth mass ext inct io n, "  wh ich they th ink is now in pro gress . 
Apparent ly they e nv is ion  somethin g like the ext inct io n  event at the e nd 
of the Cretaceous per iod , when the d inosaurs d ied out: They assume that 
many k inds of complex or ganisms will survive , and the spec ies that become 
ext inct will be replaced by complex or ganisms of a d iffere nt k ind , just as 
the d inosaurs were replaced by mammals .40 Here we ar gue that th is (re la ­
t ive ly )  comfort in g assumpt io n  is u njust ified , because the ext inct io n  event 
that has now be gu n is of a fundame nta lly d ifferent k ind than a ll of the 
prev ious mass ext inct ions that have occurred on  th is p lanet. 

So far as is k nown, each prev ious mass ext inct io n  has resulted from 
the arr iva l of some o ne major d isrupt ive factor , or at most perhaps two 
or three such factors.41 Thus , it is widely believed that the d inosaurs were 
wiped out by the impact of an  asteroid that k icked up colossal c louds of 
dust. These obstructed the li ght of the Su n, coolin g the planet a nd inter ­
fer in g  with photosynthes is.42 Presumably, mammals were better ab le to 
surv ive u nder these cond it ions than the d inosaurs were . There are pale ­
o ntolo g ists who ar gue that some spec ies of d inosaurs survived for as lon g  
as a million years after the impact of the asteroid , hence , that the astero id 
a lo ne was not e nou gh to account for all of the ext inct io ns that occurred at 
the e nd of the Cretaceous. The d inosaurs , they mainta in, must have been 
fi nished off by some other factor-perhaps a prolo n ged per iod of u nusual 
volcanic act iv ity that cont inued to darken the atmosphere .43 In  any case , 
no o ne c la ims that more than a very few such factors-all of them s imple ,  
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blind forces-were involved in the extinction of the dinosaurs or in other, 
previous mass extinctions. 

In contrast to these earlier events, the extinction event that is now 
under way is not the work of a single blind force or even of two or three 
or ten such forces. Instead, it is the work of a multiplicity of intelligent, 
living forces. These are human organizations, self-prop systems that 
assiduously pursue their own short-term advantage without scruple and 
without concern for long-term consequences. In doing so they leave no 
stone unturned, no possibility untested, no avenue unexplored in their 
unremitting drive for power. 

This can be compared to what happens in biology: In the course 
of evolution organisms develop means of exploiting every opportunity, 
utilizing every resource, and invading every corner where life is possible at 
all. Scientists have been surprised to discover living organisms surviving, 
and in some cases even thriving, in locations where there seemingly is 
nothing on which they could support themselves. There are communities of 
bacteria, worms, molluscs, and crustaceans that flourish near hydrothermal 
vents so deep in the ocean that no sunlight whatever can reach them and 
the downward drift of nutrients from the surface is entirely inadequate. 
Some of these creatures actually use hydrogen sulfide-to most organ­
isms a deadly poison-as a source of energy. 44 Elsewhere there are bacteria 
that live a hundred feet beneath the seafloor in an environment almost 
completely devoid of nutrients.45 Other bacteria nourish themselves on 
nothing more than "bare rock and water" at depths of up to 1. 7 miles 
beneath the surface of the continents.46 Everyone knows that there are 
organisms called parasites that find a home within other organisms, but 
many people may be surprised to learn that there are parasites that live in 
or on other parasites; in fact, there are parasites of parasites of parasites of 
parasites. 47 

So, naturalists observe, a flea 
Has smaller fleas that on him prey; 
And these have smaller still to bite 'em, 
And so proceed ad infinitum.48 

Needless to say, there do exist limits to the conditions under which 
life can survive. E.g., it has been questioned whether there can ever be a 
"general mechanism by which any conventional protein could be made 

. 
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stable and functional at temperatures above 100° C."49 Yet some organ­
isms do live at temperatures as high as 113° C., though none is known to 
survive and reproduce at a higher temperature.50 

Like biological organisms, the world's leading human self-prop 
systems exploit every opportunity, utilize every resource, and invade every 
corner where they can find anything that will be of use to them in their 
endless search for power. And as technology advances, more and more of 
what formerly seemed useless turns out to be useful after all, so that more 
and more resources are extracted, more and more corners are invaded, and 
more and more destructive consequences follow. For example: 

W hen humans made no use of metals other than iron meteorites, or 
nuggets of gold or copper that might be found by chance, the only mining 
activity consisted in the digging-out of rocks such as flint or obsidian that 
were used to make tools. But once people had learned to utilize metals on 
a large scale the destructive effects of mining became evident. Certainly 
by the 16th century, and probably much earlier, it was clearly recognized 
that mining poisoned streams and rivers and ruined the countryside where 
it occurred.51 But in those days mining affected only a few districts where 
there were known deposits of relatively high-grade ore, and people who 
lived elsewhere probably never gave a thought to the damage caused by the 
extraction of metals. In recent times, however, more sophisticated means 
of detecting deposits of valuable minerals have been devised,52 as well as 
methods for utilizing low-grade ores that formerly were left undisturbed 
because the extraction of metal from them was too difficult to be profit­
able. 53 As a result of these developments mining activities have continually 
invaded new areas, and severe environmental damage has followed.54 It 
is said that the water flowing out of many old mining sites is so heavily 
contaminated that it will have to be treated "forever" to remove the toxic 
metals.55 Of course, it won't be treated forever, and when the treatment 
stops, rivers will be irremediably poisoned. 

Mining activities are invading still other areas because new uses have 
been found for elements that several decades ago had few if any practical 
applications. Most of the "rare earth" elements were oflimited utility before 
the middle of the 20th century, but they are now considered indispensable 
for many purposes.56 The rare earth neodymium, for example, is needed 
in large quantities for the lightweight permanent magnets used in wind 
turbines.57 Unfortunately, most deposits of rare earths contain radioactive 
elements, hence the mining of these metals generates radioactive waste.58 
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The minin g of rare earths also leads to  other environmental problems , 
similar to those that are characteristic of minin g generally.59 

In quantitative terms , at least , uranium was of little importance prior 
to  the development of atomic weapons and nuclear power-plants; it is now 
mined on a large scale. Relatively small amounts of arsenic were no d oubt 
sufficient for medical applications and for the manufacture of rat poison 
and artists' pi gments , but today the element is used in large quantities , e.g., 
to  harden lead all oys and as a wood preservative. Fence posts treated with 
cupric arsenate are extremely common in the western United States 60-

there must be many milli ons of them. These posts last far lon ger than 
untreated ones , but they are not indestructible. They will eventually disin ­
te grate , and when they d o  the arsenic they contain will spread throu gh 
our environment. Large-scale minin g and utilization of other toxic and / 
or carcino genic elements such as mercury , lead , and cadmium are likewise 
spreadin g them everywhere. Cleanup efforts are so  puny in relation to  the 
ma gnitude of the problem that they are little better than a joke. 

The extraction and processin g of other resources have followed 
similar trajectories . Petroleum , lon g  known as a substance that seeped from 
the ground in places , ori ginally had few uses. But durin g the 1 9th century 
it was discovered that kerosene , disti lled from petroleum , could be burned 
for illuminati on in lamps , and for that purpose was superi or to whale oil. 
As a result of this discovery the first "oil well " was drilled in Pennsylvania 
in 1859, and drillin g elsewhere soon foll owed. The petroleum industry at 
that time was based mainly on kerosene; there was little demand for other 
petroleum products , such as natural gas and gasoline. But natural gas later 
came to be used on a large scale for heatin g ,  cookin g ,  and illumination ,  and 
after the advent of the gasoline-powered autom obile around the be gin ­
nin g of the 20th century the petroleum industry won a positi on of central 
importance in the ec onomy of the industrialized world. From that time 
on , new uses for petroleum products have continually been discovered. In 
addition ,  processes have been developed for transformin g hydrocarbons s o  
that formerly useless petroleum distillates can be turned into useful prod ­
ucts , and oil deposits that , because of their undesirable characteristics (e.g., 
hi gh sulfur content) , mi ght not have been worth extractin g ,  can now be 
made valuable. 61 

Oil companies have come up with ever more sophisticated methods 
for l ocatin g petroleum deposits , and this is one of the reasons why esti ­
mates of "known oil reserves " keep increasin g. But the estimates also 
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increase because previously inaccessible petroleum is made accessible by 
new technologies that make it profitable to extract petroleum (including 
natural gas) from ever more difficult sources. Drillers penetrate deeper 
and deeper into the Earth's crust, and are even able to drill horizontally; 
"fracking" (hydraulic fracturing) releases new reserves of oil, and especially 
gas, from shale rock; techniques are under development for utilizing the 
vast deposits of methane hydrate found on the ocean floor.62 As a result of 
all these technical advances more and more of the Earth's surface is raped 
by the petroleum industry, and for humans who get in the way it's just 
tough luck. Fracking, for example, is not a benign technique;63 among other 
things, wastewater disposal associated with fracking causes earthquakes.64 

Anyone who thinks the technological world-system is ever going 
to stop burning fossil fuels (while any are left) is dreaming.65 But whether 
or not the system ever renounces such fuels, other destructive sources of 
energy will be utilized. Nuclear power-plants generate radioactive waste; 
no provably safe way of disposing of such waste has yet been identified,66 

and the world's leading self-prop systems aren't even trying very hard to 
find a permanent home for the accumulating radioactive garbage.67 Of 
course, the self-prop systems need energy for the maintenance of their 
power here and now, whereas radioactive waste represents only a danger 
for the future and, as we've emphasized, natural selection favors self-prop 
systems that compete for power in the present with little regard for long­
term consequences. So nuclear power-plants continue to be built, while 
the problem of dealing with their burned-out fuel is largely neglected. In 

fact, the problem of nuclear waste is on track to become totally unmanage­
able because, instead of a few of the big, old-style reactors, numerous small 
ones ("mini-nukes") will soon be built,68 so that every little town can have 
its own nuclear power-plant.69 With the big, old-style reactors at least the 
radioactive wastes have been concentrated at a relatively small number of 
sites, but with numerous mini-nukes scattered over the world radioactive 
wastes will be everywhere. One would have to be extraordinarily na:ive, or 
else gifted with a remarkable capacity for self-deception, to believe that 
each little two-bit burg is going to handle its nuclear waste responsibly. In 

practice, much of the radioactive material will escape into the environment. 
"Green" energy sources aren't going to wean the system from its 

dependence on fossil fuels and nuclear power. But even if they did, green 
energy sources don't look so green when one examines them closely. 
"There's no free lunch when it comes to meeting our energy needs," says 
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the director of the Natural Resources Defense Council's land program. "To 
get energy, we need to do things that will have impacts."70 

The construction of wind farms entails the creation of radioactive 
waste because, as noted earlier, the lightweight permanent magnets in 
wind turbines require the rare-earth element neodymium. In addition, 
wind farms kill numerous birds, which fly into the "propellers" of the 

turbines.71 Large numbers of new wind-farms are planned in the U.S., 
China, and presumably other countries as well,72 and a likely result will be 
the extermination of many species of birds. "Shawn Smallwood, a Davis, 
Calif. ecologist and researcher [said:] 'Just the sheer numbers of turbines 
we're talking about-we're going to be killing so many raptors until there 
are no more raptors in my opinion.' "73 Raptors play an important role in 
controlling rodent populations, so when the raptors are gone more pesti­
cides will have to be used to kill rodents. 

The United States has been developing a military robot called the 
EATR that relies on green energy inasmuch as it "fuels itself by eating 
whatever biomass"-a renewable resource-"it finds around it."74 But 
you can imagine the devastation that would result from a war fought by 
armies of robots that gobble for fuel whatever biomass they find. And if 
the biomass-gobbling technology is ever adapted to civilian use, it will 
endanger every living thing that can be used to satisfy the system's always 
ravenous appetite for energy. 

But solar energy is harmless, right? Well, not quite, for solar panels 
compete with biological organisms for the light of the Sun. Let's recall 
what we pointed out earlier, that the technological system invariably 
expands until it is using all available energy, and then it demands more. 
If fossil fuels and nuclear power75 aren't going to satisfy the system's 
ever-growing demand for energy, then solar panels will be placed wher­
ever sunlight can be collected. This means, inter alia, that solar panels 
will progressively invade the habitats of living things, depriving them 
of sunlight and therefore killing most of them. This is not speculation. 
Plans "to create huge solar energy plants in the deserts" of the western 
United States-"prime habitat for threatened plants and animals"76-are 
already being carried out.77 In 2011  Janine Blaeloch, executive director of 
the Western Lands Project, predicted: "These [solar energy] plants will 
introduce a huge amount of damage to our public land and habitat."78 

There is reason to believe that Blaeloch's prediction is beginning to come 
true. 79 And remember, the system's appetite for energy is insatiable: In all 
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probability the development of solar energy will expand until there is no 
habitat left for living organisms other than the domesticated crops that the 
system grows to satisfy its own needs. 

But there is much more to be taken into account. Notwithstanding 
the folly of Ray Kurzweil's fantasies of a future technological utopia, he is 
absolutely right about some things. He quite correctly points out that in 
thinking about the future most people make two errors: (i) They "consider 
the transformations that will result from a single trend [ or from several 
specified trends that are already evident] in today's world as if nothing else 
will change."80 And (ii) they "intuitively assume that the current rate of 
progress will continue for future periods," neglecting the unending accel­
eration of technological development.81 In order to avoid falling into these 
errors ourselves, we have to remember that the assaults on the terrestrial 
environment that are known and observable now will not in future be the 
only ones. Just as the use of petroleum distillates in internal combustion 
engines was undreamed of before 1860 at the earliest, 82 just as the use of 
uranium as fuel was undreamed of before the discovery of nuclear fission 
in 1938-39,83 just as most uses of the rare earths were undreamed of until 
recent decades, so there will be future uses of resources, future ways of 
exploiting the environment, future corners for the technological system to 
invade that at present are still undreamed of. In attempting to estimate the 
coming damage to our environment, we can't just project into the future 
the effects of currently known causes of environmental harm; we have to 
assume that new causes of environmental harm, which no one today can 
even imagine, will emerge in the future. Moreover, we have to remember 
that the growth of technology, and with it the exacerbation of the harm 
that technology does to our environment, will accelerate ever more rapidly 
over the coming decades. All this being taken into consideration we have 
to conclude that, in all probability, little or nothing on our planet will much 
longer remain free of gross disruption by the technological system. 

Most people take our atmosphere for granted, as if Providence had 
decreed once and for all that air should consist of 78% nitrogen, 21% 
oxygen, and 1 % other gasses. In reality our atmosphere in its present form 
was created, and is still maintained, through the action of living things.84 

Originally the atmosphere contained far more carbon dioxide than it does 
today, 85 and we may wonder why the greenhouse effect didn't make the 
Earth too hot for life ever to begin. The answer, presumably, is that the Sun 
at that time radiated much less energy than it does now.86 In any case, it 



C H A P T E R  T w o :  P A R T I V  73 

wa s the bio sphere tha t took the excess ca rbon dioxide out of the ai r: 

As primitive bacteria and cyanobacteria had, through photosynthesis or 
related life processes, captured atmospheric carbon, depositing it on the 
seafloor, carbon was removed from the atmosphere . . . .  

Cyanobacteria also were the first organisms to utilize water as a 
source of electrons and hydrogen in the photosynthetic process. Free oxy­
gen was released as a result of this reaction and began to accumulate in the 
atmosphere, allowing oxygen-dependent life-forms to evolve.87 

Biolo gical p ro cesses al so affect the amount of  m ethane in the a tmo ­
sphere, 88 and let's remember tha t methane ha s a far more powerful effect 
in p romot ing global wa rm ing than ca rbon d iox ide  does. 89 On th e oth er 
hand, some experts cla im that 3. 7 billion years ago certain microbes gener­
a ted la rge  quant it ies of  methane tha t, instead of  warming th e planet, cooled 
i t  by crea tin g cloud s  tha t reflected sunli ght ba ck into space. Suppo sedly, 
the Ea rth na rrowly escaped becomin g too cold for the survival o f  life. 90 

However tha t may be, it 's evident that a really radical di sruption of  the 
bio sphere could cau se an a tmospheric d isa st er: a lack of  oxygen, a concen ­
t rat ion of  toxic ga sses such a s  methane or  ammonia, a d eficiency o r  an 
excess of  ca rbon d ioxide tha t would make our planet too cold o r  too hot 
to support li fe. 

At  p resent, the mo st imminent dan g er seem s  to be  th e po ssibl e 
overheat ing of  the Earth through an excess in th e a tmosphere of  ca rbon 
d ioxide  and perhap s methane.91 Ju st how ho t migh t th e Ea rth get if 
humans continue to burn fo ssil fuel s? About 56 mill ion years a go there 
wa s a ma ssive increa se in the amount of  ca rbon dioxide in ou r a tmo sphere, 
estima ted to be  rou g hly equal to the amount tha t would be  added now i f  
humans burned off "all the Earth's reserves of  coal, oil, and natural ga s."92 

The resul t wa s a radi cal chang e in the terrest rial environmen t, includ ing a 
9° F (5° C) ri se in avera g e  tempera tures93 and the floodin g of  sub stan tial 
pa rts of the continents.94 There weren't any ma ss ex tinctions,95 but this 
should give u s  no sense of  securi ty abou t the future o f  the bio sph ere, 
because we can't a ssume tha t  the effect of  adding a given amount of  ca rbon 
dioxid e to the atmosphere today will be  the same a s  wha t  i t  wa s 56 million 
years a go. 96 

The carbon dioxide  added to the a tmosphere 56 million years a go 
wa s p robably added rela tively slowly, over thousand s of  years. 97 If  humans 
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now burn off all petroleum reserves they undoubtedly will do so in a small 
fraction of that time, hence living organisms will have little opportunity 
to adapt to their changed environment. Moreover, the presumed equiv­
alence of the amount of carbon dioxide being released today with what 
was released 56 million years ago is based on an estimate of the Earth's 
fossil-fuel reserves that almost certainly is far too low, for new and unex­
pected deposits of oil and natural gas are continually being discovered and 
estimates of the reserves are correspondingly raised. Account must also 
be taken of other ways in which humans add carbon dioxide to the atmo­
sphere. For example, vast quantities of limestone are "burned" to make lime 
and portland cement98

: CaCO
3 

-+ CaO + CO
2

. It's not clear how much of 
the carbon dioxide (CO2) is eventually recaptured by the lime (CaO) or 
how long that takes. 

But even if the Earth warms no more than it did 56 million years 
ago, the consequences will be unacceptable to the powerful classes in our 
society. The world's dominant self-prop systems will therefore resort to 
"geo-engineering," that is, to a system of artificial manipulation of the 
atmosphere designed to keep temperatures within acceptable limits.99 

The implementation of geo-engineering will entail immediate, desperate 
risks, 100 and even if no immediate disaster ensues the eventual conse­
quences very likely will be catastrophic.101 

Chlorofluorocarbons ("CFCs") have been phased out by interna­
tional agreement in order to allow the ozone layer, which protects living 
organisms from the Sun's ultraviolet radiation, to recover from the damage 
it has suffered in the past. The program has been a clear success, 102 and 
some people have suggested that the ozone agreement could provide a 
"template" for an international treaty to limit carbon-dioxide emissions.103 

But the agreement to phase out CFCs was possible only because CFCs are 
of relatively minor economic importance and substitutes for them can be 
found.104 Fossil fuels on the other hand are of central importance in the 
economies of all industrialized nations and those that are in the process of 
industrializing; consequently it is safe to say that whatever is done about 
the greenhouse effect will be too little and too late. 

To the greenhouse effect we have to add numerous other factors 
that tend to disrupt the biosphere. As we've seen, living organisms will 
be progressively robbed of sunlight by continual expansion of the system's 
solar-energy installations. There will be no limit to the contamination of 
our environment with radioactive waste, with toxic elements such as lead, 
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a rsenic, mercury, and cadmium, 105 and with a variety of po isonous chemical 
compounds.106 There will be o il sp ill s from t im e  to t im e, since the safety 
m ea sures taken by the p etroleum industry a re never quite sufficient , 107 and 
in som e  pa rt s  of the world the indust ry doesn't even mak e any serious 
effort to prevent sp ills.108 

The forego ing effects  of the t echnolo g ical sy stem's a ct ivit ies have long 
been recogn ized a s  harm ful, but there can be l ittl e doubt that many effect s  
not reco gnized a s  ha rm ful today will turn out to be ha rm ful tomorrow, 
for th is ha s often happened in the pa st.109 "It ha s been est imated that 
th e modern sediment loads of th e rivers dra inin g into the Atlantic O cean 
may be four to five t im es great er than the prehistoric rates because of the 
effect s  of human act ivity. "110 How, in the long run , will this affect l if e  in 
the o cean ?  Does anyone know? Genes from g enetically en g ineered or gan -
ism s can, and almost certa inly will, be pa ssed to wild plant s or  animal s.1 1 1  

What will be th e ult imate consequences for the bio sphere of th is "genet ic 
pollut ion? "  No one knows. Even if these and other effect s  turn out to be 
harmless when considered separately and individually , all of the "harm ­
less " effect s  of the syst em's a ct ivit ies tak en to g ether will surely brin g about 
majo r alt er�t ions in the bio sphere. 

Here we've done no more than scratch the surface. A full a ssessment 
of the ways  in which the functioning of the technolog ical world-syst em 
currently threat ens  to disrupt the bio sphere would require a va st amount of 
research , and the result s would fill several volumes. W ill all of these facto rs add 
up to a disrupt ion of the biosphere sufficient to prevent it from performin g 
it s function in ma inta inin g the present composit ion of our atmosphere? It's 
anybody's guess. But that 's not all : Let's not forget that the t echnolog ical 
sy stem is st ill in it s infancy in comparison with what it will become over 
the next severa l decades. At a rapidly a ccelerating pace and in ways that no 
one ha s yet ima g ined, we can expect the world' s leadin g self-prop systems 
to find more and more opportunit ies to exploit ,  more and more resources 
to extract, more and more corners to invade, until l ittle or  nothing on this 
planet is left free of t echnological intervention-intervention that will be 
carried out in a mad quest for imm ediate increments  of power and without 
regard to long -t erm consequences. In the opinion of this writer, there is a 
strong p robabil ity that if the bio sphere is not destroyed outright it will at 
l ea st be rendered incapabl e  of ma inta ining any rea sonabl e  approximation to 
the present composit ion of our atmosphere, without which none of the more 
complex forms of l if e  on this planet will be abl e  to survive. 
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One plausible outcome might be that the Earth will end up like the 
planet Venus: 

It has been suggested that the climate of the Earth could be ultimately 
unstable. Addition of gasses capable of trapping heat could accelerate the 
release ofH20 and raise the temperature to a point where the oceans would 
evaporate . . . . Some believe that such changes may have occurred on Venus . . . .  
Venus is a striking example of the importance of the greenhouse effect. Its 
atmosphere contains a large concentration of CO2 [ = carbon dioxide] . . . . 
[T]he Venusian surface temperature is much hotter than the Earth's-about 
780° K [507° C or 944° F]-in spite of the fact that Venus absorbs less 
energy from the Sun because of its ubiquitous cloud cover. . . .  "112 

To sum up the thesis of this part of the present chapter: If the devel­
opment of the technological world-system is allowed to proceed to its 
logical conclusion, it will in all probability leave the Earth uninhabitable 
for all of the more complex forms of life as we know them today. This 
admittedly remains unproven; it represents the author's personal opinion. 
But the facts and arguments offered here are enough at least to show that 
the opinion can be entertained as a plausible hypothesis, and that it would 
be rash to assume without further proof that the denouement we are facing 
will be no worse than earlier extinction events in the Earth's history. 

W hat can be taken as a near certainty is that-if the development 
of the technological system is allowed to proceed to its logical conclu­
sion-the outcome for the biosphere will be thoroughly devastating; if it 
isn't worse than the extinction event at the end of the Cretaceous when the 
dinosaurs disappeared, it can't be much better; if any humans are left alive, 
they will be very few; and the technological system itself will be dead. 

But note the reservation in the foregoing statement: "if the devel­
opment of the technological system is allowed to proceed to its logical 
conclusion."The author has occasionally been asked: "If the system is going 
to destroy itself anyway, then why bother to overthrow it?"The answer, of 
course, is that if the technological system were eliminated now a great 
deal could still be saved. The longer the system is allowed to continue its 
development, the worse will be the outcome for the biosphere and for the 
human race, and the greater will be the risk that the Earth will be left a 
dead planet.113 
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V. 1he techies ' wet -dreams. There is a current of thought that appears 
to be carrying many technophiles out of the realm of science and into 
that of science fiction.114 For convenience, let's refer to those who ride 
this current as "the techies."115 The current runs through several channels; 
not all techies think alike. W hat they have in common is that they take 
highly speculative ideas about the future of technology as near certainties, 
and on that basis predict the arrival within the next few decades of a kind 
of technological utopia. Some of the techies' fantasies are astonishingly 
grandiose. For example, Ray Kurzweil believes that "[w]ithin a matter of 
centuries, human intelligence will have re-engineered and saturated all the 
matter in the universe."1 16 The writing of Kevin Kelly, another techie, is 
often so vague as to border on the meaningless, but he see ms to say much 
the same thing that Kurzweil does about human conquest of the universe: 
"The universe is mostly empty because it is waiting to be filled with the 
products of life and the technium . . . . "117 "The technium" is Kelly's name 
for the technological world-system that humans have created here on 
Earth.118 

Most versions of the technological utopia include immortality (at 
least for techies) among their other marvels. The immortality to which the 
techies believe themselves destined is conceived in any one of three forms: 

(i) the indefinite preservation of the living human body as it exists 
today;119 

(ii) the merging of humans with machines and the indefinite survival 
of the resulting man-machine hybrids;120 

(iii) the "uploading" of minds from human brains into robots or 
computers, after which the uploaded minds are to live forever within the 
machines.121 

Of course, if the technological world-system is going to collapse in 
the not-too-distant future, as we've argued it must, then no one is going to 
achieve immortality in any form. But even assuming that we're wrong and 
that the technological world-system will survive indefinitely, the techies' 
dream of an unlimited life-span is still illusory. We need not doubt that 
it will be technically feasible in the future to keep a human body, or a 
man-machine hybrid, alive indefinitely. It is seriously to be doubted that it 
will ever be feasible to "upload" a human brain into electronic form with 
sufficient accuracy so that the uploaded entity can reasonably be regarded 
as a functioning duplicate of the original brain. Nevertheless, we will 
assume in what follows that each of the solutions (i), (ii), and (iii) will 
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become technically feasible at some time within the next several decades. 
It is an index of the techies' self-deception that they habitually 

assume that anything they consider desirable will actually be done when it 
becomes technically feasible. Of course, there are lots of wonderful things 
that already are and for a long time have been technically feasible, but 
don't get done. Intelligent people have said again and again: "How easily 
men could make things much better than they are-if they only all tried 
together!"122 But people never do "all try together," because the principle 
of natural selection guarantees that self-prop systems will act mainly for 
their own survival and propagation in competition with other self-prop 
systems, and will not sacrifice competitive advantages for the achievement 
of philanthropic goals. 123 

Because immortality, as the techies conceive it, will be technically 
feasible, the techies take it for granted that some system to which they 
belong can and will keep them alive indefinitely, or provide them with 
what they need to keep themselves alive. Today it would no doubt be tech­
nically feasible to provide everyone in the world with everything that he 
or she needs in the way of food, clothing, shelter, protection from violence, 
and what by present standards is considered adequate medical care-if 
only all of the world's more important self-propagating systems would 
devote themselves unreservedly to that task. But that never happens, 
because the self-prop systems are occupied primarily with the endless 
struggle for power and therefore act philanthropically only when it is to 
their advantage to do so. That's why billions of people in the world today 
suffer from malnutrition, or are exposed to violence, or lack what is consid­
ered adequate medical care. 

In view of all this, it is patently absurd to suppose that the tech­
nological world-system is ever going to provide seven billion human 
beings with everything they need to stay alive indefinitely. If the projected 
immortality were possible at all, it could only be for some tiny subset of 
the seven billion-an elite minority. Some techies acknowledge this.124 

One has to suspect that a great many more recognize it but refrain from 
acknowledging it openly, for it is obviously imprudent to tell the public 
that immortality will be for an elite minority only and that ordinary people 
will be left out. 

The techies of course assume that they themselves will be included 
in the elite minority that supposedly will be kept alive indefinitely. W hat 
they find convenient to overlook is that self-prop systems, in the long run, 
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will take car e of human bein g s-even member s  of the elite-only t o  th e 
extent that it i s  t o  the sy st em s' advanta g e  t o  take car e of them. When 
they ar e no  l on g er useful to  the dominant s el f-p rop systems, humans­
elite or not-will be  eliminat ed. In order t o  survive, humans not only will 
have t o  be useful ; they will have to  b e  m ore  u seful in relati on to the cost 
of maintainin g them-in other words, they will have to  pr ovide a better 
cost -ver sus -benefit balance-than any non -human substitut es. This i s  a 
tall order, for humans ar e far m ore  costly to  maintain than machines ar e. 125 

It will be answered that many sel f-prop systems- governments, 
corporations, labor uni ons, etc.-do tak e car e of numer ous indiv iduals 
who ar e utterly u seles s to  them :  old people, p eople  with severe m ental 
or physical di sabiliti es, even criminals servin g li fe sentences. But thi s i s  
only because th e syst em s  in qu estion still need th e servic es of th e m ajority 
of people  in order t o  functi on. Humans have b een endowed by ev olution 
with feelin gs of compassion, because huntin g-and- gatherin g bands thrive 
best when their member s  show consideration for one another and help 
one another .126 A s  l on g  a s  sel f-prop sy stem s still need people, it would be 
t o  the syst ems' di sadvanta ge  t o  offend th e compassi onate feelin g s  of th e 
useful majority throu gh ruthless treatment of the usel ess minority. M or e  
imp ortant than compas si on, h owever, is the sel f-interest of human indi ­
vidual s: People would bitterly resent any system to  which they bel on g ed 
if th ey believed that when they gr ew old, or if they became di sabled, they 
would be  thrown on the tra sh -heap . 

But when all people  have become usel ess, sel f-prop systems will find 
no advanta ge  in takin g car e of anyone. The t echies th emselves insist that 
machines will soon surpass humans in int elli g ence.127 When that happens, 
p eople  will b e  superfluous and natural sel ection will favor sy st em s  that 
eliminate them-if not abruptly, then in a s eries of sta ges so that the risk 
of rebellion will be  minimized. 

Even th ou gh the technolo gical world-syst em still needs lar g e  
numbers of p eople  for th e present, ther e  are now m ore  super fluous humans 
than there  have been in the pa st becau se technol o gy has replaced people  in 
many job s  and i s  makin g inroads even into occupati ons formerly thou ght 
t o  requir e human int elli g ence.128 C onsequently, under th e pressure of 
ec onomic competition, the world's dominant self-prop systems ar e alr eady 
allowin g a c ertain de gr ee of callou sness to  cr eep into their tr eatment of 
superflu ous individual s. In the United Stat es and Europe, p ensi ons and 
other benefit s for retir ed, disabled, unemployed, and oth er unproductive 

• 
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persons are being substantially reduced;129 at least in the U.S., poverty is 
increasing;130 and these facts may well indicate the general trend of the 
future, though there will doubtless be ups and downs. 

It's important to understand that in order to make people super­
fluous, machines will not have to surpass them in general intelligence but 
only in certain specialized kinds of intelligence. For example, the machines 
will not have to create or understand art, music, or literature, they will not 
need the ability to carry on an intelligent, non-technical conversation (the 
"Turing test"131),  they will not have to exercise tact or understand human 
nature, because these skills will have no application if humans are to be 
eliminated anyway. To make humans superfluous, the machines will only 
need to outperform them in making the technical decisions that have to 
be made for the purpose of promoting the short-term survival and prop­
agation of the dominant self-prop systems. So, even without going as far 
as the techies themselves do in assuming intelligence on the part of future 
machines, we still have to conclude that humans will become obsolete. 
Immortality in the form (i)-the indefinite preservation of the human 
body as it exists today-is highly improbable. 

The techies-or more specifically the transhumanists-will argue 
that even if the human body and brain as we know them become obsolete, 
immortality in the form (ii) can still be achieved: Man-machine hybrids 
will permanently retain their usefulness, because by linking themselves 
with ever-more-powerful machines human beings ( or what is left of them) 
will be able to remain competitive with pure machines.132 

But man-machine hybrids will retain a biological component 
derived from human beings only as long as the human-derived biolog­
ical component remains useful. W hen purely artificial components 
become available that provide a better cost-versus-benefit balance than 
human-derived biological components do, the latter will be discarded and 
the man-machine hybrids will lose their human aspect to become wholly 
artificial.133 Even if the human-derived biological components are retained 
they will be purged, step by step, of the human qualities that detract from 
their usefulness. The self-prop systems to which the man-machine hybrids 
belong will have no need for such human weaknesses as love, compas­
sion, ethical feelings, esthetic appreciation, or desire for freedom. Human 
emotions in general will get in the way of the self-prop systems' utilization 
of the man-machine hybrids, so if the latter are to remain competitive 
they will have to be altered to remove their human emotions and replace 



C H A PTE R T w o :  P A R T V 81 

these with other motivating forces. In short, even in the unlikely event that 
some biological remnants of the human race are preserved in the form of 
man-machine hybrids, these will be transformed into something totally 
alien to human beings as we know them today. 

The same applies to the hypothesized survival of human minds in 
"uploaded" form inside machines. The uploaded minds will not be toler­
ated indefinitely unless they remain useful ( that is, more useful than any 
substitutes not derived from human beings), and in order to remain useful 
they will have to be transformed until they no longer have anything in 
common with the human minds that exist today. 

Some techies may consider this acceptable. But their dream of 
immortality is illusory nonetheless. Competition for survival among enti­
ties derived from human beings (whether man-machine hybrids, purely 
artificial entities evolved from such hybrids, or human minds uploaded 
into machines), as well as competition between human-derived entities 
and those machines or other entities that are not derived from human 
beings, will lead to the elimination of all but some minute percentage of 
all the entities involved. This has nothing to do with any specific traits of 
human beings or of their machines; it is a general principle of evolution 
through natural selection. Look at biological evolution: Of all the species 
that have ever existed on Earth, only some tiny percentage have direct 
descendants that are still alive today.134 On the basis of this principle alone, 
and even discounting everything else we've said in this chapter, the chances 
that any given techie will survive indefinitely are minute. 

The techies may answer that even if almost all biological species are 
eliminated eventually, many species survive for thousands or millions of 
years, so maybe techies too can survive for thousands or millions of years. 
But when large, rapid changes occur in the environment of biological 
species, both the rate of appearance of new species and the rate of extinc­
tion of existing species are greatly increased.135 Technological progress 
constantly accelerates, and techies like Ray Kurzweil insist that it will soon 
become virtually explosive; 136 consequently, changes come more and more 
rapidly, everything happens faster and faster, competition among self-prop 
systems becomes more and more intense, and as the process gathers speed 
the losers in the struggle for survival will be eliminated ever more quickly. 
So, on the basis of the techies' own beliefs about the exponential acceler­
ation of technological development, it's safe to say that the life-expectan­
cies of human-derived entities, such as man-machine hybrids and human 
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minds uploaded into machines, will actually be quite short. The seven­
hundred-year or thousand-year life-span to which some techies aspire137 is 
nothing but a pipe-dream. 

Singularity University, which we discussed in Part VI of Chapter One 
of this book, purportedly was created to help technophiles "guide research" 
and "shape the advanc_es" so that technology would "improve society." We 
pointed out that Singularity University served in practice to promote 
the interests of technology-orientated businessmen, and we expressed 
doubt that the majority of technophiles fully believed in the drivel about 
"shaping the advances" to "improve society." It does seem, however, that the 
techies-the subset of the technophiles that we specified at the beginning 
of this Part V of the present chapter-are entirely sincere in their belief 
that organizations like Singularity University138 will help them to "shape 
the advances" of technology and keep the technological society on the road 
to a utopian future. A utopian future will have to exclude the competitive 
processes that would deprive the techies of their thousand-year life-span. 
But we showed in Chapter One that the development of our society can 
never be subject to rational control: The techies won't be able to "shape 
the advances" of technology, guide the course of technological progress, 
or exclude the intense competition that will eliminate nearly all techies in 
short order. 

In view of everything we've said up to this point, and in view more­
over of the fact that the techies' vision of the future is based on pure spec­
ulation and is unsupported by evidence, 139 one has to ask how they can 
believe in that vision. Some techies, e.g., Kurzweil, do concede a slight 
degree of uncertainty as to whether their expectations for the future will be 
realized, 140 but this seems to be no more than a sop that they throw to the 
skeptics, something they have to concede in order to avoid making them­
selves too obviously ridiculous in the eyes of rational people. Despite their 
pro forma admission of uncertainty, it's clear that most techies confidently 
expect to live for many centuries, if not forever, in a world that will be in 
some vaguely defined sense a utopia.141 Thus Kurzweil states flatly: "We 
will be able to live as long as we want . . . . "142 He adds no qualifiers-no 
"probably," no "if things turn out as expected."His whole book reveals a man 
intoxicated with a vision of the future in which, as an immortal machine, 
he will participate in the conquest of the universe. In fact, Kurzweil and 
other techies are living in a fantasy world. 
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The techies ' bel ie f-system can best be expla ined as a rel i g ious 
phenomenon ,143 to  which we may g ive the name "Techn ianity." It 's true 
that Technianity at this point is not stric tly speaking a re lig ion, because 
it has not yet developed anyth in g resembl in g a uniform body of doct rine ; 
the techies ' bel ie fs a re widely varied . 144 In th is respect Technianity probably 
resembles the incept ive sta ges of many othe r rel i g ions. 145 Nevertheless , 
Technianity already has the earmarks of an apocalypt ic and m illenarian 
cult :  In m ost ve rs ions it a nt ic ipates a catac lysmic event , the S ingularity ,  146 

which is the point at which technolog ica l p ro g ress is supposed to become 
so  rap id as t o  resemble an explos ion. This is analo g ous to  the Jud gment 
Day 147 of Christ ian mythol o gy or the Rev olut ion of Marx ist my thol o g y. 
The cataclysmic event is supposed to  be fo llowed by the arriva l of tech no­
utopia (analogous to the Kingd om of God or the W orke r's Pa radise) . 
Technianity  has a favored m inority-the Elect-cons ist in g of the tech ies 
(equivalent to  the True Bel ieve rs of Christ ian ity or the Proletariat of the 
Marxists 148).1he Elect ofTechnianity ,  l ike that of Christ ianity ,  is dest ined 
to Ete rnal Life; thou gh th is element is m iss ing from Marx ism .149 

H is torically , m illenarian cults have tended to emerge at "t imes of 
great socia l  change or c ris is . "150 1his suggests that the tech ies ' be liefs reflect 
not a genuine confidence in technol o gy ,  but rather their own anxiet ies 
about the future of the technol o g ical soc iety-anxiet ies fr om which they 
t ry to  escape by creat ing a quas i-reli g ious myth. 

NOT ES 

1. From a sp eech delivered by So lzhenitsyn in Vaduz, Liechtenstein, 
S ept. 1993. Qyoted by Remnick , p. 21. Here So lzhenitsyn is referring to the 
famous artic le by Francis Fukuyama (s ee List of  Works Cited). 

2. From "S elf Reliance " (184 1), in Emerso n, p. 30. With th is quote we 
do no t mean to express a moral judgment about power in nature or elsewhere, but 
only an empiric al fact about power. 

3. See Kaczynsk i, Letter to David Skrbina : Oct. 12, 2004 , Part III. 
According to Orr, p. 80, "In ... 'Darwin's Dangerous Idea ,' [Daniel] Dennett 
proclaimed that natural se lec tion ... helps to explain ... the twists and turns of 
human cultural change." I haven't seen Dennett's book and I do n't know to what 
extent , if any ,  the pres ent chapter parallels or contradicts his wo rk. 

4. R. Heilbroner & A. Singer, pp. 26-27. 
S. A "nuc lear family" is the basic human family cons isting of a woman, a 

man, and any juvenile offspring they may have. 
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6. When we refer to "competition," we don't necessarily mean inten-
tional or willful competition. Competition, as we use the term, is just something 
that happens. For example, plants certainly have no intention to compete with 
one another. It is simply a fact that the plants that most effectively survive and 
propagate themselves tend to replace those plants that less effectively survive and 
propagate themselves. "Competition" in this sense of the word is just an inevitable 
process that goes on with or without any intention on the part of the competitors. 

7. Something along these lines, but more complicated, probably happened 
among the ancient Maya. It's unlikely that the kind of competition we've described 
here was the sole cause of the collapse of the "Classic"Maya civilization, but it prob­
ably was at least a contributing factor and it may have been the most important factor. 
See: Diamond, pp. 157-177, 431 .  Sharer, pp. 355-57. NEB (2003), Vol. 7, "Maya," 
p. 970; Vol.15, "Central America," p. 665; Vol. 26, "Pre-Columbian Civilizations," 
p. 17. "Clean'' historical examples are hard to find, because the causes of historical 
events tend to be complex and open to dispute; the Maya case illustrates this very 
well. For further discussion, see Appendix Two, Part A. 

8. When we refer to the exercise of "foresight" or to the "pursuit" of 
advantage, our reference is not limited to conscious, intelligent foresight or to 
intentional pursuit of advantage. We include any behavior (interpreting that word 
in the broadest possible sense) that has the same effect as the exercise of fore­
sight or the pursuit of advantage, regardless of whether the behavior is guided by 
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assume that their own consciousness will survive the uploading process. On that 
subject Kurzweil is somewhat equivocal, but in the end seems to assume that his 
consciousness will survive if his brain is replaced with non biological components 
not all at once, but bit by bit over a period of time. Kurzweil, pp. 383-86. 

122. Winston Churchill, Sept. 15, 1909, quoted by Jenkins, p. 212. Other 
examples: " . . .  liberty, toleration, equality of opportunity, socialism . . .  there is no 
reason why any of them should not be fully realised, in a society or in the world, 
if it were the united purpose of a society or of the world to realise it." Bury, p. 1 
(originally published in 1920; see ibid., p. xvi). On July 22, 1944, John Maynard 
Keynes noted that forty-four nations had been learning to "work together." He 
added: "If we can so continue . . .  [t]he brotherhood of man will have become more 
than a phrase." (Fat chance!) Skidelsky, p. 355. 

123. This of course does not mean that no self-prop system ever does 
anything beneficent that is contrary to its own interest, but the occasional excep­
tions are relatively insignificant. Bear in mind that many apparently beneficent 
actions are actually to the advantage of the self-prop system that carries them out. 

124. Grossman, p. 48, col. 3 ("Who decides who gets to be immortal?"). 
Vance, p. 6, col. 1 .  

125. Humans need to be  fed, clothed, housed, educated, entertained, disci­
plined, and provided with medical care. Whereas machines can work continuously 
with only occasional down-time for repairs, humans need to spend a great deal of 
time sleeping and resting. 

126. Also, modern societies find it advantageous to encourage people's 
compassionate feelings through propaganda. See Kaczynski, "The System's 
Neatest Trick," Part 4. 

127. Grossman, pp. 44-46. Kurzweil, pp. 135ff and passim. Machines that 
surpass humans in intelligence might not be digital computers as we know them 
today. They might have to depend on quantum-theoretic phenomena, or they 
might have to make use of complex molecules as biological systems do. Grossman, 
p. 48, col. 2; Kurzweil, pp. 1 11-122; USA Today, March 8, 2017, p. 5B (IBM & 
other companies are working to develop computers that make use of quantum-the­
oretic phenomena). This writer has little doubt that, with commitment of suffi­
cient resources over a sufficient period of time, it would be technically feasible to 
develop artificial devices having-general intelligence that surpasses that of humans 
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("strong artificial intelligence," or "strong AI," Kurzweil, p. 260). See Kaczynski, 
Letter to David Skrbina: April 5, 2005, first two paragraphs. Whether it would 
be technically feasible to develop strong AI as soon as Kurzweil, p. 262, predicts is 
another matter. Moreover, it is seriously to be doubted whether the world's leading 
self-prop systems will ever have any need for strong AI. If they don't, then there's 
no reason to assume that they will commit to it sufficient resources for its develop­
ment. See Somers, pp. 93-94. Contra: IheAtlantic, July!Aug. 2013, pp. 40-41; Ihe 
T#ek, Nov. 4, 2011 ,  p. 18 .  However, the assumption that strong AI will soon appear 
plays an important role in Kurzweil's vision of the future, so we could accept that 
assumption and proceed to debunk Kurzweil's vision by reductio ad absurdum. 
But the argument of Part V of this chapter does not require the assumption that 
strong AI will ever exist. 

128. E .g. : Ihe T#ek, Sept. 30, 201 1 ,  p. 14 ("Capitalism is killing the middle 
class") ; Feb. 17, 2012, p. 42 ("No reason to favor manufacturing"); April 6, 2012, 
p. 1 1 ;  May 4, 2012, p. 39 ("The half-life of software engineers") ; Jan. 29, 2016, 
p. 32. USA Today, July 9, 2010, pp. 1B-2B (machines as stock-market traders); 
April 24, 2012, p. 3A (computer scoring of essays); Sept. 14, 2012, p. 4F; May 20, 
2014, pp. 1A-2A; July 28, 2014, p. 6A; Oct. 29, 2014, pp. lA, 9A; Feb. 11 ,  2015 ,  
p .  3B; Dec. 22, 2015, p .  lB ;  Feb. 21 ,  2017, p .  3B. Ihe Economist, Sept. 10, 2011 ,  p. 
11 and "Special report: The future of jobs"; Nov. 19, 2011 ,  p. 84. Ihe Atlantic, June 
2013, pp. 18- 20. Wall Street Journal, June 13, 2013, p. B6. Davidson, pp. 60-70. 
Carr, pp. 78-80. Foroohar, "What Happened to Upward Mobility?," pp. 29-30, 34. 
Markoff, "Skilled Work Without the Worker," pp. Al, A19. Lohr, p. B3 .  Rotman 
(entire article). Robots can even perform functions formerly thought to require 
a "human touch," e.g. , they can serve as companions with which people connect 
emotionally just as they connect with other people. Popular Science, June 2013, p. 
28. 7heAtlantic, Jan./Feb. 2016, p. 31 ;  March 2017, p. 29. 

129. E .g.: USA Today, July 20, 201 1 ,  p. 3A ("Painful plan in R.I."); Sept. 
29, 201 1, pp. lA, 4A; Oct. 24, 2011 ,  p. lA; Sept. 14, 2012, p. SA (Spain); Sept. 24, 
2012, p. 6B (several European countries) ; Sept. 28, 2012, p. 5B (Spain) ; Aug. 5, 
2013,  p. 3A; Oct. 16-18, 2015, p. lA; April 26, 2017, pp. 1A-2A. Ihe Economist, 
June 11 ,  201 1 ,  p. 58 (Sweden) . Ihe T#ek, April 6, 2012, p. 14 (Greece, Spain); July 
29, 2011 ,  p. 12 ("The end of the age of entitlements"). Drehle, p. 32. Sharkey, pp. 
36-38. A friend of the author wrote on Oct. 3, 2012: "[My parents] don't have 
any set up for long term care . . .  and at this point many states . . .  are doing what is 
called estate recovery and the like, which means that if Dad were to go in a nursing 
home . . .  either his Veteran's stipend, social security, and pension would all go into 
paying for the care, meaning Mom would not have enough to live on . . .  or, in a 
different scenario, Medicaid would put a lien on their house and when he dies, 
mom would be out of luck so Medicaid could be repaid for his 'care'-which at 
that low level is very poor care, by selling the house." In regard to probable future 
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treatment of people who seek immortality: "The frozen head of baseball legend 
Ted Williams has not been treated well . . . . [A]t one point Williams's head, which 
the slugger ordered frozen in hopes of one day being brought back to life, was 
propped up by an empty tuna-fish can and became stuck to it. To detach the can . . .  
staff whacked it repeatedly with a monkey wrench, sending 'tiny pieces of frozen 
head' flying around the room." The Week, Oct. 16, 2009, p. 14. 

130. E.g. : USA Today, Sept. 29, 2011 ,  pp. 1A-2A; Sept. 12, 2016, p. 3A. The 
Week, Sept. 30, 201 1 ,  p. 21 ("Poverty: Decades of progress, slipping away"); July 27, 
2012, p. 16 ("Why the poor are getting poorer"). Kiviat, pp. 35-37. Also: "Half of 
all U.S. workers earned less than $26,364 in 2010-the lowest median wage since 
1999, adjusted for inflation." The Week, Nov. 4, 2011 ,  p. 18 .  "The average American 
family's net worth dropped almost 40 percent . . .  between 2007 and 2010." Ibid., 
June 22, 2012, p. 34. USA Today, Sept. 14, 2016, p. lA, reports: "Household 
incomes see first big gain since 2007." This no doubt reflects the current (up to 
Jan. 2018) high point in the economic cycle. As the economic cycle approaches the 
next low point, incomes likely will decline again. 

131 .  NEB (2003), Vol. 12, "Turing test," p. 56. NEB is more accurate on 
the Turing test than is Kurzweil, p. 294: In order to pass the test, machines may 
not have to "emulate the flexibility, subtlety, and suppleness of human intelligence." 
See, e.g., The Week, Nov. 4, 201 1 ,  p. 18. 

132. Grossman, p. 44, col. 3. Vance, p. 6, col. 4. Kurzweil, pp. 24-25, 309, 
377. Man-machine hybrids are also called "cyborgs." 

133. Kurzweil, p. 202, seems to agree. 
134. "Species come and go continually-around 99.9 per cent [of] all 

those that have ever existed are now extinct." Benton, p. ii. We assume this means 
that 99.9 percent have become extinct without leaving any direct descendants 
that are alive today. Independently of that assumption, it's clear from the general 
pattern of evolution that only some minute percentage of all species that have ever 
existed can have descendants that are alive today. See, e.g., NEB (2003) ,  Vol. 14, 
"Biosphere," pp. 1 154-59; Vol. 19, "Fishes," p. 198, and "Geochronology," espe­
cially pp. 750-52, 785, 792, 794-95, 797, 802, 813-14, 819, 820, 825-27, 831-32, 
836, 838-39, 848-49, 858-59, 866-67, 872. Extinctions have by no means 
been limited to a few major "extinction events"; they have occurred continually 
throughout the evolutionary process, though at a rate that has varied widely over 
time. See Benton, p. ii; NEB (2003), Vol. 18, "Evolution, Theory of," pp. 878-79; 
NEB (2007), Vol. 17, "Dinosaurs," p. 318 .  

135.  We don't have explicit authority for this statement, though it  receives 
some support from Sodhi, Brook & Bradshaw, p. 518 .  We make the statement 
mainly because it's just common sense and seems generally consistent with the 
facts of evolution. We're betting that most evolutionary biologists would agree 
with it, though they might add various reservations and qualifications. 
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136. Grossman, pp. 44-46, 49. Vance, p. 6 ,  cols. 3-5. Kurzweil, e.g., pp. 9, 
25 ("an hour would result in a century of progress"). 

137. Vance, p. 7, col. 1 (700 years). "Mr. Im.mortality," The l¾ek, Nov. 16, 
2007, pp. 52-53 (1 ,000 years). 

138. Other such organizations are the Foresight Institute, Keiper, p. 29; 
Kurzweil, pp. 229, 395, 411 ,  418-19, and the Singularity Institute, Grossman, p. 
48, col. 3; Kurzweil, p. 599n45. 

139. There is of course evidence to support many of the techies' beliefs 
about particular technological developments, e.g., their belief that the power 
of computers will increase at an ever-accelerating rate, or that it will some day 
be technically feasible to keep a human body alive indefinitely. But there is no 
evidence to support the techies'beliefs about the future of society, e.g. , their belief 
that our society will actually keep some people alive for hundreds of years, or will 
be motivated to expand over the entire universe. 

140. Grossman, p. 48, col. 3; p. 49, col. 1 ("the future beyond the Singularity 
is not knowable"). Vance, p. 7, col. 4. See Kurzweil, pp. 420, 424. 

141 .  "[S]ome people see the future of computing as a kind of heaven." 
Christian, p. 68. The utopian cast of techie beliefs is reflected in the name of 
Keiper's journal, The New Atlantis, evidently borrowed from the title of an 
incomplete sketch of a technological "ideal state" that Francis Bacon wrote 
in 1623. Bury, pp. 59-60&.nl. Probably most techies would deny that they 
are anticipating a utopia, but that doesn't make their vision less utopian. For 
example, Kelly, p. 358, writes: "The technium . . .  is not utopia." But on the very 
next page he launches into a utopian rhapsody: "The technium . . .  expands life's 
fundamental goodness . . . .  The technium . . .  expands the mind's fundamental 
goodness. Technology . . .  will populate the world with all conceivable ways of 
comprehending the infinite." Etc. Kelly's book as a whole can best be described 
as a declaration of faith. 

142. Kurzweil, p. 9. 
143. Several observers have noticed the religious quality of the techies' 

beliefs. Grossman, p. 48, col. 1 .  Vance, p. 1, col. 4. Markoff, "Ay Robot!," p. 4, col. 
2 (columns occupied by advertisements are not counted). Keiper, p. 24. Kurzweil, 
p. 370, acknowledges the comment of one such observer, then shrugs it off by 
remarking, "I did not come to my perspective as a result of searching for an 
alternative to customary faith." But this is irrelevant. St. Paul, according to the 
biblical account, was not searching for a new faith when he experienced the most 
famous of all conversions; in fact, he had been energetically persecuting Christians 
right up to the moment when Jesus allegedly spoke to him. Acts 9: 1-31 .  Saul = 
Paul, Acts 13:  9. Certainly many, perhaps the majority, of those who undergo a 
religious conversion do so not because they have consciously searched for one, but 
because it has simply come to them. 
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Like Kurzweil , many techies  stand to profit financially from Technianity, 
but it is entirely po ssible to hold a rel igious belief  quite sincerely even while one 
pro fits fro m it. See , e.g., 7he Economist, Oct. 29, 2011, pp. 71-72. 

144. E.g., Gro ssman, p. 46, col. 2. 
145. Christianity in its inceptive stages lacked a uniform body of doctr ine , 

and Christ ian bel iefs were widely varied. Freeman, pa ssim, e.g., pp. xiii-xiv, 
109-110, 119, 141, 146. 

146. Grossman, pp. 44-46. Kurzweil ,  p. 9. Another version  of  the 
Singularity is the "a sse mbler breakthrough" po sited by nanotechnology buffs. 
Keiper, pp. 23-24. 

147. It's no t entirely clear whether the Day of  Judgment and the Second 
Coming of  Jesus are suppo sed to occur at the sa me time or are to be separa ted by 
a thou sand year s. Co mpare Relevatio n 20: 1-7, 12-13 with N EB (2003), Vol.17, 
"Doctr ines and Dogmas, Relig ious," p. 406 (referring to "the Second Co ming ... 
of Christ ... to judge the living and the dead") and ibid., Vol. 7, "Last Ju dgment," 
p. 175. But for our purpo ses this is of little importance. 

148. A correspondent (perhaps under the mistaken impression that the 
proletariat included all of  the "lower" classes) ha s raised the objection that the prole­
tariat was not a minority. Marxist l iterature is no t consistent as to who belongs to 
the proletar iat. For instance , Lenin in 1899 held that the poor peasants constituted a 
"rural proletar iat." See "The Development of  Capitalism in Russia ," e.g., Co nclusions 
to Chapter II, section 5; in Christman, p. 19. But in 1917 Lenin clearly implied tha t 
the pea santry, including the poor pea sants, did no t belong to the proletariat, which 
he now identified as "the armed vanguard of  all the exploited, of  all the to ilers." See 
"The State and Revolutio n," Chapt. II , sectio n 1; Chapt. III , sections 1 & 3; respec­
tively pp. 287-88, 299, 307 in Christman. It is the proletariat in this sense-the 
vanguard of all the to iler s-that we have in mind when  we speak of  the Elect of  
Marxist mythology, and it's clear from Marxist theory generally that the proletariat 
in this sense was to co nsist mainly if not exclusively of industrial worker s. E.g., 
Lenin wrote in 1902: "the strength of the modern [social ist] movement lie s in the 
awakening of the masses  (pr incipally the industrial proletar iat) ... " ( emphasis added). 
"What is to be Do ne?," Chapt. II, first paragraph; in Christman, pp. 72-73. Stal in, 
History of the Communist Party, likewise made clear that the proletariat consisted 
of industrial workers and that these at the time of the 1917 revolution comprised 
only a minority of the population; e.g., first chapter, Section 2, pp. 18, 22; third 
chapter, Section  3, pp. 104--05 and Section 6, p. 126; fifth chapter, Section 1, p. 201 
and Section 2, p. 211. Almost certa inly, industrial workers have never constituted a 
majority of  the population of any large country. 

149. On the subject of  apo calyptic and millenarian cults, see N EB (2003), 
Vol. 1, "apo calyptic li tera ture" and "apo calypticism," p. 482; Vol. 17, "Do ctrines and 
Dogmas, Rel ig ious," pp. 402, 406, 408. Also the Bible ,  Revelation 20. 
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150. NEB (2003), Vol. 8 ,  "millennium," p. 133. See also Vol. 17, "Doctrines 
and Dogmas, Religious," p. 401 ("Eschatological themes thrive particularly in 
crisis situations . . .  "). See Freeman, p. 15. For millenarian cults in China, see Ebrey, 
pp. 71, 73, 190, 240; Mote, pp. 502, 5 18, 520, 529, 533. 



CHAPTER THREE 

How to Transform a Society: 
Errors to Avoid 

In  studying any complex process in which there are two or 
more contradictions , we must devote every effort to finding 
its principal contradiction. Once this pr incipal contradic­
tion is grasped, all problems can be readily solved. 

- Mao Zedong 1 

A proposition must be plain, to be adopted by the under­
s tanding of the people. A false notion which is clear and 
precise will always have more power in the wor ld than a 
true pr inciple w hich is obscure or inv olved. 

- Alexis de T ocqueville2 

In this chapter we will s tate some r ul es that d es er ve the atten tion 
o f  anyone who wan ts to br ing about r ad ic al chan ges in a society. No t all 
o f  the r ules are prec ise eno ugh to be eas ily applied and some m ay no t be 
applic able in every s ituation , but if a r ad ic al movement fails to take the 
r ul es into acco un t  it r isks throwing away its c hanc es o f  success. 

In the firs t  p ar t  o f  this chap ter we will giv e a brief and s impl ified 
explan ation o f  the r ules . F ur ther on we will examine the m ean ing o f  the 
r ules ,  illustrate them with examples , and d iscuss the limits o f  their appl i­
c abil ity. In the last par t  o f  the chapter we will s how how ignorance o f  the 
r ules ensures the failure o f  presen t-day efforts to d eal with the probl ems 
g ener ated by modern technology, includ ing  the problem of env ironmental 
d evastation. 

I. Postulates and Rules 

We begin by s tatin g  four pos tu lates. We pos tpone a d iscussion o f  the 
extent to which the postulates are true. 

99 
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Postulate 1 .  You can't change a society by pursuing goals that are 
vague or abstract. You have to have a clear and concrete goal. As an expe­
rienced activist put it: "Vague, over-generalized objectives are seldom met. 
The trick is to conceive of some specific development which will inevitably 
propel your community in the direction you want it to go."3 

Postulate 2. Preaching alone-the mere advocacy of ideas-cannot 
bring about important, long-lasting changes in the behavior of human 
beings, unless in a very small minority.4 

Postulate 3. Any radical movement tends to attract many people who 
may be sincere, but whose goals are only loosely related to the goals of the 
movement.5 The result is that the movement's original goals may become 
blurred, if not completely perverted.6 

Postulate 4. Every radical movement that acquires great power 
becomes corrupt, at the latest, when its original leaders (meaning those 
who joined the movement while it was still relatively weak) are all dead or 
politically inactive. In saying that a movement becomes corrupt, we mean 
that its members, and especially its leaders, primarily seek personal advan­
tages (such as money, security, social status, powerful offices, or a career) 
rather than dedicating themselves sincerely to the ideals of the movement. 

From these postulates we can infer certain rules to which every 
radical movement should pay close attention. 

Rule (i) In order to change a society in a specified way, a movement 
should select a single, clear, simple, and concrete objective the achievement 
of which will produce the desired change. 

It follows from Postulate 1 that the movement's objectives must 
be clear and concrete. According to Postulate 3 there will be a tendency 
for the movement's objectives to become blurred or perverted, and this 
tendency will be most easily resisted if the movement has only a single 
objective that is simple in addition to being clear and concrete. As seen in 
the epigraph, above, Mao emphasized the importance of identifying the 
"principal contradiction" in any situation, and this one principal contradic­
tion commonly will point to a single, decisive objective that a movement 
needs to achieve in order to transform a society. 
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In any conflict s ituat ion in wh ich victory is uncerta in ,  it is a lways 
essent ia l t o  concentrate one's efforts on the a ch ievement of the s in g le m ost 
crit ical obje ct ive. Military pract it ioners and theorists l ike Nap oleon and 
C lausewitz reco gnized the imp ortance of concentratin g one's forces at the 
decis ive point ,7 and Len in noted that this principle applies in polit ics as 
it does in war.8 But we shouldn't need Nap oleon , Clausewitz, or Len in to 
tell us this-it 's just common sense : When you're facin g a difficult stru g g le 
and have no  stren gth to  spare ,  you'd better concentrate what stren gth you 
have where it will d o  the most g ood : on the s in gle most crit ical obje ct ive. 

Rule (ii) If a m ovement a ims to transform a society , then the obje c­
t ive se le cted by the m ovement must be of such a nature that , once the 
obje ct ive has been a ch ieved, its consequences will be irrevers ib le . This 
means that , once society has been transformed throu gh the achievement 
of the obje ct ive , society will remain in its trans formed cond it ion without 
any further effort on the part of the m ovement or anyone else . 

In order to transform society , the m ovement wil l have to  a cquire 
great p ower and therefore , a ccord in g  t o  Postulate 4 ,  will soon become 
corrupt. Once corrupted , the members of the m ovement or the ir succes ­
sors will no  lon ger exert themse lves to  mainta in the trans formed condi­
t ion of society that corresponds to  the ideals of the m ovement , but will 
be concerned only to gain and hold personal advanta ges . Consequently , 
society will not rema in in its transformed condit ion unless the trans for­
mation is irrevers ible . 

Rule (iii) Once an obje ct ive has been selected, it is necessary to  
persuade some small m inority to  commit itse lf t o  the ach ievement of the 
obje ct ive by means m ore p otent than mere preach in g or advocacy of ideas. 
In other words , the m inority will have to  organ ize itse lf for pract ical a ct ion. 

As pointed out in Postulate 2 ,  the advoca cy of ideas alone cannot 
chan ge society , so  some group will have to  be organ ized for the p urpose 
of app4'in g methods m ore p otent than mere advocacy of ideas . At least 
at the outset , this group will ordinarily include only a very small minority 
be cause , a ga in by Postulate 2 ,  prior to  the applicat ion of methods m ore 
potent than the mere advocacy of ideas , only a very small minority can be 
persuaded to  a ct. 
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Rule (iv) In order to keep itself faithful to its objective, a radical 
movement should devise means of excluding from its ranks all unsuitable 
persons who may seek to join it. 

This can be important, because according to Postulate 3 the admis­
sion of unsuitable persons will promote the blurring or perversion of the 
movement's objective. 

Rule {v) Once a revolutionary movement has become powerful 
enough to achieve its objective, it must achieve its objective as soon as 
possible, and in any case before the original revolutionaries (meaning those 
who joined the movement while it was still relatively weak) die or become 
politically inactive. 

As noted earlier, the movement will have to become very powerful 
in order to achieve its objective, therefore, by Postulate 4, it will soon be 
corrupted. Once corrupted, the movement will no longer be faithful to 
its objective, so if the objective is to be achieved at all it must be achieved 
before the movement becomes corrupt. 

II. Examination of the Postulates 

Let's take a careful look at the postulates and ask ourselves to what 
extent they are true. 

Postulate 1. To see the truth of this postulate, we don't need to rely on 
the opinion of the experienced activist quoted above. It should be obvious 
that vague or abstract goals can't ordinarily serve as a basis for effective 
action. 

For example, "freedom" by itself will not serve as a goal, because 
different people have different conceptions of what constitutes freedom and 
of the relative importance of different aspects of freedom. Consequently, 
effective and consistent cooperation in pursuit of an unspecified "freedom" 
is impossible. The same is true of other vague goals like "equality," "justice" 
or "protecting the environment." For effective cooperation you need a clear 
and concrete goal, so that everyone involved will have approximately the 
same understanding of what the goal actually is. 

Moreover, where an objective is vague or abstract, it is too easy to 
pretend that the objective has been achieved, or that progress toward it is 
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being made, when real achievements are minimal. For example, American 
politicians automatically identify "freedom" with the American way of life 
regardless of the realities of day-to-day living in this country. Anything 
done to protect so-called American interests abroad is described as 
"defending freedom," and many Americans, probably the majority, actually 
accept this description. 

For the foregoing reasons, it is usually true that a radical movement 
cannot pursue vague or abstract goals successfully. But is it always true? 
Maybe not. Look, for example, at the American Revolution. By May 1776 
at the latest, the great majority of the American revolutionaries had accepted 
independence from Britain as their objective of highest priority.9 This objec­
tive was clear and concrete, and it was achieved. But independence was 
not the revolutionaries' only goal: They also wanted to set up a "republican" 
government in America.10 This was by no means a clear and concrete objec­
tive, since widely differing forms of government can be described as "repub­
lican." Consequently, once · independence had been achieved, there were 
intense disagreements among the revolutionaries over the precise form of 
the "republic" that was to be established.11 Nevertheless, the revolutionaries 
did succeed in setting up a government that was unquestionably republican 
in form and that has lasted to the present day. 

Notice, however, that the revolutionaries did not set up a successful 
republican government until they had already won independence from 
Britain and no longer faced stiff opposition. Furthermore, they enjoyed 
certain special advantages: They had as a model a form of government­
the English one-that was already halfvvay to being a republic. (Jefferson 
referred to the English constitution as a "kind of half-way house" between 
monarchy and "liberty."12) The revolutionaries shared a common heritage 
of relatively "advanced" political ideas derived from English tradition and 
from the works of Enlightenment philosophers.13 England, moreover, had 
long been moving in the direction of representative democracy, so the 
American revolutionaries were only accelerating what was already a well 
established historical trend. And they were not accelerating it so very much, 
since the government they set up was still far from fully democratic.14 

In Part III of this chapter we will see other examples in which move­
ments have succeeded in reaching vague or abstract goals. But we know of 
no well-defined examples of this kind in which the movement has faced 
stiff opposition and has not been favored by a pre-existing historical trend. 

It would be rash to conclude that a movement can ne ver achieve 
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vague or abstract goals against stiff opposition and without the help of a 
pre-existing historical trend. But it remains true that a movement that lacks 
a clear and concrete goal operates under a very heavy disadvantage. The 
stronger the opposition that a movement has to face, the more important 
it is that the movement should be united and able to concentrate all its 
energy on achieving a single objective; and this requires an objective that 
is clearly defined. 

Yet, even in those situations in which the need for a clear and 
concrete objective is greatest, Postulate 1 does not imply that abstract goals 
are useless. Abstract goals often play an essential role in motivating and 
justifying a movement's concrete objective. To take a crude example, an 
aspiration for "freedom" may motivate and justify a movement that seeks 
to overthrow a dictator. 

Postulate 2 is a matter of common, everyday experience. We all 
know how useless it is to try to change people's behavior by preaching to 
them-generally speaking. Actually there are some important exceptions 
to Postulate 2, but before we discuss those we need to point out that some 
seeming exceptions are not really exceptions at all. 

It would be a mistake, for example, to suppose that the teachings of 
Jesus Christ have been effective in guiding human behavior. It seems that 
the earliest Christians did try to live in accord with the teachings of Jesus 
(as they interpreted them), but at that stage the Christians comprised only 
a tiny minority. W ith the passage of years, the Christian way of life was 
progressively vitiated in proportion to the growing number of Christians, 15 

and by the time Christianity had become dominant in the Roman Empire 
few Christians still lived as those of the first century AD had done. The 
world went on as before, full of war, lust, greed, and treachery. 

W hat happened, of course, was that Christian doctrines were rein­
terpreted to suit the convenience of the society that existed at any given 
stage of history. Thus, the biblical commandment barring "usury" was 
originally held to prohibit all lending of money at interest.16 The prohibi­
tion was often violated, beginning at least as early as 200-250 AD, but it 
remained theoretically in force at least through the late Middle Ages, until 
it became a serious obstacle to economic development. At that point it was 
abandoned altogether,17 and nowadays it would be a rare Christian who 
would claim that lending at interest was prohibited by his religion. 

Jesus himself-if we assume that the Gospels accurately reflect 
his views-was opposed to all accumulation of wealth, 18 and the earliest 

. . 
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Christians probably tried to live accordingly, for "as many as were posses­
sors of lands or houses sold them, and brought the prices of the things that 
were sold, and laid them down at the apostles' feet: and distribution was 
made unto every man according as he had need."19 But that didn't last long. 
Not later than the early 2nd century AD there already were some wealthy 
Christians, and the Epistle of James rails against them for failing to help 
their impoverished brethren.20 Over the succeeding centuries there were 
growing numbers of rich Christians, including many who were greedy or 
did nothing for the poor,21 and today, at least in the United States, it is 
clear that the majority of Christians are less concerned to alleviate poverty 
than the (mostly non-Christian) left is.22 

In North America and Western Europe a gentling effect-a decline 
in cruelty and violence-is often attributed to Christianity; Jesus is 
commonly seen as a pacifist. Actually Jesus's commandment, "Do not kill," 
was never intended to prohibit all killing, but only "murder," i.e., unjusti­
fiable killing, 23 and Christian societies ever since have arrived at their own 
definitions, to suit their own needs, of what constitutes an "unjustifiable" 
killing, just as they would have done if Jesus had never lived. Christianity 
was strongest in Europe during the Middle Ages, a particularly cruel and 
violent era,24 and the decline in cruelty and violence has coincided with a 
gradual weakening of Christianity from the 17th century to the present . 
So in this regard it does not appear that Jesus's teachings have had any 
substantial effect on human behavior. 25 

For another example, take Karl Marx. As a practical revolutionary 
Marx was active only for about 12 years (1848-1852, 1864-1872), and 
was not particularly successful;26 his role was primarily that of a theorist, 
an advocate of ideas. Yet it has sometimes been said that Marx exercised a 
decisive influence on the history of the 20th century. In reality, the people 
who exercised the decisive influence were the men of action (Lenin, 
Trotsky, Stalin, Mao, Castro, etc.) who organized revolutions in the name 
of Marxism. And these men, while calling themselves Marxists, never 
hesitated to set Marx's theories aside when "objective" circumstances made 
it advisable for them to do so.27 Moreover, the societies that resulted from 
their revolutions resembled the kind of society envisioned by Marx only to 
the extent that they were in a general way socialistic .  

Marx did not invent socialism, nor did he originate the impulse to 
revolution. Both socialism and revolution were "in the air" in Marx's day, 
and they weren't in the air just because some ingenious fellow happened to 
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dream them up. They were in the air because they were called forth by the 
social conditions of the time (as Marx himself would have been the first to 
insist28) .  If Marx had never lived there would have been revolutionaries all 
the same, and they would have adopted some other socialistic thinker as 
their patron saint. In that case the terminology and the details of the theory 
would have been different but the subsequent political events probably 
would have been much the same, because those events were determined 
not by Marx's theories but by some combination of "objective" conditions 
with the decisions of the men of action who organized the socialist revo­
lutions. And the men of action, as we've pointed out, were guided less by 
Marx's theories than by the practical exigencies of revolutionary work. 

Even if we assume that the political events would have been different 
without Marx, the events that did occur did not represent a fulfillment of 
Marx's ideas, because, again, the societies that grew out of the socialist 
revolutions did not resemble anything that Marx had foreseen or desired. 
So it does not appear that Marx accomplished much through his advocacy 
of ideas. 

For similar reasons, probably very few if any of the "great thinkers" 
whose ideas supposedly influenced history ever achieved their goals, except 
where the thinkers were also men of action who were able to implement 
their own ideas (as in the case of the Prophet Mohammed, for example) . 
Such thinkers, therefore, do not provide counterexamples to the prin­
ciple that the advocacy of ideas, by itself, cannot produce important, 
lasting changes in human behavior (unless in some very small minority) . 
Nevertheless, some exceptions to Postulate 2 should be noted. 

Small children are highly receptive to the teaching of their parents 
and of other adults whom they respect, and principles preached to a small 
child may guide his behavior for the rest of his life. 

Ideas that people receive may have an important, long-lasting effect 
on their behavior if the ideas are ones that many individuals can apply 
for their own personal advantage. For example, the rational methods of 
empirical science were at first preached only by a tiny minority, but those 
ideas spread and were applied throughout the world because they were 
of great practical utility to those who applied them. (Even so, scientific 
rationality is consistently applied only where it is useful to those who apply 
it. Scientific rationality is commonly set aside when the irrational is more 
useful, for example, in certain aspects of the social sciences where the goal 
is not to describe reality accurately but to provide support for an ideology 
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or a worldview.) 
The power-structure of a modern society can change human behavior 

by preaching on a vast scale through the mass media with the help of 
skilled professional propagandists. Maybe a group outside the established 
power-structure could also change human behavior through propaganda 
alone, but only if the group were sufficiently rich and powerful to undertake 
a massive, sophisticated media campaign.29 Even where human behavior 
is changed by professional propagandists, however, it is doubtful that the 
change is ever permanent. It seems that such changes are easily reversed 
when the propaganda ceases or is replaced by propaganda that promotes 
contrary ideas. Thus, the effects of Nazi propaganda in Germany, Marxist­
Leninist propaganda in the Soviet Union, and Maoist propaganda in China 
faded rather quickly when those systems of propaganda were discontinued. 

Postulate 3. Probably every radical movement tends to some extent 
to attract persons who join it from motives that are only loosely related to 
the goals of the movement. W hen Earth First! was founded in the 1980s 
its goal was simply the defense of wilderness, but it attracted numerous 
individuals of leftist type who were less interested in wilderness than in 
activism for its own sake. A good example was the late Judi Bari, who 
was a radical feminist, demonstrated against U.S. involvement in Central 
America, and participated in the pro-choice and anti-nuclear movements. 
"Eventually, she added environmentalism to her list of causes"30 and 
became an Earth First!er. The influx of numerous individuals of this type 
did lead to the blurring of Earth First!'s original mission, which became 
heavily contaminated with "social justice" issues.31 

Probably, however, not every radical movement is equally attractive 
to persons whose goals differ from those of the movement. Because of the 
personal risk involved, it's not likely that an illegal and persecuted move­
ment would draw many cranks and do-gooders, though on the other hand 
such a movement might be attractive to adventurers who valued danger, 
conspiracy, or violence for their own sake.32 Again, when a movement is 
fully absorbed in a hard struggle (legal or not) for a single, specific, clearly 
defined goal, one imagines it would attract few individuals who were not 
willing to commit themselves whole-heartedly to that goal. 

W hether this is true or not, it does seem true that even if many 
persons having varied and diffuse goals enter a movement, the movement's 
objective does not necessarily become blurred or perverted if that objec­
tive is simple, concrete, and clear, and if the movement is committed to it 
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exclusively. For example, it appears that most of the early feminist leaders 
were professional reformers who were interested in a variety of causes, 
such as temperance (anti-alcohol), peace (anti-war), pacifism, abolition of 
slavery, and so-called "progressive" causes generally.33 Yet, once the feminist 
movement had become clearly focused by about 1870 on the single, over­
riding goal of woman suffrage, it seems to have remained entirely faithful 
to that goal until the goal was achieved in the 1920s.34 

Thus, the words "tends to" and "may" that appear in the statement of 
Postulate 3 signify that the postulate does not state an inviolable law, but 
only a danger to which social movements are subject. The danger, however, 
is a serious one. 

Postulate 4. The meaning of Postulate 4 needs to be clarified: A 
movement will not necessarily be thoroughly corrupted unless it becomes 
so powerful that (i) membership in the movement entails little or no 
risk (whether of physical harm or of other negative consequences, such 
as drastic loss of social status); and (ii) the movement is able to offer its 
adherents such conventional satisfactions as money, security, positions of 
power, a career, or social status-meaning social status not merely within 
the movement but in society at large . Even then the movement's ideals may 
retain some residual effectiveness unless and until the movement achieves 
a secure position as the dominant force in society, after which corruption 
becomes complete. 

Subject to the foregoing clarification, Postulate 4 seems to be invari­
ably true . People who join a radical movement while it is still relatively 
weak may have goals that diverge from those of the movement, but at least 
such people are not likely to be selfish in the conventional sense, because 
they cannot draw the conventional advantages from their membership in 
the movement. In fact, their membership may entail serious risks or sacri­
fices. They may be motivated in part by a drive for power, but they seek to 
satisfy that drive through participation in a movement that they hope will 
become powerful and attain its goals .35 There may also be struggles for 
power within the movement. But the members do not expect the safe and 
stable positions of power that are available in a movement that is already 
powerful and firmly established. 

However, once a movement can offer money, security, status, a career, 
stable positions of personal power, and similar advantages, it becomes irre­
sistibly attractive to opportunists. 36 At this stage the movement will already 
have grown to be a big one with an unwieldy administrative apparatus, so 
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that the exclusion of opportuni st s  will not be  a practical possibility. After 
the Bol sh evik s became master s  of Russia even Lenin, powerful a s  h e  wa s, 
wa s unable to  exclud e  the droves of opp ortuni st s wh o joined the party, 
and accordin g t o  Trot sky these people  sub sequently became "one of th e 
bulwark s of the Stalinist party regime."37 Mor eover, when a m ovement ha s 
grown excessively strong, even som e  of the formerly sincere r evolutionaries 
may give in to the t emptation s of power . "The hi story  of lib erati on h er oes 
shows that when they come into office they interact with powerful groups: 
they can ea sily for g et that they've been put in p ower by the poorest of the 
poor. They often l ose their common touch, and turn again st their own 
people. " (Nel son Mand ela )38 

Look at hi story : We know very well what happened to  Chri stianity 
aft er the Church became powerful. It seem s that the corruption of the 
cl er gy ha s usually been in dir ect prop ortion to th e power of the Church 
at any given time. Som e  of th e p opes have actually been d epraved. 39 I slam 
d idn't turn out any b ett er .  Twenty-four year s a fter the Prophet's death hi s 
son -in -law, the Caliph Uthman ibn A ffan, was k ill ed by rebel s, and thi s 
event was followed by p0wer-str u g gles and viol ence amon g th e Muslim s 
and a prolon g ed p eriod of conflict within I slam .40 Nor d oes the later hi stor y  
of I slam indicate that it adhered to  it s id eal s any better than Chri stianity 
did .41 Th e French Revolution was followed by the dictator ship of Napol eon, 
th e Russian Revolution by that of Stalin. After the Mexican Revoluti on 
of 1910-1920, th e revolutionary id eal s were pr o gr essively drained of th eir 
content until Mexic o found it self und er the dictator ship of a party that 
continued to  call it self "r evoluti onary "without being so in reality.42 

The sociologi st Eric Hoffer wrote: 

Hitler, who had a clear vision of the whole course of a movement even 
while he was nursing his infant National Socialism, warned that a move­
ment retains its vigor only so long as it can offer nothing in the present . . . .  43 

According to Hitler, the more 'posts and offices a movement has to hand 
out, the more inferior stuff it will attract, and in the end these political 
hangers-on overwhelm a successful party in such number that the honest 
fighter of former days no longer recognizes the old movement . . . .  When 
this happens, the "mission" of such a movement is done for.'44 

In March 1 94 9, wh en th e C ommunists were on the verge of final 
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victory in China, Mao warned: 

With victory, certain moods may grow within the Party-arrogance, the 
airs of a self-styled hero, inertia and unwillingness to make progress, love 
of pleasure and distaste for continued hard living . . . . The comrades must be 
helped to remain modest, prudent, and free from arrogance and rashness 
in their style of work. The comrades must be helped to preserve the style of 
plain living and hard struggle.45 

Needless to say, Mao's warning was futile. Already m 1957 he 
complained: 

A dangerous tendency has shown itself of late among many of our 
personnel-an unwillingness to share the joys and hardships of the masses, 
a concern for personal fame and gain. 46 

Today the Communist regime in China is notorious for its corrup­
tion: Not only are Party members and government officials concerned 
more with their own careers than they are with Communist ideals;47 what 
is worse, the regime is pervaded by out-and-out criminal dishonesty.48 

Shortly before the end of the American War of Independence, 
Thomas Jefferson wrote: 

It can never be too often repeated that the time for fixing every essential 
right on a legal basis is while our rulers are honest and ourselves united. 
From the conclusion of this war, we shall be going downhill.49 

In fact, soon after the end of the war, quarreling and disunity broke 
out among the thirteen states to such an extent that the new nation seemed 
on the point of breaking up.50 By creating the Constitution of 1787 the 
revolutionaries succeeded in saving the Union, but the passage in 1798 
of the anti-libertarian Alien and Sedition Acts51 suggests a weakening 
of commitment to the ideals of the Revolution even among some of the 
old revolutionaries, and by the time most of the original revolutionaries 
were dead not much idealism, or even integrity, seems to have been left 
in American politics.52 One has to ask why the United States did not go 
the way of most Latin American countries and fall under the control of 
a dictator or an oligarchy. One part of any answer to this question should 
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be that before the Revolut ion the Amer ican col onist s, l ike their En gl ish 
cousin s, had already been lon g  habituated to  a semi-democrat ic form of 
government, hence would not have been l ikely to  create or t olerate a h i ghly 
a uthor itar ian re g ime. 

III . . Examination of the Rules 

Beca use the rule s are directly der ived from the postulate s, our d iscu s­
sion of the r ule s is in some ways merely an extension or elaborat ion of the 
fore g oin g  d iscussion of the postulate s. 

Rule (i) assert s  that a m ovement needs a sin gle, clear, simple, and 
concrete objective . 

The st ory of the so-called civ il soc iety m ovement in Mex ico  shows 
what typ ically happens t o  a m ovement that fla grantly v iolate s Rule (i). The 
c iv il society m ovement or i g inated in 1985,53 and it s g oal s were t o  oppose 
"c oncentrated, central ized power "54 and to  fi ght "for human r i ght s, c iv il 
r i ght s, p ol it ical re form and soc ial just ice a ga inst the domination of the 
one-party state."55 Thus the m ovement fav ored decentral izat ion and "a 
redistr ibut ion of power, "56 and "tended to  take the side of the underdo g, t o  
side with pea sant s and worker s, poor people and lnd ians. "57 

O bv iously the civ il soc iety m ovement d id not have a sin gle, clear, 
concrete g oal. 58 S ome sector s of the m ovement d id adopt sin gle, clear, 
concrete g oal s. For example, the Mex ican ant i-nuclear m ovement wa s 
part of the c iv il soc iety m ovement,59 and it s sin gle g oal wa s t o  prevent the 
development of nuclear ener gy in Mexico. It wa s not completely succe ssful 
in achiev in g th is, since one nuclear power-plant wa s put into  operat ion 
in Mexico. H owever, "the ant i-nuclear m ovement had really won on the 
que st ion of Mexico' s  nuclear future, " becau se Mex ico's rul in g party "aban­
doned it s ambit ious  plan s for a dozen or m ore nuclear reactor s. "60 

But who hear s of the Mexican c iv il-soc iety movement t oday (2018), 
thirty-three year s after it arose ?  The m ovement seems to  have petered out 
without hav in g made any si gnificant pro gre ss t oward the general g oal s 
stated above. The elect ion in 2000 a s  pre sident of Mexico  of V icente Fox 
of the "conservat ive " (read "author itar ian ") PAN party may have seemed to 
end the "dominat ion of the one-party state " by break in g the P RI party's 
m onop oly of p ower, but many of the P RI technocrat s had actually wanted 
"some sort of power -shar in g arran gement with the PAN, " so that Mex ico  
would n o  l on ger appear t o  be a one -party state yet would rema in effect ively 
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under technocratic control.61 The technocrats' power-sharing arrangement 
worked up to a point: The PAN held the presidency for two six-year terms 
(2000-2012), after which the PRI returned to power. But on July 1, 2018 
Manuel Lopez Obrador, described as a "leftist," was elected president of 
Mexico, and his MORENA party won other elective offices as well.62 

Thus, the PRI-PAN system had clearly lost its grip on power. Meanwhile, 
however, the traditionally very powerful Mexican presidency, and with it 
the national government, had been to some extent weakened as increased 
authority was acquired by the governors of the Mexican states.63 In this 
way there was a "redistribution of power" in Mexico, but it was hardly 
the kind of redistribution of power that the initiators of the civil society 
movement had had in mind: "The governors rule like 'feudal lords' with 
few oversights such as independent auditors and legislatures,"64 and they 
are thoroughly corrupt. 65 

In another way too there has been a redistribution of power in 
Mexico: 

In much of the country [drug gangs are] more powerful than the govern­
ment itsel£ Mexico's three main drug cartels are effectively in control of 
the country's Pacific Coast, industrial heartland, and tourist havens of the 
Gulf Coast. . .  . [T]he gangs . . .  don't hesitate to kill the politicians, cops, 
and journalists they can't bribe or intimidate . . . .  Yet they are folk heroes to 
many poor Mexicans . . . .  [The gangs'] ranks now include many members of 
Mexico's elite special forces. At the same time, the gangs have infiltrated 
much of Mexico's power structure . . . .  They have corrupted every level of 
government, from local policemen to army generals to presidential aides.66 

But this, again, is hardly the kind of "redistribution of power" that 
the initiators of the civil society movement had in mind. 

The new President, Lopez Obrador, is no revolutionary. He says he 
wants to help poor people and no doubt he will try, but apparently he also 
feels it necessary to retain the support of big business,67 and one must seri­
ously doubt whether his efforts to help the poor will be any more effective 
than those of earlier Mexican presidents.68 In any case, his pledge to "end 
Mexico's rampant government corruption'' and put a stop to the murders of 
the drug gangs69 is nothing but the kind of empty promise that politicians 
typically offer in order to win elections. The Mexican government has been 
trying for many years to bring the drug gangs under control and has made 
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no headway;70 "rampant corruption'' is deeply ingrained in Mexico's polit­
ical culture and isn't going to be eliminated any time soon. 71 

So what did the Mexican civil-society movement accomplish? Some 
sectors of the movement may have attained their specific goals, but toward 
the movement's general goals little or nothing has been achieved. 72 

In England and the United States during the first two thirds of the 
19th century, the goal of feminists was to make women equal to men in 
terms of power, dignity, and opportunities within society. Since this goal 
was a vague and general one, it's not surprising that these early feminists 
didn't accomplish much. 73 But, as we saw earlier, by roughly 1870 feminists 
had settled on a single, clear, simple, and concrete objective: to secure for 
women the right to vote.74 Perhaps because they realized that it was the 
key that would open the door to power for women and enable them to 
reach other goals, woman suffrage was the objective on which feminists 
concentrated their efforts until that objective was achieved in the 1920s. 

Since the 1920s the feminist movement has had no single, clear, 
concrete objective. The movement has splintered into various factions 
that pursue diverse objectives and are often in conflict with one another.75 

Nevertheless, Rule (i) notwithstanding, feminists have continued to make 
steady progress toward their general goal-to make women equal to men 
in power, dignity, and opportunities.76 However, the feminists have had 
certain critically important advantages that have offset their neglect of 
Rule (i). 

First, the achievement of the earlier feminists' well-chosen central 
objective-the right to vote-has given women collective power: No poli­
tician who hopes to win an election can afford to ignore women's wants. 
More importantly, the tide of history has been working in the feminists' 
favor. Ever since the onset of the Industrial Revolution there has been a 
powerful trend toward "equality"-meaning the elimination of all distinc­
tions between individuals other than those distinctions that are demanded 
by the needs of the technological system. 77 Thus, a mathematician is to be 
evaluated in terms of his/her mathematical talent, a mechanic in terms 
of his/her knowledge of engines, a factory manager in terms of his/her 
ability to run a factory, and with the passage of time it has increasingly 
been expected that the religion, social class, race, gender, etc., etc. of the 
mathematician, the mechanic, and the manager are to be treated as irrele­
vant. Because the feminists' goal of equality has been in harmony with this 
historical trend, opposition to feminism has steadily declined over time, 
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and from 1975 at the latest the media and the cultural and political climate 
have been overwhelmingly favorable to gender equality. 

A comparison of post-1945 British and American feminism with 
the Mexican civil society movement provides an illustration of the prin­
ciple that the stronger the opposition a movement has to face, the more 
important it is that the movement should concentrate all its energy on a 
single, clearly defined objective. The feminists have made steady progress 
toward their vague goal of gender equality, in part because they have faced 
no very serious opposition since the middle of the 20th century. But the 
Mexican civil society movement has faced very tough resistance from the 
nation's power-structure, and the movement has therefore been doomed by 
its failure to concentrate on a single, clear, concrete objective . 

In connection with Rule (i) it is also instructive to look at the history 
of Ireland. From at least 1711 until the 1880s, there was chronic rural 
unrest in Ireland due to the wretched conditions in which Irish peasants 
had to live . 78 In 1798 there was an attempt at violent revolution, but it 
failed miserably, in large part because it was unorganized, undisciplined, 
and lacked a clear objective. 79 

The Irish began to make progress only with the advent of Daniel 
O'Connell .  O'Connell was a political genius and a spellbinding orator, 80 

but unlike many other political geniuses he was a sincere patriot who had 
genuinely dedicated himself to the welfare of his country. O'Connell's 
ultimate objective was "the improvement of the lot of the Irish common 
people."81 As a step toward this vague and general goal, O'Connell set 
himself a clear and concrete objective, namely, "Catholic Emancipation,"82 

which meant repeal of the laws that subjected Irish Catholics to certain 
political disabilities (for example, they were not allowed to become judges or 
members of Parliament).83 Catholic Emancipation would directly benefit 
only a small minority who could hope to occupy important offices or be 
elected to Parliament, but it would indirectly benefit the overwhelmingly 
Catholic peasants of Ireland inasmuch as it would give them representa­
tion in Parliament and (more importantly) prove that they could prevail 
over the British government through collective action. 84 

O'Connell created an amazingly well-organized and well-disciplined 
movement dedicated to the specific goal of Catholic Emancipation, and that 
goal was achieved within about six years. 85 Catholic Emancipation undoubt­
edly would have occurred eventually anyway, since it was a development that 
was guaranteed by the same historical trend toward "equality" that favored the 
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feminist movement. But, without O'Connell and his organization, Catholic 
Emancipation probably would have been delayed for many years, for when 
Emancipation was granted in 1829 it was granted grudgingly,86 and it very 
likely would not have been granted at that time at all if O'Connell had not 
played skillfully upon the government's fear of another violent uprising like 
that of 1798 .87 (It is worth noting, therefore, that the 1798 rebellion, even 
though it was ruthlessly crushed, was not in vain.) 

Needless to say, excellent organization in pursuit of a single, clear, 
simple, and concrete objective does not guarantee success. In 1840, 
O'Connell founded a Repeal Association for the purpose of securing the 
repeal of the Act of Union that placed England and Ireland under a single 
Parliament . The objective was not to separate Ireland from England but to 
create a specifically Irish Parliament, while Ireland would remain united 
with England under a single sovereign.88 Again O'Connell built a highly 
disciplined movement that had broad support among the Irish people, but 
this time he failed to achieve his objective, for the British government and 
Parliament remained obdurate, and the Act of Union was not repealed.89 

A contributing factor in the failure of O'Connell's Repeal Association 
was the Great Potato Famine of 1846-49 . When peasants were starving to 
death in droves, O'Connell's political goal seemed irrelevant to them.90 In 
1847, during the famine, a faction within the Repeal Association formed 
a new organization called the Irish Confederation. 91 The new group soon 
recognized that it needed some specific goal,92 but apparently was unable 
to agree on one until the revolutions of 1848 broke out on the European 
continent. Inspired by these events, the Irish Confederation adopted 
violent revolution as its goal, presumably for the purpose of making Ireland 
independent of Britain.93 That same year an uprising attempted by the 
radicals failed, in part because of the radicals' incompetence, but even more 
because they had no popular support. The common people were concerned 
only with their own immediate material welfare, or indeed with their very 
survival, and had little interest in the Confederation's nationalism.94 

By 1856, a leader named James Stephens (a survivor of the 1848 
uprising) had definitely settled on the clear, concrete objective of total 
political independence for Ireland.95 Independence was to be followed by 
the establishment of a "republic,"96 but the imprecision of this second goal 
was perhaps not very important, because a republic would not be estab­
lished until independence had been achieved . Thus, the imprecise goal of 
founding a republic would not necessarily interfere with efforts toward 
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the clear and specific goal of ind epend ence. (Compare the ca se of the 
American revolutionari es, di scussed above.) 

Stephen s, a bril liant organizer,  cr eat ed a power ful r evolutionary 
movm ent 97 that in 1867 attempted an uprising for the purpo se of sepa ­
rating Ir eland from Britain. For r ea sons not rel evant to the present di scus­
sion ,  the upri sing failed ignominiously.98 But from that time until 1 91 6  the 
a spiration for total ind epend ence from Britain wa s kept alive by a minus­
c ule  minority of extr eme nationali st s who had virtually no support among 
the general population of Ireland. 99 Iri sh pea sant s at first were concerned 
only to secure  relief from the oppression of  the landlord s, and had no 
int erest in nationali st id eals. Eventual reli ef of  the pea sant s' suffering wa s 
guaranteed by the genera l liberalizing tr end of  W est ern civilization , but 
the process was accelerated by the effort s  of Parnell and Glad stone, 100 so 
that the condition of the pea sants wa s alleviated step by step until by 1910 
at the latest they no longer had any grievance serious enough to provid e a 
motive for radical action. 101 

Thus, by the second decade  of the 20th century , the Iri sh no longer 
had any plausible rea son to separate them selves from Britain , nor did such a 
separation have the appearance of a hi storical inevitability. Nevertheless, the 
extr emi sts' stubborn per si stence in adhering to their goal of total indepen­
d ence did pay off in the end .  It i s  a remarkable fact that between 1916  and 
1921 the tiny minority of extr eme nationali st s, who at fir st lacked signifi­
cant support ,  were able to swing the majority of the Iri sh population over to 
their side. Through terrori stic tactic s and guerr illa war fare, the nationali st s 
provoked the Briti sh government to har sh countermea sures that alienated 
the Iri sh ma sses and drove them into the arms of the revolutionaries.102 The 
result was not immediate and complete  independ ence for Ireland. The mili ­
tary situation forced the revolutionaries to stop (temporarily) just short of 
their goal by accepting "dominion status "; that i s, a relationship to Britain 
similar to that of Canada . 103 This mad e Ireland practically an independent 
country with ties to Britain that were little more than symbolic; and even 
so the revolutionaries never regarded the settl ement a s  final , but only a s  a 
stepping stone to the total ind ependence that wa s to be  reached later .  104 

Nevertheless, a powerful faction of the nationali st movement , under 
the political l eader ship of Eamon d e  Valera ,  refused to accept dominion 
status and wa s suppressed only through a brief but bloody civil war .105 A 
remnant o f  the di ssid ent faction continued to exi st , but most of it wa s 
subsequently int egrat ed a s  a normal component of lr eland 's parliamentary 
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sy stem .106 De Valera was for  many years the Prime Ministe r  of Ireland , 
and by 1 94 9  at the late st h ad m ade h is country tota lly independent of 
Brita in-with the ready ac quie scence of the Brit ish themselve s. 107 

Thus, in the end , the extreme Irish nat iona list s  d id achieve the one 
c le ar, simple ,  concrete goal that for m any dec ade s had been the center of 
the ir a spirat ions.108 lt was moreove r a go al that probably would neve r h ave 
been re ached without the n at ionalist s' effort s, for, as noted earlie r, the re 
wa s no apparent h istorica l rea son why Ireland had to become indepen­
dent 109 (unle ss the rea son wa s the ex istence of the nat iona list s themselve s). 

Independence wa s unm ist ak ably the extreme nat ionalist s' dominant 
goal unt il it was very nearly ach ieved with dominion status in 1922 . But 
wh at about the nat ionalist s' othe r goals? It can prob ably be said of each 
of their othe r goals that e ithe r the goal would have been reached anyway 
throu gh the operat ion of gene ra l  h isto rica l t rend s and without any effort 
on the p art of the nat iona list s; or  the achievement of the go al was merely 
symbolic; o r  e lse the go al was achieved only in an incomplete form that 
would h ave been unsat isfacto ry to the ori g in al revolut ionarie s. 

One goal of the 19th-century Irish revo lut iona rie s wa s the re lief of 
the pea sant s' m ise ry , and the revolut iona rie s may have ha stened the achieve ­
ment of th is go al in sofar  a s  the Brit ish fea r of revolut ion ary v iolence made 
the ta sk of reformers like Parnell easierY0 But ,  as we've alre ady pointed 
out ,  the eventua l  relief of the peasant s' m isery wa s guaranteed anyway by 
a p re-exist in g h istorical t rend that p rev ailed throu ghout Weste rn Europe . 

Another goal of the extreme nat ionalist s  wa s the establishment 
of a "republic ." This go al wa s a v a gue one since , a s  we mentioned in 
connect ion with the American Revolut ion , a wide v ariety of st ate s c an 
be c alled "republic s." Const itut ional mona rchies  such as Brita in ,  Spa in ,  or  
the Netherland s are not technica lly rep ublic s, but in pract ic al term s  the ir 
systems d iffe r litt le from tho se of undoubted repub lic s like France o r  the 
United St ate s. W hen Ire land wa s officially dec la red a republic in 1949,  
litt le wa s ch an ged; 111  "republic "was hard ly more th an a word o r  a symbol.1 12 

If the term "republic "  were taken to mean "repre sentat ive democracy ," we 
would say th at Ireland wa s a lre ady a republic in sub stance lon g befo re it 
became one officially. And , once the goa l  of independence was re ached ,  
Ireland would have become a repre sentat ive democracy anyway throu gh 
the ope ration of pre -exist ing h istoric al t rend s, just a s  every othe r country 
in We ste rn Europe h as become a rep re sentat ive democracy. And it is not 
ce rta in that Ireland ha s become a republic in a sense that would have 
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satisfied the original revolutionaries, for at least some of these seem to 
have had something more socialistic in mind.113 

In addition, the revolutionaries wanted to avoid ''Anglicization'' of 
Ireland and preserve Irish language and culture.1 14 In this it can't be said 
that the revolutionaries failed completely, but their success has been unim­
pressive at best. Irish Gaelic today is the first language of only a small frac­
tion of the Irish population. Though it is taught in the schools and is "more 
widely read, spoken, and understood [ as of 2003] than during most of the 
20th century,"115 it seems unlikely that the majority of modern Irish people 
are fluent in Gaelic; for, among people who learn a language only in school, 
no more than a small minority ever become fluent in it. Ireland is basically 
an English-speaking country, from which it follows that Ireland must be 
subject to considerable cultural influence from other English-speaking 
countries. Whether or not it is accurate to speak of an ''Anglicization'' of 
Ireland, there can be no doubt that Ireland (with the possible exception of 
a few isolated areas that may not yet be fully modernized) has undergone 
the same cultural homogenization that has occurred in the rest of Western 
Europe, and in all probability modern Ireland differs culturally from other 
Western European countries no more than these countries differ among 
themselves. It may well be that traditional arts, crafts, music, etc. are now 
practiced in Ireland more than they would have been without the efforts 
of the nationalists, but it is certain that the basic culture of lreland today is 
the universal culture of modern industrial society.116 It follows that tradi­
tional arts and crafts can be no.more than gimmicks that serve to entertain 
tourists or to give the Irish themselves a temporary illusion of escape from 
the modern world.1 17 

Would this degree of linguistic and cultural preservation have satis­
fied the revolutionaries of the 19th and early 20th centuries? Probably 
not. "Few Irishmen today would accept that what Irish nationalists have 
achieved represents a true fulfillment of that near-mystical ideal for which, 
in one form or another, Irishmen had striven for so long."118 

Thus, while it can't be said that the Irish revolutionaries achieved no 
success at all in other areas, their one unmistakable and complete success 
was in reaching the single, clear, simple, and concrete goal that had been 
their main objective for several decades: to make Ireland politically inde­
pendent of Britain. 

The examples of feminism and Irish nationalism (among others) 
show that Rule (i) cannot correctly be understood to mean that no social 
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movement can ever achieve any success at all without concentrating exclu­
sively on a single, clear, simple, concrete objective. But these and other 
examples that we've looked at do support the proposition that every move­
ment that hopes to achieve something had better give careful consider­
ation to Rule (i) and should deviate from the rule only if there is a definite, 
strong, and convincing reason for doing so. 

Rule (ii) states that if a movement aspires to transform a society, 
then the objective selected by the movement must be of such a nature 
that the social changes wrought by the achievement of the objective will 
be irreversible-meaning that the changes will survive even without any 
further effort on the part of the movement or anyone else. The reason is 
that the movement, once in power, will become "corrupt"; i.e., will no 
longer be faithful to its earlier goals and ideals. 

For example, the feminists' achievement of woman suffrage is irre­
versible because (among other reasons) now that women have the right 
to vote, it cannot be taken away from them through democratic processes 
without the consent of most women-consent that they would hardly be 
likely to give even in the absence of an effective and uncorrupted feminist 
movement. Of course, the feminists' achievement is not irreversible in any 
absolute sense. Women could lose the right to vote in the event of some 
sweeping transformation of society, such as an end of the democratic form 
of government. 

The theocratic republic set up in Geneva by Calvin119 provides a 
probable example in which a movement achieved its objective and the 
associated social changes were later reversed due to corruption of the 
movement. W hat seems to happen more often, though, is that a movement 
becomes corrupt before it reaches its objective, so that the objective is never 
fully achieved in the first place. Thus, in Russia, the Bolshevik/Communist 
movement was corrupted while the construction of a socialist society was 
still in its early stages, so that the kind of socialist society envisioned by 
the original Bolsheviks was never attained.120 The French Revolution was 
corrupted before it even came close to creating the type of society envi­
sioned by any of the revolutionary factions. 

This writer is not aware of even one unarguable example in which 
a revolutionary movement has concentrated its efforts on a single, clear, 
simple, concrete objective (as required by Rule (i)) and has achieved the 
objective, and the achievement has subsequently been reversed due to 
corruption of the movement. Once a clear, simple, concrete objective has 
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been achieved, its achievement no doubt is less easily reversed than that 
of a vague or complex objective, because its reversal would be too obvious, 
too hard to disguise. This is another reason why a movement should obey 
Rule (i). 

The establishment of a democratic government is not a very clear 
and precise objective, because there are considerable differences among 
the various kinds of government that today are called "democratic." But 
democratic government is at least a much clearer objective than such 
vague goals as "freedom," "equality," "justice," "socialism," or "protecting 
the environment." From the history of many countries scattered around 
the world we know how reversible the achievement of democracy can be. 
The overthrow of a democratic government through a military coup was 
once such a common event in Latin America and Africa that news of such 
a coup hardly raised an eyebrow in Western Europe or the United States. 
A military coup usually represents not the corruption of democracy but a 
victory of those who never wanted democracy in the first place. But the 
death of a democracy through corruption (in our sense of the word) has 
probably been even more common than the military coup, and when this 
happens the external forms of democracy often are retained even while 
an individual or an oligarchy takes effective control of the country. We've 
seen this in Russia since the breakup of the Soviet Union: Vladimir Putin 
was originally a protege of Boris Yeltsin, the great champion of Russian 
democracy, and Russia still retains all the usual apparatus of parliamentary 
democracy. Yet it is said that Putin is now almost a dictator.121 

In Latin America, democracy has routinely been corrupted. A group 
of Argentine scholars presents the following example as typical: 

The center of gravity of control passed softly and silently from the State to 
a restricted economic and social apparatus (inside groups) that constituted a 
privileged system of enrichment. The acquisition of a license for importation 
or for exchange made more men rich in less time than any other activity, 
including speculation in land. This is how the families dominant in the finan­
cial sector entered political channels . . . . There occurred a metamorphosis of 
the 'group of families,' which, incidentally allied for the purpose of negoti­
ating with the State . . .  turned into a stable, indissolubly united oligarchy for 
control of the organisms of political activity . . .  in the parties, in the govern­
ment . . .  and in order to establish a system of privilege. 122 
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A democratic government can easily be subvert ed because it is a 
complicated mechanism and the concept of "democracy " its elf is far from 
precis e, so that subtl e or covert changes c an accumul ate  over time until one 
day people wake up to find t hat their country is no long er a functioning 
democracy. Compare democracy with  the cl ear and simple achievem ents 
of  the feminists and the Irish nationalists-the right to vot e  and political 
independence for Ir eland, respectively. Because  of  the clarity and simplicity 
of these  achievements, they could not easily be  undermined covertly. Note, 
however , that whil e impairment of Ir el and's formal political independenc e 
would be  obvious, Ir el and could become dep endent on Brit ain economi ­
cally or in some other way. 

Though the establishment of  democratic government has so often 
been a reversibl e social change, it c annot be  s aid that democr atization per s e  
is reversibl e. W h ether it is reversibl e or irr eversibl e in a given c ase  depends 
on the culture and history of the country in whic h the democr atic govern ­
ment is s et up, and on the international situation in which the country 
finds itself  The more or less democratic system set up by the American 
r evolutionaries survived despite the fading of r evolutionary idealism, in 
p art bec ause the Americ an colonists h ad already been long habituat ed to a 
s emi-democr atic form of gov ernment. Today in Latin Americ a functioning 
democr atic governments seem to have a bett er chance of succ ess than they 
did a f ew dec ades ago, probably because  the cultural and economic changes 
associat ed with  modernization h ave r ais ed the lev el of soci al discipline in 
those countri es.123 Another factor to be consider ed is that the international 
climate  has become more unfavor abl e to obvious dict atorships (by an indi ­
vidual or by a p arty), and nations ar e now under pressure  to maintain at 
least the appearance of democracy. In A frica, for example, int ernational aid 
organizations left The Gambi a  after a military coup in 1 994 but r esumed 
assist anc e to that country following its return to democr atic forms ;124 assis ­
t ance to Tanzani a from the Int ernational Monetary Fund app arently was 
conditioned on political r eforms in 1 986;125 in Kenya, "W estern financial 
aid c am e  to be ti ed to demands for politic al and economic reforms, " so that 
in 1991 there was a "constitutional amendment that reinst ated multiparty 
elections."126 On the other h and, it must s eriously be doubted whether 
democracy is a functioning reality in those countries. Kenya, 127 at least, is 
not a democr acy in the s ense in which that term is understood in W estern 
Europe and the United Stat es . The Gambia-notwithstanding democr atic 
forms-was r ul ed by a dict ator from 1 994 to 2017.128 It appears that the 
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country is now ( 20 18) making another attempt at democracy-with what 
succe ss remains to be seen. 

As the fo rego ing discussio n  indicate s, the p roblem of p redict ing 
whether a soc ia l  change will be reversib le or  irreversib le in a g iven ca se can 
be subtle a nd difficult . Consequent ly ,  Rule ( ii) may ofte n  be hard to apply 
in p ract ice . Rule ( ii) is important neverthele ss. The e sse nt ial point of the 
rule is that a movement builds it s fou ndat ion o n  quicksa nd if it ba se s  it s 
strategy o n  the a ssumpt io n  that faithfulne ss to the movement 's ideal s wil l 
be su sta ined indefi nite ly and independently of the immediate se lf- intere st 
of  the people who a re in po sit ions of  power. W hat a na scent movement 
needs to a sk it sel f  in choo sing it s object ive is whether the re sult ing soc ia l  
change s, o nce ach ieved, will surv ive in  an  atmosphere in  which people a re 
motivated more by short-term self- intere st than by dedicatio n  to ideals­
which indeed is the normal atmosphere in any soc iety. Eve n  though this 
que st io n  may o fte n  be difficult to answer with a ny degree of confidence ,  it 
needs to be a sked a nd considered carefully. 

Rule (iii) state s that o nce an  object ive ha s been selected, some small 
m inority must u ndertake organizat io n  for p ractical actio n  (a s opposed to 
mere p reaching or  advocacy of idea s) in the serv ice of the object ive .129 

Three point s  must be noted, however: 
First, while idea s by themselves will not t ransform a soc iety , the devel ­

opment and propagatio n  of  idea s must be a part of any rat io na l  effo rt to 
t ransform a society. W ithout some organized set of idea s to guide it s act ion, 
a movement will flounder a im le ssly. It may generate more or  less uproar, but 
if it accomplishe s anything more than that it will do so merely through luck .  

The W h iteboy Movement of 18th-century I re la nd consisted of 
guerrilla -like peasant bands that roamed the count ryside at night taking 
revenge o n  the landlords a nd o n  tho se peasant s  who were too ready to 
cooperate with the landlords.130 But the members of the se bands were 
u neducated men whose l im ited idea s did not e nable them to e nv isio n  
a nyth ing beyond re sistance to specific local abu se s.131  O nly in the 1790s, 
with the a rrival of idea s from revolutio nary Fra nce , did the Irish pea sant 
rebels beg in to acquire some not ion  of chang ing soc iety.132 At the t ime of 
the attempted revolut io n  of 1798 their ideas in th is direct ion  were st ill too 
confused to p rov ide them with a clear object ive , 133 and the ir lack of a c lea r 
object ive was probably a contribut ing factor in the ir defeat .134 

Contra st the Irish pea sa nt s  of 1798 with the workers of Sa int 
Petersburg who revolted in February 1917: These workers had already been 
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indoct rinated with Marxi st idea s by th e Bolsh eviks, con sequently their 
in sur rection was pur po seful and successful.135 

Second, while both ideas and o rganization fo r p ractical action a re 
nec essary component s of any rational and succ essful effort to change 
a society, the people who o rganize fo r p ractical action need not be  the 
same individual s a s  the theo ri st s who develop and propa gat e the idea s. In 

Ireland, a gain , nationali st ideas  and the a spiration fo r independence from 
Britain were a lready well developed among the ext remi st minority prio r to 
the advent of Michael Collin s in 1 917.136 Collin s does not seem to have 
been a theo ri st ,  but it wa s he who o rganized the succ essful guerrilla war 
that led to Ir eland' s independence in 1922 .137 

However, for th eo ri st s  who do not them selves o r ganize for pra cti cal 
action , there i s  a g rave danger: Th e m en of action who do o r ganize, purport ­
edly in the service of the theo ri st s' idea s, may reint erpret o r  di sto rt the ideas  
so that the result s a re very different from what the theo ri st s  envi sioned. 
Martin Luther was appalled at th e social rebellion that hi s idea s call ed 
forth , 138 and we've alr eady point ed out that Marxi st revolutionari es like 
Lenin , Trot sky, Stalin , Mao , and Castro deviated from Marx' s ideas when­
ever they found it convenient to do so . Here again we see the importanc e 
of Rule (i) , that i s, of the need to select a c lea r, simple, conc rete objective: 
Neither Marx nor Luther formulated such an objective, and because their 
idea s were complex their idea s could ea sily be  mi sunderstood o r  disto rt ed. 
In contra st ,  by the time Mi chael Collin s a ssumed leadership of the Iri sh 
nationali st movement , the nationali st s had already settled on total po litica l 
indep endence f rom Britain a s  thei r  c entra l  objective-an objective of such 
c la rity and simplicity that it could hardly be  mi sunderstood o r  di sto rt ed. 

Third, preachin g ,  or the advocacy of ideas,  is by far the ea sier part of 
an effort to chan ge  a so ciety; or ganizin g for practi ca l  action i s  va stly more 
difficult . Thi s at lea st i s  t rue today; it may not always have been t rue in the 
pa st. 

Martin Luther was an int ellectua l  leader, but he  was not a man 
of action; he even declined to t ry to carry out the "in stitutional church 
refo rm s" that he himself had called fo r.139 Yet hi s preachin g and hi s darin g 
theo logica l  idea s a roused t remendous ferm ent , a s  a result of which armies 
were o rganized and wars fought.140 It ap pears that organization for  prac ­
tical action occurred qui ck ly and ea si ly onc e Luther's idea s becam e  widely 
known .  In tho se days th e educat ed secto r of soci ety was relatively tiny, and 
the expression of di ssident idea s could entail considerable personal ri sk . 
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(Luther's forerunner Jan Hus was burned at the stake for his ideas.141) 

Consequently, new ideas were a scarce commodity, and intense dissatisfac­
tions could long fester unarticulated for lack of anyone to articulate them. 
A thinker who was bold enough to express dissent publicly and able to do 
so eloquently might trigger a release of pent-up resentments. W hen this 
occurred it was probably much easier to organize a rebellion in those days 
than it is now, because people were much less effectively conditioned to 
obedience, docility, and passivity than they are today. In fact, by modern 
standards the people of Luther's time were lawless.142 

Nowadays, however, there is a surfeit of ideas, including dissident 
and even outrageous ones. Artists and writers strive to outdo one another 
in thumbing their noses at conventional values. Consequently new ideas, 
however outrageous, evoke a yawn from many people, from others only 
an expression of irritation, and serve the remainder of the population as 
mere entertainment. To their contemporaries, the ideas of men like Hus 
and Luther suggested the possible opening of a new era, but no ideas do 
that today because new ideas are so commonplace that no one takes them 
seriously any more. Except, of course, technological ideas. 

At present, organization for practical action is more difficult not 
only because new ideas no longer evoke a strong response, but also because 
of people's docility, passivity, and " learned helplessness."143 Professional 
political operatives do exploit people's discontents to organize support 
for their parties, candidates, or movements, but this only makes the task 
of organization more difficult for amateurs, who are poorly equipped to 
compete with skilled professionals for people's attention and commitment. 

Thus, whatever may have been the case in the past, in the modern 
world the critical challenge for anyone wishing to transform society is not 
the propagation of ideas, but organization for practical action. 

Rule (iv) states that in order to keep itself faithful to its objective, a 
movement should devise means of excluding all unsuitable persons who 
may seek to join it. 

One can identify two possible approaches to the problem of 
excluding unsuitable persons: (a) A movement may be careful in selecting 
the individuals who are allowed to be members; or (b) a movement may 
design its program or its public message in such a way that unsuitable 
persons will not want to be members. As far as this writer's knowledge 
extends, relevant historical evidence is scanty. Only in the case of commu­
nist movements does there appear to be any indication of explicit policies 
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intended to exclude unsuitable persons; though no doubt many move­
ments have to some extent deterred any influx of unsuitable persons in one 
or both of the foregoing ways without adopting explicit policies for that 
purpose. Unsuitable persons may simply have been given the cold shoulder 
at meetings, or the movement's program and message, even without any 
conscious intention, may have tended to repel unsuitable persons. 

The Bolsheviks seem to have used both of the approaches (a) and 
(b) to the problem of excluding unsuitable persons. Lenin "was always 
extremely sensitive to the question of the ingredients of the party;"144 
he insisted on "strict selection of members" and that "an organization 
of real revolutionaries will stop at nothing to rid itself of an undesirable 
member."145 This writer has no information as to the means by which "strict 
selection of members" was to be carried out or how "undesirable members" 
were to be identified and ejected from the party. In any case, Lenin also 
insisted that every member of the party should be required to belong to a 
party organization and submit to party discipline, 146 in part because, under 
this requirement, "unstable elements" would not want to be members of 
the party.141 

In the years preceding the Communist victory in China, Mao 
repeatedly referred to the problem of weeding out the "careerists," "sabo­
teurs," "degenerates," "undesirables," and "traitors" who "sneaked" into the 
Party. 148 But nowhere in the Selected Readings from his works does Mao 
explain what he means by "saboteurs," "degenerates," etc . ,  nor does he tell 
us how these individuals are to be identified and excluded. 

Beyond the foregoing, this writer knows only that the Bolsheviks 
and the Chinese Communists did avoid letting any unsuitable elements in 
their organizations become numerous enough to prevent these two move­
ments from seizing power in their respective countries. How they avoided 
letting unsuitable elements become numerous remains obscure, though 
they were no doubt helped by the fact that-as we pointed out earlier-an 
illegal and persecuted movement is unlikely to attract many cranks and 
do-gooders. 

In 1841 there was an attempt to set up a utopian community at 
Brook Farm in Massachusetts . Though the community was linked with 
the distinguished intellectuals of the Transcendental Club it failed within 
a few years, 149 perhaps in part because it was joined by too many of "the 
conceited, the crotchety, the selfish, the headstrong, the pugnacious, the 
unappreciated, the played-out, the idle, the good-for-nothing generally; 
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who, finding themselves utterly out of place and at a discount in the world 
as it is, rashly concluded that they are exactly fitted for the world as it 
ought to be."150 It has been suggested that the Brook Farm experiment 
would have had a better chance of success if "standards of recruitment" 
had been applied. 151 No doubt standards of recruitment-if there had been 
any-could readily have been applied in this case because Brook Farm was 
a relatively small enterprise at a single location, so that a handful of leaders 
would have been able to evaluate any prospective member directly by inter­
acting with him personally. But once an organization has grown larger 
and has, say, several thousand members at scattered locations, the task of 
vetting prospective recruits will have to be delegated to various lower-level 
leaders who necessarily will exercise a good deal of independent judgment. 
Under these circumstances, it may be very difficult to ensure consistent 
application of rigorous standards of recruitment. 

During the Stalinist era, communist parties in non-communist 
countries were selective in accepting members, 152 and they seem to have 
succeeded in maintaining adequate standards in doing so. But these 
parties were tools or agencies of the Soviet Union, centrally governed 
from Moscow,153 and they had a well-established, tightly disciplined, hier­
archical structure. 154 A new and growing movement, independent of any 
strong central authority, will not easily build a tightly disciplined structure 
and consequently will find it difficult to maintain consistent standards in 
selecting individual recruits. We therefore suggest that such a movement 
should emphasize the approach (b) mentioned above-it should make a 
special effort to design its program and its public message in such a way as 
to repel unsuitable persons who might otherwise seek to become members. 

A movement that follows Rule (i) will perhaps have taken a step 
toward so designing its program; as we noted in the discussion of Postulate 
3, it seems unlikely that a movement struggling toward a single, specific, 
clearly-defined goal will attract many individuals who are not willing to 
commit themselves whole-heartedly to that goal. 

The fact that the 19th-century feminist movement lent its support 
to Victoria Woodhull, who was a spiritualist charlatan and an advocate of 
a crackpot variety of socialism, 155 suggests that that movement may not 
have been selective in accepting individual participants. If that is true, then 
the movement may have been saved by its focus on the single, specific, 
clearly-defined goal of woman suffrage. 

In relation to Rule (iv) there is also the question of where to draw 
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the boun dary of the "movemen t" from whi ch un sui table person s are to be 
excluded. If a movemen t has an inner ci rcle and an outer ci rcle, and i f  the 
i nn er circ le m ai ntains firm co ntro l over the ou ter c irc le, then  exc lusio n of 
u nsuitab le p ersons from the in ner ci rc le m ay b e  suffic ient even if a ll comers 
are admitted to the outer circle. 

It's very probable that the Iri sh patriot Daniel O'Connell had hi s 
m ovemen t for C atholic Eman cipation firmly un der hi s own person al 
control for the s ix y ears o f  its exis tence,156 1823-29. But whatev er m ay 
h av e  b een  the deg ree of O ' Co nnell's p ersonal co ntro l  over i t, h is superb ly 
o rg anized and highly disciplin ed157 movemen t must h ave b een govern ed 
by s ome limited inner ci rcle that presumably was kept "pure" throug h 
formal or informal selectiveness in recruitmen t. Recrui tmen t  to the ou ter 
circ le o f  the movem en t  w as i ndiscrimin ate-anyon e could jo in by p aying 
m in imal dues 158-bu t  the controlling i nner circ le evidently kep t  the move­
men t  fai thful to i ts objectiv e. 

Referring to the period about 1908-1912, the hi stori an wri tes o f  the 
extreme Iri sh n ation ali st movemen t: 

Sinn Fein ... [ was] a rallying point for all radic al, dissatisfied and poten­
tially disappointed individual nationali sts in Ireland. The hybrid nature 
of its support wi th an ov erlap of poets, eccentric s, members of the Iri sh 
Republic an Brotherhood, politic ally-minded Gaelic Leaguers and frus ­
trated parliamentari ans had been the movement's chief characteristic. 
Many lone wolves with a romantic or otherwise ob sessional lov e oflreland 
that had been born of Irish history, but fru strated i n  the present, gravi ­
tated towards Sinn Fein. As with every movement that attracts rebels there 
were those who [were impelled by] obscure psychologic al motives of their 
own_1s9 

Evi dently, then, any Irishman "opposed to B ri tish rule in I relan d"160 

could parti cipate in Sinn Fein, an d like many oth er radical movemen ts i t  
attracted a motley assortmen t o f  oddballs. B ut i t  i s  possible to identify with 
a reason ab le deg ree of con fiden ce the facto rs that rescued the mov em en t  
fro m impo tence. Firs t, the movemen t  was focused o n  the single, clear, 
si mp le, conc rete objec tive of total poli ti cal indepen den ce for Irelan d, 161 

and, as no ted earlier, such an objective is n ot as easi ly perverted as a m ore 
diffuse one. Moreover, beginning in 1917, Michael Collin s wi th a limited 
inner circ le o f  collaborato rs p rogressiv ely too k  over effectiv e  con trol of 

. 
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the movement, 162 and the inner circle, because it was relatively small, was 
probably easy to keep "pure" (i.e., faithful to the movement's objective) 
even without formal standards of recruitment. It's true that Collins and his 
inner circle were by no means able to control in detail the actions of their 
guerrilla fighters, 163 but involvement in a guerrilla war was itself a powerful 
factor in keeping the movement faithful to its objective. If a movement 
is locked in a desperate struggle, that fact will tend strongly to unite the 
movement behind its leaders and behind its principal objective.164 

In summary, this writer has found very little evidence concerning any 
formal or informal, conscious or unconscious means that may have been 
used to exclude unsuitable persons from radical movements of the past. It 
is clear, however, that the kinds of people who join a movement necessarily 
have a profound effect on its character and can blur or change its goals. If 
some of the movements we've looked at have remained faithful to their 
goals without any premeditated effort to exclude unsuitable persons, then 
they've been lucky. A nascent movement that is not content to depend on 
luck needs to give close attention to the question of the kinds of people 
who are to comprise the movement. 

Rule (v) states that once a revolutionary movement has become 
powerful enough to achieve its objective it must achieve its objective 
soon thereafter, before the movement is corrupted (as Postulate 4 affirms 
it will be) . 

As noted in the discussion of Postulate 4, this writer has found no 
exception to the law that when a radical movement grows too powerful it 
is soon corrupted; that is, it ceases to be faithful to its original goals and 
ideals. From this law the importance of Rule (v) is obvious. It will never­
theless be instructive to see how Rule (v) relates to some of the examples 
we've looked at. 

In Russia, the kind of socialism envisioned by the revolutionaries 
could not have been built within any brief period. Consequently, as pointed 
out in the discussion of Rule (ii), the construction of a socialist society 
was still in its early stages when the Bolshevik/Communist movement 
was corrupted, with the result that socialism as conceived by the original 
Bolsheviks was never achieved at all. 

It seems that democratization movements in any country, once 
they've achieved power, usually set up representative democracies soon 
thereafter. (Whether these democracies survive is another question, as 
we've seen.) But the French revolutionaries of the 1790s were unable 
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to set up a properly funct ioning democratic government promptly. Th e 
exact point at which th e French Revolution was corrupted may be  open 
to argument, but certainly it had been corrupted by the t ime Napoleon 
became First Consul. When that happened, it wa s too late to establ ish a 
representat ive democracy. 

In Mexico following the revolution of 1910-192 0, the revolut ion­
ari es did not bring soc ial  just ic e  to the peasant s all at once but sought 
"a more conservative evolution ... and more stabi lity in government."165 

Pro gress toward soc ial  just ice for th e peasant s essent ially end ed in 1940 
when L azaro C ardena s, one of  the ori ginal revolut ionaries, concluded 
hi s t erm as  president . Thus, delay in fulfillment of th e revolutionary ideal 
prevented it s complete  fulfillment. Even the part ial fulfillment of th e id eal 
that had b een achi eved was eroded under attack s that be gan almost imme­
diately  after C ardenas  l eft o ffice, and continued unti l th e coup de grace 
wa s admini st ered by President Sal ina s de  Gortari (1988-1994).166 

In England and the United States the f em ini st movem ent achi eved 
it s c entral goal-woman suffrage-as soon a s  it wa s powerful enough to 
do so . Since th en th e feminist movement, thou gh splintered into various 
factions, ha s remained sufficiently powerful to mak e continued pro gress 
toward total equal ity for wom en, a s  described earl ier in thi s chapter, but, a s  
far a s  th is writ er knows, th e movem ent has not been seriously corrupted in 
the sense of allowing the personal ambitions of it s m embers or it s leaders 
to supersede the movem ent 's ideal of equality of th e sexes. 

However, Rule (v) refers to revolutionary movem ents, and femini sm 
today i s  not a revolutionary movem ent . When it emerged durin g the first 
half of the 19th century femini sm might perhaps have been cal led revolu­
t ionary, since immediate implementation of the feminist s' demand s would 
have entailed a f airly radical alteration of soc iety. But, a s  noted earlier, femi ­
nism was favored by the hi storical trend toward "equa lity "  in general, and by 
the time feminists acquired the ri ght to vote in the 1920s their movement 
could no longer be  considered revolutionary; one would hardly say that the 
achievement of woman suffrage caused a soc ial earthquake. Still less i s  the 
feminists' goal of total gender equality a revolutionary one nowaday s. 

Because it s goals have not been of  revolut ionary ma gnitud e, the 
femini st movem ent ha s not had to grow powerful enou gh to become 
attractive to opportuni sts .  Memb ership in f eminist organizations today 
does not in any sub stant ia l de gree earn a woman such personal advantages 
a s  money, power, or soc ial  status. 167 A woman seek ing such advanta g es will 
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enter a career in business, government, politics, or the professions, not in a 
feminist organization. Thus Postulate 4 and Rule (v) do not apply. 

In the case of the Irish nationalist movement the issue is some­
what complicated. By achieving dominion status in 1922 the nationalists 
reached the main part of their goal, and they reached it as soon as they 
were powerful enough to do so. 

It's not clear that it would be reasonable to say that the movement 
thereafter became corrupt in the sense of being no longer faithful to the goal, 
because the goal was already mostly achieved. Yet, once the movement was 
in power, it split into two factions over the oath of allegiance to the British 
crown that members of the new Irish Parliament had to take.168 The more 
extreme faction, led by Eamon de Valera, regarded the members of the other 
faction (which accepted the oath) as sell-outs (as "corrupted" in our sense of 
the word) for giving in to the British on this largely symbolic issue.169 

De Valera's faction eventually came into power, but nevertheless 
remained faithful to its goal of total independence from Britain until, 
by 1949, the objectionable oath had been eliminated, Ireland had been 
formally declared a republic, and the last vestiges of political dependence 
on Britain had disappeared. But all this took place under the leadership 
of de Valera, 170 who was one of the original revolutionaries.171 Postulate 4 
does not assert that a successful revolutionary movement is corrupted until 
all of its original leaders have become politically inactive. 

Moreover, in another sense it could be argued that even de Valera's 
faction of the Irish nationalist movement was corrupted, for a certain 
fraction of Ireland ("Northern Ireland") remains tied to Britain even 
today as part of the United K.ingdom.172 The original Irish revolutionaries 
regarded such a partition of their country as unacceptable; their goal was 
independence for all of Ireland. 173 At least until 1998, the Republic of 
Ireland maintained a nominal claim to sovereignty over Northern Ireland, 
but there were no efforts on the part of mainstream Irish politicians to 
make that claim effective.174 These politicians, like politicians everywhere, 
have no doubt been concerned primarily with their own careers. (They are 
"corrupt" in our sense .) 

Thus, having been unable to take Northern Ireland from the British 
soon after they acquired power, the Irish nationalists lost that territory 
forever, or at least for the foreseeable future.175 There still exist offshoots 
of the original Irish nationalist movement176 (Sinn Fein and the IRA, the 
Provisional IRA, the Real IRA, the Effective IRA, or whatever the latest 
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faction of a faction of a faction is called) that may be uncorrupted in the 
sense of remaining faithful to the goal of independence for all of Ireland, 
but these offshoots do not have great power, hence Postulate 4 does not 
apply to them. 

The Reformation was not the work of a single movement but a 
complex event in which several theological movements, such as those of 
Luther, Zwingli, and Calvin, competed with one another, 177 and in which 
various princes participated for reasons that likely had more to do with their 
own practical advantage than with religious conviction.178 Thus an exam­
ination of the Reformation in relation to Postulate 4 and Rule (v) would be 
complicated and would require a detailed knowledge of the period. 

* * * 

As we've seen from the examples reviewed here, our five rules are not 
to be taken as rigid laws that every radical movement must consciously obey 
on pain of total failure. In many situations the interpretation of the rules 
may be difficult and complicated, or the application of some of the rules 
may be impossible or unnecessary. The rules nevertheless are important 
because, at the least, they set forth problems that every radical movement 
needs to study carefully. A movement that does not consciously address the 
problems represented by the rules may possibly succeed through mere luck, 
but its chances of success will be very much less than those of a movement 
that takes the rules into consideration. 

In the next section we will see how present-day efforts to deal with 
the problems generated by modern technology, including the problem of 
environmental devastation, are doomed to failure through neglect of the 
five rules. 

IV. The Application 

Let's start with Chellis Glendinning's "Notes Toward a Neo-Lud­
dite Manifesto," which can be found in an anthology compiled by David 
Skrbina.179 Glendinning's statement of the goals of neo-luddism is long 
and complicated, and most of the stated goals are hopelessly vague. Here 
is a sample: 

We favor the creation of technologies in which politics, morality, ecology, and 
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technics are merged for the benefit of life on Earth: 

• Community-based energy sources utilizing solar, wind, and water 
technologies-which are renewable and enhance both community 
relations and respect for nature; 

• Organic, biological technologies . . .  which derive directly from natural 
models and systems; 

• Conflict resolution technologies-which emphasize cooperation, 
understanding, and continuity of relationship; and 

• Decentralized social technologies-which encourage participation, 

responsibility, and empowerment . 

. . . T# favor the development of a life-enhancing worldview in T#stern 
technological societies. We hope to instill a perception of life, death, and hu­
man potential into technological societies that will integrate the human 
need for creative expression, spiritual experience and community with the 
capacity for rational thought and functionality. We perceive the human role 
not as the dominator of other species and planetary biology, but as inte­

grated into the natural world with appreciation for the sacredness of all life. 

O ne ca n hardly ima gi ne a more fla grant viola tion of  Rule (i), which 
s ta tes tha t  a movement needs a si n gle, clear, simple, concre te goal . Nor is 
this a case in  which va gue, generalized goals may be a ttainable because 
a movement faces no serious opposi tion a nd is favored by a pre -exis tin g  
his torical tre nd .  O n  the contrary, moder n society is drive n  hard alo n g  i ts 
present tech nolo gical pa th by the vi gorous, de termi ned, u nremitti n g  effor ts 
o f  i nnumerable, deeply-committed scientists, en gineers, a nd adminis tra ­
tors, a nd by despera te compe ti tion for power amon g  lar ge or ga niza tions . 
Under these circumstances, the va gueness a nd complexi ty of  Glendi nni n g 's 
goals are by themselves sufficient to guara ntee the failure of  her proposals . 

What  about Rule (v), which requires tha t  a successful revolutionary 
movement achieve i ts goals promptly, be fore corrup tion sets in? As the 
basis for a thorou gh reor ga niza tion of  society (radical e nou gh to be called 
a revolution eve n  i f  nonviolent), Glendi nnin g's proposal dema nds the 
crea tio n of  a broad ra n ge of  tech nolo gies, mos t of which differ widely from 
a ny well-developed technolo gies tha t  exis t today. The crea tion · of  these 
technolo gies, i f  possible a t  all, would require ex te nsive, sys tema tic research, 
vas t  resources, a nd a grea t deal of  time .  A neo-luddite movement would 
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be able to gain control over the resources it needed only if it became big, 
powerful, and well-organized, hence ripe for corruption. In order to carry 
out the necessary social reorganization, the movement would even have to 
be the dominant force in society, and the process of reorganization would 
surely take at least a few decades-say forty years at a minimum. By that 
time the movement's original leaders would all be out of action and the 
movement would be corrupt, as guaranteed by Postulate 4. Consequently, 
the reorganization of society in accord with neo-luddite principles would 
never be completed. 

Let's nevertheless make the improbable assumption that society had 
been transformed in the way advocated by Glendinning. Would the trans­
formation be irreversible, as Rule (ii) requires? That is, would society remain 
in its transformed condition without continuing effort by the neo-lud­
dites? Not a chance! As discussed in Chapter Two, natural selection guar­
antees that conflict and competition for power would re-emerge after the 
neo-luddite utopia had been established. Even if one rejects the argument 
of Chapter Two, it is an observable fact that human affairs have usually if 
not always been characterized by conflict and competition, whether within 
societies or between different societies. Glendinning does not explain what 
would prevent conflict and competition from reappearing and wrecking 
the neo-luddite utopia. In practice, the neo-luddite movement would be 
corrupted, just as every other radical movement that has become the domi­
nant force in a society has been corrupted. Neo-luddite ideals would be 
forgotten or would receive only lip-service, and the continued existence of 
modern technology (which Glendinning does not contemplate eliminating) 
would ensure society's inevitable return to its present destructive trajectory. 

As for Rule (iii), Glendinning shows no awareness of the need to form 
an organized movement committed to practical action. Apparently, either she 
thinks she and other neo-luddites can transform society just by preaching, 
or else she hopes someone else will do the hard work of organizing an effec­
tive movement. As we noticed earlier, the advocacy of ideas is easy; what is 
difficult is the task of organizing for practical action. Confronted with this 
task, people like Glendinning feel intimidated. They are appalled at the cata­
strophic growth of the technological system and they want to do something 
about it, but they are too helpless and ineffectual to face up to the formidable 
challenge of building a movement. So to give themselves the illusion that 
they are "doing something" they preach about the way they think we should 
deal with technology or with the devastation of our environment. The result 
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is that we have an abundance of dreamy utopian schemes for saving the 
world, but in practical terms nothing gets done. 

There are of course groups that do organize themselves in pursuit 
of fairly definite goals of limited scope; for example, groups like the Sierra 
Club that try to preserve wilderness. And they do accomplish some­
thing-a little bit-but what they accomplish is insignificant in relation to 
the problem of technology in general. The insignificance of their accom­
plishments is guaranteed by the limited scope of their goals. 

Since Glendinning doesn't even mention the need to form an orga­
nized movement, the question of Rule (iv) (that a movement should find 
means of excluding unsuitable persons) does not arise. 

But the worst is that Glendinning is utterly nai:ve; she doesn't even 
show any awareness that the problems indicated by Rules (i) through (v) 
exist. Her neo-luddite scheme therefore is no better than any of the other 
unreal utopian fantasies that have misled the unwary ever since Plato 
dreamed up his ideal republic. 

Skrbina's anthology also contains an essay by Arne Naess, the 
Norwegian philosopher who coined the term "deep ecology."180 Taken 
simply as criticisms of the technological system, many of Naess's remarks 
are quite valid. But it appears that Naess wants to bring about far-reaching, 
fundamental changes in the way the system functions in the real world, 
and to the extent his ideas are intended to lead us toward that practical 
objective, they are totally useless. 

Naess's goals are-if such a thing is possible-even more diffuse 
than those proposed by Glendinning. In fact, Naess in this essay does not 
explicitly enumerate his goals at all. But he does write: 

A crucial objective of the coming years is . . .  decentralisation and differenti­
ation as a means to increased local autonomy and, ultimately, as a means to 
unfolding the rich potentialities of the human person. 181 

The ultimate goal, "unfolding the rich potentialities of the human 
person," is just beautiful; one can hardly conceive of a more elegant plati­
tude. But as a practical proposal it is meaningless. The intermediate goals 
of "decentralisation" and "local autonomy" are not meaningless, but they 
are still too vague to form the basis for an effective movement. 

Naess also writes that it is "a major concern to find a kind of equilib­
rium" between "the requirements of reduced interference with nature and 
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sat isfact ion of human vital needs. "182 This does not even rem otely approach 
the de gr ee of specificity that a g oal must have in order t o  be  pract ical . 
N ae ss doe s sl ightly better whe n he quote s e ight pair s  of related goal s stated 
by J ohan Galtung .183 Two of the pa ir s  are : 

Clothes [:] build down inter nat io nal t extil e  bu siness [-] try to restor e 
patter ns oflo cal handicraft: symbiosis with food product io n 

Transportatio n/communicatio n [:] less centrali sed, two-way patt erns, 
co llective means of  t ranspo rt [-] try to resto re patt erns of walking, talking, 
bicycl ing, more car-free ar ea s, cabl e TV, local media 

Most of Galtun g 's g oal s ar e st ill t oo va gue to serve a s  the basis for 
an  effect ive m ovement , but some at lea st ar e definit e  e nough so that indi­
v idually they m ight serve as start ing p oint s  fr om which one could try to  
develop m ore precise g oal s. H owever , ei ght pa ir s  of g oal s ar e too many ;  
and the a ch ievement even of every one of Galtun g's g oal s would not be  
anywhere  near enough to  solve the overall problem of  t echnol o g y. Thus, 
Nae ss' s  scheme violates Rule ( i) as fla gr antly as Gle ndinning's doe s. 

Nae ss is ig norant of Rule (v) : He think s  "big ,  central ised, hierar ­
chical " social str ucture s can be "ph ased out gradually. "184 Evidently he 
envisions a transformation of society that is t o  take at l ea st a couple of 
g enerations; but in that ca se "deep ecolo gy " will be corrupted long  befor e 
the transformation is complete . O nce "deep ecol o g y "  ha s been corrupted, 
people in p osit ions of p ower will p ur sue pr imar ily  the ir own advantage and 
will use "deep ecol o g y "  concept s only  a s  propa ganda if they use them at all . 
S o  the transformation envisioned by Naess will never be  completed. 

Naess' s  scheme al so violates Rule  ( ii) :  Even if society had som ehow 
been transformed in the way Nae ss desire s, the transformation would not 
be irrever sible . It seems clear that Naess expe ct s  the rete nt ion of a good 
deal of advanced t echnol o gy ,  185 a nd constant vi g ilance would b e  necessary 
t o  prevent that t echnol o gy from b ein g used in way s  that were inconsist ent 
with the ki nd of society  that Naess proposes. In  pract ice, such vi gilance 
would not be  lon g  maintained, because corrupt ion ( in our sense of the 
word) inev itably would set in. 

As for Rule ( iii) ,  Nae ss, l ik e  Glendinnin g ,  seems to think he can save 
the world j ust by preach in g ,  for he  g ives no indication of any awareness 
of the need to  or ganize the "deep ecol o g y "  m ovement for pract ical a ct ion. 
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* * * 

We could review the work of other writers in this genre-Ivan Ilich, 
Jerry Mander, Kirkpatrick Sale, Daniel Qyinn, John Zerzan, the whole 
useless crew-but there would be little point in doing so, because we would 
only be repeating the same criticisms that we've directed at Glendinning 
and Naess.186 This entire body of literature suffers, by and large, from the 
same faults as the work of these last two writers: Authors express their well­
grounded horror at what the technological system is doing, but the reme­
dies they suggest are totally unrealistic. There are many reasons why their 
remedies are unrealistic; in the present chapter we've discussed only those 
reasons related to the dynamics of social movements as reflected in our 
five rules, but in Chapters One and Two, and elsewhere, 187 we've described 
other very powerful reasons why solutions like those of Glendinning, 
Naess, Illich, Mander et al can never be put into practice. 

The reader may well ask whether it is possible to conceive of any 
remedy at all for the problem of technology that would be consistent with 
the five rules. We think it is possible. To begin, let's follow Mao's advice and 
ask what is the principal contradiction in the situation with which we are 
faced. The principal contradiction, clearly, is that between wild nature and 
the technological system. This suggests that the objective chosen should be 
that of "killing" the technological system as we've described previously. 188 

In other words, revolutionaries should aim to bring about the collapse of 
the system by any means necessary. 

Rule (i) : This objective is sufficiently clear, concrete, and simple to 
form the basis for an effective movement. 

Rule (v): If a revolutionary movement once grew powerful enough 
to destroy the technological system in this way, it ought to be able to 
accomplish the destruction in a short time. Destruction is easier by far 
than construction. 

Rule (ii): If the system were thoroughly broken down the effect 
would be-at least for a long time-irreversible, because it would take 
several hundred years or more for a new technological system to develop.189 

Some people even believe that a technological system could never again be 
created on Earth.190 

Rule (iv): A revolutionary movement aspiring to "kill" the techno­
logical system would need to find a way of preventing unsuitable persons 
from joining the movement. Most likely the chief danger would come from 
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people of leftist type (as defined in ISAIF191) w ho attach themse lves to 
"causes" indiscriminately.192 A moveme nt could probably drive such people 
away by maintaining a conti nuous verbal and ideological attack on leftist 
belie fs, g oals, and ide as.193 If that proved insufficient to repel lefti sts, or if 
other type s  of undesi rable s (e.g., rightists) were attracted to the move me nt, 
other means of keeping the movement "pure" w ould have to be found. 

Rule (iii): The hard part w ould be the task of organizing people for 
practical action. We can't offer any formula or recipe for carrying out this 
task, but those who undertake such an e ffort w ill find their road less diffi­
cult if they apply the ideas and informati on provided in Chapter F our, 
w hich follow s. 
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CHAPTER FOUR 

Strategic Guidelines for 
an Anti-Tech Movement 

Force is the final arbiter, vigorous intervention is the key­
note, and victory goes to those who have the courage and 
the discipline to see things through to the end. Such a view 
is characteristic of groups which seek to catapult them­
selves out of obscurity into history when, as it seems to 
them, all the forces of society are arrayed in opposition. 

- Philip Selznick1 

1. No specific route to victory for an anti-tech movement can be laid 
out in advance. The movement will have to wait for opportunities that in 
due course will enable it to bring about the collapse of the technological 
system. The exact nature of the opportunities and the time of their arrival 
will in general be unpredictable, so the movement will have to prepare 
itself for successful exploitation on short notice of any and all such oppor­
tunities. 

Fir st, the movement must build its own internal sources of power. 
It will have to create a strong, cohesive organization consisting of individ­
uals who are absolutely committed to the elimination of the technological 
system. Nu mbers  will be a secondary consideration. A numerically small 
organization built of high-quality personnel will be far more effective than 
a much larger organization in which the majority of members are of medi­
ocre quality.2 The organization will have to develop its understanding of 
the dynamics of social movements so that it will recognize opportunities 
when they arrive and will know how to exploit them. 

Sec ond, the movement must build power in relation to its social envi­
ronment. It must win respect for its ideas, its vigor, its effectiveness. If it 
is widely feared and hated, so much the better; but it must earn for itself 
a reputation as the purest and most uncompromisingly revolutionary of 
all oppositional movements. Thus it will be the movement to which many 
individuals will turn upon the arrival of a severe crisis in which people have 
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become desperate and have lost all respect for and all confidence in the 
existing form of society. 

Third, to help pave the way for this loss of respect and confidence, 
the movement should do what it can to undermine people's faith in the 
technological system. This is likely to be the lightest of the movement's 
burdens, because much of the work will be done without any effort on the 
part of the movement. For one thing, the system's own failures will help to 
undermine confidence in it. For another, the spoken and written words of 
disenchanted intellectuals, especially those concerned with environmental 
issues, will act (and are already acting) to break down people's confidence 
in the existing social order. Very few of these intellectuals are potential 
revolutionaries,3 therefore an anti-tech movement should not support 
them directly. But the movement can promote the decline of confidence in 
the existing social order by calling attention to the pervasiveness and the 
irremediable character of the system's failures and by making the system 
look weak or vulnerable whenever possible.4 

In this chapter we will try to fill in some of the details of the picture 
that is roughly sketched in the foregoing paragraphs. 

2. Revolutions almost never are successfully planned out long in 
advance of their actual occurrence. This is merely one instance of the 
principle that specific historical events are, in general, unpredictable.5 

Irving Horowitz correctly observed that revolutions are carried out either 
without a previous program of action, or even in direct violation of such 
a program, 6 and Herbert Matthews noted that "of all the revolutionary 
leaders of modern times, only Hitler outlined his program and stuck to 
it."7 Revolutionaries have to proceed by trial and error, and by grasping 
(usually unforeseen) opportunities as they arise.8 As Lenin put it: "We 
often have to grope our way along . . . . W ho could ever make a gigantic 
revolution, knowing in advance how to carry it through to the end?"9 In 
January 1917, Lenin did not believe that any kind of revolution would 
be possible in Russia during his own lifetime.10 He was able to make the 
Bolsheviks masters of Russia only because he had the acumen to recognize 
and exploit the unexpected opportunity presented by the February 1917 
insurrection in St. Petersburg.11  

3. Major opportunities, however, may be a long time in coming; the 
revolutionary movement may have to lie in wait for them. 12 This doesn't 
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mean that the movement can afford to relax and take it easy. On the 
contrary, while it is waiting the movement must remain hard at work, not 
only to build its strength so that it will be able to take full advantage of 
opportunities when they arrive, but also because an inactive movement will 
die or shrink to an apathetic rump. If a movement's members are not kept 
occupied with purposeful work, most will lose interest and drift away.13 

Another reason why the movement must remain active is that it 
is not enough for revolutionaries to wait passively for opportunities; the 
opportunities may have to be created in part by the revolutionaries them­
selves. Some serious failure of the existing social order will probably have 
to occur independently of anything the revolutionaries can do, but whether 
such a failure is severe enough to provide an opportunity for overthrow of 
the system may depend on previous revolutionary activity. In Russia, for 
example, the underlying weakness of the tsarist regime was not caused 
by revolutionaries .  But the opportunity for revolution was based on the 
regime's defeat in World War I, and revolutionary activity may have 
contributed to that defeat, for " [i]n no other belligerent country were polit­
ical conflicts waged as intensively during the war as in Russia, preventing 
the effective mobilization of the rear."14 Later, it was the spontaneous and 
unexpected insurrection of the workers of St. Petersburg that gave the 
Bolsheviks their great opportunity, and that insurrection probably would 
have been no more than a disorganized and ineffective outburst of frustra­
tion if the Bolsheviks had not previously indoctrinated the workers with 
Marxist ideas, 15 thus providing them with a theory and an ideal that made 
it possible for their insurrection to be purposeful, organized, and effective . 

4 .  From section 2, above, it follows that a revolutionary movement 
has to be prepared to respond successfully to the unexpected .  If a program 
of action is to cover any appreciable span of time, the movement must not 
be committed to it in such a way that the program cannot be altered or 
discarded as unforeseen developments may require. In other words, the 
movement must maintain flexibility. 

Students of military tactics and strategy have long recognized the 
importance of flexibility. 16 Lenin demanded "tactical flexibility" in revolu­
tionary work, 17 and Trotsky attributed the power of the Bolsheviks to the 
fact that they had "always united revolutionary implacableness with the 
greatest flexibility."18 Mao Zedong wrote: 
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[I]n the practice of. . .  changing society, men's original ideas, theories, plans 
or programmes are seldom realized without any alteration . . . .  [I]deas, theo­
ries, plans or programmes are usually altered partially and sometimes even 
wholly, because of the discovery of unforeseen circumstances in the course 
of practice. That is to say, it does happen that the original ideas, theories, 
plans or programmes fail to correspond with reality either in whole or in 
part and are wholly or partially incorrect. In many instances, failures have to 
be corrected many times before errors in knowledge can be corrected and . . .  
the anticipated results can be achieved in practice . . . .  

. . . [T]rue revolutionary leaders must not only be good at correcting 
their ideas, theories, plans or programmes when errors are discovered, . . .  
but . . .  they must ensure that the proposed new revolutionary tasks and new 
working programmes correspond to the new changes in the situation.19 

This is one way of describing the need for flexibility. 

5 .  As argued in Chapter Three, the single ultimate goal of a revo­
lutionary movement today must be the total collapse of the worldwide 
technological system.20 One of this writer's correspondents has suggested 
that, because of the acute physical danger and hardship to which everyone 
would be exposed following a collapse of the technological system, a 
movement that takes such a collapse as its goal will be resisted by the 
overwhelming majority of the world's population and therefore will be 
unable to accomplish anything. 

Undoubtedly, if you held a referendum today on the question of 
whether the system should be made to collapse, ninety percent, at the very 
least, of the inhabitants of industrialized countries would vote "no." Even 
in a crisis situation in which people had lost all respect for and all confi­
dence in the system, it may well be that a majority, though a much smaller 
one, would still vote against total collapse. But the assumption that this 
would be a serious obstacle to revolution is based on what we may call the 
"democratic fallacy": the notion that the number of people favoring one 
side or another determines the outcome of social struggles as it determines 
the outcome of democratic elections. Actually the outcome of social strug­
gles is determined not primarily by numbers but by the dynamics of social 
movements. 

6. It goes without s aying that the real revolutionaries-the members 
of the deeply committed cadre that forms the core of the movement-will 
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be prepared to accept any amount of hardship and the greatest risk, or 
even a certainty, of death in the service of their cause. We need only think 
of the early Christian martyrs; of Al �eda, the Taliban, and the Islamic 
suicide bombers; or of the assassins of the Russian Revolution. After a 
Social Revolutionary named Kalyaev assassinated a Russian grand duke in 
1905, the duke's wife visited him in prison and told him: "Repent . . .  and I 
will beg the sovereign to give you your life." Kalyaev replied: "No! I do not 
repent. I must die for my deed and I will . . . .  My death will be more useful 
to my cause than [the grand duke's] death."21 

Later, in 1918, when Fanny Kaplan put two bullets into Lenin, she 
surely realized that she would pay with her life.22 Similarly, when Charlotte 
Corday assassinated Jean-Paul Marat during the French Revolution, she 
must have known that she would face the guillotine.23 The extreme Irish 
nationalists who carried out the uprising of April 1916 certainly knew that 
they were taking desperate risks, and a small minority among them were 
intentionally seeking martyrdom. Many of those who were subsequently 
executed "expressed in their last words . . .  confidence that their deaths were 
a sort of triumph."24 

7. But it's not only a tiny minority of hard-core revolutionaries who 
will accept suffering and the gravest risks in the service of what they regard 
as critically important goals. Many ordinary people become heroes and 
show astonishing courage when there is a severe disruption of their society 
or an acute threat to their most cherished values, or when they are inspired 
by what seems to them a noble purpose. 

It has been said that "man is capable of standing superhuman suffering 
if only he feels sure that there is some point and purpose to it."25 This state­
ment has been confirmed by experience, not only in the histories of the 
French, Russian, and other revolutions, but in many other situations as well. 
In World War II, for instance, the Russians never lost their will to resist in 
the face of the death, destruction, and savage cruelties inflicted on them by 
the German invaders.26 For that matter, the morale of the German civilian 
population was never broken by the horrific Allied bombing campaigns that 
reduced many of their cities to rubble and sometimes killed tens of thou­
sands of people in a single operation.27 The Allied air-crews who carried 
out bombing and other missions in disputed air-space over Europe suffered 
in turn a frightful rate of attrition. For example, of the American pilots 
who undertook missions over German-occupied Poland during World 
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War II, about three out of four were killed.28 Yet the survivors kept flying. 
Meanwhile, on the ground, many infantrymen suffered equal danger and far 
greater physical hardship, but they too continued to fight.29 

Most of the civilians in the examples of the foregoing paragraph 
did not suffer hardship or danger voluntarily; they showed their courage 
merely by continuing to function well under the atrocious conditions 
imposed on them by circumstances beyond their control. Some of the mili­
tary men no doubt volunteered for service, but probably many of these at 
the time they volunteered failed to appreciate fully what they were getting 
into. This was certainly the case with Audie Murphy, the most decorated 
American soldier of World War II, who was totally nai:ve about war when 
he enlisted.30 Yet there are abundant examples of people-not just a tiny 
minority of hard-core revolutionaries, but large numbers of more-or-less 
ordinary people-who in critical situations have voluntarily chosen to take 
desperate risks, with what we can assume was full knowledge of what they 
were risking, in the service of a cause or in fulfillment of what they believed 
to be their duty. In 1922, when the Irish War of Independence had gone 
on long enough so that its desperate and bloody character was unmis­
takable, there was still no shortage of recruits, "new eager young warriors 
anxious to emulate their elders."31 Nor does there seem to have been any 
shortage of recruits to the French and Polish resistance movements during 
World War II. These risked not only death, as the Irish did, but excruci­
ating torture as well. Charles de Gaulle's personal representative with the 
French Resistance, Jean Moulin, was captured and tortured to death by 
the Gestapo, 32 yet he never cracked, never gave up his secrets. 33 "In 1941 
Free France had sent Captain Scamaroni to [Corsica] with a mission to 
prepare action there . . . .  Unfortunately, our valiant delegate had fallen into 
the hands of the Italians . . . .  Tortured horribly, Scamaroni had died to keep 
his secrets."34 

Even for causes in which they have no personal stake, some people 
will risk death, and worse. Thus thousands of non-Jewish Poles participated 
in efforts to save Jews from the Nazis. In helping Jews the Poles risked 
death not only for themselves but for their families as well.35 A Polish 
woman named Irena Sendler, credited with helping to save 2,500 Jewish 
children, "was captured by the Nazis in 1943 and tortured but refused to 
say who her co-conspirators were. During one session her captors broke her 
feet and legs . . . .  " She survived only because her comrades in the Resistance 
bribed a Gestapo officer to help her escape.36 

\ 
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It should be noted, too, tha t whether they a re hard-core revolution­
a ries or ordinary people, whether they a ssume their risks voluntari ly or 
involun tarily, many of those who g o  through extr eme danger or hardship 
for wha t  they b elieve to be worthy purpose s  e xper ience d eep fulfillment 
from their "heroic " activiti es. They may even enjoy them. A form er inmate 
of a Germa n prisoner-of-war cam p  in World War II wrote of his u nsuc­
c essful an d eventually successful a ttempts to escape: 

I feel I have quaffed deeply of the intoxicating cup of excite ment . . . . I can 
thi nk of no sport  that is the peer of escape, where freedom, li fe, and loved 
ones  are the prize of victory, and death the possible though by no means 
inevitable price of failure. 37 

A s  World War II d rew to a c lose :  

Apart from the Communist leader s, who ai med a t  a definite goal, the resis­
tance fighters as a whole were somewhat di soriented. A s  the e nemy with­
drew ... they had been tempted , like Goethe 's Faust, to say to the moment, 
'Stay, you are so splendi d!' ... Nostalgia was upon them. Especially since 
these ardent and adventurous men had experienced, in the height of danger, 
the somber attr actions of the clandestine struggle, which they would not 
renounce .  38 

Much m ore rec en tly, with the a rrival of peac e in N orthern Ireland, 
the withdrawa l  of these sam e  "somb er a ttracti on s" seem s to have had a 
d ecided ly nega tiv e effect on the youth of tha t  c ountry. I n  2009 a jou rnalist 
reported his c onversa tions with a Ca th olic pri est, Father Aida n  Troy: 

[T]he suicide r ate among Belfast' s youth has ri sen sharply since the 
Troubles ended, largely because, the priest believes, the sense of camara­
derie and shared struggle provided by the paramili tary groups has been 
repl aced by ennui and despair. 'So many young people get into drinki ng and 
drugs early on,' Troy says.39 

C elia S anch ez, who had b een a revolutionary guerrillera in Cuba, 
remini sc ed in 1965 ab ou t  the dangers a nd hardships she had gon e through 
with Fidel Ca stro' s band in Sierra Maestra : ''Ah, but those were the best 
tim es, weren' t they? We were a ll so very happy then. Rea lly. We will never 
be so happy aga in ,  will we? Never .... "40 

>
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In an otherwise rather maudlin article, an American veteran of the 
Iraq war conceded that his return to civilian life had its drawbacks: "I miss 
that daily sense of purpose, survive or die, that simply can't be replicated in 
everyday existence."41 

8. The purpose of the foregoing examples is not to glorify danger, 
suffering, or warfare. Their purpose is to show that people-even the 
members of modern technological society, who in normal times are oriented 
primarily toward security and comfort-will not necessarily choose the 
easiest road, or the one that seems least dangerous in the short term, when 
their society is in turmoil, when they are desperate, angry, or horrified at 
the turn that events are taking, or when it no longer seems possible to 
maintain their habitual pattern of living. Under such circumstances many 
will choose a heroic course of action, even a course that subjects themselves 
and their loved ones to the greatest risks and hardships-if only there 
are leaders who can energize them, organize them, and give them a sense 
of purpose. It will be the task of revolutionaries to provide that kind of 
leadership when the system arrives at a crisis. 

At such a time, if the revolutionaries have done and continue to 
do their work well, they should be able to attract wide support in spite of 
all the risks and hardships that the revolutionary program entails. This is 
not to say that the revolutionaries will succeed in winning the support of 
a majority of the population. It's much more likely that they will be able 
to organize and lead only a fairly small minority. But "it is not always the 
physical majority that is decisive; rather, it is superiority of moral force that 
tips the political balance." (Simon Bolivar).42 In the event of a sufficiently 
serious failure of the existing social order the vast majority of the popula­
tion will lose all respect for it and all confidence in it, hence will make no 
effective effort to defend it. Alinsky stated the case very clearly when he 
wrote that the "time is . . .  ripe for revolution'' when 

masses of our people have reached the point of disillusionment with past 
ways and values. They don't know what will work but they do know that the 
prevailing system is self-defeating, frustrating, and hopeless. They won't act 
for change but won't strongly oppose those who do.43 

Under these circumstances a great many people will have become 
hopeless, apathetic, and passive, while most of the rest will be concerned 
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only to save their own skins and those of their loved ones. It is to be 
expected that the existing power-structure will be in disarray, disoriented, 
and riven by internal conflict, so that it will do a poor job of organizing 
and leading any small minority that may still be motivated to defend the 
system. If, therefore, the revolutionaries act effectively to inspire, organize, 
and lead their own minority, they will hold the decisive share of power. 

9. A failure of the existing social order may not always be needed 
to provide revolutionaries with an opportunity. It's not clear that there 
was any grave failure of the social order in Ireland prior to the revolution 
of 1916-1922; certainly the British authorities against whom the revolu­
tion was directed were by no means in disarray or otherwise weak. Yet the 
revolution did occur.44 Ordinarily, however, an opportunity for revolution 
depends on some serious failure of the existing social order. 

The Reformation was possible only because the corruption of the 
Catholic Church led many people to lose their respect for it. The revo­
lutions of the early 19th century that won independence for Spain's 
American colonies probably would not have occurred if the weakness of 
the Spanish monarchy had not been demonstrated through its defeat by 
Napoleon and in other ways. The Chinese revolution of 1911  was largely 
a result of the repeated humiliations inflicted on China by the Western 
powers and Japan, against which the Manchu (or Qing, Ch'ing) Dynasty 
was unable to defend itsel£ The Russian revolutionaries were given their 
opportunity by the ignominious military defeats of the Tsarist regime in 
World War I. In Germany, the Nazis were a minor party up to the onset 
of the Great Depression; Hitler was able to seize power only because the 
German government was weak and unable to deal with the economic 
crisis.45 

In each of the foregoing examples there undoubtedly was a broadly 
generalized loss of respect for the prevailing social order, and in the last 
two cases it is probably safe to say that there was widespread anger and 
desperation on the part of some people, hopelessness on the part of others. 
In today's world a prerequisite for revolution most likely will be a situation 
of the latter type, involving widespread anger, desperation, and hopeless­
ness. Revolutionaries need to be capable of making use of such a situation. 

To illustrate with a hypothetical example, let's suppose that in 
the coming decades the replacement of human workers by increasingly 
advanced technology will lead to severe, chronic unemployment throughout 
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the technologically developed part of the world. 46 This will not necessarily 
produce a crisis serious enough to endanger the existence of the system, for 
people will tend to react to chronic unemployment with apathy, passivity, 
and hopelessness. There will be anger, too, which may lead to riots like 
those seen in Spain and Greece in 2011-12,47 but these poorly organized, 
largely purposeless outbursts of frustration (really manifestations of hope­
lessness) accomplished little or nothing. 

Compare this ineffectual rioting with the "Arab Spring" revolution 
in Egypt (2011), in which intelligent leadership harnessed people's anger 
and made it into a tool for the extraction of major concessions from the 
power-structure. The Egyptian revolution failed in the end, but for present 
purposes that is irrelevant. The point here is simply that skillful revolu­
tionary leaders can harness people's anger and frustration and turn it to 
useful purposes. 

Anti-tech revolutionaries, of course, can't be satisfied with extracting 
concessions from the power-structure; they have to bring it down alto­
gether. If, as we've hypothesized, there is severe, long-lasting unemploy­
ment throughout the technologically advanced part of the world, most 
of those who still have jobs will be frightened and will have lost their 
respect for the system, but will be motivated only to hold on to their jobs 
as long as they can. The unemployed will be either apathetic and hopeless, 
or angry and desperate, or both. If there is widespread rioting it will put the 
power-structure under stress, but will not seriously threaten its survival. 
Well-prepared revolutionaries, however, should be capable of organization 
and leadership that will put people's anger and desperation to work, not in 
mere rioting, but for purposeful action. From our present standpoint the 
nature of the purposeful action can only be a matter for conjecture, but, just 
to take a speculative example, the revolutionaries might extract concessions 
from the power-structure as the Egyptians did, with the difference that 
the concessions would have to go far enough so that they would deeply 
humiliate the power-structure. This could be expected to break down the 
morale of the individuals comprising the power-structure and lead to 
sharp internal divisions and conflicts within the power-structure, throwing 
it into disarray. Once this stage had been reached, the prospects for the 
overthrow of the power-structure would be excellent. 

But let's remember that the foregoing scenario represents a purely 
hypothetical route to revolution that we've offered only for illustrative 
purposes. Revolution may take a very different route in reality. 
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10. It is important to recognize that a successful revolutionary 
movement may start out as a tiny and despised group of "crackpots" who 
are taken seriously by no one but themselves. The movement may remain 
insignificant and powerless for many years before it finds its opportunity 
and achieves success. "Beliefs that are potentially revolutionary may exist 
temporally long before strain arises to activate these beliefs as determinants 
of a value-oriented movement; revolutionary organizations may lie in wait 
for conditions of conduciveness, upon which they then capitalize."48 

In 1847 Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels were just a couple of eccen­
trics who prepared the Communist Manifesto for an obscure group called 
the Communist League, which had only a few hundred members and soon 
dissolved. 49 In Ireland, nationalist ideas were kept alive for several decades 
only by a minuscule minority of extremists who had very little support 
among the general population until the uprising of April 1916 reactivated 
the revolutionary process.50 

Fidel Castro said, "I began a revolution with eighty-two men. If I 
had to do it again, I would do it with ten or fifteen and absolute faith."51 

Castro actually started his revolution with only about a dozen men, because 
three days after he landed in Cuba with his eighty-two they were attacked 
by the forces of the dictator, Batista; nearly all were killed or captured, and 
no more than twelve, or possibly fifteen, 52 were left to carry on the struggle 
in the Sierra Maestra. Even at its peak two years later the guerrilla band 
amounted to only about 800 men, as against Batista's army of 30,000.53 Yet 
Castro won. 

Such a victory of course could not be a purely military one, nor was 
it achieved by Castro's guerrilleros alone. Castro's victory was primarily 
a political one, and was possible only because the Cuban people had no 
respect for or confidence in the Batista regime. The dictator was politically 
incompetent and unable to retain the loyalty even of his own army, which 
proved itself decidedly reluctant to fight the rebels. And Batista was really 
overthrown by a coalition of forces, of which Castro's guerrilla band was 
not the only important component. W hat enabled Castro to prevail over 
the other elements of the coalition and emerge as master of Cuba was 
his skill as a politician, propagandist, and organizer. W hile his military 
action played an indispensable role, it did so mainly through its political 
and psychological effect. 54 

The point to be emphasized here, though, is that when Castro, 
leading his tiny band of a dozen men, looked up at the Sierra Maestra and 
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said, "Now Batista will be defeated!,"55 most people would have thought 
him mad. Yet Batista was indeed defeated and Castro did take control of 
Cuba. 

In Russia at the beginning of the 20th century the revolutionaries 
comprised an insignificant minority and were regarded as "cranks ."56 The 
Russian Social Democratic Labor Party, of which the Bolsheviks formed 
a part, consisted of only a few hundred individuals .57 According to Lenin: 

Prior to January 22 . . .  1905, the revolutionary party of Russia consisted 
of a small handful of people, and the reformists of those days . . .  derisively 
called us a 'sect' . . . .  Within a few months, however, the picture completely 
changed. The hundreds of revolutionary Social Democrats 'suddenly' grew 
into thousands; the thousands became leaders of between two and three 
million proletarians . . . . 58 

The 1905 revolution was a failure, but it did help prepare the way for 
the successful revolution of 1917.  Up to the latter year, nevertheless, the 
Bolsheviks remained weak . At the outbreak of World War I in 1914, three 
of the seven members of their St. Petersburg committee were police spies, 
and soon afterward the Bolsheviks' centralized organization was destroyed 
by the arrest of their delegates in the Duma (the Russian parliament) .59 On 
the very eve of the opening episode of the 1917 revolution the Bolshevik 
leaders were scattered in exile, and no one (except possibly the police) paid 
any attention to them.60 But less than a year later they had made them­
selves masters of the vast Russian Empire-something like one-sixth of 
the world's land surface (discounting Antarctica) .61 

The Bolsheviks had prepared themselves long in advance of the 
outbreak of the revolution. They had built a cohesive cadre of professional 
revolutionists who were disciplined, purposeful, strongly motivated, well 
led, and reasonably unified. The Bolsheviks were effective organizers, and, 
because they understood better than anyone else the dynamics of social 
movements, they formulated policies that proved to be successful. Their 
chief rivals, the far more numerous Social Revolutionaries, were defi­
cient in these qualities .  "[W]hereas the agitation of the Mensheviks and 
Social Revolutionaries was scattered, self-contradictory and oftenest of all 
evasive, the agitation of the Bolsheviks was distinguished by its concen­
trated and well thought-out character."62 Trotsky describes how, in one 
county, three or four Bolsheviks were sufficient to prevail over the much 
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larger but r elatively timid Social Revolutionary organization.63 "The lack 
of correspond ence b etween th e t echnical  r esources of the Bol sheviks and 
their relative political weight [found ] it s expression in th e small number of 
m ember s  of the part y  compared to the colo ssal growth of it s influence."64 

Meanwhile, the "bourgeo is-d emocrat ic" reformist s  ( Kerensky et a l.) 
were not even in the r unning , because they la cked unity and concentrated 
purpo se and seem to have had no conception of what was and what was 
not possible in a time of pa ssionat e upheaval such a s  that which gripped 
Russia in 1917. As for th e d ef end er s  of th e old T sari st ord er ,  to the extent 
that ther e  were any l eft in Russia they were in total d isarray and psycho­
logically d ef eated . Consequently, th e Bol shevik s were able to overwh elm 
all th eir adver saries and make them selves the d ominant political force in  
Russia. 

A ll thi s doesn't necessarily mean that the Bol shevik s had the support­
m uch l ess the active support-of a majority of Russians. The support of the 
pea sant s was shaky at best ,  a nd exi sted only  when the Bolsheviks were 
(t emporarily) giving them what they wanted .65 But once the Bol shevik s 
had seized power in  O ctober 66 1917, the only organized and effective r esi s­
tance to th em orig inat ed out sid e Russia with the numerous emigres who 
opposed the revolution. These a ssembled counterr evolut ionary armies and , 
supported by several foreign power s, invad ed Russia with the int ention of 
ousting the Bolsh eviks .  During the ensui ng C ivil War of 1918-1920: "The 
rat e of desertion s in the Red Army was unusually high: Trot sky in stituted 
a veritable reign of terror to prevent d efect ion s, inc luding pla cing in the 
rear of the troops machine-gun d etachm ent s with in str uct ion s to shoot 
retr eat ing unit s."67 But obviously the Bol sh eviks could n't have maintained 
th eir control over a di saffect ed major ity without the loyal support of at 
l ea st a sub stantia l mi nority; those machine-gunner s  would n't have been 
wil ling to shoot down th eir f ellow soldier s  on ord er s  from Trot sky if they 
hadn't been committ ed to the Bol shevik cause. The Bol shevik s moreover 
had their minor ity well organized and di sciplined;68 co nsequent ly th ey 
prevailed over the invad er s, who were poorly organized . 69 

It's important to not ice that the crucial event s of th e Russian Revo ­
lution took place in St . Pet er sburg . Thi s was true of the spontaneous i nsur ­
r ect ion of Febr uary 1917 and also of th e Bolsheviks' seizure of power the 
following October .  Thus the Bol sheviks were able to concentrate their 
effort s on  a single city; once they had won i n  St. Pet er sburg  th e r est of the 
country was relatively ea sy.70 This shows how victory at th e si ngle mo st 
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critical point can provide a basis for the assumption of power throughout 
an entire society-a further reason why it is possible for a numerically 
small revolutionary movement to prevail. 

1 1. To summarize, the expected pattern for a revolution against the 
technological system will be something like the following: 

A. A small movement, a cohesive cadre of committed, hard-core 
revolutionaries, will build its internal strength by developing its own orga­
nization and discipline. This movement should have branches in several of 
the world's most important nations or groups of nations; say, the United 
States, China, Western Europe, and one or more of Russia, Latin America, 
and India. In each country, the movement will prepare the way for revolu­
tion by disseminating ideas-ideas that will be chosen for their soundness 
and not for their popularity. The movement will take pains to demonstrate 
the most uncompromising revolutionary integrity, and will strive to prove 
itself the most effective of all the factions opposed to the existing system. 

B. A large minority of the general population will recognize that 
the revolutionaries' ideas have some merit. But this minority will reject 
the revolutionaries' solutions, if only through reluctance to change familiar 
ways of living or as a result of cowardice or apathy. 

C. Eventually there will arrive a crisis, or a failure of the system 
serious enough to enable the revolutionaries to create a crisis, in which it will 
no longer be possible to carry on with familiar ways of living, and in which 
the system's ability to provide for people's physical and psychological needs 
will be impaired to such an extent that most people will lose all respect for 
and all confidence in the existing social order, while many individuals will 
become desperate or angry. Their desperation and anger will soon degenerate 
into despair and apathy-unless the revolutionaries are able to step in at that 
point and inspire them with a sense of purpose, organize them, and channel 
their fear, desperation, and anger into practical action. Because these people 
will be desperate or angry and because they will have been energized by the 
revolutionaries, the risk to themselves, however great it may be, will not deter 
them from striving to bring down the system. 

D. Even so, the revolutionary movement will probably be able to 
gain the active support only of some fairly small minority of the popula­
tion. But the great majority will be either hopeless and apathetic or else 
motivated merely to save their own skins, so they will not act to defend 
the system. 
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E. The established authorities meanwhile will be disoriented, fright­
ened, or discouraged, and therefore incapable of organizing an effective 
defense . Consequently, power will be in the hands of the revolutionaries .  

F. By the time revolutionaries have taken power in one nation­
for example, the United States-globalization will have proceeded even 
farther than it has today, and nations will be even more interdependent 
than they are now.71 Consequently, when revolutionaries have brought the 
technological system to an abrupt halt in the United States, the economy 
of the entire world will be severely disrupted and the acute crisis that 
results will give the anti-tech revolutionaries of all nations the opportunity 
that they need. 

G. It is extremely important to realize that when the moment for deci­
sive action arrives (as at C, above) the revolutionaries must recognize it, and 
then must press forward without any hesitation, vacillation, doubts, or scru­
ples to the achievement of their ultimate goal. Hesitation or vacillation would 
throw the movement into disarray and would confuse and discourage its 
members . (We will return to this point in a moment .) 

The pattern we have just outlined is a very broad and general one 
that can accommodate a wide variety of routes to revolutionary success . 
Even so, given the unpredictability of historical events, it is impossible to 
know for certain whether the route that a revolutionary movement will 
actually take will fit within the pattern we've described. But the pattern is 
an entirely plausible one, and it provides an answer to those who think the 
system is too big and strong ever to be overthrown. Moreover, the prepa­
ratory work that we have briefly indicated above, at A, will be appropriate 
for almost any route to revolution that a movement might take in reality. 

12 .  Let's return to point G, above: that the revolutionaries must 
avoid all hesitation or vacillation when the moment for decisive action 
arrives. The leaders of the movement must be astute enough to recognize 
the arrival of that moment . Trotsky claims that in a revolutionary situation 
there is a particular interval of time, limited to a few weeks or at most a few 
months, during which a society is primed for insurrection. Any attempt 
to bring about an insurrection must be undertaken during that interval or 
the opportunity will be lost.72 So says Trotsky, and we may accept that this 
is true as a general rule (though of course all such rules have exceptions). 
Trotsky was speaking only of insurrections, but it should be obvious that a 

• 
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similar rule applies to many other kinds of revolutionary actions: One can 
hope to carry them out successfully only when circumstances are favorable 
for them, and since circumstances change rapidly when a society is in crisis 
one must act at the right time; to act too soon or too late will lead to failure. 

Here we are concerned mainly with the right moment to begin 
organizing on a mass basis for the final push toward the overthrow of the 
existing social order (as at C, above), a push that may or may not involve 
one or more insurrections but almost certainly will not consist merely 
of a single insurrection. The critical interval of time may be difficult to 
identify. "Lenin . . . greatly feared excessive caution, . . .  a letting slip of 
one of those historic occasions which are decades in preparation . "73 On 
the other hand, if the revolutionaries act prematurely they may suffer a 
disastrous defeat. Only an assiduous study of history and of revolutionary 
theory, with careful and thoughtful observation of current events, can 
develop the judgment necessary for recognition of the critical interval 
during which the push toward consummation of the revolution can be 
successfully initiated. 

But let's assume that the revolutionaries have correctly noted the 
arrival of the time to begin organizing on a mass basis for the final push. 
Once that stage has been reached, certain guidelines need to be taken into 
consideration. 

Alinsky maintains that the organizers of a mass movement must "act 
in terms of specific resolutions and answers, of definiteness and certainty. 
To do otherwise would be to stifle organization and action, for what the 
organizer accepts as uncertainty would be seen by [the people he is orga­
nizing] as a terrifying chaos."74Trotsky warns against "indecisiveness": "The 
party of revolution dare not waver-no more than a surgeon dare who has 
plunged a knife into a sick body."75 Here Trotsky refers to the final stage of 
a revolutionary process, when the existing social order is in a state of crisis 
and the revolutionaries are aiming directly at its overthrow. Throughout 
this stage there is a need to maintain momentum: Alinsky emphasizes 
that a mass movement has to remain constantly in action, avoid defeats, 
and keep its adversaries under unremitting pressure. 76 Trotsky says that a 
revolutionary process can continue only "so long as the swing of the move­
ment does not run into objective obstacles. When it does, there begins a 
reaction: disappointments of the different layers of the revolutionary class, 
growth of indifferentism and therewith a strengthening of the position of 
the counter-revolutionary forces."77 
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However, the rule that momentum should be maintained is not 
unqualified: Revolutionaries should not, for the sake of momentum, under­
take a major action prematurely. In July 1917 the Bolsheviks intentionally 
aborted an insurrection in St. Petersburg because they judged that the time 
was not ripe for it. Their action temporarily checked the momentum of the 
revolutionary process and led to a severe setback for the Bolsheviks, but it 
averted the utterly disastrous setback that would have ensued if the insur­
rection had actually been attempted.78 Nothing in this is inconsistent with 
the rule that revolutionaries must act decisively and without vacillation: 
The Bolsheviks did indeed act decisively to abort an insurrection that they 
had done nothing to instigate and that they knew was untimely. 

Alinsky stresses the importance of avoiding moral ambiguity. The 
organizers of a mass movement need to delineate issues in black and white: 
Their own cause must be pure, noble, unequivocally good, while their 
adversaries represent nothing but evil .79 All of the movement's actions are 
automatically presumed to be fully justified, for any vacillation on moral 
or humanitarian grounds would be as fatal as vacillation on any other 
grounds. The fact that vacillation on moral or humanitarian grounds was 
likely to be fatal in any life-and-death conflict80 was understood by some 
of our most admired statesmen and soldiers-those who led the Western 
democracies when they were locked in struggles for survival. E .g., Lincoln 
and Grant during the U.S .  Civil War, or Churchill and Roosevelt during 
World War II . 

Similarly, it is a fatal error to delay action, or to act timidly, in order to 
avoid offending people . For example: The Bolsheviks and the Mensheviks 
were the two revolutionary parties derived from the split in the Russian 
Social Democratic Labor Party. In the period immediately following the 
St. Petersburg insurrection of February 1917, Trotsky says, "the official 
Social Democratic program was still . . .  common to the Bolsheviks and the 
Mensheviks, [and] the practical tasks of the democratic revolution looked 
the same on paper to both parties." But, while the Bolsheviks promptly 
undertook radical measures, the Mensheviks temporized in order to avoid 
antagonizing the bourgeoisie and the liberals. 81 In general, according to 
Trotsky, the behavior of the "Compromisers" ( = Menshevik and Social 
Revolutionary leaders82) was "evasive." "The Compromisers talked 
themselves out of difficulties; the Bolsheviks went to meet them."83 The 
Compromisers' tactics would have been appropriate under normal circum­
stances in a functioning parliamentary democracy, but in a revolutionary 
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situation those same tactics were sure losers. So of course it was the 
Bolsheviks who came out on top. 

The remarks in the last four paragraphs are intended to provide 
general guidelines for hard-core revolutionaries to take into consideration 
in the process of acquiring and leading a mass following when the system 
moves into a state of crisis; it is the volatile mass that will be incapable of 
tolerating uncertainty, moral ambiguity, defeats, or periods of inactivity. 
During the earlier stages of the movement's life, while it is diligently and 
patiently preparing the way for revolution, the hard-core revolutionaries, 
the committed cadre, will have to be able to endure-up to a point-the 
uncertainties that will inevitably arise, as well as the long periods without 
spectacular activity and the tactical defeats that will occur. But once the 
revolutionary process has arrived at its final stage-the time of crisis during 
which the revolutionaries are pushing directly toward the overthrow of the 
system-the committed cadre must strive to eliminate even within its own 
ranks all uncertainties, hesitations, vacillations, doubts, and scruples. For 
one thing, such internal vacillations would inevitably be communicated to 
the revolutionaries' mass following. For another, at this critical time it will 
be especially important for the committed cadre to be capable of prompt, 
decisive, unified action, and such action will be rendered impossible by 
vacillations or disagreements within the cadre. If vacillations or disagree­
ments are long continued, even the most deeply committed revolutionaries 
may lose heart. 

In practice, of course, vacillations and disagreements will probably 
arise among the revolutionary leaders even during the final push toward 
overthrow of the system. The revolutionaries will need to resolve these 
conflicts quickly and completely, so that they can show unity in action 
and provide their mass following with consistent, unambiguous, decisive 
leadership. "The high temper of the Bolshevik party expressed itself not in 
an absence of disagreements, waverings, and even quakings, but in the fact 
that in the most difficult circumstances it gathered itself in good season by 
means of inner crises, and made good its opportunity to interfere decisively 
in the course of events."84 

As always, the reader must remember that in the real world events 
are unpredictable. The preceding paragraphs provide only general guide­
lines, not rigid rules that can be applied mechanically. The guidelines may 
have to be modified to adapt them to the concrete situations that will arise 
in the practice of revolutionary politics. 
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13. One possible cause of hesitation on the part of revolutionaries 
needs to be addressed. Some time ago this writer received a letter from an 
individual who asked whether revolutionaries should strive to bring about 
the collapse of the technological system even though the chaos attendant 
on the collapse would entail an increased risk of nuclear war. The answer is 
that revolutionaries should not be deterred by such a risk. 

First, the proliferation of nuclear weapons to unstable or irrespon­
sible countries (such as Pakistan, North Korea, and Iran) continues and 
is unlikely to be permanently halted. 85 Consequently, the risk of nuclear 
war can only increase as long as the technological system survives, and the 
sooner the system collapses the less will be the risk of nuclear war in the 
long run. 

Second, though many people assume that a major nuclear war would 
result in the extinction of the human race and of most species of mammals, 
that assumption is probably incorrect. Undoubtedly the consequences of 
such a war would be horrible, but serious students of these matters do not 
believe that most species of mammals would be completely wiped out or 
that the human race would disappear. 86 

Third, if nothing intervenes to prevent the technological system 
from proceeding to its logical conclusion, there is every reason to believe 
that the eventual result will be a planet uninhabitable for all of the more 
complex forms of life as we know them today. See Chapter Two, Part IV. 
So if we had to choose between a major nuclear war and the continued 
existence of the system, we would have to take nuclear war as the lesser 
evil. 

Fourth, if we allow the defenders of the system to deter us with the 
threat of nuclear war or of any other dire consequences, then we may as 
well give up. A revolutionary movement can't be successful if it allows its 
pursuit of its objective to be limited by reservations or qualifications of 
any kind, for these can only lead to fatal hesitation at critical times. Revo­
lutionaries must take their goal to be the collapse of the system no matter 
what. You have to make a decision: Is the elimination of the technological 
system worth all of the desperate risks and terrifying disasters that it will 
entail? If you don't have the courage to answer "yes" to that question, then 
you'd better quit whining about the evils and hardships of the modern 
world and just adapt yourself to them as best you can, because nothing 
short of the collapse of the system will ever get us off the road that we are 
on now. 
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14. In s ec tions 1 2  a nd 1 3  w e'v e offered som e  guideli nes for rev olu ­
tionary ac ti on to b e  taken u pon the a rrival  of a n  acute c ris is of the sys tem. 
R emaining to b e  discussed is the long prepara tory period during w hic h the 
m ov em ent bu ilds its s treng th for the fina l  push  toward revolu tion. 

In  a revolu tiona ry s itua tion-as w e've  pointed ou t a lready in  
s ec tion 1-vic tory i s  determined not primarily by  numb ers bu t by  the 
dy namics of s ocial m ov em ents. In s ec ti on 10 we 'v e  s een examples of 
num erically tiny m ov em ents tha t have ini tia ted successful revolu tions. A 
small but w ell-organized,87 u nified, a nd deeply c ommitted m ov em ent w ill 
have a f a r  b etter cha nce  of success than w ill a vas tly larg er m ov em ent tha t 
lacks these cha racteris tics. In other w ords, quality is m ore importa nt than 
qua ntity.88 C onsequently, w hi le a n  orga ni za ti on is building i ts s treng th for 
a futu re revolution, i t  must s tric tly sub ordinate the g oa l  of i nc reasi ng i ts 
numb ers to that of recruiting high-quality people w ho a re capable of tota l  
commitm ent to the cause. Their c ommitment must b e  exc lus iv e; they must 
hav e  no com peting loyalty to a ny other cause. B ecause the m emb ership 
of the revolu tionary orga ni za ti on has to b e  limited, as f a r  as possib le, to 
people of this type, s elec tiveness in recrui tm ent is ess ential.89 

15. If the g oa l  of revolutiona ries is the c om plete elim ination of the 
technologica l  s oc iety, then they must disca rd the valu es a nd the m orality of 
tha t s ociety a nd replace them wi th new valu es a nd a new m orality des ig ned 
to s erv e the purpos es of revolu ti on.90 T rots ky  put i t  this way : 

Bolshevism crea ted the type of the au thentic revolutionis t who sub ordi ­
na tes [his ideas and his moral judgments]  to his toric goals irreconcilable 
with contemporary society .... [T]he Bolshev ik pa rty created not only a 
political but a moral medium of its own, independent of bourgeois social 
opinion and implacably opposed to i t. Only this permitted the Bolsheviks 
to overcome the waverings in the ir own ranks and reveal i n  action tha t 
courageous determination without which the October [Revolution] would 
have been imposs ib le .91 

Su itab le recrui ts to the revolu tionary m ov em ent will inc lu de only 
those w ho a re prepared to abandon the old valu es a nd m orality a nd 
a dopt in their place the revolutiona ry valu es a nd m orality. The revolu ­
tionary m essage needs to b e  a ddressed to and des igned for, not the g enera l 
public, bu t the small minori ty of people w ho hav e  the potential to b ec om e  
c ommitted m emb ers of the revolu tionary orga niza tion. 
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16. It follows that the revolutionaries should never retreat from 
their extreme positions for the sake of popularity or to avoid offending 
the moral or other sensibilities of the general public. 92 If the revolutionary 
organization were to dilute its message or prevaricate in order to avoid 
offending people it would discourage its own members and lose their 
respect, weakening their commitment to the organization; it would lose 
the respect of the best kind of potential recruits while attracting many who 
were incapable of total commitment to the organization; and it would lose 
the respect of the general public. A revolutionary organization should seek 
not to be liked, but to be respected, and it should have no aversion to being 
hated and feared. Mao regarded hatred of a revolutionary organization 
as a sign that it was effective.93 It is to such an organization that many 
people will turn in a time of crisis when they have lost all confidence in the 
existing social order and are desperate or angry. 

17. Revolutionaries will not suddenly become effective agitators, 
propagandists, organizers and leaders at the moment when the system 
reaches a crisis. They will need to begin developing these abilities through 
practical experience long before the crisis arrives. In order to acquire such 
experience, revolutionaries will have to involve themselves in political 
efforts that are peripheral to the central issue of technology. For example, 
an anti-tech organization might join with other groups in addressing some 
environmental issue of special importance-though it will be necessary 
for the revolutionaries to make very clear that the environmental issue is 
a sideshow and that the long-term goal must be to eliminate the entire 
technological system. 

In all such activities the revolutionary organization should strive to 
prove itself more determined and more effective than the other groups 
involved, for when a crisis arrives the organization will more readily acquire 
a mass following if it has already demonstrated its superior effectiveness. 
"[I]n the course of struggle . . .  broad masses must learn from experience 
that we fight better than the others, that we see more clearly than the 
others, that we are more audacious and resolute."94 

Another way revolutionaries can acquire practical experience will be 
through the publication of a newspaper or journal devoted to anti-tech 
work. Lenin wrote: 
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A paper is not merely a collective propagandist and collective agitator, it 
is also a collective organizer . . . . With the aid of, and around a paper, there 
will automatically develop an organization that will be concerned, not only 
with local activities, but also with regular, general work; it will teach its 
members carefully to watch political events, to estimate their importance 
and their influence on the various sections of the population, and to devise 
suitable methods to influence these events through the revolutionary party. 
The mere technical problem of procuring a regular supply of material for 
the newspaper and its regular distribution will make it necessary to create 
a network of agents . . .  who will be in close contact with each other. . .. 95 

Nowadays, of course, a newspaper or journal will likely be published 
not only in print but also on the Internet; or perhaps even on the Internet 
alone. 

18. In order to be effective, a revolutionary organization must be 
capable of unity in action. As Fidel Castro put it: "No one can expect 
anything useful from an organization comprised of anarchic men who, at 
the first disagreement, seek their own road, breaking and destroying the 
machine." Consequently, Castro put great importance on discipline.96 

Stalin stressed the need for "unity of will" and "absolute and complete 
unity of action on the part of all members of the Party." He set forth an 
admirable theory: 

[Unity] does not mean of course that there will never be any conflict of 
opinion within the Party. On the contrary, iron discipline does not preclude 
but presupposes criticism and conflicts of opinion within the Party. Least 
of all does it mean that this discipline must be 'blind' discipline. On the 
contrary iron discipline does not preclude but presupposes conscious and 
voluntary submission, for only conscious discipline can be truly iron disci­
pline. But after a discussion has been closed, after criticism has run its 
course and a decision has been made, unity of will and unity of action 
become indispensable conditions without which Party unity and iron disci­
pline in the Party are inconceivable.97 

Needless to say, Stalin was concerned above all to maintain his own 
power, and consequently he never allowed the democratic aspect of the 
foregoing theory to be put into practice. But this need not prevent us from 
recognizing that the theory itself-that decisions are to be arrived at with 
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free discussion and criticism throughout the organization, after which 
all members will be expected to obey the decisions that have been made 
whether or not they personally agree with them-is an excellent one for a 
revolutionary organization to follow. 

Nelson Mandela would have agreed with Stalin's theory (though not, 
of course, with Stalin's practice), for he "believed passionately in democ­
racy" within the African National Congress,98 yet insisted on party disci­
pline: Once a decision had been made by the organization, all members 
had to comply with it. "Having subjugated his own will to the movement, 
he was determined that others should do so too."99 

But it has to be conceded that in practical terms the theory is not 
as democratic as it sounds. First, many decisions will need to be made 
quickly, with no time for discussion by the rank and file. The organization 
will have to have some sort of executive body that is empowered to make 
such decisions, and the rank and file will have to obey the decisions so 
made. Second, even when there is sufficient time, the organization can't 
be effective if many decisions are made by a simple head-count, so many 
votes on one side, so many on the other. However offensive it may be to our 
democratic sensibilities, the plain truth is that some individuals will have 
vastly more knowledge and experience relevant to the functioning of the 
organization than others will. Every member of the organization should 
be listened to, but the main responsibility for decision-making will have to 
rest with a relatively small group of leaders100 comprising those members 
who are best informed and have the highest level of political and organi­
zational skill. Thus, an effective revolutionary organization will require a 
significant measure of hierarchy and discipline. 101 

The so-called "democratic" countries in today's world are in reality 
governed by political parties. In even the most democratic of these parties, 
decisions are made primarily by a limited inner circle of leaders102 who pay 
only as much attention as they think expedient to the opinions of the rank 
and file. A close approximation to true democracy can exist only in soci­
eties organized on a very small scale, such as the nomadic bands of African 
pygmies. 103 In any modern, large-scale society, a political organization that 
attempts to maintain a truly democratic internal structure will condemn 
itself to impotence. 

19. Recognition of the importance of unity might lead to an erro­
neous conclusion, namely, that a revolutionary organization should never 

.. 
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split when there are disagreements over principles, strategy, or tactics. Of 
course, a faction shouldn't split from its parent organization for slight 
reasons or while there is a good prospect of resolving disagreements through 
discussion, or when there is an acute, immediate need to present a united 
front against adversaries . But an organization cannot be truly unified when 
there is within it a persistent, irreconcilable disagreement over a question 
of far-reaching importance. If such a disagreement develops among the 
members of a revolutionary organization, and if there is no apparent likeli­
hood of resolving the disagreement within a reasonable time, it will usually 
be best if the dissident minority separates itself from the parent group. This 
will leave the parent group and the minority each with its own indepen­
dent unity. If the minority is wrong it presumably will remain weak, while 
the parent group leads the revolution. On the other hand, if the minority's 
view is proven right through practice, then the minority can be expected to 
assume leadership when the time is ripe and leave its parent organization 
in the dust . 

Lenin said, "We must not be afraid to be a minority,"104 and he never 
hesitated to act accordingly when he was sure he was right. Trotsky makes 
clear that Lenin always insisted on pursuing his own line no matter what 
the rest of the Bolsheviks thought. Lenin preferred to be a member of a 
small minority that was right rather than compromise his views in order 
to get broader support.105 Thus he and his Bolsheviks, though they consti­
tuted a minority within the Social Democratic Party, split from their rivals, 
the Mensheviks (effectively in 1903, formally in 1912) and took their own 
road.106 Because their road turned out to be the right one, they eventually 
prevailed over the Mensheviks. 

Again, at the outbreak of World War I in 1914, Lenin adopted and 
maintained an anti-war position and even advocated "transforming the 
imperialist war into civil war," despite the fact that he was supported in 
this only by his "closest comrades," who comprised "a minority within the 
group of anti-war Socialists, who, in turn, constituted a small minority 
of the international Socialist movement . . . . "107 Lenin and his minority 
prevailed in the end because their judgment of the political situation had 
been better than that of other socialists . 

When Lenin announced his ''April Theses" in the spring of 1917 
these were met with hostility by the other Bolshevik leaders, who thought 
he was "temporarily disorientated ."108 Lenin persisted, however, and in this 
case he did succeed after several weeks in bringing the rest of the party 
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over to his view.109 Much the same thing happened in October of that 
year when, at first against the opposition of the majority of the Bolshevik 
leaders but eventually with success, Lenin advocated the insurrection that 
put the Bolsheviks in control of Russia. 110 

Lenin won out in these conflicts only because his political judgment 
was better than that of his opponents . If his opponents had advocated 
more effective policies, they would have prevailed in the end and Lenin 
would have sunk into obscurity. 

Lenin of course was a political genius, so he could afford to be confi­
dent to the point of arrogance in his political judgments . Those of us who 
are not equally gifted should be more cautious about risking a split in 
a revolutionary movement. Nevertheless, when it has become clear that 
there are deep and irreconcilable disagreements between different factions, 
it will generally be advisable for a movement to split. 

20. A revolutionary movement needs to be self-confident. 
Alinsky, in explaining the techniques he had used throughout his long 
and successful career as a social and political activist, emphasized that 
a community organizer had to have confidence in himself11 1 and had 
to instill confidence in the people he was organizing . As long as people 
lacked confidence in their own power to bring about great changes they 
remained passive and apathetic, but once they were imbued with a sense 
of their own power they could become energetic, active, and effective. 112 

Trotsky noted the significance of the fact that the Bolsheviks "believed in 
their own truth and their victory."113 The international communist move­
ment-successor to the Bolsheviks-placed importance on "belief in the 
triumph of our cause . "114 

When Fidel Castro claimed that he could start a revolution with ten 
or fifteen men (see above, section 10), he added an important condition: 
His men had to have "absolute faith," presumably meaning absolute faith 
in their own eventual victory. The term "absolute faith" must be taken with 
a grain of salt. Given Marxism's claim to be "scientific" and the enormous 
prestige of science, it's not surprising that many Marxists of the 19th 
and the early 20th century had absolute faith in the eventual victory of 
the proletarian revolution. But nowadays well-informed people are more 
sophisticated, more skeptical. If you try to tell them that your movement 
is absolutely certain to achieve victory, you will attract only those who are 
either thoroughly irrational or extraordinarily na:ive. 

, 
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Castro, however, in speaking of "absolute faith," may have been refer­
ring not to a literal belief in the certainty of victory but to a psychological 
state: to buoyant self-confidence and a subjective sense of power-quali­
ties that encourage people to exert themselves to the limit, to recover from 
repeated defeats, and to persist in the face of difficulties that less inspired 
individuals would see as insurmountable. This psychological state does not 
require an absolute certainty of success, but it does at least require a belief 
that one will have an excellent chance of success if only one works hard 
enough and long enough and shows sufficient energy, courage, willpower, 
skill, and determination. 

Such a belief can be rationally sustained. Self-confidence tends to 
be self-justifying, in the sense that confidence that one can succeed tends 
to lead to actual success. A chief determinant, if not the chief determi­
nant, of success for a revolutionary movement is its faith in itself. Faith 
leads to deep commitment; it inspires heroic efforts and persistence in 
the face of overwhelming difficulties. Given such faith and commitment, 
a movement may achieve things that no one thought possible. Above, 
section 10, we've given examples of tiny groups of seeming "cranks" who 
initiated successful revolutions against what appeared at the outset to be 
impossible odds. Numerous examples can be cited-we will cite some in 
a moment-of groups that eventually achieved victory only because they 
had the self-confidence to persist in the face of defeat and even when their 
situation seemed hopeless. 

Conversely, when people lack confidence in their power to achieve 
things they will not in fact achieve anything difficult, because no one will 
exert himself to the limit when he has little hope that his efforts will be 
rewarded with any impressive result. For the same reason it is a serious 
mistake to set modest goals for a revolutionary movement on the ground 
that such goals are "realistic." Only a truly world-transforming goal can 
inspire people to accept hardship, risk, and sacrifice, and to put forth the 
extreme effort that will be necessary for the success of any real revolu­
tionary movement in the world today.1 15 

It follows that the goal a revolutionary movement sets itself must be 
nothing less than the total collapse of the technological system. The move­
ment moreover must consistently insist that its chances of achieving that 
goal will be excellent if its members show a sufficient level of commitment, 
energy, courage, willpower, skill, and persistence. 
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2 1 .  An impo rtant note of c larification : The rule that a revo lu­
t ionary movement sho uld be se lf-confident refers to confidence in it s 
ability to reach it s ultimate goal-that of consummatin g the revo lution. 
Overconfidence in carrying out particula r p roject s o r  ope ration s mu st be 
carefully guarded a gain st ,  because ove rconfidence lead s to carele ssne ss and 
ca rele ssne ss lead s to fai lure. That ' s  why Lenin habitually exa g gerated the 
potential ri sk s involved in any action and wo rked o ut his plan s with metic ­
ulous ca re.1 16 As Trot sky said, "one must be p rudent to win the ri ght to be 
bold."1 17 

P rudence demand s that one take care not to undere stimate one ' s  
adversa ry. Undere stimation of  the adversary lead s to overconfidence, 
thence to carele ssne ss and defeat . In gene ral, it i s  safer to overe stimate 
one' s adversary. Such was the po licy of Lenin.118 Mao emphasized that 
while one mu st have confidence in one's ability to defeat the enemy in 
the lon g run , one must never  slacken one ' s  effo rt s  th rou gh ove rconfidence 
durin g the actual p roce ss of st ru ggle: 

Comrade Mao Tsetung ha s repeatedly po inted out : st rateg ic ally, wit h 
regard to the who le, revolutionaries must desp ise the enemy, dare to 
st ruggle aga inst him and dare to seize victor y; at the same t ime, tact ic ally, 
with regard to eac h part , each  sp ec ific st ruggle, they must take the enemy 
seriou sly, be prudent , carefully study and perfect the art of struggle .... 119 

In line with thi s, it sho uld be understood that the rule that a revo ­
lutionary movement mu st have an ambitious, world-t ransformin g goal 
refers only to the movement's  ultimate goal. The movement ' s  subsidiary 
goal s-the goals that are step s on the way to the ultimate goal-should be 
prudently and carefully selected. Mao advi sed , "fi ght no batt le you a re not 
su re of winnin g."120 Mao apparently wa s thinkin g p rimarily of a milita ry 
situation , but whether in a military o r  in any othe r situation , hi s advice 
would be imp ractical if taken in a st rictly lite ral sen se. Seldom can one 
be really sure of succe ss in any enterp ri se. However, in contemplatin g any 
project o r  action , revolutiona rie s should cautiously balance the advanta ge s 
to be gained throu gh succe ss a gain st the ri sk of defeat . Trot sky pointed 
out: "Every defeat... chan ge s [the co rrelation of fo rce s] ... to the di sad ­
vanta ge of the vanquished , fo r the victo r  gain s in self-confidence and the 
vanqui shed lo se s  faith in himself."121 
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The hard c ore of a revoluti onary movement n eeds to have the c on fi­
d ence, the c ommi tmen t, and the p sychologic al toug hn ess to recover from 
repeated d efeats and c arry on in spi te of them. B ut even the most d eeply 
c ommi tted revoluti on aries are, after all, human , and may be w eakened by 
d efeats or fai lures. Therefore one should ri sk a defeat or a failure only w hen 
there i s  a strong reason for d oing so. 

22. The n eg ative effect of d efeats wi ll be mi tig ated i f  revolution aries 
und erstand that, following a c rushing d efeat that seems to leave a g roup in 
a hopeless si tuati on , a d etermin ed renewal of effort by w hatever i s  left of 
the g roup very often lead s  to vic tory. 

In a surpri se attack at midwinter, 877-78, D ani sh Vikings seized 
c on trol of Wessex, the country of the West Saxon s. B elieving that resi stance 
w as futile, the Saxons submitted to the invaders, but their king ,Alf red, esc ap ed 
w ith a few follow ers to the w oods and moors of Somerset, and by Easter 878 
he had establi shed himself in a fort on an i sland in the Somerset marshes. 
A t  some point, ei ther before or after reaching the marshes, Alf red c ol lected 
a small army, and from the fort hi s men harassed the D an es with g uerrilla 
attacks. About the middle of May Alf red summon ed Saxon w arriors from 
neighboring p arts of Wessex and marched w ith them again st the Dan es, 
w hom he d efeated d eci sively at the B attle ofEdington .122 Alfred's "memory 
lived on through the Midd le Ages and in legend as that of a king w ho w on 
vic tory in app arently hopeless circ umstances."123 

Even more i mp ressive i s  the c ase of Robert B ruce.124 Toward the 
end of the 13th c en tury, Edw ard I of Eng land occ upied Scotlan d and 
made i t  into something like an Eng li sh c olony. The Scots w ere restive 
und er Engli sh rule, and in 1306 R obert B ruce, w hose anc estry g ave him 
a c laim to the king ship ,  had himself in augurated as King of Scotland . B ut 
wi thin three mon ths he w as d efeated in battle by the forc es of Edward 
I and bec ame a hunted fugi tive, forc ed at ti mes to survive und er c ondi ­
tions of the g reatest hardship .125 At thi s stag e  hi s c ause seemed hopeless. 
He had hardly any money or troops, 126 and the w eakness of hi s p osi tion 
w as "almost ludicrous."127 N evertheless, over the succeeding y ears B ruc e 
w ag ed a savage g uerri lla c ampaign , g radually increasing the terri tory he 
c on trolled and the n umber of hi s follow ers until, in 1314, he d efeated the 
Eng li sh deci sively at the B attle of B annoc kburn . After that he reigned in 
effec t as King of Scotland , thoug h he did n ot secure English rec ogni tion 
of Scotland 's indep endence until 1328. B ruce's ri se from a hunted fugitive 
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to ruler of an independent kin gdom i s  seen by som e  a s  incredible, 128 but it 
does not look incredible to tho se who have noticed how oft en in hi story 
seemingly lo st causes have eventually triumphed. 

In the autumn of1878 , the Social Democratic movem ent in Germany 
wa s very nearly destroyed by the Socialist Law of October 1 9  of that year, 
which was en forced with extreme sever ity and had th e effect of  abolishin g 
any "soci eti es with 'social-democratic, soc iali stic, or communi st' tenden ­
cies."129 "As their foes were encourag ed, many of the Social Democrat s lo st 
heart .... [T ]he mov em ent nearly disint egrat ed completely."130 But within 
a year som e  of the tou gher and more per sist ent Social Democrat s  were 
publi shin g a paper in Switzerland and devi sin g ways of smu g gl in g  it into 
Germany. 131 Meanwhile, other m ember s  of the movement developed l e gal 
and illegal subter fug es that enabled them to circumvent the Sociali st Law 
and build a new organization for the par ty, 132 so that by the autumn of 
1884 German Social Democracy was stron ger than ev er 133-ev en thou gh 
it was sti ll ill e gal. 

Accordin g to Mao, "in 1931. .. some comrades became proud and 
overweening. The result wa s [a ] ... seriou s error in the political line, which 
co st u s  about 90 p ercent of the r evolutionary forc es that we had built up 
with so much toil . "134 An editor s' note explain s: 

The erroneous 'Left' line dominated the Party for a particularly long time 
(four years) and brought extremely heavy losses, with disastrous conse­
quences, to the Party and the revolution. A loss of 90 percent was inflicted 
on the Chinese Communist Party, the Chinese Red Army and its base 
areas . . . . 135 

But the Communi st s p er si sted in their effort s, rebounded from their 
defeat s and, a s  we know, by 1949  had mad e them selves mast er s  of China . 

In South Africa during the early 1970s the ANC (African National 
Congr ess) seemed thorou ghly defeated and almo st defunct .136 But what 
was left of the or ganization continued the stru g gl e, with the r esult that the 
ANC eventually recover ed it s stren gth , made it self the dominant political 
forc e in South Afr ica , and sub sequently became the rulin g party of that 
country. 

The Bol shev ik s rep eatedly recovered from severe  defeat s. When the 
Social Democrat s of Ru ssia (who inc luded the Bol shevik s137) "helped to 
rou se anti government demonstrations" in 1905, their in surr ection failed, 
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and "they were arrested, imprisoned, or exiled."138 To one who lived 
through those days it seemed that "[t]he revolution was dying . . . .  Darkness 
and despair had set in [among the intelligentsia] ."139 "But Lenin did not 
despair of success . . . .  For him there were lessons to be learned, new plans 
to be worked out, alternate methods of revolution to be considered."140 

Again in 1914, at the outbreak of World War I, "the revolutionary 
movement died down . . . .  The revolutionary ideas were barely kept glowing 
in small and hushed circles. In the factories in those days nobody dared to 
call himself 'Bolshevik' for fear not only of arrest, but of a beating from the 
backward workers."141 As we mentioned earlier (section 10), the Bolsheviks' 
centralized organization was destroyed at this time through the arrest of 
their delegates in the Duma. Nevertheless the Bolsheviks persisted, and 
following the February 1917 insurrection and the implementation of 
Lenin's ''April Theses" they made themselves into an important force in the 
Russian revolutionary process. 

However, as a result of the "July Days" (the abortive insurrection of 
July 1917;142 see section 12, above) the Bolsheviks again suffered a severe 
setback, 143 one that would have been fatal to a less determined group. 

'After the July Days,' writes V. Yakovleva, at that time a member of the 
Central Committee . . .  , 'all reports from the localities described with one 
voice not only a sharp decline in the mood of the masses, but even a definite 
hostility to our party. In a good number of cases our speakers were beaten 
up. The membership fell off rapidly, and several organizations . .. even ceased 
to exist entirely.' . . .  The efflux from the party in some cases reached such a 
scale that only after a new registration of members could the organization 
begin to live a proper life.144 

We've emphasized that any major defeat is dangerous. But if a revo­
lutionary organization has a hard core that is absolutely committed and 
determined, the organization in some cases may actually be strengthened 
by a defeat because its weaker members are weeded out: If they don't leave 
the organization, they at least reveal themselves by their wavering during 
the period of failures and difficulties. Thus the hard core is consolidated, 
because its members are clearly distinguished from the weaker members of 
the organization. Trotsky notes in reference to the July Days: 

This sharp turn in the mood of the masses produced an automatic, and 
moreover an unerring, selection within the cadres of the party. Those 
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[Bolsheviks] who did no t tre mble in those days could be relied on abso ­
lutely in what was to come. They constituted a nucleus in the shops, in the 
factories, in the dis tr icts. On the eve of [the Bolshevik seizure of power in 
October 1917], in making appo intments and allo tting tasks, the organizers 
would glance round many a time call ing to mind who bore himself how in 
the July Days.145 

In this w ay the Bolshev iks drew an advantage from their July defeat 
when the time c am e  for them to take c on trol of R ussia. B ut jus t  a few 
m on ths a fter their s eizure of pow er they a gain c ame clos e  to total defeat 
w ith the invas ion of the "White" c ounterrev olution ar ies and their Western 
allies : 

[T ]he Bolsheviks were about to fall . It seemed a matter of days. Ruin 
surrounded them, from the Pacific and all across Siber ia and the Urals, their 
power had collapsed. The Germans were in charge in the Ukraine, where a 
voluntary army was forming against the Bolsheviks, and the English were 
landing in the north .  As was famine.146 

In these c ircumstances, n oth ing but the unbreakable determin ation 
of the h ard  c ore  of the Bolshev ik P ar ty en abled it to surviv e. But it did 
s urviv e, and it retain ed its iron grip on R uss ia for m ore  than s ixty years 
thereafter. 

This ab ility to b ounce  b ack from sev ere  defeats is a trait that s eems 
char ac ter is tic of s uccessful r evolution ary leaders . The tra it is delin eated 
w ith par ticular c larity in the c ase of Fidel C as tro. M atthews emphas izes 
"Fidel's inc orr igible optimism and fighting s pirit"147: 

'The most  important feature of Fidel's character,' his brother Raul 
said to me ... , 'is that he will no t accept defeat.' 

Every phase of his life, from childhood to the present, proves this 
point. . .. Fidel never gave up ; he never los t  heart; he seems immune to 
discourage ment and dismay.148 

Fidel Castro was like Lenin in having the gift of inspiring all those around 
him by his faith in himself and in what he was doing .... [I]t showed up 
best in the wors t and apparently most hopeless periods.149 
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23. In these pages we may seem to be making heroes of such men 
as Robert Bruce, Lenin, Mao, Castro, the extreme Irish nationalists, and 
so forth. Certainly the deeds of all these people were of heroic magni­
tude. But this doesn't mean that we should admire them as human beings, 
still less that we should respect their goals or their values. The Bolshevik/ 
Communist leaders were committed technophiles, 150 and therefore the 
adversaries of those of us who believe that modern technology is pushing 
the world toward disaster. Robert Bruce may (or may not) have made some 
pretense of patriotic motives, 151 but in all probability his real motive was 
personal ambition152-he wanted to be king of Scotland-and in the service 
of that ambition he inflicted terrible cruelties not only on the English but 
even on some of his fellow Scotsmen. 153 In the twentieth century, as we 
pointed out in Chapter Three, there was no reason why Ireland needed 
to become independent of Britain.154 It was solely in order to satisfy their 
own psychological needs that the Irish nationalists provoked the war of 
independence that brought suffering and death to so many of their coun­
trymen, and the Irish are no better off today than they would have been if 
Ireland had remained part of the United Kingdom. 

Here we've taken notice of some of the revolutionaries of the past 
only because we can learn something from their experience and their 
methods. If we've cited Communist leaders more often than others, we've 
done so not from any sympathy for Communism but only because the 
Communists, by and large, have been the most effective and successful 
revolutionaries of the 20th century. 

24. Professional propagandists know that people usually accept only 
those new ideas that they are already predisposed to accept. 155 A revo­
lutionary movement should try to identify the sectors of the population 
whose members are most likely to be predisposed to accept the revolu­
tionary message, and should give special attention to those sectors in prop­
agating its ideas and in its efforts at recruitment. Nevertheless, anti-tech 
ideas should be made known not only to the predisposed sectors but to 
the population at large. The rule that only predisposed people accept new 
ideas is not necessarily applicable "in times of revolutionary crisis when old 
beliefs have been shattered."156 Thus, as we pointed out in section 8, when 
a severe crisis of the system arrives the revolutionary movement will have 
its opportunity to acquire a mass following; but a mass following will be 
more easily acquired if most people already have at least some superficial 
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acqua intance with ant i-te ch idea s. Moreover, even lon g before the arr ival 
of a cr isis and even in se ctor s where the revolut ionar ie s  cannot hope to win 
any act ive support, their me ssa ge can promote d iscontent and d isillusion­
ment and thus help to set the sta ge for the arr ival of the cr isis. See in th is 
chapter se ct ion 1, third point, and Al insky a s  quoted in se ct ion 8. 

25. A revolut ionary movement must maintain clear line s of demar ­
cat ion that separate it from other rad ical groups  hold in g ideolo g ies  that to 
some extent re semble it s own.157 This is a coroll ary to the need for unity that 
we stre ssed in se ct ion 17: A social or polit ical movement can't be unified if it 
ha s many member s whose loyalty is d iv ided between the ir own movement 
and some other. Moreover, a movement needs to have a clear and unmistak ­
able ident ity of it s own ; this is nece ssary not only for the internal cohesion 
of the movement it self, but al so so that outsider s will easily reco gnize the 
movement and wil l re spect it ( see se ct ion 1, second point, and se ct ion 16). In 
add it ion, the movement need s to keep it self str ictly independent of all other 
groups. Dependence upon or too close a linka ge with another group will 
prevent a revolut ion ary or ganizat ion from act in g in the intere st of it s own 
goal s when these conflict with the goals of the other group. 

One movement from which an ant i-te ch or ganizat ion need s to 
separate it se lf definit ively is that of the rad ical env ironmental ist s; another 
is anarchopr imit iv ism .  Most rad ical env ironmentalist s do not contemplate 
the e liminat ion of the ent ire te chnolo g ical system. An ant i-te ch or gani­
zat ion can't afford to have member s who are not sure they really want 
to e liminate modern te chnolo gy, nor can it afford to be linked with a 
movement that hold s  an ambivalent po sit ion re spe ct in g te chnolo gy. The 
anarchopr im it iv ist s do want to e liminate modern te chnolo gy, but other 
goal s are at lea st equally important to them : gender equality, gay r i ght s, 
animal liberat ion, etc.-the whole catalo g of leftist issue s.158 Elsewhere 
we 've expla ined why an ant i-te ch movement must emphat ically d istance 
it se lf from leftism .159 

26.  In it s re lat ion s with r ival rad ical group s, a revolut ionary or ga ­
n izat ion should avo id gett in g entan g led in ster ile, interminable wran g le s  
over ideolo g y. S uch wran g le s  have been prevalent, for example, in anarch ist 
cir cle s. Some anarch ist s seem to spend mo st of the ir t ime and ener gy on 
theoret ical squabble s with other anar ch ist s and very litt le on effort s to 
br in g  about the social chan ge s that they advocate. Ne ither side in the se 
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disputes ever succeeds in persuading the other, and no one but the partic­
ipants has any interest in the arguments offered. 

Seldom indeed will you succeed in persuading your opponents in an 
ideological dispute. Therefore, in any such dispute, your arguments should 
be designed not to persuade your opponents but to influence undecided 
third parties who may hear or read the arguments. For this purpose you 
should state your case concisely, as clearly and convincingly as possible, and 
in a way that will make it interesting to third parties. Then do what you 
can to ensure that your arguments are widely heard or read. Address only 
the most important points and leave out the minor ones, for third parties 
will be interested only in the main lines of the arguments. Squabbles over 
arcane technical points are worse than a waste of time because third parties, 
if they read them at all, will probably view them with disdain and may 
compare you to the medieval theologians who quarreled over the number 
of angels who could dance on the point of a pin. Similar principles apply 
to debates with the defenders of the existing system, and with those who 
don't defend the system as it now exists but think it can be reformed. 

W hen one is confronted with arguments that attack one's ideas or 
one's group one is strongly tempted to answer them, and the more unrea­
sonable the arguments are, the stronger is the temptation to answer them. 
But before one gives in to this temptation one should ask what advantages, 
if any, one's answer can win for the revolutionary organization, and one 
should consider whether there are other ways of spending one's time and 
energy that will be more useful for revolutionary purposes than an answer 
to the offensive arguments would be. 

The way to prevail over rival radical groups is not to argue with them 
but to outflank them: Focus on recruiting to your organization any suitable 
persons who are predisposed to reject modern technology but are unde­
cided among the various factions. Show that your organization is more 
active and effective than other radical groups. This will bring more people 
over to your viewpoint than any amount of argument will do. 

27. " [T]he most precious of all revolutionary qualities, loyalty, has 
its inevitable counterpart in treachery."160 Members of any radical orga­
nization need to bear in mind at all times the likelihood that their group 
includes informers who will report their activities to law-enforcement or 
intelligence agencies, and they should remember that even individuals who 
are currently loyal may turn traitor at some later date. 



C H A P T E R  Fo u R :  S ECT I O N  2 7  183 

From 1956 to 1971 the FBI implemented a pro g ram known a s  
COINT ELPRO tha t  involved, amon g o ther thin g s, the systema tic infil­
tra tion of informers in to g roups tha t  the FBI found poli tica lly objection­
able.161 COINT ELPRO under tha t  name ha s lon g since been di scon­
tinued but, needle ss to say, the FBI still u se s  simila r methods today. In 

2006, members of a g roup of eco- sabo teurs were a rre sted with the help of 
an FBI informer who had infil tra ted radical-environmentali st ci rcle s.162 At 
about the same time, in a re la ted opera tion, the FBI a rre sted the g roup tha t  
had been re sponsib le fo r the spec tacula r eco -a rson a t  Vail, Colo rado in 
1998. One of the g roup's members had turned trai tor  and helped the FBI 
to collect evidence; some of the others sub sequently te stified a gain st their  
comrade s in  order to ge t shorter sen tence s for themselve s. 163 

In South Africa the police u sed spie s and informers wi th deva s­
ta tin g effec t a gain st anti -apa rtheid activists, and some of the activi sts, 
when subjected to in te rro ga tion, gave info rmation tha t  helped the po lice 
to a rre st thei r collea gue s.164 In Ireland, revolutionary g roups were re gu ­
larly infiltra ted by government informers ( thou gh by 1919, under  Michael 
Collin s, the revolu tionarie s had turned the table s  and developed a much 
be tter in tell i gence network than tha t  of the government) .165 Fidel Ca stro's 
guerrille ro s  fe lt i t  nece ssary to execu te many traitors whom they di scov­
ered in thei r ranks.166 Of the members of Che Gueva ra's guerrilla band in 
Bolivia, some who were captu red gave the authori tie s informa tion about 
the members who were sti ll f ree .167 Durin g the pe riod in which the Socia l 
Democra ts of Germany were ou tlawed ( 1878-1890), they e stabli shed an 
"intell i gence system" for  the purpo se of "si ftin g and analyzin g raw infor­
ma tion to uncover  informers and a gents p rovoca teur[s],"168 but thi s  did 
no t enti re ly p ro tect them a gainst infiltra tion by police a gents.169 Even 
one of the dele ga te s  to the Social Democra ts' secre t  con g re ss a t  Wyden 
Ca stle in Swi tzerland (Au gust 1880) wa s "in the pay of the Berlin Police 
P re sident."170 In Ru ssia, the revolutionary movement wa s tho rou ghly infil­
tra ted wi th spie s and info rmers.171 The Social Revolutionarie s' "Comba t 
Or ganiza tion" wa s headed for  a time by a police a gent, 172 and acco rdin g 
to Tro tsky, a s  no ted in sec tion 10, above, th ree of the seven members of 
the Bolshevik s' S t. Pe tersburg  committee in 1914 were police a gents.173 
A prominent Bol shevik named Roman Malinovsky, who wa s the party's 
spoke sman in the Duma and p layed a cri tica l role in the foundin g of 
Pravda, la te r turned ou t to be a police a gent. Even a fter  i t  should have been 
evident tha t  Malinovsky was a spy, Lenin refused to believe i t.174 
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The pattern is consistent and the lesson is clear: A radical group 
can never safely assume that its plans or its activities are unknown to the 
government. Thus, a legal revolutionary organization is well advised to 
remain exactly that: strictly legal.175 Any sort of dabbling in illegal activi­
ties is extremely dangerous. 

28. It is important to study the history and the methods of earlier 
social and political movements and the techniques developed by successful 
leaders of such movements. It is a serious mistake to reject out of hand the 
techniques and the theories of revolutionaries or activists of the past merely 
because their goals were incompatible with anti-tech goals or because they 
were leftists or reformists. It's true that many of their methods must be 
rejected as unsuitable for use by an anti-tech organization today, and of 
their other methods many must be modified to adapt them to such use. 
Neither history nor the principles laid down by past leaders will provide 
formulas or recipes for success that can be applied in cookbook fashion. 
But they provide ideas, of which some may lead to methods that are suit­
able for anti-tech use while others may call our attention to dangers or 
stumbling-blocks that we need to avoid. 

Mao emphasized not only the importance of learning from the 
experience of the past as recorded in history, but also that theories derived 
from past experience were often incomplete and needed to be corrected 
through further experience. Similarly, principles of action found to be valid 
in other contexts might not be applicable to the concrete situations arising 
in the development of a given revolution. Consequently, from among such 
principles revolutionaries needed to sort out what was useful for their 
purposes from what was useless, discard the useless, and modify the useful 
to adapt it to their own needs.176 

It takes hard work to study the history and the methods of past move­
ments and to sort out the useful from the useless. But if you fail to learn from 
the past then you condemn yourself to learning everything all over again, by 
trial and error. This is a slow, halting, and difficult process. A good deal of 
trial and error will be necessary anyway, but the number of trials needed and 
the number of errors committed will be greatly reduced if you put out the 
effort demanded by a careful study of earlier movements and their methods. 
A refusal to make this effort will seriously diminish your chances of success. 

This writer has had no opportunity to study more than a few of the 
works of history, political science, sociology, and revolutionary theory that 
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may be relevant to  the anti-tech enterprise . Worthy of careful attenti on 
are the works of Alins ky, Selznick , S melser , and Trotsky that appear in our 
List ofW orks Cited. But there is a vast amount of other relevant literature 
that deserves to be explored; for example , the literature of the academic 
field known as "Or ganizational Behavior," and the works of Lenin to the 
extent that they deal with revoluti onary strate gy and tactics (his ideol o g ­
ical hokum is merely of historical interest) . Thorou gh library research will 
revea l an unendin g series of other relevant works. It is worth repeatin g 
that this literature will provide no recipes for acti on that can be applied 
mechanica lly. It will provide ideas, some of which can be applied , with 
suitable modifications , t o  the purposes of an anti-tech or ganizati on . 

29. Let 's illustrate the fore g oin g with a concrete exa mple . Selznick 
explains how C ommunists operatin g in countries outside the socialist bloc 
would infiltrate non-C ommunist or ganizations , find their way into key 
positi ons within such or ganizati ons , and use those positi ons to  influence 
the activity of the or ganizati ons in question . In some cases the or gani ­
zati ons were taken over completely and made into appenda ges of the 
C ommunist Party. The C ommunists did not find it necessary to place lar ge 
nu mbers of their people in the or ganizations that they sou ght to  influence 
or control; a relatively s ma ll nu mber of individuals , strate gica lly placed and 
well or ganized , could exercise great power.177 

For an anti-tech m ove ment today there can be no question of si mply 
copyin g C ommunist tactics. But careful study of a book like Selznic k's can 
lead to ideas such as the followin g ones: 

An anti-tech or ganization will have some de gree of affinity with 
radical environmentalism . Many people tend to associate the ter m "radical 
environmentalist " only with ille ga l groups like Earth Liberation Front ( ELF) , 
but here we apply the term to any individual or group advocatin g environ ­
mental soluti ons that are too radical t o  have any chance of acceptance by 
the mainstrea m  in modern society. For example , Bill Mc Kibben-author of 
Enough: Staying Human in an Engineered Age--is a radical environmentalist 
by our definition ,  thou gh as far as we know his work has always been entirely 
le ga l. Since we 've already emphasized that a revolutionary or ganization 
committed to open ,  political acti on should maintain strict le gality (secti on 
27) , it follows that the members of such an or ganization should avoid any 
involvement in ille gal acti ons by radical environmentalists . But this need not 
prevent anti-tech revolutionaries from participatin g in the le gal activities of 



1 86 A NTI - T E CH R E V O L UTI O N  

radical environmentali st g roups and seeking positions o f  pow er and influ ­
ence within such g roups. Thi s pow er and influence cou ld be u sed to the 
advantage o f  an anti -t ech o rganiza tion in variou s w ays. For example: 

(i ) The anti -t ech o rganization may be able to fin d suitable recruit s 
for it self among t he m em bers o f  radical environmentali st g roups. 

(ii )  If a m em ber of t he anti-tech o rganization can fin d a place on t he 
editorial boa rd o f  a radi cal environmen ta li st periodi ca l  (for instance, t he 
Earth First ! journal), he will be able to in flu en ce t he content o f  t he perio d­
i ca l. If a majo rity o f  anti-tech people can be placed on t he edito rial boa rd, 
t hey will be able in effect to take t he perio dica l  over, minimize it s l efti st 
cont ent, and u se it systemati cally for the pro pagation o f  anti -tech idea s. 

(iii ) If an anti-tech o rganization deci des to undertake action on an 
environmental i ssue a s  suggest ed in section 17 o f  t hi s  chapter, an d if  it ha s 
power an d influence wit hin radical environmentali st g roups, t hen it should 
be able to secu re suppo rt an d coo peration from t hese g roups in carrying 
out t he a ction in question . 

(iv) In some ca ses t he anti -t ech revolutionari es may be abl e  to take 
over a radi cal environmentali st g roup a ltoget her and turn it into an anti ­
t ech g roup. Under t hese ci rcumstances lefti st s  can be expect ed to drift 
away from t he g roup, and in t heir place t he g roup will att ra ct recruits who 
a re predi spo sed to anti-tech. 

(v) Work in radical environmentali st g roups will provi de anti-tech 
revo lutionari es with valuable t raining and experience in leadershi p  and 
o rganizationa l work.178 

(vi) When an acute cri si s o f  t he system a rrives, t he power and influ ­
ence t hat anti-tech revo lutionari es wield within radical environmentali st 
g roups will be u seful in t he effo rt to o rganize on a mass basi s. 

Non e  o f  t hi s  i s  incon si stent with t he rule t hat t he anti-tech move­
m ent must maintain clear lin es o f  demarcation betw een it self and other 
radical movement s. Lenin's emphasi s on such lin es o f  demarcation did not 
prevent him from collaborating-when he found it u seful-with leaders 
o f  g roups w ho se programs w ere in conflict with t hat o f  hi s own g roup.179 

Of cou rse, m em bers o f  t he anti -t ech o rganization w ho a re a sked to wo rk 
within radi ca l  environmentali st g roups w ill have to be clea rly aware o f  t he 
impo rtance o f  t he lin es o f  demarcation . They will n eed to understan d t hat 
t hei r purpo se in working with radi cal environmentali st s  i s  so lely to win 
a dvantages for anti-tech and not to promote any radi cal envi ronmentali st 
goals t hat may be in con si st ent with anti-tech goals. 
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How can anti-tech revolutionaries get themselves into pos1t10ns 
of power and influence in radical environmentalist groups? The most 
important way will be through 

the moral authority of hard work. In every organization which they seek 
to capture, the communists are the readiest volunteers, the most devoted 

committee workers, the most alert and active participants. In many groups, 

this is in itself sufficient to gain the leadership; it is almost always enough 

to justify candidacy [ for leadership] . 180 

The [Communists] in penetrating an organization . . .  become the 'best 

workers' for whatever goals the organization seeks to attain.181 

This approach can be supplemented with a technique that Nelson 
Mandela used with outstanding success to get and keep leadership of 
the anti-apartheid movement in South Africa: He strictly controlled his 
emotions, rarely allowed himself to show anger, remained always calm, 
self-possessed, even-tempered.182 This kind of deportment wins respect 
and encourages others to look to an individual for leadership. Among the 
Andaman Islanders, a potential chief was "a young adult in the camp who 
possessed the virtues that attract even younger men to seek his company. 
He was usually a good hunter, generous, and, above all, even-tempered"183 

A revolutionary working in a radical environmentalist group won't 
need to conceal his anti-tech commitment. But for obvious reasons he 
must avoid pushing anti-tech ideas aggressively, and he must not show 
disrespect for radical environmentalists' ideas. If he argues in favor of anti­
tech he must do so in a good-humored way, and if an ideological discussion 
becomes heated or angry he must withdraw from it. 

For the present this writer is not actually recommending that an 
anti-tech organization should use these methods to gain power and influ­
ence within the radical environmentalist movement. The leaders of an 
anti-tech organization will make that decision when the time comes, and 
they will take into account the resources of their organization, the oppor­
tunities available to it, and any other relevant factors. The point here is 
simply that the ideas outlined in this section are at least worthy of serious 
consideration, and that this writer would never have thought of those ideas 
if he hadn't studied Selznick's book. This example shows how the histories 
and the techniques of past movements can be an important source of ideas 
for an anti-tech movement today. 

.. 
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30. A revolut ionary organization will need a sect ion or a committee 
devoted to studyin g technolo gy and keepin g up with technolo gica l devel­
opments , and not only for the p urpose of attack in g technolo gy polit ically. 
The organization a lso needs to be ab le to app ly technolo gy for its own 
revolutionary p urposes. 

It is well known that in the United States (and probably in most 
other countries) law-enforcement and inte lli gence a gencies have lon g 
made use of wire-tappin g-often i lle ga lly-to keep track of the p lans 
and activit ies of polit ically suspect groups. But nowadays o ld-fashioned 
tappin g of te lephone lines is becomin g obsolete and far more soph isti ­
cated eavesdroppin g techniques are available ,  184 a lon g with such tools for 
spy in g as ubiquitous surveillance cameras , face -reco gnition techno lo gy , 
h ummin gbird-sized (perhaps even insect-sized ) drones , and mind -read in g  
mach ines .185 

In the United States , eavesdroppin g or spyin g by a government 
a gency , unless authorized by a court of law, v io lates the Fourth Amendment's 
proh ibition of unreasonable searches , and at least in some cases is i lle gal. 
But in a ll of the extensive le gal research that this writer has cond ucted in 
relation to const itutional ri ghts , he has never come across a s in g le case in 
which government a gents have actua lly been prosecuted for i lle gal eaves ­
droppin g or spyin g. While a c iv il lawsuit mi ght theoretical ly be poss ible 
in some cases , we can say for pract ical p urposes that a lmost the only le ga l 
defense a gainst the government's illic it survei llance consists in the fact 
that ev idence obtained in vio lation of the Fourth Amendment cannot be 
used in a criminal prosecution a gainst the vict im of the violation.186 But 
there wi ll be no prospect of criminal prosecution of members of a revolu­
tionary organ izat ion that carefully maintains the le gality of its act iv it ies. 
Consequently , government a genc ies will have no incentive to refrain from 
eavesdropp in g  or spy in g on such an organization in d isre gard of the Fourth 
Amendment. Unconst itutionally and ille gally acquired knowled ge of the 
p lans and activities of the organizat ion may give the authorities a decisive 
advanta ge and enable them to sabota ge the organizat ion's efforts in various 
le ga l or ille gal ways (as was done , for example ,  in the COINT ELPRO 
pro gram that we ment ioned in section 27). Revolutionaries therefore need 
to be well informed about eavesdropp in g and spyin g technolo gy , and need 
to have the technical capac ity to defend themselves a ga inst its i lle gal use. 

As time passes , it becomes less and less like ly that revo lutions in 
technolo g ica lly advanced countries can be consummated by trad it ional 
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methods; for example, by crowds of people taking to the streets. A careful 
study has shown that, for the traditional type of revolution, aid to the 
revolutionaries by elements of the military, or at least the neutrality of the 
latter, is usually required for success.187 In the "Arab Spring" revolution of 
201 1  in Egypt, for instance, it is probable that the top military leaders 
gave in to many of the protesters' demands only because they feared that 
if it ever came to a showdown and they found it necessary to order crowds 
to be machine-gunned, 188 many of their troops would refuse to obey and 
might even defect to the revolutionaries. But techniques of crowd control 
are becoming ever more sophisticated: People can now be dispersed or 
incapacitated with superpowerful sound-blasters and strobe torches,189 and 
a soldier who would refuse to shoot into a crowd of his fellow citizens 
might have no qualms about blasting them off the streets with unendur­
able volumes of sound. Following a riot, police will be able to track down 
participants with the help of images from surveillance cameras, face-rec­
ognition technology, and records of telephone traffic. 190 

More importantly, the replacement of humans by machines in 
the military is proceeding apace. 191 At the moment, human soldiers and 
policemen are still necessary, but, given the accelerating rate of techno­
logical development, it is all too possible that within a couple of decades 
police and military forces may consist largely of robots. These presumably 
will be immune to subversion and will have no inhibitions about shooting 
down protesters . 

Of course, technology can be used by rebels, too, against the estab­
lished power-structure.192 Thus, a future revolution probably will not be 
carried out in the same way as any of the revolutions of the past or present. 
Instead, the outcome will depend heavily on technological manipulations, 
both by the authorities and by the revolutionaries. The importance for 
revolutionaries of technological competence is therefore evident. 
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APPENDIX ONE 

In Support of Chapter One 

A. In an swer to the argum ent s of Chapter One, true-b elieving 
t echnophiles like Ray Kurzweil and Kevin Kelly ar e lik ely to an swer : 
"Technolo gy will solve a ll those problem s! Human bein g s will be trans­
formed step by step into man-mach ine hybr ids (cybor g s), or even into  p ure  
mach ines, that will be  incomparab ly more  intelligent than their h uman 
ancestor s.1 With their super ior int elligence, these b eing s  will b e  able to  use 
the t echnolog ical m iracles of the future to  guide the development of their 
soc iety rationally. " H owever, none  of the ar gum ent s of Chapter One (with 
one except ion, noted below) dep end on the limitat ions of h uman int el­
li g ence or on any weaknesses peculiar to human being s, so ther e  is every 
rea son to  think that the arg ument s will rema in valid for a soc iety der ived 
from the present one throu gh the p iecemeal r ep lacem ent of humans by 
machines in the manner envisioned by Kurzweil. 

B. The t echnophil es won't be ra sh enou gh to  c la im that any future 
technolog ica l  mirac le will make it possib le for a soc iety to  predict it s own 
development over any substantial interva l  of t im e. But some, perhap s, will 
point to  the fact that the modern mathematical theory of control now 
makes it p ossible-in some cases-to desi gn mechan ism s  that will keep 
a complex sy stem on a fixed cour se even if only the short-term "effect 
of any p otent ial  control act ion applied to the sy stem'' can b e  predicted 
(though the effect must b e  predictable "pr ec isely ... under a ll p ossib le envi­
r onmental c ircum stances ") .2 But in the context of control theory a sy stem 
is called "complex " if "the  effort s of many p er sons and the use of spec ia l  
t echnical equipment (computer s) ar e r equired to  draw the whole p ictur e, "3 

and examples of "comp lex " sy st em s  ar e "[t ]h e launch of a spacesh ip, the 
24-hour operat ion of a power p lant, oil refiner y, or chem ical factor y, the 
control of a ir traffic near a large a irport . "4 ln the present discussion we ar e 
dealin g with an ent ir ely different level of complexity. Any one power p lant, 
oil refiner y, or chemical factory is extr em ely simple in compar ison with an 
ent ir e modern soc iety. 
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Actually, a careful reading o f  what the Britannica says about cont ro l  
theo ry 5 will give scant encouragem ent t o  anyon e who mig ht like t o  b eli eve 
that the theo ry wou ld make possib le the rational cont ro l  o f  t he dev elo p­
m ent o f  an entire society. Among other reasons, contro l  theory g enerally 
"is applicable to any concret e situation . . .  [only when ] that situation can 
b e  describ ed, with  hig h  precision, by a [mathematical] mo del," an d the 
a pplicability o f  the theo ry is limit ed by "the agreement b etween avail­
able models and the actual b ehavior o f  the system to b e  contro lled."6 For 
contro l  o f  an enti re society on e wou ld n eed a precis e mathematical mo del 
o f,  among other things, human b ehavio r (o r o f  the b ehavior o f  cyborgs o r  
o f  machines desc ended from humans, which in Kurzweil's vision would 
be fa r mo re complex even than human beings themselves ) .  In special 
contexts, as when one needs only statistica l  in formation about human 
behavio r, a dequate models may be possible. E.g ., in a marketing study one 
may be unconcern ed with  the actions o f  in dividuals ;  on e may n eed only 
such information as the p erc entage o f  consumers who will buy a giv en 
pro duct in s pecified ci rcumstances. But for contro l  of an entire society one 
wou ld need a precise mathematical mo del o f  the b ehavio r o f  eac h  single 
one o f  numerous persons (whether human persons o r  machin e-persons) 
inc lu ding, at the least, a ll those who occupy positions o f  s pecial impo rtance 
(po litica l  leaders,  top-lev el government o fficials, milita ry o fficers, co rpora ­
tion executives,  etc .) and whose in dividual b ehavio r int eracts continuous ly 
with the society as a whole and has a significant effect on it . 

All the same, let 's make the extremely da ring assumption that 
a precise mathematical mo del o f  our entire society could actually be 
construct ed. Even so, it is wildly improbable that sufficient computing 
power could ever b e  availab le to han dle the t ri llions u pon t rillions upon 
t ri llions o f  simultan eous equations that wou ld b e  involv ed. R em emb er 
what we pointed out in Part II o f  C ha pt er On e: that s ixty t ri llion equa ­
tions wou ld b e  required just for prices in the U.S. economy alon e, leaving 
out o f  account a ll other facto rs in U.S. and world society ; and that even 
if  some futu re society had enough computing power for contro l  o f  the 
present society, it wou ldn't hav e  enoug h to contro l  its own develo pm ent, 
b ecause t he complexity o f  a society g rows rig ht a long with its computing 
power. Fina lly, ev en i f  enough computing power were available, it wou ld 
b e  impracticable to collect the stupendous amount o f  minutely detailed, 
hig hly p recise information that wou ld b e  required for insertion o f  the 
appropriate numb ers into the equations . 

.. 
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Thus, it is safe to conclude that no society will ever be able to set 
up a mathematically designed control system that will keep the society 
forever on a fixed course of development. Let us nevertheless carry to the 
utmost extreme our generosity toward the true-believing technophiles: 
Let's grant them the impossible and assume that such a control system 
could successfully be designed. Even under this assumption we still run up 
against fundamental difficulties: Who is going to decide what objectives 
are to guide the design of the control system that is to keep the society 
on a fixed course of development, and what fixed course of development 
should be chosen for the society? And how will the society be induced to 
accept the control system and the chosen course of development? If the 
control system is to be approved by the public at large it will have to be a 
compromise solution that in trying to satisfy everyone will satisfy no one. 
In practice, it is unlikely that such a compromise could ever win general 
acceptance, so any control system would have to be forcibly imposed by an 
authoritarian faction that had acquired dictatorial power. In that case­
let the citizen beware! Furthermore, if any faction ever became powerful 
enough to impose its own solution on society, it would probably be riven 
thereafter by internal power-struggles. (Recall the remark of Benjamin 
Franklin quoted in Part II of Chapter Two, and see Part C of Appendix 
Two, below.) 

The notion of a future society governed in accord with a mathemat­
ical control system, rationally chosen and designed, can be dismissed as 
science fiction. 

C. Let's take another look at the idea that we considered and 
disposed of in Part V of Chapter One: that of an all-powerful philos­
opher-king. In order even to entertain the notion that such a philoso­
pher-king could rationally steer the development of a society, we already 
had to make assumptions that were wildly improbable. We then noted 
that, even granting those assumptions, we still ran into fundamental diffi­
culties: that of selecting a satisfactory philosopher-king and putting him 
into a position of absolute power; and that of ensuring the succession, after 
the death of the original philosopher-king, of a long line of competent 
and conscientious philosopher-kings who would all govern in accord with 
some stable and permanent system of values . 

The technophiles will have a ready answer to the second difficulty: 
They will argue that biotechnology will make it possible in the future to 
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hold back the aging process indefinitely;7 hence, our philosopher-king 
will be immortal and- the question of choosing a successor will never arise. 
But this still doesn't solve the problem of rational guidance of a society's 
development, for people change over time, and our philosopher-king 
will change too. His decisions will affect the society in which he lives in 
ways that will not be fully predictable, and the changes in society will in 
turn affect the philosopher-king's goals and values in ways that cannot 
be foreseen. Consequently, the society's development over the long term 
will not be steered in accord with any stable system of values but will drift 
unpredictably. 

At this point in our discussion-and only at this point-the distinc­
tion between human beings and intelligent machines becomes relevant: 
In place of a human philosopher-king, technophiles may propose rule by 
a super-computer hardwired to adhere forever to a fixed system of values. 
Even if we assume that such a computer could be created and that it would 
remain internally stable, we still face fundamental difficulties: Who is 
going to decide what values are to be hardwired into the electronic philos­
opher-king, and how will they put their electronic philosopher-king into 
a position of absolute power? This is no more easy to answer than the 
question discussed in Part V of Chapter One of how to choose a human 
philosopher-king and put him into a position of absolute power, or the 
question discussed in Part B of this appendix of how to choose a mathe­
matical control system and secure the submission of society to its rule. 

It would in any event be impossible to formulate a satisfactory 
system of values. Any values would be sure to give unsatisfactory results 
if they were sufficiently precise and rigid to determine the electronic 
philosopher-king's decisions in all cases without leaving the machine 
any substantial discretion to make its own value-judgments. This will be 
clear to anyone who has ever done much research in American constitu­
tional law. The rules of decision laid down by the courts are full of vague 
"balancing tests" and indefinite "factors" on which judges are supposed to 
rely in deciding cases. Two judges applying the same "balancing test" or 
"factors" in the same case will often come to radically different conclusions; 
hence the numerous dissenting opinions that one finds in the published 
decisions of the U.S. Circuit Courts and the Supreme Court. The reason 
why the rules of decision are so vague and flexible is that it is impossible 
to formulate precise, rigid principles that will determine the outcome of 
all cases in even a remotely satisfactory way. If the courts were held strictly 
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to any such set of rigid principles, they would b e  forced to make many 
deci sions tha t  practically ev eryone would regard a s  unr ea sonable. 

O n  the oth er hand, if the sys tem of values hardwir ed into the elec ­
tro nic philosopher-k ing were sufficiently vague or flexible to a llow the 
machine any s ig nificant leeway to make its own value-judgments , g one 
would be  the stability of values tha t the hardwiring was supposed to ensur e. 
Wh ere principles ar e i n  any substa ntia l degree vague or :flexible, one can 
usually find a way to justify a lm ost  anyth ing i n  terms of them . Henc e, two 
dec is ions that  ar e both arguably in harmony with the same set of pr inc ip les 
can have radically different practical consequences; th is again is s een in the 
dissenting a s  aga inst the major ity op inions of th e U.S . federal cour ts. 

Thus, even apar t from all other difficulties, the impossibi lity of 
formulati ng a sa ti sfactory sy stem of v�ues is by i tself sufficient to justify 
us in  dismiss ing a s  sc ience fiction the notion of  a future soc iety r uled by a 
sup ercomputer hardwired to g over n  according to a s table and p ermanent 
sys tem of values , if the sys tem of values is expected to g ive  r esults tha t we 
would r egard a s  even marg inally accep table. 

D. The reader may wonder why we have even bothered with this 
excurs ion into sc ience fiction. But for the problems facing our soc iety today 
it is likely that  tech nophiles will env is ion future solutions that  to m ost 
p eople wil l  look like  science ficti on. Ray Kurzweil's book, for example, 
i s  full of tha t  type  of material, a nd much of i t  i s  indeed sci ence ficti on. 
Nonetheless, i t  i s  a lways ri sky to dismiss ideas about future technolog ­
ica l  developments as sc ience fiction solely because they seem imp laus ible 
on vag ue intuitiv e  grounds . Things that  s eemed implaus ib le a t  the outset 
of the Indus tria l Revolution, or even jus t  a few decades ago, ar e not the 
lea st bi t implausible today. To  m ention only one example, back in the 
1950s, when Moor e's Law had never been heard of, mos t  p eople, probably 
inc luding m ost  comp uter scientis ts, would have dismissed a s  implausible 
the sugges tion that  fifty year s la ter every Tom, Dick, and Harry would hold 
com for tably in  his lap m ore  computing power tha n  that  of a whole room ful 
of 1950s computing machinery cos ting m illions of dollar s. Futur is tic 
prop osals need to be  examined cr itica lly and dismissed as sc ience fiction 
only when g ood reasons for the dismissa l  have been found. 

But whatever technolog ical m iracles the future may have in store, we 
think there ar e excellent rea sons for dismi ssing a s  science  fiction the notion 
that the development of a society will ever be  subjec t  to rational guidance. 
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APPENDIX TWO 

In Support of Chapter Two 

A. Proposition 2 of Chapter Two states that in the short term, 
natural selection favors self-propagating systems that pursue their own 
short-term advantage with little or no regard for long-term consequences. 

• Steven LeBlanc1 argues that among primitive societies natural 
selection favors ecological recklessness. Suppose one group lives prudently 
within its resources while a neighboring group allows its population to 
grow to the point where its resources are over-strained, so that its envi­
ronment is damaged and it can no longer feed itself adequately. In order 
to find an outlet for its surplus population, the second group may try to 
take the first group's territory by force, and it is likely to succeed, because 
it has more people and can put more warriors into the field than the first 
group can. "This smacks of a Darwinian competition-survival of the 
fittest-between societies. Note that the 'fittest' of our two groups was 
not the more ecological, it was the one that grew faster."2 LeBlanc admits 
that his argument is oversimplified, 3 and certainly it is not applicable in all 
circumstances, but it does seem to contain a good deal of truth. 

• During the 1920s the Soviets needed to acquire technolog­
ical equipment from industrialized countries in order to catch up with 
the West economically, so they resorted to trade with Western capital­
ists.4 One might have thought that capitalists would refuse to trade with 
communists, since the latter were bent on destroying capitalism, but in 
order to make a profit the capitalists were willing, as Lenin allegedly put it, 
to "sell the rope to their own hangmen."5 ln 1971, Alinsky claimed to "feel 
confident" that he could "persuade a millionaire on a Friday to subsidize 
a revolution for Saturday out of which he would make a huge profit on 
Sunday even though he was certain to be executed on Monday."6 Alinsky 
was exaggerating for humorous effect, but his remark does reflect a truth 
about capitalism. It's easy to attribute the capitalists' shortsightedness to 
"greed," but there is a reason why capitalists are greedy: Those who forgo 
profit in the present from concern for long-term consequences tend to be 
eliminated by natural selection. 
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The U.S. financial crisis that began in 2007 resulted from the 
widespread offering of risky ("subprime") loans to borrowers who needed the 
money to buy homes but might never be able to pay it back7 Lenders such as 
savings-and-loan associations sold the right to collect their subprime loans to 
other financial organizations, which sold the right in turn to still other organi­
zations, and so forth, in a process much too complex to be described here. The 
subprime loan market was so lucrative and important that even the govern­
ment-sponsored enterprise known as Fannie Mae feared "the danger that the 
market would pass [it] by"8 if it refused to deal in subprime loans. Fannie Mae 
was so big and powerful that its survival would not have been threatened if it 
had not participated in the subprime loan market, but we can imagine that 
many smaller, private financial enterprises would have been unable to survive 
in the face of competition if they had failed to make use of the opportunities 
offered by subprime loans. However, for enterprises that did make use of those 
opportunities there was a terrible price to be paid when the housing bubble 
burst. Even the two gigantic government-sponsored enterprises, Fannie 
Mae and Freddie Mac, collapsed and had to be rescued by the governrnent.9 

Needless to say, many private financial enterprises too went bankrupt.10What 
appears to have happened is that the pressure of competition forced these 
enterprises to take risks that later had fatal consequences. No doubt greed too 
was involved, but, as we pointed out a moment ago, capitalists who are not 
greedy tend to be eliminated by natural selection. 

In the modern world, international trade is highly important 
for the economic success of the nations involved;11 it is even believed that 
no modern nation could survive economically if it did not participate in 
international trade. 12 But in the.longer term such trade entails serious risks: 

[A] country that has become heavily involved in international trade has 
given hostages to fortune: a part ofits industry has become dependent upon 
export markets for income and for employment. Any cutoff of these foreign 
markets . . .  would be acutely serious; and yet it would be a situation largely 
beyond the power of the domestic government involved to alter. Similarly, 
another part of domestic industry may rely on an inflow of imported raw 
materials, such as oil for fuel and power. Any restriction of these imports 
could have the most serious consequences;13 

and reliance on the importation of manufactured goods too can be risky.14 
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It's possible that Germany's dependence on international trade was 
a decisive factor in that country's defeat in World War I, for the British 
blockade was so effective in cutting off German trade that by the end 
of the war it had brought Germany to the verge of starvation.15 On the 
other hand, Britain's dependence on international trade would have led to 
a German victory in either World War I or World War II if the British 
hadn't succeeded, with American help, in defeating Germany's submarine 
campaign, for the U-boats would otherwise have starved Britain into 
submission. 16 What we see, therefore, is that for the sake of economic 
survival in the short term nations must take the risk of allowing themselves 
to become dependent on international trade, even though their depen­
dence may have grave or even fatal consequences in the long run. 

• It is currently believed that the United States is "the most profli-
gate or wasteful" of all developed countries in its use and abuse of its natural 
resources.171his has probably been true throughout U.S. history. In colonial 
times, American farming methods were recognized as highly improvident 
in comparison with European ones,18 and Zimmermann points out the 
reckless and wasteful way in which, during the 1860s and 1870s, the fabled 
Comstock Lode in Nevada was exhausted within twenty years, whereas, says 
Zimmermann, a similar body of ore in Europe would have provided thou­
sands of miners with a livelihood for centuries.191his was probably typical of 
American mining practices at the time. Yet America's profligacy in the use 
of its natural resources didn't prevent it from becoming the world's domi­
nant economic power. And the country that is now beginning to challenge 
America's dominance is China, which is notorious for its environmental 
irresponsibility.20 As these examples illustrate, reckless exploitation of natural 
resources can favor the achievement of power in the short term, however 
deadly its long-term consequences may be. 

B. In connection with Propositions 4 and 5 of Part II of Chapter 
Two, we mentioned that pre-industrial empires spanning vast distances 
"actively created, if they did not already have, relatively rapid means of 
transportation and communication." 

The Egyptians had the Nile. The Romans relied heavily on water 
transport over the Mediterranean and the rivers that flowed into it,21 and 
for overland travel they built their famous roads. The Persians built a canal 
connecting the Mediterranean to the Red Sea, and a "Royal Road" that 
stretched 1,600 miles and made possible the quick delivery of letters by 
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postal relays.22 Imperial China, throughout its history, built and main­
tained canals, roads, and bridges and operated postal relays .23 The Mongol 
empire of Chinggis (Genghis) Khan "utilized homing pigeons as messen­
gers" and had "an extensive system of messenger posts" through which 
relays of riders carried messages at top speed.24 

The Incas built roads and bridges over which relays of runners 
could carry messages rapidly, while freight was transported on the backs 
of human porters or llamas .25 The Maya never created an empire of any 
substantial extent, and their lack of developed facilities for long-distance 
transportation or communication probably had something to do with 
this.26 The Aztecs' system of long-distance communication was poorly 
developed: Messages were carried by relays of runners,27 but there was no 
adequate system of roads for them, and some routes were probably impass­
able during the rainy season.28 So it's not surprising that the Aztec "empire" 
(if it can be called that) was only weakly cohesive: Conquered peoples 
could be forced to pay taxes, or to contribute troops for Aztec campaigns 
and labor-gangs for Aztec work-projects, but in other respects there was 
very little centralized control .29 Even at that, the "empire" appears to have 
reached the maximum geographical extent that was possible with the 
existing means of transportation and communication,30 and it was prob­
ably unstable, for revolts were frequent .31  

C. It seems clear in general that internal dissension within large 
human groups tends to be inversely proportional to the magnitude of 
external threats or challenges to the group, so that a dramatic reduction 
of external threats or challenges tends to be followed by a marked increase 
in internal dissension . ''A social scientist, Michael Desch, . . . noticed that 
external threats led to internal cohesion, and when the threat was removed, 
the cohesion broke down, sometimes violently."32 This was hardly an orig­
inal observation on Desch's part. But here, as so often elsewhere, "clean" 
historical examples are scarce, due to the complexity of historical develop­
ments in the real world. See note 7 to Chapter Two. However, we offer four 
relatively clean examples: 

• "The general view of thinking Romans was that the relaxation 
of external pressures" due to "the temporary end of the age of major wars 
(ca 130 BC)" was what led to the "internal disintegration'' of the Roman 
Republic.33 Though the Britannica seems uncertain, it's hard to believe that 
the relaxation of external pressures was not at least a contributing factor in 
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the rise of internal conflict at Rome. 
"The landing of Spanish troops near Tampico [about 1829] 

rallied the [Mexican] nation to a unified effort, and the intrepid General 
Santa Anna . . .  defeated the invaders . . . . For a moment, the victory bolstered 
Mexican national pride. But now the danger from abroad that had served 
to unite the country . . .  vanished and internal dissensions took on a new and 
ugly face."34 

• With the disappearance of the external danger from Britain at 
the end of the American War of Independence in 1783, "disunity began to 
threaten to turn into disintegration . . . .  The states were setting up their own 
tariff barriers against each other and quarreling among themselves . . . . "This 
no doubt is why John Adams (the future President) wrote not long after the 
end of the war that the United States needed an external enemy to protect 
it from the "danger of dividing."35 

• During the latter part of World War II, when it had become 
clear that Germany was irrevocably on the road to defeat, "the Anglo­
American accord, which had held very strongly during the testing two 
and a half years of defeat followed by only peripheral attack, instead of 
being warmed by the sun of victory began badly to cool. . . .  [The dispute 
about Operation Anvil] escalated between 21 June and 1 July [1944] from 
disagreements at the Chiefs of Staff level to exchanges between Prime 
Minister and President that were far more acrimonious than anything 
which had previously passed between them . . . .  [T]he Anvil disagreement 
was the beginning of a new pattern. Before it the American and British 
Chiefs of Staff had rarely disagreed on a major issue. After it they were 
rarely on the same side of any issue . . . . "36 

For further examples see note 164 to Chapter Three, and Beehner's 
article.37 

D. In Part II of Chapter Two we discuss self-prop systems that 
arise to challenge the dominant global self-prop systems. All the exam­
ples we give there consist of (formal or informal) organizations of human 
beings, but self-prop systems that challenge the global self-prop systems 
also appear at the biological level. Thus there are invasive species-plants 
or animals that multiply uncontrollably in new environments38-and new 
infectious diseases (e.g., AIDS and Lyme disease) that arise more rapidly 
than means for curing or preventing them can be found.39 In addition, 
older varieties of disease-causing bacteria that once seemed well under 

. 
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control have evolved new forms that are resistant to antibiotics, so that the 
corresponding diseases are difficult or impossible to cure .40 

But in the long run these self-prop systems will probably be less 
dangerous to the global self-prop systems than will those biological self­
prop systems that have been intentionally or unintentionally created or 
altered through direct human action, e.g., through genetic engineering. 
One would have to be extraordinarily nai:ve to imagine that organisms 
created, altered, or manipulated by humans will always remain safely under 
control, and in fact there already have been cases in which such organisms 
have not remained under control, including cases in which organisms have 
escaped from research facilities .41 For example, the so-called "killer bees" 
are a hybrid of European and African bees that escaped from a research 
facility in Brazil. Since then they have spread over much of South America 
and into the United States, and they have killed hundreds of people.42 

Something much, mucp worse could happen at any time, for the safety 
record of our biological laboratories is appallingly bad. 43 

It's true that, to date, no biological self-prop system affected by 
conscious human intervention has come close to threatening the survival 
of any of the dominant global self-prop systems, but present-day biotech­
nology is still in its infancy in comparison with what we can expect for 
the coming decades. As human interventions in biology reach further and 
further, the risk of disastrous consequences continually rises, and as long 
as the technological equipment needed for such interventions exists, there 
are no practicable means of controlling this risk. Small groups of amateurs 
are already dabbling in genetic engineering.44 These amateurs wouldn't 
have to create synthetic life or do anything highly sophisticated in order to 
bring on a disaster; merely changing a few genes in an existing organism 
could have catastrophic consequences. The chances of disaster in any one 
instance may be remote, but there are potentially thousands or millions of 
amateurs who could begin monkeying with the genes of microorganisms, 
and thousands or millions of minute risks can add up to a very substantial 
risk. And the risk has now been vastly increased by the discovery of a 
powerful new technique that makes gene-editing cheap, quick, and easy.45 

Some people think it may become possible in the future to create 
microscopic ("nanotechnological") , non-biological self-prop systems that 
could reproduce themselves uncontrollably, with deadly consequences for 
the whole world. 46 Others claim that (macroscopic) self-reproducing robots 
will probably be built, and even the rabid technophile Ray Kurzweil admits 
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that such mach ines will evolve beyond the control of human bein g s.47 1his 
writ er d oes not have the t echn ical expert ise t o  jud ge  whether such specu­
lations  a re pla usible or whether they should be d ismissed a s  sc ienc e fict ion. 
Yet, t oday's sc ience fict ion often turn s  out to  be  tom orrow's fact. 

Becau se of their ability to  reprod uce  them selves by the b ill ion s in a 
short t im e, m icroscop ic sel f-prop sy st ems, b iolo g ica l or n ot, may p rove to  
be  espec ially dan g erous to  the g lobal self-prop sy stems. On the other hand, 
human self-prop sy stems may turn out to be m ore dan g erous  after all, n ot 
only because they a re intell i g ent , but al so because they ex ist a s  subsy stem s 
of the g lobal self-prop sy stems and therefore can potent ially impa ir the 
int e g rity of the latter. But this l ine  of inquiry is l eadin g us too fa r  into  
speculat ion, so we'll d rop it here. 

E. In Pa rt II of Chapter Two we've a r gued that when only relat ively 
few ind ividuals a re ava ilable from amon g which to  sel ect the "fittest " ( in 
the Darwin ian sense), the p rocess of natural select ion will be  inefficient in 
p rod ucin g self-propa gat in g  sy stems that a re fit fo r surviva l. We illust rat e  
with an example. 

The inefficiency of g overnment a gencies or enterprises, in comparison 
with p rivate enterprises, is notorious, and the reason is clear: Natural sel ect ion 
is not operat ive amon g the a g encies or enterprises of a g iven government. 
If a government-owned or government -controlled a g ency or enterp rise is 
inefficient-even g rossly inefficient-the government tries t o  reform it in 
someway , or simply g ives it enough money to  keep it from collapsin g .  Rarely 
indeed will a g overnment allow such an a g ency or enterp rise to  d ie a natural 
death. In contrast, p rivate enterprises that become inefficient a re (barrin g 
g overnment interference) el iminated by natural select ion .48 

It seem s safe  to say that amon g p rivat e enterp rises-ju st a s  amon g 
b iol o g ical or ganism s-natural sel ect ion lead s to  the evolut ion of sophist i­
cated mechan ism s  that p romote the vi g or of such enterp rises- inc lu ding 
mechanisms that are too complex or subtle to be understood, controlled, or even 
recognized by human beings. Stud ent s of bu siness administ rat ion d o  of 
course understand many of the mechanism s  at work in succ essful enter­
p rises. Clea rly, however, they a re far from a complet e  und erstand in g of all 
such m echanism s, fo r if the p rinc iples underly in g the efficient funct ion in g 
of p rivat e enterp rises were fully und erstood, then g overnment a g encies 
or enterprises could be mad e equally effic ient by apply in g to them the 
sam e  p rinciples. Government a g encies and enterprises do  t ry to  apply the 
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known principles of business administration, but they nevertheless remain 
far less efficient than private enterprises-because a great deal of what 
makes an enterprise efficient remains unknown to, or beyond the control 
of, human beings. 49 

However, even if natural selection is inoperative among the agencies 
or enterprises belonging to a given government, natural selection does 
operate on governments and on the nations they govern. For example, 
when the countries of the communist bloc failed to compete successfully 
with the West, their governments and their economic systems were radi­
cally transformed in imitation of Western governments and economic 
systems. The Soviet Union broke apart, and from its fragments new nations 
under new governments were born. So why doesn't natural selection make 
national governments, including governmental agencies and enterprises, 
equal to private enterprises in vigor and efficiency? 

In any capitalist system there are many thousands of business enter­
prises. New enterprises are continually being formed, while some older 
enterprises go bankrupt, or are absorbed by more powerful enterprises, 
or are split into two or more separate enterprises. Thus, ample scope for 
evolution through natural selection is provided by the number of busi­
ness enterprises and the fluidity with which such enterprises are formed 
or eliminated. But there are only about two hundred sovereign nations 
in the world. The creation of new nations and the demise of old ones are 
infrequent events. Likewise infrequent is the replacement of a nation's 
government by a new government of a different type. Thus, among nations 
and their governments, there is only relatively limited scope for evolution 
through natural selection, and this, we think, explains why governments, 
with their agencies and enterprises, have not evolved to the same level of 
efficiency as private enterprises have. 

F. One of the most serious mistakes that people make in thinking 
about the development of societies is to assume that human beings make 
collective decisions of their own free will and can impose those decisions 
on their society, as if human volition were something existing outside of the 
organizational structures of society and capable of acting independently 
of those structures. In reality, human volition is to a very significant extent 
a product of the organizational structures of society,50 for one of the most 
important factors that determine the success of an organization is its 
capacity for people-management; that is, its ability to induce people to think 
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and act in way s that serve the needs of the organizat ion . 
Some t echniques of peopl e-management may be descr ibed a s  

"external , "  m eaning that th ey a re u sed to influence the thought and 
behavior o f  people who are not m embers of  the organizat ion that applies 
the t echniques. Ext ernal techniques includ e, among others, tho se o f  p ropa ­
ganda51  and public relat ions. Propaganda and public r elat ions techniques 
can al so be applied internall y, to manage the behavior of the member s  
of the organ izat ion that applies the t echniqu es; and oth er t echn iques ar e 
d esigned spec ifically for internal u se. Business school s g ive courses in a 
subject ca ll ed "O rganizat ional Behavio r, " which is, in part ,  the study of 
t echniques through which an organ izat ion can manage the behavior of it s 
own member s.52 Al so important ar e techniques for sel ect ing individual s 
who are suit ed to become member s  of a g iven organ izat ion.53 

But we maintain that th e people-manag ing capabil ity o f  organ i­
zat ions  is not l im ited to techn iques, that is, to method s und erstood and 
consc iou sly  appl ied by human being s. We argu e that through na tural 
select ion organizat ions evolve mechanisms not recognized or understood 
by human beings that tend to induce people to act in ways that serve the 
need s  of th e organizat ion. This t ies in with what we argued in Pa rt E of 
this Append ix , about the operat ion of natural sel ect ion among bu siness 
ent erprises. 

Of cour se, all these conscio us and unconscious mechan isms p ut 
together are very far from achieving complete control over h uman behavior . 
The m echanism s are effect ive only in a statist ical sense: They t end on 
average to make  people th ink and act in ways that serve the organiza ­
t ions that po ssess the m echanism s, but d ifferent ind ividual s are influ enced 
in d ifferent degrees, and there  ar e always except ional ind ividuals who se 
thought and behavior ar e radically at odds with tho se that would serve the 
need s  of the organizat ions in quest ion . 

Nevertheless, o rganizat ion s' capabil it ies for  people-managem ent , 
whether they ar e consc iously applied techniqu es or  subtly  evolved m ech ­
anism s  unrecognized by humans, ar e h ighly important , and people who 
make  nai:ve stat ements l ike, "We [meaning soc iety at large] can choo se to 
stop damaging our environment " -as if the human race had some sort o f  
coll ect ive free will-are out of touch with p ract ical real ity.54 

A moment ago we sa id that , through natural sel ect ion , organizat ions 
evolve mechanisms not r ecognized or under stood by human beings that 
t end to induce people to act in ways that serve th e need s  of the organ izat ion .  
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Let's illustrate with an example. 
Until recent times, when technological and economic strength 

became paramount in warfare, the fighting quality of a society's soldiers 
was an important factor in the process of natural selection among societies . 
All else being equal, those societies that produced the best warriors tended 
to expand their power at the expense of other societies . It's unlikely that 
military experts would attribute differences in fighting quality solely to 
causes that are known and controlled by human beings, such as training 
techniques or methods of military organization. Rather, there are cultural 
differences among societies-differences that can be identified, if at all, 
only on a highly speculative basis-that affect the fighting quality of 
soldiers. Presumably societies have evolved, through natural selection, 
cultural mechanisms that have tended to produce better soldiers. 

Warriors of primitive societies, or of societies at a relatively early 
stage of civilization, have seldom been able to stand up in pitched battles 
against trained and experienced European troops, unless the latter were 
grossly outnumbered, taken by surprise, confused by unfamiliar terrain, or 
otherwise placed at a grave disadvantage.55 This cannot be attributed solely 
to the superiority of European weapons,56 which indeed have not always 
been superior under the relevant conditions of combat. Nor can it be 
attributed to physical courage; if anything, primitives are probably braver 
on an individual basis than Europeans are. 57 The superiority of European 
troops can best be attributed to (unidentified) cultural mechanisms 
evolved through natural selection in the course of millennia, during which 
European history has been characterized by constant warfare. Of course, 
there has always been warfare among primitives, too, but such warfare has 
typically been carried on primarily through guerrilla-like raids rather than 
pitched battles . So it's not surprising that primitives tend to make excellent 
guerrilla fighters but are rarely able to put together a regular army capable 
of facing Europeans on equal terms. Societies at an early stage of civiliza­
tion, like those of the Aztecs and Incas, ordinarily have had extensive expe­
rience of pitched battles, but perhaps have not been subjected to selection 
through that type of warfare for the same length of time or at the same 
level of intensity as European societies have; and this may be the reason 
why their armies have been unable to stand up against European ones. 

The fighting qualities of soldiers could be argued ad infinitum, but 
our interest here is not in fighting qualities per se (nor do we mean to make 
any value judgment about such qualities). Our purpose at the moment 
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i s  only to illustrate the point that human or ganizations  evolve, throu gh 
natural selecti on, mechani sms that favor their survival and expansion, 
including mechani sm s that are not under stood or recognized by human 
being s. 

G. In commentin g on an earlier, le ss complete expositi on of the 
theory developed in Chapter Two of thi s b ook, Dr. Skrbina observed that 
a small, i solated i sland might be con sidered analog ous, for the purpose s  
of the theory, to  the Earth a s  a wh ole, and he rai sed by implication the 
que sti on of whether a counterexample to  the theory might be found on 
a small i sland without human inhabitant s.58 A proper di scussion of thi s 
que stion would require a g ood knowled ge of the biol o gy of small, i solated 
i slands, which thi s writer doe s not have. Let's merely take note of the fact 
that the smaller the i sland, the le ss bi odiver si ty it ha s.59Thi s perhaps  make s 
it doubtful whether the ec osystem of such an i sland could be "hi ghly 
complex " (a s student s of industrial accident s use that term); or whether it 
could be "rich " enou gh so that (under Propositi on 1 of Chapter Two) new 
sel f-propagating systems would continually ari se t o  challenge the domi ­
nant one s. 

So much for i slands without h uman inhabitant s. It may be worth ­
while, however, to  glance briefly at small, i solated i slands occupied by 
humans at a primitive technological level, of which ]  ared Diamond provide s 
u s  with two relevant examples: Ea ster Island and Tikopia. Easter Island 
certainly offer s no  counterexample t o  our theory, since it s inhabitant s did 
indeed deva state it a s  far a s  wa s possi ble with the limited technol o gy at 
their di sposal.60 T ikopia, on the other hand, merit s a closer l ook .  

T ikopia i s  so tiny (1.8 square mile s61) that a g ood runner could 
doubtle ss g o  from one end of the i sland to  the other in somewhere 
between ten minute s and an hour, depending on the shape of the i sland, 
the na ture of the terrain, and the strai ghtne ss or crookedne ss of the foot ­
path s. Thus, sufficiently rapid transportati on and communicati on were 
possible between any two part s of T ikopia, and self-prop systems spannin g 
the entire i sland-analo g ous t o  the global sel f-prop system s  considered in 
Chapter Two-could have developed. 

It's imp ossible t o  know whether such sel f-prop systems did in fact 
develop on Tikopia in the remote pa st .  What we do know i s  that in the 
cour se of their first 800 year s on the i sland the ori ginal settler s did deva s­
tate T ikopia ecologically,62 but-pr obably becau se they had no  advanced 
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technology-they apparently didn't devastate it so thoroughly as to cause a 
major die-off of the human population. Instead, they were able to support 
themselves by adopting new methods of food production.63 It's not clear 
that their economy could be called stable, since they changed it repeatedly 
over the next 2,000 years until significant European intervention occurred 
around 1900 AD. But they didn't suffer economic collapse.64 

The Tikopians moreover seem to have achieved something analo­
gous to the "world peace" considered in Part II of Chapter Two-though 
it was not entirely stable, as we'll point out in a moment. To the extent that 
it was stable, its stability can be attributed to the fact that Tikopian society 
was neither highly complex nor tightly coupled, and was not "rich" enough 
(in the sense of Proposition 1 of Chapter Two) so that new self-prop 
systems would frequently arise to challenge the island's dominant self­
prop systems . The total population of the island was only about 1 ,300,65 

and within a culturally uniform population of that size we wouldn't neces­
sarily expect any new, strong, aggressive self-propagating human groups to 
arise within any reasonable period of time. 

Even so, the Tikopian "world peace" was not so stable as to prevent 
all destructive competition: On at least two occasions there were wars in 
which entire clans were exterminated. 66 Because the Tikopians fought only 
with primitive weapons (bows and arrows, etc.), their wars damaged only 
the Tikopians themselves and not their environment. We can imagine 
what would have happened if they had had advanced technology to fight 
their wars with; most of us have seen photographs of World War I battle­
fields ravaged by high-explosive shells, whole forests torn to shreds and 
so forth.67 Of course, it's highly unlikely that an island the size ofTikopia 
could have the mineral resources to sustain an advanced technology. But 
if it did, then even nonviolent economic competition-even just mining 
activities alone-would have been enough to ruin the island. 

Thus the example of Tikopia does not undercut the theory devel­
oped in Chapter Two. Because the islanders lacked advanced technology, 
and because their society was neither highly complex nor tightly coupled 
and was not "rich" enough to ensure the frequent emergence (under Prop­
osition 1 of Chapter Two) of vigorous new self-prop systems, Tikopia did 
not satisfy the conditions for the theory to be applicable. 
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Stay on Target 

What follows is a heavily rewritten excerpt from a letter to the 
Editor-in-Chief of the John Jay Sentinel, a student newspaper at the John 
Jay College of Criminal Justice. In its original form the letter was published 
in the March 201 1  and April 2011  issues of the Sentinel. The editor had 
correctly pointed out that economic competition under capitalism encour­
aged the development of technology, and he asked me whether it would 
therefore be worthwhile to spend time and effort on eliminating capi­
talism. Here is my answer: 

Those of us who believe that the technological system is an evil are 
often tempted to attack some of the subordinate evils that are associated 
with it, such as capitalism, globalization, centralization, bureaucracy, big, 
intrusive governments, environmental recklessness, and gross economic 
inequality. This temptation should be resisted. One may, of course, use evils 
like those I've listed as tools to attack the technological system by pointing 
out that similar evils inevitably accompany any such system. But it is inad­
visable to attack any of the subordinate evils independently of an attack on 
the technological system as a whole . 

What makes the subordinate evils tempting targets for attack is 
that there already are substantial numbers of people who strongly resent 
them and could be rallied to resist them; and if any of these evils could be 
eliminated, the growth of the technological system would be retarded and 
its negative consequences somewhat mitigated. Capitalism, for instance, 
is at present the economic system that is most conducive to technolog­
ical development, so if you could get rid of capitalism you would to some 
extent slow technological progress; in addition, you would reduce economic 
inequality. Globalization contributes to economic and technological effi­
ciency because there are obvious advantages to a system in which natural, 
human, and technical resources can be freely transferred from any one part 
of the world to any other part where they may be needed. So if you could do 
away with globalization and isolate each region of the world economically 
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from all the others, technological progress would be significantly slowed. 
Centralization too is important to technological progress. For example, in 
order to keep the U.S. economy functioning properly there has to be some 
central authority to regulate banking, print money, and so forth, otherwise 
the U.S. would experience the same difficulties as did Germany prior to 
its unification, when much of the country was still divided into numerous 
small, independent states, each with its own banking regulations, its own 
currency, its own weights and measures, etc.1 

As many petty states as there were, . . .  so many were the different civil and 
criminal codes, so many the different kinds of coins and banknotes, so 
many the different military, financial, and transportation-related institu­
tions . . . .  The citizen of Wiirttemberg needed a passport to travel to Baden. 
For a stay in Koburg-Gotha, Braunschweig, or Schwarzburg-Rudolstadt, 
the citizen of Baden needed to exchange his money.2 

For normal economic development, the financial and commercial 
regulation of Germany had to undergo a centralizing process that spanned 
most of the 19th century. 3 If centralization could somehow be reversed in 
Germany-or in the U.S. or any other country-economic growth and 
technological progress there would be significantly impeded. 

So why not attack centralization? First, it would be exceedingly 
difficult to attack centralization successfully. An organization or a move­
ment would have to concentrate all its energy on that attack, and even if it 
succeeded in substantially reducing centralization the result would be only 
to slow technological progress to a certain extent; neither the technological 
system nor the principal evils associated with it would be eliminated. Thus, 
in attacking centralization the movement would use its resources ineffi­
ciently: It would expend vast energy in the hope of only a modest gain . 

Worse still, by concentrating its energy on the campaign against 
centralization, the movement would distract attention (its own and other 
people's) from the most important target, which is the technological 
system itself 

In any case, an attack on centralization could not be successful . 
Of course, there is no special difficulty about decentralizing in situations 
where centralization has proven to be economically inefficient. E .g . ,  
excessive centralized control over economic activity, otherwise known as 
socialism, has largely died out due to its inefficiency. But where central­
ization promotes efficiency, its prevalence is guaranteed by a process of 
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natural s election.4 Syst ems that a re more cent ralized (in aspects in which 
centra lization contributes to effici ency) th riv e better than those syst ems 
that a re less centralized; hence, the former tend to expand at the exp ense 
of  the latter. Sinc e inefficiency imposes economic and other hardships on 
people, most will oppose decentralization . Even the majo rity of  those who 
now hold a ne gativ e vi ew of  cent ralization would oppose d ecentralization 
when they found out what it cost them in t erms of  efficiency. For example, 
if you want ed to let each state of the Union establish its own moneta ry 
policy and p rint its own cu rrency ind epend ently of  all the other states ,  your  
p roposal would be  dismissed as  ridiculous . Even if  you somehow succeed ed 
in puttin g such a measure into effect , the ne gative consequences-mone­
ta ry chaos and so fo rth-would outra ge  so many people that centralized 
control in moneta ry matt ers would soon be  reinstat ed. 

Needless to say , i f  future developments should ever make centralized 
systems economica lly and t echnolo gically ineffici ent in comparison with 
less c ent ra lized ones ,  then it will be  relatively easy to decentralize. But in 
that event your  attack on cent ralization will be  promoting t echnolo gical 
pro g ress rather than reta rdin g it . In either case, attac kin g c entra lization is 
not an effective way o f  resistin g technolo gical pro g ress. 

A rguments very simila r  to the fo re goin g apply to any effort to elim­
inate capitalism . To have any hope of  eliminatin g capita lism a movem ent 
would have to concent rat e a ll its ener gy on that task , and even i fit succeed ed 
in eliminatin g capitalism the gain would be  very modest , because techno ­
lo gical p ro g ress would continue, thou gh at a somewhat slower rate. There 
was no capitalism in the Sovi et Union , for example, yet that country was 
by no m eans a ne g li gible force  t echnolo gica lly. Even befo re World War 
II the Sovi ets were amon g the lead ers in nuclea r  physics;5 their  Mi G 15 
jet fi ghter shocked Western forces in the Korean War with its speed and 
a gility;6 the Sov iets were the first to develop a really succ essful jet ai rliner, 
the Tu-104;7 and the Sovi et Union was the first nation to put an a rtificial 
satellit e into orbit .8 

Thus , an antit echnolo gica l movement that focused on the elimina ­
tion of  capitalism would gain littl e in return fo r  an enormous expenditure 
of  ener gy. What is worse, by focusin g on capitalism the movem ent would 
dist ract its own and other people's attention from the far  more important 
objective of  brin gin g down the technolo gical syst em its el£ 

A ri attack on capita lism moreover would be  futile, o r  would be  
successful only tempora ri ly and in  a few countries at most. Capitalism 
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has become the world's dominant economic system through a process of 
natural selection; it has replaced other systems because under present-day 
conditions capitalism is economically and technologically more efficient. 
For this reason, even if you could get rid of capitalism in some countries, 
these would tend strongly to revert to capitalist economic structures as the 
relative inefficiency of their non-capitalist systems became apparent. This 
has been demonstrated through experience: When the socialist countries 
of Eastern Europe couldn't keep up with the West economically or tech­
nologically, they adopted capitalist systems. Sweden once was ideologically 
socialist, but in practical terms socialism never got very far in that country. 
Today Sweden is still a capitalist welfare-state-and is becoming less of a 
welfare state as it reduces benefits in the interest of economic efficiency.9 

China remains nominally socialist, but for the sake of economic success 
the Chinese government now allows a great deal of private enterprise, i.e., 
capitalism. 10 In Nicaragua the Sandinistas still pretend to be socialist, but 
in reality they are turning to capitalism.11 This writer knows of only two 
countries left in the world that are free of capitalism: Cuba and North 
Korea. No one wants to imitate Cuba or North Korea, because they are 
economic failures. And that's why Cuba is now (2011) taking some timid 
steps in the direction of capitalism.12 

So it's clear that as long as we live in a technological world we will 
never get rid of capitalism unless and until it is superseded by some system 
that is economically and technologically more efficient. 

The arguments I've outlined here in reference to centralization and 
capitalism are equally applicable to globalization, bureaucracy, big, intru­
sive governments, environmental recklessness, and any number of other 
evils the elimination of which would merely impair the efficiency of the 
technological system while still permitting it to grow. As long as society 
remains saturated with the values of the technological system, most people 
will not accept any measures that seriously impede the functioning of that 
system. In order to get people to accept such measures, you would first 
have to convince them that the supposed "benefits" of modern technology 
are not worth the price that has to be paid for them. Thus, your ideological 
attack must be focused on modern technology itself. An attempt to elimi­
nate capitalism, globalization, centralization or any other subordinate evil 
can only distract attention from the need to eliminate the entire techno­
logical system. 
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NOTES 

1 .  Dorpalen, p. 16 7. Zimmermann, pp. 8-9. NEB (2003), Vol. 20, "Germany," 
pp. 106, 1 1 1 ,  113 .  By "unification" we mean not merely the foundation of the 
German Empire in 1871, but a process that arguably lasted as long as 93 years, 
from the changes imposed by the French conquerors in 1807 (ibid., p. 102) to the 
promulgation of a uniform civil code for the Empire in 1900 (Zimmermann, p. 9). 

2. Zimmermann, p.8, quoting one "Lowenthal" without any further indi­
cation of the source. 

3. See note 1, above, and Tipton (entire article) . Tipton argues that 
historians err when they identify a particular date, e.g., 1834 (creation of the 
Zollverein-the customs union) or 1871 (foundation of the German Empire), as 
the point at which German economic development "took off": Qyantitative data 
show that German economic development throughout the period in question was 
a smoothly continuous process in which no "take-off" points are apparent. 

But in places (e.g., pp. 222-23) Tipton seems to argue that centralizing 
events like the creation of the Zollverein or the foundation of the Empire were 
unimportant for Germany's economic development. If this is what he means, then 
his argument has to rest on the assumption that such events could not have been 
economically important unless they were signaled by an immediate change in 
the rate of economic growth. And that assumption is clearly unjustified. Among 
other things, as Tipton himself points out, the changes in economic regulation 
brought about by the Zollverein and the Empire were developed only over a span 
of decades: The Zollverein was not fully implemented until 1857 (Tipton, pp. 201, 
209), while the economically relevant legislation of the Empire was enacted piece­
meal and was not completed until 1897 or even perhaps 1900 (Zimmermann, p. 
9; Tipton, p. 209). Moreover, realization of the economic consequences of the 
changes in regulation required certain developments, such as the construction of 
railroads (Tipton, pp. 200-01, 205), that could not occur overnight. 

Thus, the absence of quantitatively identifiable "take-off" points provides 
no evidence that the centralization of economic regulation was unimportant for 
economic growth. Tipton himself notes that "[f]ree movement of resources is 
important for development" (p. 198), and that "[f]actors of production will be 
more mobile . . .  in an area without internal tariffs, separate monetary systems, or 
variations in commercial regulations" (p. 200), from which it logically follows that 
centralized economic regulation is important for economic development. 

4. See Chapter Two of this book. 
5 .  NEB (2003), Vol. 21 ,  "International Relations," p. 858. 
6. Ibid., Vol. 8, "MiG , "  p. 1 17. See also Air & Space, Oct.!Nov. 2013, p. 

80. 
7. Woodall, p. 4. Mellow, pp. 61 ,  65. 
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8 .  NEB (2003), Vol. 19, "Exploration," pp. 47-48. 
9. Ihe Economist, June 1 1 ,  2011 ,  p. 58. 
10. The private sector is the most vigorous part of China's economy. Ihe 

Economist, March 12, 2011 ,  pp. 79-80, and June 25, 2011 ,  p. 14 of Special Report 
("the dynamism in China's economy is mostly generated by non-state firms"). 
It's true that massive government intervention has played an important role in 
building up China's economy, but this has been only a temporary stage that is 
characteristic of backward countries that are straining to catch up with the fully 
developed industrial nations. See NEB (2003), Vol. 24, "Modernization and 
Industrialization," p. 288. In all probability, government intervention in China's 
economy will become less and less conducive to economic vigor as that country 
moves beyond the "catch-up" phase. 

1 1 .  Ihe Economist, Aug. 27, 2011 ,  p. 33; Nov. 5, 2011 ,  pp. 47-48. 
12. Ihe T#ek, April 29, 201 1 ,  p. 8 .  USA Today, May 10, 2011 ,  p. 6A. 



APPENDIX FOUR 

The Long-Term Outcome of Geo-Engineering 

A. In 2009, a correspondent asked me whether I thought nuclear 
weapons were the most dangerous aspect of modern technology. W hat 
follows is my reply, heavily rewritten. 

The most dangerous aspect of modern technology probably is not 
nuclear weapons. It could plausibly be argued that the remedies for global 
warming that are likely to be adopted constitute the most dangerous aspect 
of modern technology. 

Nations have a strong incentive to avoid using nuclear weapons, at 
least on any large scale, because such use would probably be suicidal. This 
doesn't mean that nuclear war can never happen. On the contrary, the risk 
of it is very real. But a major nuclear war at least is not a strong probability 
for the foreseeable future. 

On the other hand, it is virtually certain that nations will fail to 
reduce their emissions of carbon dioxide sufficiently and in time to prevent 
global warming from becoming disastrous. Instead, global warming will 
be kept in check through "geo-engineering." This means that the Earth's 
climate will be artificially managed to keep it within acceptable limits.1 Of 
the many tools that have been proposed for management of the Earth's 
climate, three examples may be mentioned here: (i) Powdered iron can 
be dumped into the oceans to stimulate the growth of plankton that 
will absorb carbon dioxide from the atmosphere.2 (ii) Microbes or other 
organisms may be genetically engineered to consume atmospheric carbon 
dioxide.3 (iii) Carbon dioxide may be pumped into underground reservoirs 
for permanent storage there.4 

Any attempt at geo-engineering will entail a grave risk of immediate 
catastrophe. "Geo-engineering makes the problem of ballistic-missile 
defense look easy. It has to work the first time, and just right."5 Novel 
technological solutions usually have to be corrected repeatedly through 
trial and error; rarely do they work "the first time, and just right," and that's 
why people "quite rightly see [geo-engineering] as a scary thing."6 

229 
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But l et's assum e  th at g eo -en gineerin g does work the fir st time and 
just ri ght. Even so , th er e  i s  every reason to expect th at th e lon g er -t erm 
consequences will be cat astrophic. 

Fir st : Att empt s to meddle with the environment almost always h ave 
unforeseen ,  undesir able consequences. In order to corr ect the undesir able 
con sequences, further m eddlin g with the env ironment i s  required. Thi s 
in t urn h as other unforeseen consequenc es ... and so forth. In tryin g to 
solve our probl em s  by tinkerin g with the environment we just g et our selv es 
deeper and deeper into trouble. 

Second: For hundreds of millions of year s, natur al processes h ave 
kept the Earth's climat e  and the compo sition of it s atmosph ere  within 
limit s th at h ave  allowed th e surviv al and evolution of complex forms of 
lif e. Sometimes durin g thi s period the climat e  has v aried enou gh to c ause 
the extinction of numerous species, but it h as not become so extr eme as to 
wip e  out al l of th e most complex or g ani sm s. 

Wh en hum an bein g s  h ave t aken over the m ana gement of th e 
Earth' s climat e, the nat ur al processes that h ave kept th e climat e  within 
livable limit s will lo se th eir c ap acity to perform th at function. Th e climate  
will then be  entir ely  dependent on hum an m ana gem ent. Since the Earth's 
climat e  i s  a worldwide phenomenon , it c annot be m ana g ed by independent 
loc al group s; it s m ana gem ent will h ave  to be or g anized on a worldwide 
basi s and ther efore will r equire r apid, worldwide communic ation. For thi s 
reason amon g other s, m ana g em ent of the Earth's climat e  wi ll be depen ­
dent on technolo gical civilization. Every p ast civilization h as broken down 
eventual ly , and modern t echnolo gic al civilization likewi se wil l break down 
sooner or l at er. When that h appens, the syst em of hum an climat e-m ana ge­
m ent necessarily will break down too. Bec ause th e n atur al processes th at 
kept the climat e  within cert ain limit s will be defunct , the Earth's climate  
c an be  expect ed to go haywire. In al l probabi lity th e Earth will become too 
hot or too cold for the surviv al of complex lif e-forms, or the percenta g e  of 
oxygen in the atmosphere will sink too low, or th e atmosphere will become 
contaminat ed with toxic g asses, or som e  other atmo spheric di sast er will 
occur. 

Third: When th e Earth h as a m ana g ed climat e, m aintenance of the 
t echnolo gic al syst em will be considered essenti al for surviv al bec ause, as 
h as just been point ed o ut ,  the breakdown of the technolo gic al system will 
probably lead to r adic al and fat al di sruption of th e climat e. The elimination 
of th e technolo gical syst em , throu gh revolution or by any other means, 
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would be almost equivalent to suicide. Because the system will be seen as 
indispensable for survival, it will be virtually immune to challenge. 

The elite of our society-the scientists and engineers, the corpora­
tion executives, the government officials and the politicians-are afraid 
of nuclear war because it would lead to their own destruction. But they 
will be delighted to see the system that gives them their power and their 
status become indispensable and therefore immune to any serious chal­
lenge. Consequently, while they will make every effort to avoid nuclear war, 
they will be quite pleased to undertake management of the Earth's climate. 

B. Peter Ward, an astrobiologist with NASA, warns us that natural 
processes will make our planet uninhabitable, perhaps as soon as a mere 
500 million years from the present.7 Most of us would be content to look 
forward to just one million more years of an inhabitable planet, but Ward 
apparently is not satisfied even with 500 million, so he advocates a system 
of geo-engineering that is supposed to keep our climate livable for the next 
several billion years .8 Ward acknowledges that the level of global cooper­
ation necessary for the creation of an effective system of geo-engineering 
may be a "utopian pipe-dream,"9 but he evidently believes that it is not 
entirely impossible, since he advocates it. But what is really astonishing is 
Ward's belief that the system of geo-engineering-and therefore neces­
sarily the worldwide civilization on which it will depend-can survive for 
billi ons of years. 

In Chapter One we remarked on the naivete of scientists in regard 
to human affairs. Ward has here provided us with an egregious example of 
it.10 

NOTES 

1. See, e.g., Time, March 24, 2008, p. 50. 
2. Wood, p. 73, col. 2. 
3. Leslie, p. 6, col. 4 (microbes). Wood, p. 73, col. 1 (trees). 
4. Wood, p. 73, col. 2. Sarewitz & Pielke, p. 59, col. 3. It necessarily remains 

an open question whether the carbon dioxide will remain underground as long 
as the proponents of this plan believe. Even if a "demonstration project" (ibid.) 
keeps the CO

2 
underground for as long as, say, ten years, that doesn't guarantee 

that it will stay there for a hundred or a thousand years. Moreover, any demonstra­
tion project will be carried out with special care by highly qualified experts. But 
once the procedure becomes routine and is widely applied, there inevitably will be 
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negligence, incompetence, and dishonesty in its execution. Compare, e.g., the USA 
Today articles cited in note 6 7 to Chapter Two, above. 

5. Wood, p. 76, col. 1, quoting Raymond Pierrehumbert, a geophysicist at 
the University of Chicago. 

6. Ibid. See also USA Today, Feb. 16, 2015, p. 7 A. 
7. Ward, pp. 141-42. 
8. Ibid., pp. 143, 149. 
9. Ibid., p. 143. 
10. For another egregious example, see K. Brower, pp. 60, 62. 

. 



APPENDIX FIVE 

Thurston's View of Stalin's Terror. 
State Terrorism in General. 

A. S ta lin's Terror as por trayed by Thurs ton prov ides an impor tant 
example in suppor t of our ar gument  that  the power even of "absolute " 
d icta tors is in reality far from absolute, so it is wor thwh ile to po int  out 
that, for our purposes ,  Thurs ton's revision is t  por trayal of the Terror is no t 
seriously incons is tent with the traditional view of S ta lin as th e "mas ter ­
min d  of a p lo t  to subdue the par ty and th e na tion."1 

W e  will take  Ulam's bio graphy of S talin to represent  th e tradi tional 
view, but firs t we have to no te three po ints :  (i) Much of what  Ulam says 
abou t S talin's motives and in tentions can be dis counted as rank specula ­
tion. Ulam repeatedly indul ges in "mind-readin g; " withou t offerin g any 
suppor tin g ev idence, h e  tries to tell us what was go in g on in S ta lin's hea d.2 

In some passa ges Ulam's book ev en rea ds lik e  a nov el.3 (ii) Thurs ton's s ta te­
ment  that  S talin "d id no t plan the Terror " has to be und ers tood to m ean 
only that  S talin d id no t plan the Terror as it actually developed; Thurs ton 
nowhere  demonstra tes that  S tal in could no t have planned to ini tiate a 
terror campa i gn of some kind. (ii i) When Thurs ton says that  th e effects 
of th e Terror were lar g ely confined to th e eli te,4 the term "eli te " has to b e  
und ers tood to includ e all those who worked with their h eads rather than 
their hands and whose work requir ed a good d eal of education or special 
trainin g.5 

Now, wh en Ulam insis ts that  S talin was "in the main ,  firmly in 
contro l of th e pur ge, "6 what  can he  mean ? W ell , h e  wri tes tha t Yezhov 
(head of th e N KVD,7 la ter known as the KGB) "took no impor tant s tep 
without obtain in g S talin's sanction. Th e lis ts of impor tant peop le to be 
sho t or o th er wise repressed were sen t  to S talin by the Commissar for his 
approval. Dur in g th e period 1937-39, 383 such lis ts were submitted to 
S talin .... "8 If we make the modes t  assumption that  the lis ts conta ined on 
avera g e  about ten names ,  then S talin dur in g the given period would have 
had to decide the fa tes of approximately 3,800 people. Could S talin of his 
own personal knowl ed g e  have been su fficiently  familiar with the h is tories 
of 3 ,800 indivi duals to decide their respective fa tes ra tionally? It seems 
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doubt ful. More likely Stali n would have had to rely in  the major ity of cases 
o n  information appended to the lists by the NKVD. Thus it would have 
been really the NKVD, or Yezhov personally, who de cided the fates of the 
listed individuals by choosi n g  the i nformat ion  to be prov ided to Stal in. 
Eve n if we suppose that the l ists contai ned an  avera ge of 500 names a nd 
make the wildly improbable assumption that Stali n had enou gh indepe n­
dent k nowled ge of ea ch of the l isted individuals to decide his or her fate 
rationally , still the lists accou nted for o nly about 190 thousand individ­
uals . But millions were executed;9 what about all the others ? Clearly Stalin 
was in control of o nly a fract io n-probably only a m inute fract ion-of 
all the execut io ns that were carried out . Eve n  among that ti ny fraction, 
Ulam admits that there "were excesses and mistakes ... even from [Stalin's ] 
poi nt of view-people whom he would have preserved had he k nown the 
full cir cumstances; in  some cases his subordinates were settli n g  personal 
s cores ... . "10 Amon g  the vast major ity of the executed or imprisoned indi­
viduals-those whose fates were not decided by Stali n perso nally-there 
must have been a far larger proportion who were the victims of"excesses , "  
"mistakes , "  or personal grud ges . How could it have bee n  otherwise , when 
people were bein g exe cuted l iterally by the m illions ?  

So a ga in we have to ask , what can Ulam mean when he says that 
Stali n was "firmly in control of the pur ge "? Does he mean merely that Stalin 
intended indis criminate a nd apparently senseless executions to take place 
o n  a massive scale ? Ulam seems to say exactly that .11 Yet Ulam himself also 
su g gests a differe nt hypothesis: "in 1936 [Stali n] may have desired to strike 
out just the leaders of potential treaso n: those few thousa nd Party officials 
who i n  the past had been connected with his rivals. But the mecha nics of 
terror . .. soon a cquired its own momentum."12 

Eve n  if Stali n did intend the pur ge to be indis criminate and massive 
in  scale , Ulam shows how Stali n was manipulated by h is subordi nates , 
who "discovered " new plots and treason in  order to "demonstrate their zeal 
and loyalt y."13 There was a certai n de gree of anta gonism be tween the army 
and the NKVD, as a result of which the NKVD ma nipulated Stali n into 
extendi ng the purge to the army.14 "There ca n be no doubt , "  says Ulam , 
that Stali n "came to bel ieve in the essential veracity of the fantast ic tales of 
treason and sabota ge woven by h is servants ... .  "15 Ulam further writes that 
Stalin's "feelin gs must have bee n those of what mi ght be called controlled 
pa nic, " and he refers to "Stali n's thrashi n g  about amidst his terrible and 
contradictory fears ... . "16 Does Ulam have a firm factual bas is for these 
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inferences about Stalin's beliefs, feelings, and fears, or is he merely indulging 
in "mind-reading"? If he is indulging in mind-reading, then his reading of 
Stalin's mind agrees very well with Thurston's reading of it. So it is difficult 
to find any major contradiction17 between Thurston's view of Stalin's Terror 
and the traditional view as represented by Ulam. The difference between 
the two seems to be largely a matter of rhetoric . 

Ulam provides further evidence that Stalin did not have the Terror 
under rational control: In 1938-39 Stalin himself concluded that the 
Terror had gotten out of hand, and he tried to "reassure the 'little people' . . .  
that while severe measures would continue to be applied against bigwigs, 
indiscriminate terror as far as the masses were concerned was a thing of 
the past."18 During World War II no terror would have been necessary, 
because the struggle against a fearsome external enemy united all Russians 
behind their Leader. But when Stalin resumed the practice of terror after 
the war he did so on a much smaller scale, 19 presumably because he "did 
not want and could not afford a repetition'' of the "chaos . . .  of 1937-39 ."20 

True, Ulam suggests that during the last year of his life Stalin may have 
been planning to resume terror on a mass basis,21 but only in desperation, 
because he feared that in old age he was losing his grip on power.22 

B. A proper discussion of state terrorism in general would be beyond 
the scope of this book, but I do want to address briefly Thurston's claim 
that a "system of terror as described by theorists and other scholars has 
probably never existed."23 Thurston does not clearly explain why he thinks 
that Stalin's "Terror" fails to qualify as a "system of terror," but probably 
he. has in mind his own argument that "extensive fear did not exist in the 
USSR at any time in the late 1930s . . . .  The sense that anyone could be 
next, the underpinning of theories on systems of terror, rarely appears ."24 

Thurston must mean that "extensive fear," etc. did not exist throughout the 
general population. He could hardly deny that among the high elite-the 
class of upper-level officials who for the most part were exterminated by 
Stalin25- there had to be "extensive fear" and a "sense that anyone could 
be next." 

Thurston very likely is right in maintaining that "extensive fear" 
did not permeate the population as a whole . Fischer's account-based on 
personal experience-of life under Stalin suggests that the working class 
was largely immune from terror.26 But this by no means disqualifies Stalin's 
system as a system of terror. Such a system does not have to be applied to 
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an entire  p opula ti on ;  it can be limited to some seg ment of the p opula tion.27 

H ow ev er, du ring the late 1930s under S ta lin i t  appear s tha t  the terrorized 
seg men t inc luded n ot only the high eli te, bu t a lso the eli te in the broader 
sen se d escrib ed in Pa rt A of thi s appendix, i tem (iii ).28 

Thurston tri es to di smi ss E.V. Walter's study of the system of terror 
practic ed by  the Zulu emperor Shaka (also sp elled Chaka )  by  suggesting 
tha t  the B ri ti sh wi tn esses on whose accoun ts Walter r eli ed "may n ot have 
b een in a p osi tion to understand what they saw."29 But Thurston' s sugges­
tion i s  n ot c redib le. Walter's c onclu sion s  a re supported by the accoun ts of 
sev era l  Bri ti sh ob servers,30 the b est of whom, H.F. F ynn, acquired "a thor­
ough kn owledge of Zulu language and customs,"31 and the vi olent ev en ts 
d esc rib ed w ere  of such a na tu re tha t  their ba sic i mp or t  c ou ld hard ly b e  
mi sunder stood , ev en i f  there w ere  nuances tha t  the ob serv er s over looked. 

The Argen tin e  caudillo Juan Facundo Qyiroga and hi s (so to speak) 
successor Juan Manuel d e  Rosa s b oth mad e  u se of c learly-defin ed systems 
of terror.32 Oth er examples cou ld n o  d oub t b e  iden ti fied-v er y  li kely in 
i mp eria l  China, for in stance,33 or a mong 20th -century Latin American 
dicta tor s-though Thur ston i s  p robab ly right in sta ting that  the "model 
d oes not fit Nazi Germany,"34and Sa rmi en to di scoun ts the Reign ofTerror 
of the French Revolu tion .35 1 w ou ld like to sugg est, h ow ev er, tha t  the reign 
of H en ry VUI in Eng land c ou ld ver y  p ossib ly b e  c on sid ered terrori stic. 
Certain ly H enry' s  system was haphaza rd and of low intensi ty c ompared 
with tha t  of S ta lin, Shaka,  Facundo Qyiroga or R osa s, and the terror ­
ized c la ss-that of the c ourti ers-compri sed only a v er y  small frac ti on of 
the g eneral p opula ti on. But a rguab ly the essen tial elemen ts of a system of 
terror w er e  there :  

• The king c on sciou sly u sed fear as  an in strument of gov ernance: 
"He ruled on the precep t  tha t  fear eng enders ob edience."36 

• Arrests and execu tion s, often of c ompletely inn oc en t  p er son s, 
tended to b e  i rrationa l  and unpredictab le, and someti mes resulted from 
the whi spering s of informers or slanderers seeking to eli mina te their 
rivals or take reveng e  on their en emies.37 

• C on sequ en tly there was  "exten siv e  fear,"38 a "sense tha t  anyon e 
c ou ld b e  n ext. "39 

• Inn oc en t  vic tims ab ou t  to b e  executed a t  the king 's ord er often 
aba sed themselves, d ec laring their loyalty to and lov e for the tyran t who 
was murdering them.40 

• As a "legi ti ma te" sovereign , H en ry VIII p ossessed a ready-made 

. 
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"cult of personality,"41 but he calculatedly intensified the cult.42 As with 
the cults of Stalin and Rosas, Henry's cult of personality relied in part on 
ubiquitous images of himself.43 

• Despite his cruelty and injustice, Henry VIII was vastly 
admired , perhaps worshipped, even by some (or most?) members of the 
terrorized class.44 

NOTES 

1. See Thurston, p. 17. 
2. Ulam, e.g., last paragraph on p. 311 through first five lines on p. 312; first 

complete paragraph on p. 529; pp. 534-35. 
3. Ibid., e.g., last six lines on p. 272 through first two lines on p. 274; last 

six lines on p. 534 through p. 535. 
4. Thurston, pp. 144-150. 
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than others to be arrested."); 149 (evidence that any engineer ran a high risk of 
being arrested). Fischer, e.g., pp. 149-151 ,  163, 201, 205, 222, 228-29. Fischer, 
p. 150, adds that "even factory workers" might be arrested. This is consistent 
with Thurston, p. 193: "Occasionally [workers] went ... into the gulag or to their 
deaths." 

6. Ulam, p. 445. 
7. See ibid., pp.419-420. 
8. Ibid., p. 444. 
9. Millions were executed even in Thurston's view; "traditional" estimates of 

the number executed were much higher. See Thurston, pp. xvii, 139-140. 
10. Ulam, p. 444. 
11. Ibid., pp. 399, 438. 
12. Ibid., p. 408. 
13. Ibid., pp. 395-98. See also p. 488 (Stalin manipulated by Beria). 
14. Ibid., pp. 451-52. 
15. Ibid., p. 412. 
16. Ibid., p. 457. See also p. 477 (referring to Stalin's "panic that had 

unleashed terror ... "). 
17. Meaning a major contradiction far our purposes, bearing in mind that 

our purpose here is not to estimate the number of victims of the Terror or anything 
of that sort, but only to determine whether Stalin was able to keep the Terror 
under rational control. 

18. Ulam, pp. 474-76, 487-88; specifically p. 476. 
19. Ibid., pp. 643, 674. 
20. Ibid., p. 727. 
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21.  Ibid., pp. 737-38. 
22. See ibid., pp. 724-739. 
23. Thurston, p. 232. 
24. Ibid., p. 159. It's hard to reconcile this with Thurston's own statement 

that an "atmosphere of panic had set in . . .  ," ibid., p. 90. 
25. For the extermination of most of the high elite, see Ulam, e.g., pp. 

430-31 ,  438, 441 ,  447-48, 489. Thurston does not deny the occurrence of this 
bloodbath among the high elite. 

26. See Fischer, pp. 151-52, 163-65, 208-09. 
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APPENDIX SIX 

The Teachings of Jesus Christ 
and Their Effect on Society 

A. Bec ause of the need for brevity, our treatment of Jesus 's teach in gs 
in the discussion of Postulate  2 in Part II of Chapter Three left out of 
account the fact that no one knows for  cert ain what Jesus actually taug ht . 1 

Fo r our purpo ses, however, thi s i s  not import ant , bec ause our concern i s  
not with J esus h imself but with the question of whether any body of t each ­
in gs , unsupported by practic al act ion (such as the build in g of powerful 
org anizations committed to those t eachin gs), c an be  effective in guid in g 
human behav ior  on a m ass basi s. H enc e, what matters for our purpo ses i s  
what the early  C hristi an s  believed the teaching s of  J esus to h ave been. W ere 
the t eachin g s  they bel ieved to have been those of J esus effect ive in guidin g 
hum an beh avior on a m ass bas is ?  

There is a further complic at ion : The early Christ ians d idn't all believe 
exactly the s ame thing s about J esus .  Ther e  o riginally were something like 
twenty go spel s, 2 and even as to the four canonic al go spel s  (Matthew, Mark, 
Luke, and John) the "evid ence su ggests that in the early churc h each  
con gre g ation would h ave had its own gospel-exposure to all four mi ght 
not h ave been typ ic al until at l east the end of the second century. "3 This 
however does not pose a s erious p roblem for us, bec ause the four c anonic al 
go spel s  presum ably represent, to a reasonable approximation ,  what the 
main current s in early  Christ ianity believed the teachings of J esus to h ave 
been , and as we saw in Part II of Chapter Three, the c anonic al go spels 
proved ineffective in g uidin g human behavior on a mass b as is .  

Thi s  was t rue even though Christ ians d id eventually fo rm powerful 
org an izat ions, mainly the Cathol ic and East ern O rthodox churches. These 
were committ ed to the p rop ag at ion of cert ain relig ious doctrines-and , of 
course, to build in g their own power. In th is they were successful . They were 
also successful to a limited extent in mold in g hum an behavior. But what 
matt ers for us here is the fact that hum an beh avio r  was not mold ed in such 
a way as to make any subst anti al fraction of the populat ion of the world 's 
Christi an l ands behave in accord with the ori g inal t eachin g s  of J esus (or 
what the majo rity of early Christi an s  believed to be  h is teachin gs) . 
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B. To the evidence offered in Part II of Chapter Three, the following 
can be added: 

• The Gospels condemn adultery and fornication, 4 yet an edict 
of (Pope) Callixtus I (approximately 217-222 AD) gave the Church's 
approval to sexual relationships between upper-class Roman matrons and 
their male slaves.5 It's true that Callixtus I was a maverick, and his action 
was by no means typical for Christian clergy of the time, but he would 
hardly have issued his edict if there hadn't been significant numbers of 
Christian matrons who were already involved in such relationships and 
therefore were committing fornication if not adultery. No one having even 
a superficial acquaintance with the history of Europe in later centuries will 
claim that the teachings of the Gospels have had any substantial effect on 
adultery and fornication,6 unless among a tiny minority of rigorists and 
ascetics. 

• At some time between 195 and 240 AD, the distinguished 
Christian writer Tertullian railed against rich and noble Christian women 
who went around all dolled up and defended their adornments on the 
ground that they would have been conspicuous as Christians if they had 
dressed otherwise.7 As to female adornment in later times, it is hardly 
necessary to comment. 

C. For whatever it's worth, we note that what we've argued here does 
not constitute an attack on Christianity as a religion. Christian doctrine­
if this writer understands it correctly-holds that Jesus came not to change 
the way affairs were conducted in this world, but to provide human beings 
with a path to salvation in some future life. 

NOTES 

1. Freeman, pp. 19-30. 
2. Ibid., pp. 20-21 .  See also pp. 97-99. 
3 .  Ibid., p. 73 . 
4. E.g., Matthew 5:27 & 32, 15:19; Mark 7:21 ;  Luke 18:20. See also I 

Corinthians 7:2, and Augustine, II.3.7, p. 28; II.6.14, pp. 33-34; X.30.41 , p. 223. 
5. Harnack, p. 210. Callixtus I was Bishop of Rome but not technically a 

pope, because the Bishops of Rome at that time were not yet titled "Pope." See 
Freeman, pp. 315-16 .  

6. See, e.g., Elias, pp. 154-55. 
7. Harnack, p. 62n3. For dates, see Freeman, p. 180. 
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