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Why has civilization developed the way it has? Many of us have assumed that
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Book I: The Parable of the Tribes



Chapter One: The Parable of the
Tribes
1. Introduction
For Western man, the progress of understanding has been a humbling experience.

At the dawn of the modern era, the heliocentric revolution in astronomy evicted man1
from his privileged home at the center of the universe, consigning him instead to a
tiny planet of what turns out to be a minor star. That left man nonetheless a special
being among the creatures of the earth, a quintessence of dust fashioned specially by
the Lord of the Universe in His own image. But this gratifying self-image was forever
altered in the nineteenth century by the theory of biological evolution that revealed
man’s fundamental kinship and continuity with other living things. Still, man in his
pride could point to his unique nature, to the spark of divine reason which ordered
his life, elevated him from his own animality, and entitled him to dominion over the
world. Then, at the beginning of this century, the brilliant insights of psychoanalysis
showed how thin is the veil of consciousness and rationality, how dominated man is by
an unconscious animal self, how man is not master even in his own house.1
One fortress of our pride has remained. Whatever man’s shortcomings as a creature,

there can be no doubting man’s powers as a Creator. In the globe-spanning structures
of civilization, behold his works!
Now comes the parable of the tribes, a theory to illuminate the nature and deter-

minants of civilization. It shows that even in those structures where man’s power and
ability are most tangibly embodied—even in the evolution of civilization—man is as
much the victim as the master.

2. Understanding Change
There is something special about the human animal. Of all the earth’s creatures,

we are the creators of change. After ten thousand years of steadily accelerating trans-
formations, virtually all the life on this planet is now caught up in the destiny of the
creature with the unique ability to invent his way of life.

1 The word “man” here refers to the human species generally. It is used because our language makes
it convenient, and is not intended to imply that women have played a lesser role in human life.
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That mankind has the power to transform the conditions of life for ourselves and
other creatures does not mean we understand the powers we exercise. Just as human
hearts beat for aeons before the circulation of the blood was understood, so the forces
that drive the stream of change in human social life could come from us yet escape our
comprehension.
People often do not recognize, much less grasp, the effects of their actions. Four

thousand years ago (as Geoffrey Bibby describes in a book of that title) change in
civilized societies was so gradual that people thought that life had always been as it
was then. The question of explaining change hardly arose in their minds. Yet they
were actively (if inadvertently) effecting one of the great revolutions in the history of
life—the evolution of civilization. Change that was cataclysmic by the standards of
life’s previous development was nonetheless too slow to be visible in the perspective of
a single lifetime.
Now, change has so quickened that one cannot help but witness dramatic metamor-

phoses in civilized societies. Before our eyes, ancient tribal groups are being welded
into nations. Whole societies adopt new forms of social and economic organization. In-
tellectual revolutions and technological innovations constantly alter people’s methods
of production, transportation, housing. Traditional values and ideologies all over the
world are altered or overthrown as they encounter new and unexpected conditions.
History’s acceleration has made manifest what has been true from the beginning

of civilization: the structure of life for civilized peoples has been constantly subject to
profound changes as new cultural ways are developed and replace the old. We can see
now that civilization is an evolving system.
The question is: what determines the direction in which civilization evolves? It is a

vital question, for if we are shaping our destiny without comprehension, how likely is it
we will shape it well? For our powers to exceed our understanding is dangerous. What
is remarkable about this question besides its fundamental importance is the paucity of
attention it receives. There seem to be two principal reasons for this neglect: (1) some
do not search for an answer because they believe none can exist; and (2) some do not
search for an answer because they assume they already know it.

1. In an age of specialized analysis, there is a prejudice against general questions and
general answers: the study of forests is considered best pursued as the study of
particular trees. Even as pictures from satellites open our eyes to sweeping vistas,
our world view tends to be myopically mired in the magnifying-glass stage. The
parts are delineated in excruciating detail, whereas the whole is left for some
invisible hand to assemble or is regarded as no more than the sum of its parts.

Admittedly, it may be that no general explanation can illuminate the transforma-
tions of human life over the ten thousand years of civilization. The reasons for change
might be wholly different from one time and place to another. Perhaps history must
remain the museum of the unique that most present historians claim it to be.
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If we nonetheless persist in seeking to explain the overall thrust of history, it may
profit us to ask: what kind of idea might conceivably be able to encompass so vast and
diverse a panorama as the history of the development of civilization? An admirable
precedent lies before us: the Darwinian theory of biological evolution. In an era growing
newly aware that living systems are changing and not fixed, Charles Darwin created a
most satisfying theory for explaining an evolutionary process. His idea is elegant and
comprehensive. All it requires are two things: a diversity of alternative forms and a
systematic process of selection among those alternatives according to some consistent
criteria. Once genetic theory could account for the generation of alternative forms,
Darwin’s concept of natural selection could, in a single brilliant stroke, illuminate one
of the deepest mysteries of the universe. By constant operation over innumerable gen-
erations, natural selection could mold the indescribable complexity of the phenomena
of life; the generality of its application did not violate the uniqueness of the particular
living structure.
The concept of selection—combining great simplicity and extraordinary explanatory

power—is doubtless one of the magnificent intellectual creations of the human mind.
Moreover, such a concept offers the best hope of giving us an elegant and parsimonious
explanation of far-reaching changes in complex systems. Although the past one and a
half centuries have produced various theories of what has been called “social evolution,”
very few have been evolutionary theories in that most essential Darwinian sense of
postulating a process of selection among alternatives to account for the overall trends
in the evolution of civilized societies. The goal of this work is to find such a clarifying
evolutionary theory for the development of civilization.

1. An evolutionary theory of sorts is already present in the minds of many. Therein
lies the second reason why the pursuit of a general theory of civilization’s evolu-
tion is not more energetic: why search for what one already has? To many people,
change seems explicable by a commonsense theory, one so obvious in fact that
it generally remains implicit rather than stated outright. I now present briefly
this commonsense explanation. Understanding the drama of our social evolution
is too important a matter to be left in the dim light of unstated assumptions.

3. The Common Sense: Selection by Human Choice
This commonsense theory of social evolution offers a benign and reasonable view

of human affairs. According to this image, people are continually hunting for ways to
better their condition. (One immediately recognizes the Economic Man of capitalist
theory.) The alternatives are readily generated by this pursuit of improvement. The
longer the hunt goes on, the more alternatives are discovered. And, since man is an
inventive as well as exploratory creature, what is discovered in the world is increas-
ingly supplemented by what people have created. With the passage of time, therefore,
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more and more cultural alternatives become available for all aspects of our cultural
business—how and what to produce, how to govern ourselves, what to think, how to
travel, play, make music, and so on. The process of selection is done by people. The
criterion for selection? People choose what they believe will best meet their needs,
replacing old cultural forms when new and better ones become available. Again, the
resonance with economic theory is striking: social evolution is the product of choices
made in the marketplace of cultural possibilities.
This theory can be aptly illustrated by the development of a cuisine. In the begin-

ning, people are surrounded by plants and animals of unknown nutritive value and
taste. Over the course of time, everything gets tried. People learn from their experi-
ence. They remember what tasted good, what was poisonous, even what diet made
them feel healthy. They experiment with new combinations, new ways of preparing,
storing, and curing foods. Constantly, they select for the most satisfying cuisine. As
people from one region contact people from another, they exchange ideas and ingre-
dients. Each group now benefits from the other’s recipes, and altogether new recipes
come into being as new combinations of foods become possible—one group’s nuts are
traded for another’s herbs, citrus comes to the New World as the tomato is taken to
the Old. Selection continually generates improvement.
Despite all the buffeting the modern Western notion of progress has received since

1914, the assumption remains strongly embedded in our world view that history is
about progress. This commonsense evolutionary theory is part of that assumption.
Each generation has more options to choose among, and more collective experience
upon which to base its choices. Each can improve upon the heritage it receives. The
story of civilization can be seen as The Great Ascent.
The reader no doubt suspects that I have set up this theory of social evolution by

human choice only as a straw man to be struck down. Of course this is true—but only
in part. Like most commonsense ideas it captures an important truth.
This model of selection can account for much of the development and spread of new

components of civilized culture. In part, culture is indeed a kind of market in which
new possibilities—in making pottery, in telephone service, in musical expressions, in
vaccinations—replace or supplement old because people want them. Without making
any prejudgment about the nature and complexity of human wants, we may grant
that choices based on those wants are important in determining the way our cultural
systems evolve.
But this benign model of social evolution suffers from a fundamental problem. If

such a process has governed the evolution of civilization, how are we to explain why
human life under civilization has not been better?
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4. The Rube Goldberg Problem: A Critique of the
Commonsense Theory
The commonsense theory of selection by human choice leads one to expect a con-

tinuous betterment of the human condition. For a story of improvement, however,
the history of civilization makes rather dismal reading, and as the culmination of ten
thousand years of progress the twentieth century is deeply disappointing. It is not sim-
ply that history is strewn with regrettable events, with accidents leaving carnage and
wreckage on the thoroughfare bound for Progress. The road itself has been treacherous.
If the stupendous historical transformation in the structure of human life has been the
result of people choosing what they believe will best satisfy their needs, why have not
human needs been better met?
The idea of history as progress is itself of relatively recent origin. And those who

endorse that idea are usually looking only at relatively recent history for support.
Compare premodern Europe with contemporary Western societies, the argument goes.
Have we not come a long way from those dingy and bloody days of superstition, plague,
despotism, and poverty? But even the advances of modern civilization have their night-
marish side, escalating as they have the destructive capacities of civilization. We look
with mounting apprehension at the weapons of thermonuclear warfare, at the repres-
sive apparatus of the totalitarian state, and at the disruptions of the ecological flows
upon which life on earth depends. And even if we embrace modernization as progress,
this stretch of history is but a small fraction of the total span of civilization. Looking
at history as a whole, it is far from clear that the main “advances” of civilized societies
have consistently improved the human condition. In earlier eras of history, the cutting
edge of civilization’s progress led from freedom into bondage for the common person.
The great monuments of the ancient world were built with the sweat of slaves whose
civilized ancestors had not known the oppressor’s whip. After four thousand years the
pyramids of Egypt can still stand as an emblem of the problem of civilization, that its
achievements are more reliably impressive than benign.
If the same forces have driven social evolution throughout history, and if the way

has been downhill at some times and uphill at others, we should not be sanguine that
any recent trends toward progress point to the meaning of our destiny.
The idea of progress has relied in another way on the lack of a clear vision of

the distant past. The life of primitive peoples is widely assumed to have been nasty,
brutish, and short. The step from the “savage” state to the “civilized” is consequently
assumed to have been straight up. Increasingly, however, as anthropologists have taken
a closer and less ethnocentric look at hunter-gatherers, the evidence has shown that
primitive life was not so bad. Primitive societies, a category confined in this book to
simple hunting-and-gathering peoples, provide an important point of reference for two
reasons: they give a perspective on civilization by showing the human condition that
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civilization has transformed; and they help to illuminate our nature as a species, for
they show the kind of life we are biologically evolved to lead.
Without romanticizing the primitive condition into a paradise without ills, we must

nonetheless appreciate that modern primitives (and, by an inferential leap, our prim-
itive ancestors) led a surprisingly humane existence. Among hunting-and-gathering
bands, the burden of labor is comparatively small, leaving more time than most civi-
lized peoples have known for play, music, dance. The politics of these small societies
are largely free of coercion and inequality. Relationships are close and enduring. Prim-
itives enjoy a wholeness and freedom in their lives which many civilized peoples may
well envy.2
This new view of our starting point demands a new look at.the entire course. If

we lift our vision of primitive life out of the degradation to which civilized mythology
has consigned it, the commonsense view of social evolution becomes more difficult to
sustain. Even if we grant that ten thousand years have improved the human condition,
there seems something disturbingly disproportionate between the immensity of the
changes that ten millennia of social evolution have wrought upon human societies,
and the small (even debatable) advances in human well-being. If we were to persist
in viewing the great edifice of civilization as structured for the purpose of meeting
human needs, civilization would seem to be a gigantic Rube Goldberg contraption.
Rube Goldberg’s machines were comic because of the grotesque mismatch between
means and ends— like a structure the size of a house to light a cigarette, or a twenty-
eight-step process for waking someone up in the morning. If we view social evolution as
the result of people continually choosing better ways to meet their needs, civilization
becomes a kind of joke.
But before we are reconciled to this vision of history as ludicrous, we should see

whether the commonsense theory of social evolution can somehow survive the evidence
that the progress of human well-being has been both inconsistent and disappointing.
One possible way of meeting the challenge is to argue that when people choose they

do not necessarily choose wisely. Whether one attributes the limits of human judgment

2 The idea that the life of hunter-gatherers may be a particularly satisfying one for human beings is
explored further in chap. 2, “Unfree Choices,” and again in chap. 4, “The Question of Human Nature” and
“Eden.” The freedom of hunting-and-gathering peoples from warfare of the sort that has plagued civilized
history is a focal point in chap. 3, “Red Sky at Morning,” and is dealt with also in chap. 2, “The Mother
of Invention,” and chap. 5, “Fighting Mad.” In chap. 3, in the three “Evolution” sections, the original
size and structure of primitive societies are juxtaposed with the subsequent metamorphoses effected
by civilization. Part of that picture (“Evolution toward More Effective Central Control”) portrays the
egalitarian nature of primitive political relations, a subject treated again in chap. 7, “Men Are Not
Ants.” That the economic life of primitives is not so beset by drudgery and the feeling of privation as
many have imagined is discussed in chap. 5, “Under the Yoke.” In several places in chap. 5, ways are
described in which hunter-gatherers enjoy a wholeness and peacefulness of mind often subverted by
civilized life. (The anthropological sources for the arguments are noted in the text.) The reason for this
way of drawing the boundary between primitive and civilized is touched upon again in chap. 3, “Red
Sky at Morning.”
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to folly or to sin, people evidently often make choices hurtful to themselves. Smokers
keep smoking, fat people keep overeating, procrastinators avoid necessary tasks, and
few of us are as good to those we love as we would like to be. Saint Paul saw it as
central to the human condition that we cannot follow even our own best judgment.
And, of course, even our best judgment may not be very good: we build high rises
on hurricane coasts and on earthquake faults, we trust deceptive and hypocritical
politicians, we exhaust our soils, we ingest pathogenic chemicals… So it should not be
surprising if the course of civilization is full of blunders—political arrangements that
become oppressive, economic systems that lead to famine, social organizations that
produce anomie.
One can add to the shortcomings of the human decision maker the extraordinary dif-

ficulty of these decisions. For the progress of civilization has been a continuous advance
into uncharted territory. Even the wisest judge needs precedents, and civilized peoples
have repeatedly been compelled to deal with unprecedented problems. Even intelligent
people, under those circumstances, will adopt solutions which do not work or which
work today but sow the seeds of tomorrow’s problems. Irrigation brings a miracle of
greenness in the short run but leads eventually to the disastrous spread of deserts over
salted soils. People are attracted to the manifest abundance economic modernization
can provide but may not realize the costs in social disruption and fragmentation that
development may entail. In the marketplace of social evolutionary possibilities, the
payment due is not always calculable until long after the contract for “progress” has
been made.
Both these ideas are valuable for understanding the problematic aspect of human

destiny. People do indeed sometimes choose foolishly. And at the frontiers of social
evolution people are faced with the difficult challenge of finding their way through
uncharted, unexplored territory. These answers, however, do not seem sufficient to
solve the problem posed by civilization’s ills. The intelligence and industry of our
ancestors is simply too impressive to allow us to load the failures of civilization to
meet human needs onto their supposedly blundering choices. When we scrutinize what
our ancestors in any given time and place were able to do with their situation, what
generally stands out is not their folly but their soundness and their resourcefulness.
Something important is missing from the picture. It is like some problems that have

arisen in the history of astronomy. What is visible fails to explain how the heavenly
bodies are moving, so astronomers search for an invisible source of the disturbing force.
Another body is presumed to exist even if it has not yet been seen, for its gravitational
pull is manifest. Such is the gravity of the pull of civilization’s evolution from the
course of human welfare that we must posit a kind of social evolutionary black hole to
account for the wide disparity between the expected and the actual movement of our
systems.
It is time now to begin moving toward a new theory. We must go beyond the visible

force of human actors making choices to discover a force more hidden yet powerful
enough to warp the course of social evolution. Although the commonsense theory
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would lead us to expect history to bring the fulfillment of human dreams, one can as
aptly call history a nightmare from which we are trying to awaken. Why?

5. Toward a Bigger Vision
The problem in comprehending the destiny of civilized man is that our vision does

not readily encompass the magnitude of the drama.
The experience of a lifetime gives an inadequate perspective. Unlike Bibby’s ancients

of four thousand years ago, we can see change. But we have difficulty seeing what is
constant amid the change. We were born into a vehicle already far along on an extended
trajectory so that our present experience is intelligible only in terms of forces that acted
in the past.
Of course, we have historical knowledge to supplement our contemporary experience.

For the most part, however, the perspective of history has tended to reinforce rather
than to correct a vital blind spot. That blind spot is our tendency to take civilization
as a given, that is, to view our species’ story as if we were somehow born to the civilized
state, as if like Athena we had sprung fully armed into being. For many centuries, the
study of our history meant the study of previous civilized societies. To look at where
we began has been to look at ancient civilizations.
Starting with the wrong assumptions as given, we end with asking the wrong ques-

tions. Human beings, born into life, have always tended to regard death as the big
mystery. But in an overwhelmingly lifeless universe, the dead is the given and the life
we take for granted is the deep mystery. Being born into the conditions of civiliza-
tion leads people into a similar error about what is the given and what in need of
explanation.
History, then, has traditionally not allowed our vision to transcend the civilized

condition that needs explaining. But in the last century or so, the perspective of
“natural history” has revealed to us how extremely truncated is that old view of time.
Our infancy was not in the cradle of civilization, but far, far back before then. Our
human ancestors go back hundreds of thousands, perhaps several millions of years. But
our ancestry is still more ancient. Our story, as much as that of any creatures on earth,
goes back to the beginning of life, more than three billion years ago. Walking a time
line of the earth’s history overwhelms our provincial sense of time. From the earth’s
beginning to the point where life emerges is a number of paces. It is a long walk before
mammals have appeared, but only a few steps from there to the appearance of the
human animal.
The time of recorded history is scarcely visible. What we call history is like a period

at the end of the long story of life on earth.
All this is now “common knowledge,” but in most of us that knowledge remains only

superficially integrated into our vision of ourselves. Old preconceptions die slowly. It
is no longer intellectually respectable to believe the human story began six thousand
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years ago in some garden in the Middle East. But even a century and a half after
Darwin’s voyage, this cataclysmic change in our knowledge has hardly influenced most
of our thinking about human destiny. Although many fine minds work at this process
of intellectual integration, we have not yet grasped the full implications of the more
grounded and complete perspective. This task remains central in the human search for
self-understanding.
The larger vision is, in particular, indispensable to solving the problem we are inves-

tigating here. This work shows how the key to the mystery of civilization’s problematic
course lies in the extraordinary fact of the emergence of our species from biological
evolution into a new kind of evolution.
To understand the world as we find it, we must go back to the world as it began.

In the beginning …

6. The Way of Life
Out of matter and energy obeying natural laws, there emerged life. Whence came the

stuff of the universe and the laws to govern its behavior are matters for speculation
beyond the scope of my inquiry. Given them, the emergence of life seems to have
required simply the proper conditions, and time. By chance, certain aggregations of
matter emerged which had the ability to persist and to replicate themselves. The
implications of this reproductive capacity for selection over time are obvious. Those
aggregations with the ability to increase will begin as an infinitesimal proportion of the
total system but will grow steadily compared with the static (inanimate) configurations
of matter. Life gets a foothold in the early stages because the living is selected over
the nonliving.
For living things to persist, or survive, their environment must provide them with

the substances and energy they need to maintain and to reproduce themselves. As life
grows denser, the environment on which each organism depends consists increasingly
of other living things. The survival of each, therefore, comes to depend upon how well
all the others maintain crucial flows of materials and energy throughout the system
Life requires environmental reliability. The implications for natural selection are clear.
Selection molds not just individual species but entire ecological communities, favoring
those combinations of creatures that most reliably act synergistically to maintain the
flows on which all the creatures depend. As life developed on this planet, the networks
of interdependence and cooperation expanded until some of the major flows became
global in scope. The earth’s atmosphere as we know it is a product of the living
ecosystem.
Biological evolution is, of course, the story of change, but stability is one of its most

important products. The regularity of events supports the health of life, whereas the
unpredictable and unprecedented threaten it. The living emerged out of the nonliving
and remain vulnerable to changes inflicted by the inanimate processes of the universe.
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Thus, the regular rising and setting of the sun and the regular succession of the seasons
form part of the pattern of life for earth’s creatures. But the unpredictable variations
in sunspot activity can injure the ecosystem. Life has not yet managed to make earth’s
climate completely reliable, and inanimately caused disturbances (such as ice ages, or
atmospheric disruptions) may be the reasons for prehistoric waves of extinctions of
species.
Genetic changes in living creatures have often been the consequence of the unex-

pected intrusion of inanimate forces, for example, cosmic radiation causing mutations.
Because mutations have been an essential ingredient of biological evolution, it is some-
times forgotten that the overwhelming majority of mutations are injurious. The very
few that are advantageous, however, are selected for and perpetuated while the many,
many others disappear. Although living systems change, therefore, they resist change
more than they incorporate it. The new forms spread very gradually, and only if time
proves them consistent with the long-run survival not only of the individual but of the
ecological balance on which his descendants will depend.
We can better understand biological evolution if we see it less as a process of change

than as a creation of order. Natural selection has molded an order of indescribable
complexity from the molecular level to the global. Each piece of the intricate pattern
of life must play its specific and narrow role in the whole. This order is rigid but not
coercive, for there is no governing power in the system. Each creature follows its own
law, but that law itself has been written by an evolutionary process that secures the
orderliness of the overarching system of life. Each creature is free in the sense that
none of its impulses are prohibited. But it is a freedom without choice.
During the course of biological evolution, the behavioral rigidity of living things

has become steadily less complete. An animal that can respond to different situations
differently has adaptive advantages. It is not that biological evolution has rejected
the rigid in favor of the flexible, since the more mechanical life forms have remained
abundant. Rather, certain niches in the ecosystem favor flexibility. The more complex
and heterogeneous the environment an animal lives in, the better served it is by a wide
behavioral repertoire and the ability to perceive what behavior is called for. That more
flexible creatures like mammals have arisen late in the evolutionary process compared
with the more rigid reptiles (not to mention still more primitive forms) is evidence not
so much of superiority as of complexity and of the fact that greater complexity takes
longer to evolve. Conceivably, such flexibility could be entirely programmed into the
genes. Indeed, in insects some fairly elaborate discriminations are completely, or almost
completely, genetically “wired.” But after a certain level of complexity is reached, such
an approach would be terribly cumbersome—worse than computers that play chess by
considering every imaginable move at every point. Selection has therefore favored a
more efficient route to behavioral flexibility—learning.
With the emergence of learning, the control of organismic behavior by genetic

blueprints ceased to be absolute. A creature’s own experience— not just the aeons
of ancestral experience carved by selection into its genes—could now play some part
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in shaping how it acts in the world. The capacity to learn creates a new discontinuity
between the living and the inanimate worlds. First came matter and energy obeying
physical laws, then came organisms mechanically following laws inscribed by ages of
evolution. The animal that can learn is something new in that the determinants of its
behavior are not wholly created outside of itself. As long as genetic control remains ab-
solute, the living present is wholly bound by the evolutionary past. With the emergence
of learning, the present gains a degree of latitude to shape itself.
The emergence of learning many many millions of years ago, however, did not change

the nature of the order that biological evolution had created. In retrospect we can see
it as only a hairline crack in the tight structure of the living system. For one thing, the
hereditary structure of the learning animal would itself greatly determine what was
learned, channeling perceptions and predisposing the animal to certain lessons. A baby
duck, for example, will imprint on the first object of the right size it sees moving in
the right way after it is hatched. This example suggests one more reason why learning
in animals did not really alter the basic reliability of animal behavior: the experiences
in which learning would take place were in themselves quite predictable. A baby duck
is virtually certain—in the absence of some experimenter’s manipulations—to imprint
upon and subsequently follow its own mother. Harlow’s experiments in depriving baby
rhesus monkeys of their mothers has shown how significant for the monkey is the
social learning it gets in its relationship with its mother. But in the monkey’s natural
environment, that learning will occur in very predictable ways in a reliable maternal
relationship. What is learned, therefore, remained for millions of years an extension of
what is genetically given. The two elements combined to form an essentially predictable
animal nature that left intact the reliability of behavior on which the integrity of the
natural order depends.
A hairline crack can always get wider. The escape from complete genetic program-

ming, however slight at first, could always grow. However magnificent the Creation of
biological evolution, without a Creator it cannot look forward. What is selected for is
what has worked. The selective process does not “know” where a given evolutionary
experiment will ultimately lead. For millions of years, the experiment with learning did
not disrupt the essential continuity of biological evolution, the stability of the living
order. But then the experiment created the great learning animal, man. Then learning
created something new—the cultural animal.

7. The Emergence of Culture
Human learning has changed the world in a way the learning of other animals did

not. This is not primarily because we are individually more intelligent than other
individual animals, though we are. Rather it is because our intelligence has crossed
that threshold where it becomes possible for us to pool our learning collectively and to
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transmit its fruits down through the generations. At that point, the capacity to learn
became transmuted into the far more potent ability to create culture.
In the history of the theory of biological evolution, the most intense controversy was

over the inheritance of acquired characteristics. Did the experience of one generation
inform the genetic heritage of the next? Of course, this Lamarckian view was even-
tually rejected. With that rejection, the gains of experience became like a biological
Sisyphean task— Sisyphus being the mythical figure whose task it was to roll a big
rock up a hill only to have it roll back down and have his task begin anew. When a
smart elephant dies, its knowledge dies with it, and its descendants must begin their
learning from the beginning at the bottom of the hill. If we had no way to accumu-
late our learning, our intelligence would not significantly differentiate us from other
animals. The human invention of culture at last allows learning to become cumulative.
Some acquired characteristics can at last be inherited, not genetically but through
the transmission of information from one learning animal to another. The cumulative
learning of a group of human beings is its culture.3
Culture opened a gap in the rigid regime of the living order. Gradually, over the

last one or several million years, our ancestors widened the range within which hu-
man creativity, rather than human genetics, determined the way human life was lived.
Tools were invented, manufactured, and used in the basic processes of life. Language
and other symbolic forms were created for the communication and representation of
experience Like the beginnings of learning in the distant evolutionary past, the begin-
nings of culture were no doubt modest and unobtrusive. And as with learning, the
success of the new experiment quickened its development. Over hundreds of thousands
of years, culture and genetics acted together to reinforce this acceleration of cultural
development. The selection for individuals whose hands were good at tool use led, over
the generations, to the evolution of hands better suited to tool use. The advantages
of those who could use language well led to brains and mouths better equipped for
working with language. More and more the human animal enjoyed an unprecedented
freedom. It could create its own way of life.
To some, the emergence of culture is the crucial point in the discontinuity between

man and the other creatures. According to this view, if the first volume of our Natural
History is to be called The Physical World, and the second The Evolution of Life,
the third should be entitled The Rise of Culture. Culture introduced the capacity
for freedom of choice onto the earth, and in this freedom lies the special destiny of
mankind.
This focus on the importance of culture therefore harmonizes with the view of

human destiny as governed by human choice. If we wish to solve the riddle of the
3 The findings of primatologists have revealed that in our capacity to create culture, as in so much

else, our uniqueness is less than absolute. Macaque societies have proved themselves able to absorb
into their collective culture the innovations of particular individuals; similarly, some chimpanzee groups
have developed tool-using techniques to get into termite nests. Clearly, however, the differences in degree
between these instances and the human use of culture amount to a difference in kind.
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special evils that seem to plague our efforts, it proposes, we must look to our special
freedom to choose how we act in the world. The wolf may be cruel, but when it kills
the lamb, the death of the lamb is not an injury to lambkind. It is part of the pattern
of survival not only for wolves but for the sheep as well. But man the hunter, with the
ungoverned creativity to employ fire and spear, was able to hunt its prey to extinction.
After three billion years of life, the gap created by culture allowed into the world
for the first time an unpredictable animal. As life had always depended upon a well-
governed order to protect the health of living systems, the emergence of an ungoverned
creature can destabilize the regime. The creature with the freedom to choose can be
dangerous—to himself, to others of his kind, to all life. A relatively recent experiment,
this gift of freedom represented by culture may yet be rejected by biological evolution,
selected against perhaps in a thermonuclear cloud inflicted upon the world by a few
creatures using their freedom of choice insanely.
Mankind’s problems still look like problems of freedom. If the evils of civilization

pose a riddle, the solution would seem to be found in the myth in Genesis. There only
the human animals, of all the earth’s creatures, can sunder paradise because only they
confront the choice between good and evil, between obedience to the surrounding order
and disobedience.
But we have not finished with our story of the evolution from the dead stuff of the

universe to the living systems of civilization.

8. The Breakthrough to Civilization
I have said that with culture human beings gained the freedom to create their own

way of life. Before civilization, this was true only in a very limited sense. Among hunter-
gatherers, culture might be seen more as an adornment on a structure of life reaching
back to precultural times than as a radical departure from the biologically governed
past. These primitive bands, in their size and structure and in their means of subsis-
tence, maintained a fundamental kinship with the primate groups from which they
emerged. In other words, despite the notion that the beginnings of culture represent
the point of radical discontinuity between man and the rest of nature, our ancestors
developed culture over hundreds of thousands of years without greatly disrupting the
continuity in the relationships among individual, society, and the natural order. As
long as human societies sustained their lives with the food that nature spontaneously
provided, they could develop culturally only within strict limits.
Then came a major cultural innovation in the technology of subsistence. When

plants and animals were domesticated, mankind began truly to depart from the place
in the living order given it by nature. At first, some ten thousand years ago, the econ-
omy of domestication was merely an appendage to the ongoing hunting-and-gathering
economy. Gradually, the new way of life supplanted the old. It took several millennia
before the power of this breakthrough to usher in a new age became manifest. It was
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not just that man’s role in the ecosystem was forever altered by his unprecedented
power to rearrange the living system for his own purposes. Beyond that, the new abun-
dance brought about by developing agriculture made possible open-ended changes in
the previously fixed size and structure of human society. Except in a few extraordi-
nary locations, a hunting-and-gathering society was by necessity a small, fairly mobile
group. The rise of agriculture made possible a more settled life with far larger popu-
lations living in the same territory under a single social organization. Since the labor
of a few could now feed many, an extensive division of labor became possible. The
breakthrough in food production cleared the way for the rise of civilization. From the
narrowly circumscribed conditions of primitive social life, suddenly all things seem to
become possible for the cultural animal.
It is therefore not culture per se which marks the point of discontinuity evident

in the unfolding of human destiny, but a particular stage of cultural development—
civilization. Civilization is here defined as that stage or subset of cultural evolution
which begins with the innovations of domestication, that is, with the shift from food
gathering to food production. The rise of culture was, of course, a prerequisite for the
rise of civilization, but the development of culture in itself did not imply a radical
change in human life. Just as the emergence of learning opened a crack through which
culture could ultimately stream through, so did culture open a small gap through which
could eventually gush the remarkable transformations of the evolution of civilization.
The possibilities for change became open-ended. The biologically evolved constraints

suddenly were removed, and the mushrooming forth of new civilized social structures
could and did occur.
With all things apparently possible, it is disturbing to see what actually developed.

In the five thousand years following the first steps out of the hunter-gatherer way of
life, full-scale civilization arose and showed a frightening face. The social equality of
primitives gave way to rigid stratification, with the many compelled to serve the few.
Warfare became far more important, more chronic, and more bloody and destructive.
And the new dominion of man over nature had already begun to turn the green mantle
that covered the birthplace of civilization into a rough and rocky desert.
Once again we confront the ills of civilization, and again the drama looks like one

of freedom abused. If culture is freedom, civilization seems to be the same freedom
greatly magnified. To this point, our search for the bigger vision has not challenged
the commonsense theory in which human choice reigns, but appears rather to have
deepened it. With the coming of civilization, with the sudden explosion of possibilities,
animals bursting out of nature’s grasp were sure to get into trouble, like rampant
sailors in port on leave. Animals ill-equipped for sudden freedom were bound to seek
the protection of new cages, like the human herds the Grand Inquisitor served. If
anything, it seems, we are now in a better position to appreciate just how extraordinary
and dangerous human freedom is.
But as cultural evolution erupted into civilization, something strange happened to

human freedom. As man became freer of the controls of nature, he became subject
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to new, perhaps harsher necessities. Paradoxically, the very open-endedness of human
possibilities created forces that drove human destiny in a direction that people did not
and would not choose. Civilization represented not the old cultural process coming to
fuller fruit but a new phenomenon governed by a wholly new evolutionary principle.
The emergence of this new principle marks the vital point of discontinuity in the history
of life and explains civilization’s problematic course.
In two steps, I now show how this is so.

9. The Struggle for Power
In his classic, Leviathan, Thomas Hobbes describes what he calls “the state of nature”

as an anarchic situation in which all are compelled, for their very survival, to engage
in a ceaseless struggle for power. About this “war of all against all,” two important
points should be made: that Hobbes’s vision of the dangers of anarchy captured an
important dimension of the human condition, and that to call that condition “the state
of nature” is a remarkable misnomer.
In nature, all pursue survival for themselves and their kind. But they can do so only

within biologically evolved limits. The living order of nature, though it has no ruler, is
not in the least anarchic. Each pursues a kind of self-interest, each is a law unto itself,
but the separate interests and laws have been formed over aeons of selection to form
part of a tightly ordered harmonious system. Although the state of nature involves
struggle, the struggle is part of an order. Each component of the living system has a
defined place out of which no ambition can extricate it. Hunting-gathering societies
were to a very great extent likewise contained by natural limits.
With the rise of civilization, the limits fall away. The natural selfinterest and pursuit

of survival remain, but they are no longer governed by any order. The new civilized
forms of society, with more complex social and political structures, created the new
possibility of indefinite social expansion: more and more people organized over more
and more territory. All other forms of life had always found inevitable limits placed
upon their growth by scarcity and consequent death. But civilized society was develop-
ing the unprecedented capacity for unlimited growth as an entity. (The limitlessness of
this possibility does not emerge fully at the outset, but rather becomes progressively
more realized over the course of history as people invent methods of transportation,
communication, and governance which extend the range within which coherence and
order can be maintained.) Out of the living order there emerged a living entity with
no defined place.
In a finite world, societies all seeking to escape death-dealing scarcity through expan-

sion will inevitably come to confront each other. Civilized societies, therefore, though
lacking inherent limitations to their growth, do encounter new external limits—in the
form of one another. Because human beings (like other living creatures) have “excess
reproductive capacity,” meaning that human numbers tend to increase indefinitely un-
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less a high proportion of the population dies prematurely, each civilized society faces
an unpleasant choice. If an expanding society willingly stops where its growth would
infringe upon neighboring societies, it allows death to catch up and overtake its popu-
lation. If it goes beyond those limits, it commits aggression. With no natural order or
overarching power to prevent it, some will surely choose to take what belongs to their
neighbors rather than to accept the limits that are compulsory for every other form of
life.
In such circumstances, a Hobbesian struggle for power among societies becomes

inevitable. We see that what is freedom from the point of view of each single unit
is anarchy in an ungoverned system of those units. A freedom unknown in nature is
cruelly transmuted into an equally unnatural state of anarchy, with its terrors and its
destructive war of all against all.
As people stepped across the threshold into civilization, they inadvertently stum-

bled into a chaos that had never before existed. The relations among societies were
uncontrolled and virtually uncontrollable. Such an ungoverned system imposes uncho-
sen necessities: civilized people were compelled to enter a struggle for power.
The meaning of “power,” a concept central to this entire work, needs to be explored.

Power may be defined as the capacity to achieve one’s will against the will of another.
The exercise of power thus infringes upon the exercise of choice, for to be the object
of another’s power is to have his choice substituted for one’s own.4 Power becomes
important where two actors (or more) would choose the same thing but cannot both
have it; power becomes important when the obstacles to the achievement of one’s will
come from the will of others. Thus, as the expanding capacities of human societies
created an overlap in the range of their grasp and desire, the intersocietal struggle for
power arose.
But the new unavoidability of this struggle is but the first and smaller step in

the transmutation of the apparent freedom of civilized peoples into bondage to the
necessities of power.

4 As used here, power is a coercive capacity. Power may also be defined as the ability to restrict
the range of another s choices. It is thus differentiated from the kind of persuasive power that changes
how others decide to exercise choice (except to the extent that, as, for example, in brainwashing, and
less obviously in many other forms of indoctrination, coercive power creates the situation in which
persuasion becomes possible).

In the discussion in chap. 7, The Market as a Power System,” a noncoercive (option-expanding)
form of power is incorporated into the overall picture of the problem of power in the evolution of civilized
systems.
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10. The Selection for Power: The Parable of the
Tribes
The new human freedom made striving for expansion and power possible. Such free-

dom, when multiplied, creates anarchy. The anarchy among civilized societies meant
that the play of power in the system was uncontrollable. In an anarchic situation like
that, no one can choose that the struggle for power shall cease. But there is one more
element in the picture: no one is free to choose peace, but anyone can impose upon all
the necessity for power. This is the lesson of the parable of the tribes.
Imagine a group of tribes living within reach of one another. If all choose the way

of peace, then all may live in peace. But what if all but one choose peace, and that
one is ambitious for expansion and conquest? What can happen to the others when
confronted by an ambitious and potent neighbor? Perhaps one tribe is attacked and
defeated, its people destroyed and its lands seized for the use of the victors. Another
is defeated, but this one is not exterminated; rather, it is subjugated and transformed
to serve the conqueror. A third seeking to avoid such disaster flees from the area into
some inaccessible (and undesirable) place, and its former homeland becomes part of
the growing empire of the powerseeking tribe. Let us suppose that others observing
these developments decide to defend themselves in order to preserve themselves and
their autonomy. But the irony is that successful defense against a power-maximizing
aggressor requires a society to become more like the society that threatens it. Power
can be stopped only by power, and if the threatening society has discovered ways to
magnify its power through innovations in organization or technology (or whatever),
the defensive society will have to transform itself into something more like its foe in
order to resist the external force.
I have just outlined four possible outcomes for the threatened tribes: destruction,

absorption and transformation, withdrawal, and imitation. In every one of these out-
comes the ways of power are spread throughout the system. This is the parable of the
tribes.5
The parable of the tribes is a theory of social evolution which shows that power

is like a contaminant, a disease, which once introduced will gradually yet inexorably
become universal in the system of competing societies. More important than the in-
evitability of the struggle for power is the profound social evolutionary consequence
of that struggle once it begins. A selection for power among civilized societies is in-
evitable. If anarchy assured that power among civilized societies could not be governed,
the selection for power signified that increasingly the ways of power would govern the
destiny of mankind. This is the new evolutionary principle that came into the world
with civilization. Here is the social evolutionary black hole that we have sought as an
explanation of the harmful warp in the course of civilization’s development.

5 These four possible outcomes are examined in greater depth in chap. 2, “Heads I Win, Tails You
Lose.”
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The idea is simple; its logic, I believe, compelling. In scant and partial form, this
idea appears in a variety of places.6 Nowhere, however, has it been developed beyond
the most germinal stage. And nowhere has it been shown to provide an essential key
to the strange destiny of our species, as I intend to do in this work.

11. The Reign of Power
The rise of civilization enormously escalated conflict among human societies. This

escalation alone would have magnified the importance of power in human life. But
the reign of power derives far less from the struggle for power in itself than from the
selective process that struggle generates. Even if intersocietal competition had always
been as intense as it became with the rise of civilization, it could not have had an
equally dramatic and swift social evolutionary impact. For selection can only operate
to the extent that there is a diversity of types among which to choose. Even though
primitive societies are surely not absolutely identical to one another, their differences
can exist only within fairly narrow limits. The potential importance of selection among
them is correspondingly limited. With the emergence of civilization, however, these
limits fell away and considerable diversity became possible. The greater the diversity
among societies, the more important selection among them becomes, for the civilized
societies that survive or die can represent very different approaches to human social
life. The social evolutionary trap that snared mankind thus had two jaws—the new
open-ended cultural possibilities and the escalating struggle for power. The first made
significant selection possible, and the second determined that adequate competitive
power would be a primary criterion for social survival. Selection sorts through the
wide variety of cultural possibilities, inexorably spreading the ways of power.
The competitive power of a society is a function of many components of its culture.

The way it is organized—politically, socially, and economically—is important. Vital,
too, is its technology. Ideology and the psychological structure of the people are also es-
sential determinants of a society’s power. The consistent selection for power, therefore,
can shape the whole cultural life of civilized peoples in its many dimensions.
Among all the cultural possibilities, only some will be viable. The selection for power

can discard those who revere nature in favor of those willing and able to exploit it.7 The
warlike may eliminate the pacifistic; the ambitious, the content. Civilized societies will
displace the remaining primitives, modern industrial powers will sweep away archaic
cultures.8 The iron makers will be favored over those with copper or no metallurgy at
all, and the horsemen will have sway over the unmounted. Societies that are coherently

6 E.g., Tylor (quoted in Harris, 1965, p. 212); Bagehot, 1956, p. 32; Keller, 1916 pp 62–63’ Mosca,
1939, p. 29; McNeill, 1963, p. 806; Carneiro, 1972, pp. 733–738, Lenski, 1970, p. 91.

7 On how the parable of the tribes illuminates the evolution of man’s relationship with nature, see
chap. 7, “Man’s Dominion.”

8 See chap. 2, “Two Great Waves of Change.”
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organized and have strong leadership will make unviable others with more casual power
structures and more local autonomy.9 As the parable of the tribes spreads the ways of
power, what looked like open-ended cultural possibilities are channeled in a particular,
unchosen direction.
What is viable in a world beset by the struggle for power is what can prevail. What

prevails may not be what best meets the needs of mankind. The continuous selection
for power has thus continually closed off many humane cultural options that people
might otherwise have preferred. Power therefore rules human destiny.
If the ambition of societies for power grew originally out of Malthusian necessities,10

it did not need to remain so. As the selection for power continued, it ultimately would
favor those whose hunger for power exceeded their material need. In the beginning,
people struggled because they truly needed room to live. As civilization developed,
the struggle became more one for the kind of Lebensraum that represents a love of
power for its own sake. The struggle for power developed a life of its own that would
feed an unnatural growth in the “necessities” imposed by power upon humankind. The
selective process insured that it would most definitely not be the meek who inherited
the earth.
Just as the freedom from the regime of nature brought upon mankind a new bondage

to power, so also did the open-endedness of possibilities prove not a release from but a
part of the trap. Because the process of cultural innovation is open-ended, there can be
no end point in the maximization of power. (The awesome power of ancient Rome could
not survive today even in weaker regions of the world.) The evolution of civilization
is therefore marked by a perpetual (though sometimes interrupted) escalation in the
level of power a society must possess to survive intersocietal competition.11 The reign
of power thus has no limit.
Yet this reign—and this point must be stressed—is a subtle one. When the deter-

mining force is a selective process, the force can have an overwhelming impact without
being blatant in operation.
First, a selective process gains its potency from being cumulative over time. It is a

mill that grinds slowly but exceedingly fine. At any given time, the ways of comparative
weakness may coexist with those of power, surviving for generations and even centuries.
The relations among societies are not like an ongoing tournament programmed to
eliminate the losers as efficiently as possible. Eventually, however, the bill from the
parable of the tribes becomes due; the deficit in power leads to social evolutionary
default. Perhaps the powerful nation finally turns and swallows its weaker neighbors,
like the Romans in Italy, the Soviets in Lithuania, the Chinese in Tibet. Or perhaps,

9 The implications of the selection for power on the structure of civilized societies are explored
in chap. 3, especially the sections on the evolution toward larger, more complex, and more centrally
controlled societies.

10 For more on this, see chap. 2, “The Mother of Invention.”
11 On the perpetual escalation of the level of power needed, see chap. 3, “The Adrenalin Society.” On

the interruptions and temporary reverses of this escalation, see chap. 7, “The Death of the Unnatural.”
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the more powerful culture extends its reach to threaten more distant peoples, like
the projection of Roman power into ancient Britain or the coming of the Europeans
to North America. Selection is a patient process. Sifting gradually, almost casually,
through the cultural possibilities over many millennia, it can exert a decisive influence
over the emerging shape of civilization without having to be central to the drama at
any given time. Given enough time, a force that is consistent and enduring becomes
decisive. The selection for power is such a force.
This leads to a second point about a theory of social evolution like the parable of

the tribes: it is not reductionistic. To claim that power has had primacy in shaping
the destiny of civilization does not imply that the striving for power is at the heart
of human social existence and that everything else is merely a function of power. In
this respect, the parable of the tribes is wholly different structurally from a theory like
Marx’s. Marx asserted that certain aspects of a society’s economic life were most fun-
damental and that the rest of the culture (e.g., politics and ideology) was essentially
“superstructure” determined by the economic substructure. It was, he said, in the eco-
nomic dimension of social life that the real engine of historical change was to be found,
leading civilization from one stage to another. The parable of the tribes proposes no
such causal relationships among the aspects of culture. The reign of power does not
mean that power determines what social life is about.
The selective process stands outside the immediate arena of human existence. An

analogy may be drawn from biological selection. When coal began to coat everything
in Britain with dust, a species of moth that had been white began over the generations
to darken. The light-colored individuals were too easily spotted by predators against
the coal dust and were selected against. Yet, that selection directed a change toward
darkness in no way implies that darkness became central to the butterfly’s life processes,
determining how it flew, what it ate, how it reproduced, and so on. By the same
token, the parable of the tribes can claim that the selection for the ways of power
has dominated the profound transformations of the evolution of civilization without
claiming that power has been the central preoccupation of civilized peoples or that
power maximization has been their principal goal.
People, of course, have an awareness that moths do not. So while the moths may

have unwittingly been transformed by the power of their predators, people have known
that power is a problem in human affairs. If those moths had human intelligence, they
would have sought ways of darkening themselves without waiting for accident to do
the job. And, in fact, civilized peoples, seeing themselves caught up in a struggle they
could not avoid, have sought to cloak themselves in the protective covering of adequate
power. (No one should know this better than we who for more than a generation have
been engaged, with horrified self-awareness, in an ever-escalating arms race.) Therefore,
power has played a role, and an important one, in the very arena of human affairs even
as it played a cumulatively decisive one through an external process of selection. Power
has been but one human concern among many, however, and the parable of the tribes
neither does nor needs to claim otherwise.
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The parable of the tribes thus does not require that history be rewritten. At any
given time and place people were doing what they appeared to be doing with or without
this new, social evolutionary perspective. The action of history looks the same through
this vision, but suddenly visible is a subtle by-product of this action with long-term
significance. The parable of the tribes illuminates not the pieces of history so much as
the entire sweep of history. For it is in the overall trajectory of civilization that power
has its reign.

12. Power versus Choice in Social Evolution
The parable of the tribes provides a perspective on social evolution quite different

from the commonsense view. Even without rewriting history, the parable of the tribes
puts it in a wholly new light.

The Question of Choice.—The commonsense model emphasizes the role of free
human choice: social evolution is directed by a benign process of selection in which
people choose what they want from among the cultural alternatives. Viewed from the
perspective of the parable of the tribes, human destiny is no longer governed by free
human choice. At the heart of the loss of choice is not that some could impose their
will upon others, but that the whole reign of power came unbidden by anyone to
dominate human life. People inadvertently stumbled into a struggle for power beyond
their ability to avoid or to stop. This struggle generated a selective process, also beyond
human control, which molded change in a direction that was inevitable—toward power
maximization in human societies.
The parable of the tribes is not, however, rigidly deterministic. It does not main-

tain that specific events are preordained. Even major developments can arise owing
to relatively fortuitous circumstances. The history of a continent may be altered by a
burst of human creativity, a people’s destiny may hinge on the wisdom or folly of its
leaders, the texture of a culture may bear for ages the imprint of some charismatic vi-
sionary. What the parable of the tribes does assert is that once mankind had begun the
process of developing civilization, the overall direction of its evolution was inevitable.
This is suggested by the way civilization developed in those regions of the Old and
New worlds where it arose more or less independently: their courses show significant
parallels (see Steward, 1955). People can act freely and intelligently, but uncontrolled
circumstances determine the situation in which they must act and mold the evolution
of their systems.12
Thus we find that the major trends in the transformation of human society have had

the effect of increasing competitive power. This effect in itself does not prove that the
selection for power has been the cause of these trends, especially since many of these
transformations also increase a society’s ability to achieve goals outside the realm of

12 For more about the limitations on human choice in history, see the next chapter, “The Theft of
Human Choice.”
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competition. A major purpose of what follows is to make compelling the case for the
contention of the parable of the tribes that the reign of power has been a significant
factor in dictating the principal trends of the social evolution.

History-makers.—People do make history. Historical “forces” can be expressed only
in the doings of flesh-and-blood human beings. In the commonsense view of social
evolution, history is shaped by “the people” in general. To recognize that some people
play a large historical role and that others play almost no role at all still falls within
the realm of common sense. This inequality does not challenge the essentially demo-
cratic view of history as governed by human choices if the history makers are seen
as representative of humanity. They can be representative if, like George Washington,
they are first in the hearts of their countrymen, or if, like Bach or Edison, they have
an extraordinary ability to create what the people want.
The parable of the tribes, however, sees the history makers as an unrepresentative

lot. To the extent that social evolution is governed by the selection for power, it is the
power maximizers who play the important role in the drama of history. This group
is selected for its starring role not by the human cast as a whole but by impersonal
and ungoverned forces. They are therefore not representative in the democratic sense.
Nor in the Gallup Poll sense, for they are selected because of how they are different
from the other actors. They are different in their capacity to get and to wield power.
Finally, they are not representative in the sense of the hero who carries his community’s
banner and fulfills his community’s aspirations, for the power wielders of history have
often been the conquerors, the destroyers, the oppressors of their fellow human beings.
Though we must see history as a drama in which the main actors are the powerful and
aggressive, we should not slip into seeing them as the villains, for it is not the actors
who set the stage or who govern the thrust of the plot.13
The category of “power maximizers” embraces a couple of different kinds of actors in

the human drama. Most especially, it includes entire sovereign social entities (like the
imperialistic tribes of the parable) who impinge upon other, previously autonomous
societies. The parable of the tribes focuses primarily on the intersocietal system because
that system forms the comprehensive context for human action,14 but more importantly
because in that system anarchy has been most complete and least curable. Anarchy
is at the core of the problem of power, making struggle inevitable and allowing the
ways of power to spread uncontrolled throughout the whole like a contaminant. Thus,
nowhere has power had so free and decisive a reign as in that arena of sovereign actors
where, by definition, there is no power to hold all in awe.
Yet the problem of power exists in some form also within societies; for even though

in one sense societies are governed, in another more profound sense they are usually
subject to anarchy. The formation of government and the establishment of the rule of

13 The role of the history makers and, in particular, the extent that the will even of thepowerful can
be said to have determined the direction of history are explored in chap. 2, “Choosing the Choosers.”

14 For more on this point, see chap. 7, “Men Are Not Ants” (“Wheels within Wheels”).
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law can be—and usually have been in large measure—the embodiment of the rule of
raw power rather than a restraint upon it. The search for a fuller understanding of
the problem of power in social evolution leads therefore to an intrasocietal analogue
of the parable of the tribes. And the category of history’s power maximizers includes
those groups (like the feudal class) and individuals (like Stalin) who are successful in
competing for power within a society’s boundaries.15 Again, it is those distinguished
by their capacity to grasp and wield power who gain the means to shape the whole
(social) system according to their ways and their vision. And again, the history makers
are cast in their roles not by the people affected but by an unchosen selective process;
and generally, they are not those whom mankind would choose to guide its destiny.
Government may frequently be the agency of the rule of power, but only government

can restrain power in the interests of other values. If people, rather than the impersonal
selection for power, are to control their destiny, it will be through the design of systems
to control power.16

The Spread of Cultural Innovations.—Both the commonsense view and the parable
of the tribes would predict that innovations tend to spread from their place of origin.
Both would predict an erosion of cultural diversity among societies, but the two theories
view this process of cultural homogenization differently. If innovations are seen as
“improvements,” naturally they will spread. When people in more “backward” areas
learn of better ways of meeting their needs, they will adopt them. Cultural diversity
is thus diminished by a process of diffusion. In the perspective of the parable of the
tribes, the historic trend toward cultural homogeneity is decreed by the reign of power.
Whether or not a cultural innovation spreads throughout the system of interacting
societies depends not so much on its ability to enhance the quality of human life as
on its capacity to increase the competitive power of those who adopt it. The ways
of power inevitably become universal. While the diffusion model represents cultural
homogenization as the result of free human choice, the parable of the tribes stresses
the role of compulsion: the conqueror spreads his ways either directly or by compelling
others to imitate him in self-defense.17

Civilization and Human Needs.—If civilization were governed by human choice, we
would expect it to be fairly well designed for the fulfillment of human needs. This
expectation led us earlier to the Rube Goldberg problem, the ludicrous disproportion
between the gargantuan apparatus of civilization and the disappointing benefit in
human terms. The parable of the tribes sweeps aside this dilemma. If the selection for
power, and not choice, has governed the evolving shape of civilized society, there is no
reason to expect the design to correspond with the needs of human beings. According

15 The parable of the tribes usually regards a society as a single entity, society being defined as “a
group manifesting sufficient cooperation internally and sufficient opposition externally to be recognizable
as a unit” (Quincy Wright, 1965, p. 145). But it is nonetheless also true that a society is an arena within
which smaller entities contend.

16 These issues are explored in chap. 7, “Men Are Not Ants.”
17 The question of cultural homogenization is explored in chap. 3, “The Common Denominator.”
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to the parable of the tribes, civilized peoples have been compelled to live in societies
organized for the maximization of competitive power. People become the servants
of their evolving systems, rather than civilized society being the instrument of its
members.
Not that the selection for power systematically selects what is injurious to people.

The process is not hostile to human welfare, simply indifferent. Many things that
serve power serve people as well, such as a degree of social order and the provision of
adequate nutrition to keep people functioning. (As this implies, there are a great many
roads to hell that the need for social power helps close off.) But the parable of the
tribes suggests that the service to people of such power-enhancing attributes of society
may be entirely incidental to their raison d’etre. Those of us who now enjoy affluence
and freedom as well as power18 are predisposed to believe that benign forces shape our
destiny. But to the extent that our blessings are incidental by-products of the strategy
for power at this point in the evolution of civilization, our optimism may be ill-founded.
If the forces that now favor us are the same as those that earlier condemned masses of
people to tyranny and bondage, the future requirements of power maximization may
compel mankind not toward the heavenly utopia to which we aspire but toward the
hellish dystopias that some like Orwell and Huxley have envisioned. Our well-being
may prove to be less like that of the squire who feeds himself well off the land that he
rules than like that of the dairy cow who, though pampered and well fed, is not served
but exploited by the system in which she lives. The bottom line that governs her fate
is not her own calculation; when she is worth more for meat than for milk, off she goes
to the slaughterhouse.

Power and Choice.—Wisdom is often less a matter of choosing a particular view as
the truth than of combining different truths in a balanced way. So it is with the parable
of the tribes and the commonsense view of social evolution. The selection for power
does govern a good deal of the evolution of civilization, but people also shape their
destiny by their choices. The power wielders are, to be sure, prominent in the human
drama, but there are creative and charismatic figures (Shakespeare, Buddha) whom
we choose to give a very different kind of power to shape our experience. The ways of
power may spread by compulsion, but antibiotics, fine silks, and the idea of liberty can
diffuse throughout the world by human choice. Thus, while human well-being may be
incidental to one major social-evolutionary force, there is room for human aspiration
to dictate a part of the story. I therefore argue not that the parable of the tribes has
been the sole force directing the evolution of civilization but only that it has been an
extremely important one.
The vastness of human history allows room for many valid theories. The parable of

the tribes is one of them. When its broom has swept across the litter-strewn path of

18 It is an irony that those in a position to be able to read a critique of civilization like this work will
with very few exceptions be drawn from the tiny minority of earth’s population who are the greatest
beneficiaries of contemporary civilization.
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the evolution of civilization, a good deal of debris will remain. But where is a broom
that can clear up more of history’s path?
The selection for power has set important limits upon the cultural possibilities

available to civilized peoples. Nevertheless, within whatever range the necessities of
power have allowed, human beings have striven, and striven successfully, to create
cultural ways to express and nourish their humanity. Wherever possible, people have
tried to increase the beauty and decency and meaning in their lives. One aspect of the
striving for a humane world can be imaged as the flowering up of life-serving forms
through the cracks in the concrete of power: even in the most inhuman systems (like
concentration camps) people often create cultures to fulfill their needs.19 Besides the
attempts to find gaps in the rule of power, mankind has often worked to overcome power
itself, adopting values and laws and customs that diminish the free play of power in
the world. These efforts have been only partly successful, but they are important. The
evolution of civilization can be seen as a dialectic between the systematic selection for
power and the human striving for a humane world, between the necessities imposed
upon man regardless of his wishes and the efforts of man to be able to choose the
cultural environment in which he will live.
This work focuses on the problem of power rather than on the beauties civilized

man has brought forth, not because the positive aspects of civilization are considered
trivial but because the problematic aspects urgently demand our understanding.

13. A Tragic View of Human Destiny
Since the rise of civilization, there has been a strong note of torment in the hu-

man condition. The problem has been not only that the circumstances of civilized life
entailed suffering but also that the sufferings themselves brought guilt. Those who
are afflicted often believe they are being punished. All the more reason for a sense
of collective guilt when so many of the world’s ills seem to come from the hands of
man. A theme therefore recurs in the reflections of civilized peoples that man is a
flawed and sinful creature, and that his sinfulness is responsible for the agonies of
humankind. Indeed, that view is very current today, even among people with no theol-
ogy of sin and retribution. Those who see in our species a threat to the survival of the
entire ecosystem, who look upon the carnage we inflict upon our own kind, and who
regard the evergrowing mountains of armaments as a manifestation of insanity also
seem to suffer guilt for belonging to so dangerous a species. Using a very commonsense
view of human action, they regard the unquestionable destructiveness of our works as
indisputable proof of the monstrosity of human nature.

19 Irving Goffman’s Asylums shows how in the most power-dominated of social environments, (such
as prisons, hospitals, military bases), people develop enormously complex networks of secret life to drive
a wedge between themselves and the roles imposed by the dominant powers. For all their power, the
surrounding systems cannot eradicate what people do to “flesh out their lives” (Berman, 1972, p. 2).
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The parable of the tribes does not hold that view. That theory offers no indictment
of human nature. The irresistible social evolutionary forces that have swept us along
since the breakthrough to civilization have depended very little on human nature
for their origin and their direction. All that was required was that we be creative
enough to develop culture to a certain point of freedom from natural limits, and that
we be capable of (not necessarily inclined toward) aggressive behavior. Almost any
animal can be aggressive under the right conditions. A cultural animal is by definition
both social and flexible, and so presumably could learn to meet the demands of very
different social environments. If a society needs for its members to be primed for
collective aggressiveness, that inherent capacity for aggressiveness will be brought out,
encouraged to hyperdevelop. We have no need of Ardreyesque images of bloodthirsty
primate hunters to explain the bloodiness of civilized history.20 Thus, any creature who
met those two requirements would have been condemned to a similar fate. Its nascent
civilized culture would, like ours, have become caught up in the parable of the tribes,
its social evolution compelled toward power maximization with all its destructiveness.
Similarly, wherever else in this immense universe life may have evolved, and evolved to
the point where a cultural creature has broken free of biological constraints, we may
suppose that the same problem of power has arisen. Unless special circumstances of
terrain prevented the simultaneous contact and anarchy among societies, the parable
of the tribes would plague these extraterrestrial civilizations as well. The eruption of
such cultural freedom out of the tight biological order inevitably leads to the problem
of power.
To be alarmed about the destructiveness of our civilized systems is more than

appropriate. It is fitting that we each take responsibility to do what we can to avert
catastrophe. But there is no good reason for tormenting ourselves for guilt as a species.
The path of our misdeeds was, in essence, laid down before us like a streambed where
the rainwaters inevitably flow. It is true that our problems stem from our not staying
in the place given us by nature, but this was due not to any especial hubris or ambition
on our part, but to our creativity. We are like the hero who cannot escape the fate
described before his birth by an oracle. As the old and chastened Oedipus says of
himself in Oedipus at Colonus, we have suffered our deeds more than we have acted
them, have been more the victim than the criminal.
The parable of the tribes presents a tragic picture of human destiny. The parallel

with tragedy goes beyond that knell of inevitability surrounding the action. We discover
also the tragic paradox that first confounds one’s common sense and then leads one
to a deeper awareness. The hero of tragedy is trapped in a world where everything
seems paradoxically twisted into its opposite. His very blessings become his curses. His
strengths become his weaknesses. His freedom of action the means of his entrapment.
So, also, according to the parable of the tribes, is man in relation to the evolving

20 The distortions of human nature demanded by our evolving civilized systems are investigated in
chap. 5, “Power and the Psychological Evolution of Civilized Man.”
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systems of his own creation. A tragic paradox changed man’s liberation from the regime
of nature into bondage to the ways of power. Because all things seemed possible, one
thing—power— became necessary. The very fact of open-ended development sealed
the trap shut.
The insight of tragedy is that while man is able to do much, he is not able to control

the consequences of his heroic doings. Like Heracles, man has gained great strength
and, maddened by forces beyond his ken, he uses this strength to murder his own
family. Like Oedipus, man explores the mysteries of the origin of his kingship and
discovers blood upon his hands. The tragic hero propels the action, but is not master
of his destiny. In the same way the parable of the tribes shows that with the rise of
civilization human creativity ceased to drive the mill of cultural evolution but rather
became its grist.
Yet the fall of the tragic hero is paradoxical, the very loss becoming a kind of gift.

Humiliation is transformed by a deeper awareness into a saving humility. Only when
the tragic hero recognizes his limits in the face of forces beyond his control can he
cease to be a helpless victim, the prey of a destructive destiny of his own unintended
creation. And so with civilized peoples. Only when we attain a tragic wisdom about
our story can we hope to lead history beyond tragedy.

14. Hope
The parable of the tribes may seem to be an irredeemably pessimistic view of the

dilemma of civilized peoples. It seems to say that civilized man is forever condemned
to live in a condition in which some of his worst sins will be selected and magnified
into laws of his cultural existence. But this is only partly true. There is indeed no way
to return the dangerous djinni of human powers to the bottle. Even if we could, the
parable of the tribes says we would only retrace the original, often nightmarish course
of our history. Even if there is no turning back, there may be a way of moving forward.
If we are lucky, the evolution of civilization to this point may prove to have been a

transitional period in the history of life. It may be a period of anarchy and destruction
between two eras of synergistic order. In the beginning, there was the biologically
evolved order that gave and protected life. Then the break of a single species from
that order brought into the world the reign of power which now threatens life with
destruction. But perhaps before power has a chance to fulfill its worst threats, mankind
will be able to use its growing opportunities to shape a new order which, like the old,
will control the actions of all to the degree needed to protect the well-being of the
whole.
The creation of a new order requires an end to the intersocietal anarchy that has

been the overarching context of civilized life. Anarchy is the inevitable outcome of the
fragmentation of mankind, and it was inevitable that civilized societies would emerge
in a fragmented state. As long as the human cultural system was fragmented into a

42



multiplicity of separate units, the problem of power remained insoluble. Even if any
region of the world managed to solve the problem by extending unity and by living
in peace, those people were still vulnerable to the reintroduction of the contaminant
of power from outside its regional system. In our times, however, the possibility of
an escape from this fragmented system is beginning to emerge. For the first time, the
world is becoming a single interdependent system in which all the world’s peoples are
in contact. Meanwhile, the age-old struggle for power goes on and may annihilate us
before we can create an order that controls power. But the centuries ahead give us the
opportunity to place all human action within a structure that for the first time makes
truly free human choice possible.
Even so, it is far from clear how to get from here to there, or even what kind of

world order “there” should be.
Having eaten the fruit of the tree of knowledge, we became as gods in power—

and now must do so in wisdom. Having escaped the control of nature, mankind must
create controls for itself, replacing the wholeness of nature with an artificial wholeness,
substituting for the law of nature a human law.21 Here is another paradox: the laws
of man require power, for power can be controlled only with power. The challenge,
therefore, is to design systems that use power to disarm power. Only in such an order
can mankind be free.
The next two chapters explore in some depth and detail two of the main ideas of

chapter 1. At the heart of chapter 2 is the idea:
Choices have been stolen from mankind; we should therefore understand that civi-

lization has evolved in directions people did not choose.
The central idea of chapter 3 can be stated:
The selection for power well explains many of the main transformations in the

structure of civilized societies.
Or:
Civilized societies have been shaped according to the requirements of power maxi-

mization.
Readers who want to proceed to fundamentally new dimensions of the parable of

the tribes—as opposed to these elaborations of points already made—are directed to
Book II, “The Natural and the Unnatural,” which begins on p. 131.

21 The concepts of natural and artificial wholeness are discussed in chap. 6.
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Chapter Two: The Theft of Human
Choice
1. Unfree Choices
The essence of freedom is the ability to choose that which one wants. When people

can act on the basis of such freedom, what they do and what they make are true
expressions of themselves.
The parable of the tribes argues that throughout the evolution of civilization, hu-

man beings have been robbed of that freedom. And it maintains, consequently, that
civilization as we see it in history is neither the fruit of human choice nor a reflection
of human nature.
For some it seems logically necessary that civilization is a mirror of man, the prod-

uct of human choices. Is not history made by people acting deliberately? Therefore,
must we not conclude that deliberate human choices must rule the course of social
evolution? Excluding such extrahuman forces as earthquakes and climatic shifts, is it
not inescapable that history reveals the nature of our species writ large?
Such logic, which to many seems mere common sense, underlies what in the pre-

ceding chapter we called the commonsense theory of social evolution. This logic is
so common because it is an outgrowth of the bias of much of our Western scientific
tradition according to which the whole is merely the sum of its parts. Employing the
logic of such reductionism, it has been asserted at various times that chemistry is only
physics, that biology is only chemistry, that psychology is only biology, and (as in this
instance) that aggregate human phenomena are only psychology. By this reasoning,
the ultimately satisfactory explanation of so aggregate a phenomenon as “the evolution
of civilization” would be expressed not in terms of human choices and actions but in
terms of physics. (After all, is anything in history not matter and energy acting in
time and space?) Indeed, as great a theoretician as Sigmund Freud, when he was on
the verge of creating psychoanalysis, announced his hopes for a psychology reduced
to the terms of physics. While his genius fortunately transcended his philosophic bias,
his intentions reveal our cultural assumptions about how the world is put together—in
pieces. If you understand the pieces, you will understand the whole.
What is wrong with this approach? What is the whole besides the sum of its parts?
The whole is the way the parts are put together. The higher level of organization is

the structure in which the parts act. By determining the environment of the constituent
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elements, the structure shapes how the elements act. The behavior of the parts is
therefore fully explicable only in terms of the surrounding whole.
The various levels of organization—physics, chemistry, biology, and so on—are ir-

reducible. Each governs its own dimension of reality. As a new level of organization
arises, new laws arise with it. The laws of the lower level are never violated, but neither
are they sufficient to explain the higher level. The new laws are superimposed upon
the old, or emergent from them (Thorpe, in Roslansky, 1969, p. 76). The whole is
more than the sum of its parts because it brings those parts into a structured system
governed by principles that do not apply to the parts themselves. Writing generally
of the nonreducible nature of living systems, Paul Weiss explains: “Each sub-system
dominates its own subordinate small parts within its own orbit or domain, as it were,
restraining their degrees of freedom according to its own integral portion of the overall
pattern, much as its own degrees of freedom have been restrained by the pattern of
activities of the higher system of which it is a part and participant” (in Koestler and
Smythies, 1970, pp. 14–15).
This passage clears the path for us to intuit the limits to the role of human choice in

social evolution. Although the phrase “restraint of freedom” seems somewhat metaphor-
ical in describing the possibilities for molecules (chemistry) within the structure of a
cell (biology), or for a cell within a body, it captures well the predicament of individual
human actors (psychology) in the systems of civilization (human aggregate—social evo-
lution). We can, in this context, describe the parable of the tribes as an effort to show
how with the rise of civilization a new level of organization emerged, governed by new
laws that “restrained the freedom” of human beings to shape their own destiny. While
people continued to make choices and to act on them, the new laws that emerged in the
system of competing civilized societies greatly reduced people’s range of choice. The
concept of emergence opens a trapdoor in the cage of the commonsense but fallacious
logic that must attribute all the evils of civilization to its human members.1
Let us look more closely at the concept of “free choice.” The issue here has nothing

to do with the ancient philosophic problem of free will and determinism. For present
purposes, we can accept at face value our own experience that we do indeed make
choices, and we can dismiss as irrelevant whether the way we choose among our options
is causally determined or somehow placed outside the bounds of causality. Our issue
concerns not how we choose among options, but what options we have to choose among.
Imagine a man walking down a street. He suddenly feels a gun pressed against his

back and hears a voice saying, “Your money or your life!” He is being offered a choice,
but it is not a choice he would choose. He would probably state his real preferences:
“To tell you the truth, I’d rather keep my money and continue on my way uninjured

1 E.g., the logic of the statement: “As with all thinkers who begin with the assumption of the
essential goodness of man and nature, Mumford suffers from an inability to explain the existence of evil”
(Starr, 1976, p. 60).
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as I was doing before you appeared.” Because of the coercive circumstances in which
he finds himself, this option is foreclosed.
Anarchic situations generally present people with just such limited and unattrac-

tive choices. Imagine a fire breaking out in a crowded theater. If someone provides
leadership quickly enough, and people respond cooperatively, the anarchy of panic can
be averted and an orderly exit attempted. If no order is introduced, the dangerous
anarchy of “every man for himself’ can swiftly develop even though no one wants it or
benefits from it. A system suddenly emerges which, while itself not designed by human
choice, limits the range of choices available to its constituent human members. Each
person may find himself faced with the options: “I can stay here and burn to death or
I can try to get out at the expense, probably, of trampling others.” Individuals who
are neither murderous nor suicidal may be forced to choose between murderous and
suicidal courses of action.
When unchosen overarching circumstances foreclose all acceptable options, the sub-

sequent choice cannot be regarded as a free one.
The parable of the tribes shows how civilized peoples have been compelled over

millennia to make such unfree choices. The anarchic system of civilized societies has
indeed been like a crowded theater on fire. Perhaps worse, for there has been no real
chance of introducing a beneficial order (at least until now). The historical scramble
for survival among inevitably competing societies has been like a panic in slow motion.
And peoples who under more benign circumstances might have opted for a gentle
and vital approach to human life have been forced by the emergent order of civilized
societies to choose between murder and suicide.
Thus can the whole “restrain the freedom” of the part.

2. Two Great Waves of Change
The evolution of civilized societies has been a many-faceted process ongoing over

thousands of years. For the sake of simplicity, however, we can identify two compre-
hensive transformations of human society. The first was the steady replacement of
primitive, hunting-and-gathering cultures by civilization. The second, which continues
even in our time, is the transformation of what might be called archaic civilized societies
into modern ones. Sometimes these changes are called (at least at their origins) the
Agricultural Revolution and the Industrial Revolution, reflecting perhaps the preoccu-
pation in our age with technology. But it is not the technological component alone that
is important here. In each case, social, political, and economic reorganization makes
essential contributions to the social evolutionary importance of these transformations.
(Indeed, in the rise of modern society it can be argued that the important technological
change was fostered by previous institutional changes.) It may be useful to give these
changes names reflecting their comprehensive nature—first the civilizing, and second
the modernizing of the world.
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With both these transformations, once the new type had emerged in one part of
the world it steadily spread throughout the human cultural system eliminating its
predecessor. The question arises: did the new cultural way spread because the world’s
peoples chose it over the old or because they were compelled to abandon the old?
The parable of the tribes, of course, focuses on the element of compulsion in social
evolution, on the irresistible spread of the ways of power. We must regard at least as
suggestive the fact that both these transformations tremendously magnified the power
of societies, conferring strong competitive advantages over societies maintaining the
older ways. But this in itself does not prove that people were forced to abandon the
cultural practices of the earlier era. What actually happened?

A. The Spread of Civilization
Over thousands of years, lands that had been peopled by small hunting-and-

gathering bands became the territory of civilized societies which practiced food
production and which were organized in increasingly complex ways. How did this
change occur? Did the example of civilized societies inspire neighboring groups to
emulate them in search of a better life? Or did the more powerful new type—more
populous, more aggressive, better organized for struggle—force the disappearance of
primitive societies? The record of what transpired millennia ago is far from clear, but
the testimony of anthropologists who have studied this transformation casts doubt
on the plausibility of the more benign image of primitives happily choosing the path
of civilization. If, as Leslie White suggests, primitive society “was unquestionably the
most satisfying kind of social environment man has ever lived in” (1959, p. 107), it
hardly seems likely that people would willingly leave it. Indeed, Morton Fried argues
that “the emergence of new forms of society” was the reason hunting-and-gathering
societies did not remain viable (1967, p. 107). If the means by which the original
civilizations spread remain largely a matter of speculation, the way primitive societies
have been displaced in recent times is clear. Around the world, the advance of potent
civilized societies has shattered and destroyed the primitive cultures in their path. A
leading scholar of this process, Stanley Diamond, calls these primitives “conscripts to
civilization, not volunteers.” And he concludes with the far-reaching generalization:
“No primitive society has gone to civilization as to a greater good” (1964, p. vii).

B. The Modernization of Archaic Civilizations
A second leap forward has been the fruit of European civilization and its transplants.

Over several centuries, a new kind of culture emerged employing industrialization in
technology, the nation state in government, the market system of economic organi-
zation, the scientific approach to knowledge, and an antitraditionalist receptivity to
change in the ideological sphere and in social life generally. All across the globe, we
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see nonEuropean cultures now changing in such overall directions. Surely, the super-
abundance of data available on this process of modernization should allow us to say
unequivocally whether this change has been forced upon or chosen by the peoples of
these recently archaic, traditional societies. And surely, the evident eagerness of these
nations to modernize makes inescapable the conclusion that this transformation at
least is the product of free choice.
Unfortunately, the truth is not so crystal clear. To judge the nature of the choices

these people face we must bear in mind the nature of the dramatic encounter between
traditional societies around the world and the potent new kind of culture developed
in the West. It is hardly the case that the nations of Europe stood upon the hill as a
beacon of progress inviting others to come to witness and follow their lead. However
convinced were the Europeans of their mission civilisatrice, or their white man’s bur-
den, they hardly chanced the transformation of non-European societies to the choice of
the natives. Rather, in the most systematic and comprehensive exercise of raw power
in the history of the world, the nations of Europe ruthlessly employed their modern
potency in the imperialist domination of most of this planet. This colonial intrusion
by force puts a new light on the apparent “choice” of modernization.
First, the cultural transformation was already begun by force. The imperialist pow-

ers intruded upon archaic societies to wreak changes the conquerors desired regardless
of the will of or costs to the conquered. When these peoples shook off their imperialist
masters after fifty or two hundred and fifty years of colonial subjugation, their options
may already have been limited. Despite the resiliency of cultures, the option of resum-
ing those old cultural ways that preceded the arrival of the gunboats may have been
foreclosed by the imperialist’s destruction of the old culture. (To take an easily visible
aspect of this, the present map of Africa reveals nations whose borders are the legacy
of the colonial regime and often correspond little to the cultural boundaries of the
peoples themselves.) W. W. Rostow asks how the revolutionary modernization process
got “detonated,” and he answers: “The general answer is, of course, that traditional
societies were fractured … by their contact with more advanced societies” (1971, p. 58).
To the extent that the way back has been blocked by the rubble of power’s impact, we
may question how much the choice of going forward is indeed a free one.
Second, the experience of colonial conquest demonstrated quite vividly to the

world’s peoples the dangers of being weak in a world where power is uncontrolled.
There can be no doubt that the trauma of colonialism has profoundly shaped the
world view of the now-liberated peoples of the world. It is quite manifest that this
experience still dominates the attitudes of these nations on contemporary international
issues. So we can readily imagine that this same trauma could dictate their choice to
modernize. At the psychological level, it is likely that the conquest would discredit
the traditional culture that proved impotent to prevent the humiliations and injuries
of subjugation. At the same time, there is an inevitable tendency to identify with
the aggressor, to admire and value the very power one hates and fears. On the more
practical plane is the realistic perception that one must achieve power simply to
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survive nationally and culturally. Decades or centuries of exploitation surely would
suffice to demonstrate that the ways of weakness, whatever their intrinsic attractions,
must be abandoned. In the preceding century, Japan scrambled to modernize itself,
a choice that was manifestly unfree. The Japanese, writes David Kaplan, “had stood
to one side and carefully observed the rest of Asia being carved up and apportioned
by the various European powers. Japan really had very little choice in the matter;
it was industrialize or be gobbled up like the rest. She therefore industrialized” (in
Sahlins and Service, 1960, p. 90). Even for countries that have freed themselves from
imperialist domination, as Denis Goulet notes in The Cruel Choice, there remains
a defensive motivation behind modernization: “Ex-colonies seek equal status with
politically mature nations and know that demands must be backed up by economic
muscle” (1977, p. 327). Right now, China’s present leadership is embarked on a similar
effort of crash modernization whose purpose—like Japan’s before—is at least partly
defensive. Among its explicit motives is the realization that with an expansionist
Soviet Union threatening from the north, China must transform itself in the ways of
power if it is to escape Soviet domination or destruction. Said the Shah of Iran in
1978: “Backward countries will have no place in this world. A third-class country will
be crushed. The world is not a place of charity. To be among the ranks of first-class
nations, the whole people of Iran must produce and give of themselves’JAgzcsw^,
July 24, 1978, p. 36). The “rising expectations” of peoples wanting the material
advantages of modern productivity is no doubt part of the motivational force behind
modernization. But how much of this global transformation must be explained rather
by the necessities of self-defense in a world ruled by power?
Third, the policies of these new nations may reflect more the aspirations of their

ruling elites than those of the people generally. These elites, it is often observed, are
usually the most westernized elements of their societies. This is no coincidence, for the
struggles to cast off the colonial powers often required, as the parable of the tribes
would predict, the emulation of the European foes: power can be overthrown only with
power. It may be, therefore, that the drive to modernize is in this respect as well a
legacy of the rule of power. As the Shah of Iran learned too late, the leader’s passion
for modernization at the cost of traditional values is not always shared by the people.
The constriction of human choice by power is not, of course, the whole picture.

It is also the case that modernization’s enhancement of human powers extends the
conceivable range of human options, and reflects peoples’ desire for a life freer of disease,
drudgery, and privation. Still, just as some regard primitive life as more satisfying than
the civilized life that followed it, there are those who maintain that “it is far from certain
that achieving [modern] development’s benefits makes men happier or freer” (Goulet,
1977, p. 326).
The question of the relative role of power and choice in impelling the global thrust

toward modernization must remain open. But it is at least arguable that this historic
change is not best (and certainly not solely) to be understood as a process governed
by the free choice of the world’s peoples.
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Even if we conclude that power, not choice, has determined history’s two great
waves of change, it does not necessarily imply that the changes were detrimental. The
two questions are separable. On one hand, people might freely make a disastrous choice.
On the other hand, people might be forced to march into the promised land. People
may prefer to cling to the old even when offered a new, superior way of life simply
out of a conservative attachment to the stable and familiar. It may be that people are
fortunate to have been compelled to accept the spread of the modern advanced cultural
forms. Nevertheless, it remains important whether freedom or compulsion governs the
transformation. For to the extent that power sweeps people unwillingly along the social
evolutionary currents, we cannot trust that the course of social evolution serves human
interests.

3. Heads I Win, Tails You Lose: The
Nonalternatives of the Parable of the Tribes
The parable of the tribes begins: “Imagine a group of tribes living within reach of

one another.” It leads to the question: “What are the possible outcomes for those tribes
threatened by a potent and ambitious neighbor?” We discover that the possibilities are
quite limited. But more important, they all amount fundamentally to the same thing:
the inescapable permeation of the entire system by the ways of power. It is, therefore,
a parable about the theft of free human choice.
Let us look more closely at the four possibilities to which the threatened societies

are confined. They are: (A) withdrawal, (B) destruction, (C) transformation, and (D)
imitation.

A. Withdrawal
The only way to escape the compelling pressures of the intersocietal system is to

escape from that system, that is, to remove one’s social group beyond the reach of
other societies. It is thus only in the least accessible regions of the earth that the
most primitive of human societies have been able to survive into our times. They have
survived in the dense jungles of Africa, the desert wastes of Australia, the lands of
the Arctic, and, as recently discovered, in the tropical forests of the Philippines. The
correlation between remoteness and “backwardness” is, of course, subject to a différent
interpretation: those on the fringes do not benefit from the flow of new cultural ideas.
But history does not show that if left unmolested the “backward” will leap at the
opportunity to move forward.
In some cases, the surviving hunting and gathering peoples were never threatened

by more powerful societies. Rather, it just happened that of the hundreds or thousands
of primitive societies that once existed, they were among the last to be reached and
challenged by civilization. Sometimes, though, these societies have indeed retreated

50



from impinging neighbors, withdrawing into the more inaccessible areas for refuge.
This appears to be true of the peoples of the Amazon, and perhaps of the Tassaday
of the Philippines. It is also true of the Quintana Roo of the Yucatan, described by
Robert Redfield in his classic The Primitive World and Its Transformations. Beyond
the reach of more powerful societies, they can remain free to choose a way of life that
is intrinsically viable but competitively disadvantageous.
Escape, however, can only buy time for the ways of weakness. For the ever-growing

power of civilized societies elsewhere continuously extends, the reach of the more ad-
vanced social types. Transportation and communication develop, bringing the inaccessi-
ble within reach. New methods of resource exploitation are invented, making previously
useless territory more attractive. Populations rise, requiring new areas for dense hu-
man settlement. And the selection for power creates states and ruling elites for whom
the extension of their domination is an end in itself, a habit pursued for its own sake.
Thus, in time, the British Empire brought remote Australia within its grasp, virtually
destroying the native cultures. Right now, the ambitious rulers of Brazil steadily ex-
tend their systems of exploitation into the domains of the Amazonian tribes. There is
no longer anywhere to hide.
In any case, for societies already civilized the option of withdrawal is less open

because of the logistics involved. A small group can run off into the mountains or
the jungles. Even a tribe can retreat, as in the westward migration of some American
Indian tribes as the Euro-American civilization threatened them from the east. But
more settled and dense civilized societies are not so portable. They must stand and
face the threat when it arrives.
Again, remoteness buys time. If it is distant enough, a comparatively archaic civi-

lized society can be safe from more powerful contemporaries. So, while the crucible of
competition was producing the powerful nationstates of Europe, the civilized societies
of Asia could continue as before until, during the past three centuries, the power of
the European societies grew to reach and threaten them.
The relentless growth of power dictates that the confrontation can only be post-

poned, not canceled. When it comes, the old option of going on as before will be
foreclosed.

B. Destruction
When the encounter comes, the weak are often at the mercy of the strong. And

sometimes the strong show no mercy. Cultures have beenobliterated, peoples extermi-
nated.
It was from a people suffering for generations under the aggressor’s sword that the

idea emerged that the meek shall inherit the earth. The advance of more modern Cae-
sars has also frequently led to millenarian expectations of salvation (e.g., in the cargo
cults of some Pacific Islanders). Yet too often the dream of rescue is shattered by the
reality of destruction, the earth that is inherited being just enough to cover the bodies.
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(Quoth the West Indian, René Maran: “Civilization, civilization—the European’s pride
and their charnelhouse of innocents. The Hindu poet Rabindranath Tagore, one day
in Tokyo, said what you are. You build your kingdom on corpses.” [quoted in Hodgkin,
in Owen and Sutcliffe, pp. 103—104].)
If the alien invaders want what their victims have, but have no use for the victims

themselves, the temptation for annihilation is there. Extermination is especially possi-
ble when the discrepancy in power between the two societies is wide. Thus it is in the
contact between the most advanced and the most primitive that, in our times at least,
thorough cultural destruction most often occurs. What the primitives have is land, and
their use of it is so inefficient in terms of productivity that it serves the imperialists’
ambitions little to merely establish themselves as rulers, to place themselves at the top
of the ongoing system and collect the revenue. They will wish, rather, to establish their
own system, transplanting their own people and methods to the new land. The natives
are seen as superfluous. Writing for the U.S. Department of State in the early 1920s,
Alpheus Snow wrote that when the relationship between the colonists and the abo-
rigine peoples is competitive, “the settlement of the land question is always difficult…
Economic competition leads to war between the colonists and the aborigines, which
invariably results in the more or less complete extinction of the aborigines” (1921, p.
134). Difficult indeed. The famous American historian, Francis Parkman, wrote of the
American Indian: “He will not learn the arts of civilization, and he and his forest must
perish together” (quoted in Rogin, 1976, p. 115).
Since the modern era dawned, the potent European civilization has spread through

such destruction in many places where the native peoples were sufficiently backward
and sparse to give the conquerors good opportunity. It has occurred in Australia, in
parts of Africa and South America, and in North America. They came to such places
less as masters than as replacements. Mismatched wars led quickly or eventually to
death for the invaded. Those who survived became the outcasts of the new society, their
cultures destroyed in the advance of the more powerful type. From a social evolutionary
standpoint, what is significant is not that the genetic heritage may survive imperialistic
genocide but that the cultural heritage is destroyed simply because it confers weakness
upon its carriers.
The advance of modern imperialism left the more densely populated areas peopled

by the natives, the conquerors lacking either the ruthlessness, the motive, or the means
to carry out systematic genocide on such large groups. Ancient conquerors, however,
were often fully prepared to slaughter whole peoples to make room for their own. We
who live in the historical shadow of Auschwitz cannot rest secure in the belief that mass
exterminations cannot accompany any future conquests, especially if, in the coming
decades, a worsening imbalance between food and population leads to widespread
famine. Even in the past few years, some have worried that the Vietnamese might use
their recent conquest of Cambodia to replace the (remnant) native Khmer population
with their own people.
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Digression: The Moral Check?—But what of “rights” and “justice”? This is a question
that inevitably recurs with the parable of the tribes. How can power have free reign
when people are by nature concerned with the moral dimension of their conduct? The
discussion of genocide and cultural destruction is an apt introduction to that issue.
People are moral creatures. Unfortunately, although moral scruples can act as an ob-

stacle to the unbridled pursuit of interest, they prove too often an easily surmountable
barrier. For one thing people often use rationalization and hypocrisy to make moral
principle a tool of rather than a check upon self-interest (as Marx so rightly pointed
out). Beyond that, the jurisdiction of moral injunctions is often confined to relations
within one’s own group. The out-group is typically entitled to no such consideration.
“Thou shall not kill” was hardly intended as God’s commandment to the Hebrews to
be pacifists. The chronically dangerous “state of nature” among societies inevitably
feeds intersocietal amorality. Also, the selection for power may select against moral
sensitivity: nice guys are finished first.2
Justice has rarely saved the rights of those whose societies have lacked the might. It

was the founder of American justice, John Marshall, who wrote (in Johnson v. McIn-
tosh, 8 Wheaton 543) that “all the nations of Europe who have acquired territories on
this continent have asserted in themselves, and have recognized in others, the exclusive
right of the discoverer to appropriate the lands occupied by the Indians” (quoted in A.
Snow, 1921, p. 117). When the Hebrews went into Canaan, to claim the land God had
promised them, they slew those whom they found there and counted it not among their
sins. God says this to Moses about Og, the king of Bashan: “I have delivered him into
thy hand, and all his people and his land… So they smote him, and his sons, and all his
people, until there was none left alive: and they possessed his land” (Numbers 21:34,
35). Just as the right can be construed to fit one’s own sense of mission and manifest
destiny, so can it be disregarded. In one of those classics which founded the science
of history, Thucydides describes the encounter between the ambitious Athenians and
the Melians who resisted them. The Athenians’ speech to the Melians, in Thucydides’
account, is frighteningly forthright in its portrayal of the rule of power in their own
conduct and in human affairs generally:

For ourselves, we shall not trouble you with specious pretenses—either of
how we have a right to our empire because we overthrew the Mede, or are
now attacking you because of wrong that you have done us—and make a
long speech which would not be believed… You know as well as we do that
right, as the world goes, is only in question between equals in power, while

2 So fiercely does the incessant struggle for power shape human moral possibilities that even the
teachings of jesus (“Resist not evil”) can be transformed to serve the hunger for power in this world.
Thus went the rites of the Hospitalers, a Christian military religious order of the time of the Crusades:
“Take this sword; its brightness stands for faith, its point for hope, its guard for charity. Use it well …”
(in Seward, 1972, p. 21).
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the strong do what they can and the weak suffer what they must. (The
Peloponnesian War, Book V)

It is in such a world that genocide and the destruction of conquered cultures can
occur. Thucydides goes on to tell us: “The siege was not pressed vigorously; and some
treachery taking place inside, the Melians surrendered at discretion to the Athenians,
who put to death all the grown men whom they took, and sold the women and children
for slaves, and subsequently sent out five hundred colonists and inhabited the place
themselves.”
The rule of power, the destruction of the innocent, are most ancient problems. Our

vision of our own times will be clouded if we fail to recognize that. Some believe modern
imperialism manifests the eruption of some new disease into human affairs. They are
thus led to disparage Western civilization as uniquely corrupt and degraded. Some
are aghast at the amorality of the Soviet Union which relentlessly presses forward its
expansionist drive. They are led to regard that totalitarian regime as a nation unlike
all others in its irremediable viciousness. But the disease lies not in any civilization, or
race, or economic, or governmental system.
The world has seen it all before, since history began. It is more than two thousand

years since Thucydides wrote or recorded the Athenians’ speech whose overstatement,
regrettably, is not grotesquely extreme:

Of the gods we believe, and of men we know, that by a necessary law of
their nature they rule wherever they can. And it is not as if we were the
Erst to make this law, or to act upon it when made: we found it existing
before us, and shall leave it to exist forever after us; all we do is make use
of it, knowing that you and everybody else, having the same power as we
have, would do the same as we do. (Ibid.)

The parable of the tribes attempts to explain whence comes this “necessary law” of
the nature of civilized societies, and why the efforts to substitute a more moral and
benign law to protect the weak have not succeeded better.

C. Transformation
Even if a people and their culture survive conquest by a more powerful society, the

option of continuing life as before may be stolen from them. They may be compelled
to adopt the ways of their masters. The extent to which conquest results in cultural
transformation can vary across a wide spectrum. Destruction might be seen as one
extreme on this continuum, where the powerful replace the original people and their
ways with their own. At the other extreme, the conqueror may simply seek to extract
regular tribute or revenue from a society which otherwise is left unmolested. The
freedom of the conquered to continue their own way of life depends on a variety of
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factors. A review of these factors will help illuminate the workings of the parable of
the tribes.
Sometimes the fate of the conquered culture depends simply on the attitude of the

invaders. How tolerant are they, or how vindictive? In her interesting study, Politics
and Culture in International History, Adda Bozeman describes some differences in
attitude among the conquerors of the ancient world. The Assyrians were typical of the
early empire builders in their urge to sweep away alien customs and place their stamp
upon local cultures. Under Assyrian domination, temples were destroyed, peoples were
deported from their homelands, and so on. The Persian Empire (of about 600 b.c.) took
a more tolerant approach, not only permitting but even supporting local institutions
and customs. After them, the Romans also refrained from wanton intrusion against
the cultural integrity of subordinate peoples. They instituted whatever was necessary
for maintaining their dominance. Beyond that point, they discovered, tolerance paid
off.
Among recent empire builders, such a diversity of approaches has persisted. When

conquerors from Europe and (later) America invaded other societies, they were armed
not only with unprecedented power but also with what they saw as the one true
religion. Enjoined by their faith to save the godless from eternal perdition, some of the
imperialists set out to uproot native religions and to stamp out customs they regarded
as superstitious or immoral. Persuasion was often aided by the force at the ruler’s
command, and in some parts of the world the destructive impact on native cultures
was considerable. The path of Islam’s rapid spread across Asia was likewise cleared in
some areas by the sword. The infidels were given the nonchoice of conversion or death.
Today, the dogmatically atheistic imperialists of the Soviet Union seek to impose not
only their domination but also their world view on those peoples whom their empire
encompasses, suppressing traditional Christian, Jewish, and Islamic religious practices
and training, and other non-Communist ideologies. And the ancient culture of the
Tibetans has, for several recent decades, suffered a systematic campaign of cultural
suppression and transformation undertaken by their Chinese conquerors.3
The vindictiveness and intolerance displayed by many conquerors often seems ir-

rational. There can, however, also be practical reasons for rooting out the cultures
of subject peoples. Contemporary totalitarian empires clearly have the political goal
of eliminating potentially competing centers of power. The Western imperialists of
the nineteenth century often systematically changed the political, demographic, and
economic structure of their colonial possessions in order best to serve the interests of
the mother country. Sometimes these changes were far-reaching. As an example, we
may take the British transformation of Ceylon (now Sri Lanka). Writing earlier in this
century in Imperialism and Civilization, Leonard Woolf described the change:

3 That such campaigns do not succeed easily or quickly is discussed later in this chapter, “Qualifi-
cations: Limits on the Transformative Effects of Conquest.”
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When the British came to Ceylon little more than a century ago, the hill-
sand mountains in the center of that island were wild places, the inhabitants
Sinhalese living in scattered villages. The hills and mountains are now over
large areas cleared of forest and jungle; the land is owned by Englishmen
in the employ of [English] companies; the labour on the states consists of
Tamils imported from India, belonging to a different race and religion and
speaking a different language from the Sinhalese. The area is administered
by an English Civil Servant responsible to an English Governor, himself
responsible to the Colonial Office and Parliament in London. The laws and
ordinances of this administration, made and applied by Englishmen, regu-
late minutely the everyday lives of the inhabitants not only in matters of
public order, but also of the ownership of land, agriculture, trade, industry,
labour, religion and education. In other words, the whole life of this area
has been completely revolutionized in the space of a hundred years. (1928,
p. 55.)

Finding the original culture of Ceylon inappropriate for their purposes, the British
treated the island as so much raw material to be rearranged to achieve British ends.
One senses here not so much hostility as indifference toward the natives and their ways.
Some have contrasted modern imperialism with the conquests of archaic times. The

conquerors of old, Woolf says, were not inclined to wreak great changes on the so-
cieties they conquered, as the modern British did in Ceylon. They were more likely
to be content simply to place themselves atop the ongoing system as rulers. A good
illustration of this continuity of the native society, even while archaic conquerors came
and went, is found in the history of Peru. This history is described by Julian Steward
in Theory of Culture Change. When the Incas welded an empire out of the various
societies in the region, “The Inca institutions affected the states and communities to
the extent that it was necessary to make the empire function, but this did not mean
that everything at the lower levels had to be changed. Much was left alone” (1971
p. 59). The Spanish conquest of Incan Peru was in some respects one of the most
dramatic cultural extensions of history. It was no palace coup, not even a conquest
within a given cultural system as when the Spanish controlled the Netherlands. It was
rather a sudden leap of a civilization nourished in one region of the world onto a new
continent with an altogether alien tradition. Even so, the integrity of native cultural
life was not shattered. Again Steward: “Under the conquest, Spanish national institu-
tions replaced those of the Incas, but the lower levels of native cultures were not so
drastically altered… (M)any native rulers were retained in lower positions and a large
portion of village activities went on as in native times” (ibid.). The people who had
been paying tribute to the Incas now were forced to pay tribute to the Spanish. Of
course, the Spanish colonial domination left a profound imprint upon the continent,
else “Latin” America would not be a meaningful grouping of societies. Nonetheless, in
contrast with the modern European imperialism of the nineteenth century, archaic
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empires like those of the Spanish and of the Romans before them wrought less deep
and systematic transformation of the societies they conquered. The question arises:
Why?
We encounter once again the idea that modern imperialism is something new and

unprecedented. Woolf, for example, sees the difference as rooted in a change in the
imperialists’ motives—mere rule is no longer enough. The new methods and motives
of the modern conquerors are attributed by many to something special in the dynamic
of capitalism. Whereas those hungering solely for glory might be content just to rule,
the capitalist conqueror hungers for profits and therefore he rearranges all social life
to maximize productive efficiency. With the new kind of economy, the ruling part
reaches deeper into society. George Lukacs, in his essay “Class Consciousness,” stresses
how, before capitalism, the state “remains insecurely anchored in the real life of the
society. One sector simply lives out its ‘natural’ existence in what amounts to a total
independence of the fate of the state” (1971, p. 55). Thus the Incas and the Spanish
conquistadors can come and go, while the peasant society lives on. But then comes
capitalism, which continually forces deeper interrelationships, drawing the daily lives of
the people within its orbit. Steward’s account of cultural continuity and discontinuity
in Peru proceeds to describe the impact of the eventual intrusion of modern economic
forces. Such factors as the production of cash crops and the institution of wage labor
ultimately “struck deeply at the heart of community culture … destroying the basis of
the native communities and converting the mass of Indians into a national laboring
class” (1955, p. 60). According to one view, then, modern imperialism brought great
cultural changes because it was the carrier of a special economic system that uniquely
permeates and transforms everything it touches. The bourgeoisie, wrote Marx and
Engels in The Communist Manifesto, “compels all nations, on pain of extinction, to
adopt the bourgeois model of production; it compels them to introduce what it calls
civilization into their midst, i.e., to become bourgeois themselves” (in Feuer, 1959, p.
11).
This view may have some validity, but it misses, I believe, the most important

point. Here we come to the crux of the issue. When the victor and the vanquished
are on comparable levels of political and economic development, the change of rulers
may have little impact on the society as a whole. If, however, the more powerful
society has tapped wholly new springs of power, the most advantageous use of the new
imperial acquisition may require transplanting the new more potent methods. In the
first instance, the ruler’s purposes are served simply by taking his “cut” of the action
and letting the game go on as before. But when the new ruler knows a game that could
yield a much bigger cut from the same underlying resources, he has practical reasons
to impose his new game onto the old culture.
It is therefore during those “two great waves” that imperial expansion has most

reliably entailed the imposition upon conquered peoples of profound cultural trans-
formations. Modern imperialism is not unique, therefore, but a recurrence of a quite
ancient phenomenon. Old imperialists as well as new changed whatever was necessary

57



to integrate fully the conquered lands into their own power-maximizing systems. When
a sophisticated agrarian and urban civilization brought far more backward areas under
its control, it too remade its acquisitions into its own image. David Kaplan describes
the spread of the Chinese empire: “Fanning out from the Yellow River Valley, Chi-
nese culture moved relentlessly southward … engulfing lands, peoples and cultures and
putting a permanent stamp of ‘Chinese’ on them. Those people that could not be as-
similated were either driven into less desirable areas of exploitation or exterminated”
(1960, p. 84). The degree of change is a function less of the nature of the conqueror
or of his systems than of the size of the gap between conqueror and conquered. It is
worth noting where the imprint of Roman civilization went deepest. It was not in those
areas, like the Middle East, which had already known and practiced a level of organi-
zation and technology comparable to that which gave the Romans their ascendancy.
Rather it was in those regions, like France and Spain (which now speak Romance lan-
guages), whose less advanced social order required for efficient management the more
far-reaching introduction of Roman methods and institutions (see Morgenthau, 1972,
pp. 353–354). When archaic civilizations were the cutting edge of power, their imperi-
alists also reached into the heart of conquered societies and wrought changes. Once a
conquered people had been fully integrated into those power systems—when they had
been yoked into settled life, agricultural productivity, and subservience to a distant
ruler—the state could afford to be “insecurely anchored” in the daily life of the people.
Changes of rule could then occur without revolutionizing the native culture.
The same is true of modern civilization: conquest means transformation when the

gap is widest. “Modern” power is not just capitalist. Although capitalism may have
been instrumental in forging the tools of modern power, these tools can be wielded by
other kinds of social systems. We see, for example, that a modern communist industrial
state also permeates and transforms archaic structures that fall to its imperialist domi-
nation, as the Russian-dominated Soviet system is doing in the Asian parts of its realm.
Where the apparatus of modern power is already established—industrial production,
modern state bureaucracy, the various elements of “human capital”—a new conquer-
ing ruler is not likely to change significantly the subjugated culture. Past wars among
the industrial powers of Europe and the present Soviet domination of its European
satellites suggest that conquests among modern societies (like those before among the
archaic) result in rather limited transformations in the culture of the conquered.
Therefore, while cultural transformation is not an inevitable fruit of intersocietal

competition, it is most likely to occur on precisely those occasions where the victory
of one society over another is attributable to major cultural differences germane to
the generation of power. In other words, where the selection for power would make
the heaviest impact, just as there is a conquering society most likely to transform the
conquered into something more closely resembling itself.
This correlation between the size of the gap and the extent of the transformation

is reinforced by another factor: the duration of domination. The longer people with
one culture maintain domination over those with another, the more deeply will the
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conquering culture stamp its imprint upon that of the conquered. Changing a people’s
culture takes time. The more enduring conquests are most likely to occur not when
nations of similar power alternate in ascendancy but when the differences in power are
sufficient to give one group more permanent advantage. Napoleon’s brief domination of
Europe, therefore, had a relatively limited impact on the cultures of the conquered, but
the American Indian cultures are still being changed into offshoots of Anglo-American
culture. (One may speculate that had European ascendancy not collapsed so soon
after the colonization of Africa, African culture might have been as shattered and
transformed as American Indian culture has been.) A wide gap in power, then, is most
likely to give the conqueror the time to transform the native culture.
If by virtue of its comparative weakness a society is conquered, but it remains

unchanged, it will remain vulnerable to reconquest by some other power at a later
time. Eventually the ways of weakness will be changed. To repeat, the selection for
power is not certain at any given time, but over the long haul it is irresistible.4

D. Imitation
In the first three outcomes, the ways of power spread when the mighty expand into

areas where the weak have been. Resistance by the weak has been either absent or
inconsequential in this picture. In actuality, resistance has counted for little when the
advantage of the mighty has been overwhelming and when the threat has come so
suddenly (in historic terms) that the weak have had little time to prepare to meet it.
Thus, when an advanced civilization abruptly appears in gunboats offshore, the native
peoples have been compelled to retreat, to suffer their own destruction, or to allow
their cultural system to be significantly absorbed or transformed by the conqueror.
More meaningful resistance, however, is frequently possible for peoples who can watch
the threat grow, as it were, from seed right in their own backyard. Societies in the same
cultural system will often have roughly comparable capacities, and can observe each

4 There is one more way that conquest spreads the ways of power: the mere fact of being conquered
can change the consciousness of the subjugated people. As some early ideologists of modern democracy
argued, people are not born with a saddle on their backs for some ruler to ride upon. We began as
members of egalitarian bands, not by nature given to subservience. When peoples still enjoying such
natural liberty and dignity come under the conqueror’s yoke, they are changed. Redfield describes that
transformation: “as the civilizations moved outward to meet peoples still tribal and folklike, they slowly
transformed the country people nearest at hand into peasantry” (1953, p. 51). For instance: “The Latin
American Indian begins as a member of a morally independent folk society whose people look across
at the invader and conqueror; he becomes a peasant, looking up—and down—toward a ruling class” (p.
42). This yoke of subordination is a particularly important part of the domestication of the civilized
human animal which prepares him to serve in the systems of power.

Even when a people have known rulers, the experience of alien conquest can so distress and
enrage them that they become obsessed with the value of power. The Romans, for example, emerged
with their lust for world conquest after recuperating from their own earlier devastation (Toynbee, quoted
in Rostow, 1971, p. 43). In the contemporary world, some of those who seek to explain Soviet militarism
and expansionism see them as the fruit of an insecurity rooted in a recurrent national trauma of invasion.
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other closely enough not to be taken by surprise by power of an unforeseen magnitude.
But if the ability to observe the growth of a neighbor’s power gives one the chance
to preserve the capacity to resist him, it does not otherwise increase one’s freedom of
choice. If one society in the system develops an important competitive advantage, its
neighbors lose the option of continuing their way of living as before. The course of
resistance also requires transformation in the ways of power. It requires the imitation
of one’s more potent foes.
The word “civilization” speaks of cities, and the first urban cultures arose many

millennia ago in Mesopotamia. These first cities could coordinate networks of produc-
tion and power exceeding what had preceded them. This new power imposed upon
neighboring areas the imperative to imitate the new organization. McGuire Gibson
writes that “As the primal cities grew stronger and more aggressive in both trade and
warfare, the populations in other areas were forced to aggregate to meet the threat…
The only workable adjustment was the elaboration of similar complex organizations”
(in Renfrew, 1973, p. 208). Just as with the rise of urban political organization in
Mesopotamia, so later with the rise of the nation state in Europe.5 According to C. N.
Parkinson: “Formidable were the first consolidate states, of which England was among
the earliest. Rival kings endeavored to follow suit, creating national realms, each from
fear of the other. France arose from fear of England, Great Britain was formed from
fear of Spain, Germany from fear of France, Austria from fear of Germany, and Italy
from fear of Austria” (quoted in Service, 1971, p. 58n). Later strides by conquerors like
Napoleon and Hitler in harnessing the resources of society for military power would
compel those nations who arose to resist them to transform themselves in similar di-
rections. Despite their swift defeat, they left an enduring social evolutionary impact.
They helped bring the evolution of politicalmilitary structures toward that stage in
power maximization we call “total war.”6
Aside from the political and military bases of modern power, there is the economic-

industrial. Once the potent new technology emerged in the competitive European
system, the need to imitate was irresistible. After a case-by-case overview of the actual
conditions under which industrialization was undertaken in Europe (and elsewhere), W.
W. Rostow summarizes: “In all cases, reaction to foreign intrusion, actual or threatened,
is relevant to the domestic thrust towards modernization” (1971, p. 95).
Power can be resisted only with power. Potent breakthroughs thus require emu-

lation. This is true not only within Europe, where modern power emerged in an in-
tensively competitive international environment, but thence around the world as the
omnivorous Western powers invaded other continents. The defensive imitation by the
Japanese was mentioned earlier—“industrialize or be gobbled up like the rest.” (See

5 See also Edward Luttwak on how the prolonged confrontation with the Roman Empire of the
many peoples on the Rhine and upper Danube led these peoples to form “the larger federation of the
Franks and Alamanni, who could concentrate much more manpower in attacking the frontiers” (1976,
p. 128).

6 On this point, see chap. 3, “Evolution toward More Effective Central Control.”
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also Landes, in Rostow, 1971, p. 72.) Also mentioned has been the imitation of the
West by those seeking to free their societies from imperialist domination. Rupert Emer-
son describes this ironic link: “The anticolonial forces have derived their inspiration
and ideas primarily from the teachings of the colonial powers themselves, have for the
most part adopted Western forms of organization and action, and have been led by
men intimately acquainted with the West” (1968, p. 5; see also D. Kaplan, 1960, p.
88).
Imitation in the struggle for power continues to distort cultural development, as two

superpowers thousands of miles apart eye each other, fearful that the other will gain a
competitive advantage. An American observer of the cold war wrote in 1960: “All things
Communist remain anathema, but the slightest word of some new development in
Russia is sufficient to set in motion investigations by several congressional committees
and private foundations to find out why we are not doing the same thing” (H. Wheeler,
1960, p. 181).
The tyranny of power is such that even self-defense becomes a kind of surrender.

Not to resist is to be transformed at the hands of the mighty. To resist requires that
one transform oneself into their likeness. Either way, free human choice is prevented.
All ways but the ways of power are blocked.

4. Qualifications: Limits on the Transformative
Effects of Conquest
The selection for power does not operate as mechanically as the parable of the

tribes, in its simple form, may seem to imply. The civilized world is not an arena of
incessant contest in which the losers automatically are compelled to surrender their
cultural identities in favor of those of the winners. It is time to modify this overly
simplistic image.
(a) I said earlier that as conquerors the Romans learned that tolerance pays off. This

lesson points to one of the saving graces of the rule of power: that domination is not
a function merely of coercive force. A given people will resist subjugation more or less
vigorously depending (among other things) on the perceived costs of submission. The
intolerant and destructive conqueror will be opposed most vigorously. Alexander the
Great, with a reputation for fairness and mercy toward those who did not resist him
or break their agreements with him, was sometimes welcomed as a conquering ruler.
By contrast, Hitler, who relied for his domination of other peoples more completely on
pure coercion, provoked resistance all over Europe. In the second book of Discourses,
Machiavelli describes how the Romans extended their rule by being invited by others
to come in and settle their disputes. In this manner, “not only the arms of the Romans,
but Roman law began now to prevail” (11.21). By contrast, his native Florence sought
to bully others into subordination. Of this, Machiavelli says: “Had the Florentines,
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whether by means of confederation or by helping them, been easy-going with their
neighbors instead of treating them roughly, they would unquestionably be the lords
of Tuscany today. I do not mean to say that armed forces should never be used, but
they should be used only as a last resort, when other means prove inadequate” (ibid.).
Machiavelli clearly is questioning not the ends in striving for power but solely the
choice of means: brutality has its costs. The ruler who relies on brute force needs more
power to conquer and hold the same territory. Therefore, the value of consent must be
part of the calculus of power.
A power that is accepted has, fortunately, an advantage over one that is resisted.

Since acceptance requires that the subordinated people be given something they value,
this fact has significantly moderated the destructive impact of the ruler of power.7
Among the consequences, as the Romans saw, is that a ruler is unwise unnecessarily
to attack the culture of those he rules. Our era has given us proof that peoples will
fight and die to preserve the dignity and integrity of their cultures. A conqueror who
insufficiently respects the autonomy and ways of life of those he dominates—Basques,
Kurds, or whomever—ultimately increases the threat to his domination. Force, said
Edmund Burke, “may subdue for a moment; but it does not remove the necessity for
subduing again; and a nation is not governed which is perpetually to be conquered”
(quoted in Lenski, 1966, p. 51). The very weak are not saved by this, lor their resistance
counts for little. And even the potentially strong can be intimidated into submission
by a ruthless regime of terror. But the flame in the human spirit never dies altogether.
Orwell’s vision of 1984 underestimated this resilience. That year is coming fast upon
us, and recently we have seen striking Polish workers kneeling in Gdansk in prayer.
(b) The praying of the Polish workers suggests a second factor that tends to preserve

the cultures of conquered peoples: people hold tenaciously to their traditional culture.
Cultures are therefore not easily transformed. Cultures reside in people and are trans-
mitted from generation to generation through the socialization process, a process that
is extremely conservative. The older generation communicates to the younger much
of what it received from the generation before. Usually they do so out of devotion to
what they have internalized. Inevitably they do so because they cannot help teaching
what they are, and they cannot help embodying what they have seen modeled before
them. In China, for example, the revolutionary Mao strove with his Western Marxist-
Leninist ideology to root out and cast away the old tradition but, in spite of himself,
he ended up giving the revolution a profoundly Confucian flavor. For a conqueror to

7 The reign of power has been made less violent, though not less efficacious, by a related factor.
To “give” subordinated peoples something they value (in order to gain “acceptance” of one’s rule) may
mean simply to refrain from taking it away. As a means of extending one’s power, the threat of force
may be superior to its use. To use force may be to spend the bases of one’s power, and thus the best
players in the struggle for power recognize, with the Romans of the imperial period, that it is “much
better to conserve force, and use military power as the instrument of political warfare.” Armed with
that recognition, the Romans “conquered the entire Hellenistic world with few battles and much coercive
diplomacy” (Luttwak, 1976, p. 2, italics in original). The essence of power is domination, not destruction.
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transform the culture of the conquered, he must intrude upon the socialization process
over an extended period. Modern totalitarian states have developed powerful ways of
undermining traditional socializing institutions like the family in order to strengthen
their power to shape the young. But change comes slowly, and not inevitably. While
workers on strike pray in Poland, the Chinese reportedly have contemplated allowing
the Dalai Lama to return to Tibet as a symbol of more cultural autonomy for the un-
Sinicized Tibetans. The conqueror indeed leaves his mark on the native culture, but
cultural change is not automatic or total. The English colonization of India surely An-
glicized Indian culture, but just as surely the ancient stream of Indian culture persists
in modern India. The force for change through the selection for power must overcome
formidable forces for continuity.8

1. Then there is the intriguing example of the Jews. Deprived by conquerors of
their homeland for two thousand years, the Jewish people were able to preserve
(though not without external influences) a distinctive cultural identity in Dias-
pora. They achieved this despite bloody campaigns of persecution and annihila-
tion waged by dominant cultural groups. The modern part of the story contains
a great irony, however. When the Jews were homeless, power seemed unable to
work its way, unable to banish Jewish culture from the earth as it had obliter-
ated the cultures of so many vanquished peoples. But after a mere generation
of existence, the Jewish state—perpetually threatened by hostile neighbors—has
been transformed from the Israel of Chaim Weizmann and David Ben Gurion to
that of Menachem Begin and Ariel Sharon. The ways of power, alas, seem again
to have prevailed—though at this writing, in the wake of the massacre in Beirut,
one can hope that Jewish ethics may soon again guide the policy of the Jewish
state.

(c) Another set of challenges to the theory is raised by the repeated Mongol con-
quests of China. In the first place, these victories of nomadic tribes over a sophisticated
settled civilization appear to represent the triumph of the backward over the advanced.
The parable of the tribes tells us that a principal characteristic of “advanced” culture
is its stronger competitive power. In the second place, in the aftermath of these con-
quests we do not find the civilization of the Chinese transformed into the likeness of
its conqueror; rather it was the conqueror who was absorbed into the cultural stream
of the China he had conquered. This, too, appears to contradict the parable of the
tribes. Let us consider each of these points.
(1) The recurrent Mongol invasions of China represent a widespread and general phe-

nomenon in civilized history: the predations of nomadic “barbarians” upon the settled
agrarian civilizations. That these tribes are frequently called barbarian is indicative of
the common assumption that culturally these groups were comparatively backward. Of
course, by many criteria they were; not being settled, they could accumulate less than
their agrarian counterparts, and this “traveling light” set limits upon some dimensions

63



of cultural development; and, living under extremely strenuous conditions, they did
not develop the exquisite cultural refinements that many consider synonymous with
“civilization” (in the Kenneth Clark sense of the word). But if one looks at civilization
from the standpoint of this work—and not with an emphasis on fine porcelain and
embroidered silks—the nomadic hordes represent not a “backward” social type but a
particular branch of civilized development. The armies of Genghiz Khan were hardly
“primitives,” however crude or “savage” we may find some of their conduct. (Indeed,
where is the story of civilization without its crudity and savagery?) Civilization begins
with the domestication of plants and animals. If the agrarian life of settled civilization
was one path by which people left the primitive state, the life of pastoral nomads was
another. The two types were generally better suited for different ecological environ-
ments, and so for the most part they coexisted—albeit not always peacefully (as the
story of Cain and Abel may symbolize).
The nomads, therefore, represent a particular type of civilized development. These

pastoral peoples had their own problems with power, and as with the settled societies
we more frequently call civilized their struggles helped to mold them in the direction
of power maximization. The struggles among the small nations of the Mongols were
chronic, and when Genghiz Khan emerged into history as the scourge of civilization,
he and his organization had already been “selected” (and shaped) through a prolonged
series of wars by which the societies of Mongolia had been unified under his command
(Grousset, 1970, pp. 193, 226).
Moreover, in the business of warfare, the peoples led by Genghiz Khan, however

backward they may have been in the niceties valued in the courts of China, were
as “advanced” as anyone in the world. Their way of life had fashioned a society of
tight discipline and organization. “This nation of nomads, a people on the march,
was organized like an army”; the people were “ever ready for the word of command”
(ibid., pp. 21, ix). In weaponry, horsemanship, ferocity, and tactics, these tribes posed a
military threat quite formidable by the standards of archaic civilization. René Grousset
writes, in his classic work, The Empire of the Steppes:

The nomad, retarded though he was in material culture, always possessed
a tremendous military ascendancy. He was the mounted archer… Chinese,
Iranian, Russian, Pole or Hungarian could never equal the Mongol in this
Held. Trained from childhood to drive deer at a gallop over the vast ex-
panses of the steppes, accustomed to patient stalking and to all the ruses
of the hunter on which his food—that is, his life—depended, he was un-
beatable, (p. x)

Certainly, a civilized society like China had certain advantages in power over the
nomads. For example, their sheer superiority in numbers gave them a significant edge.9
But none of these advantages could keep the barbarians from threatening the empire
at its edges. Indeed, the threat went both ways: a strong China would frequently make
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successful military forays into the steppes to crush the nomads. However we judge the
contest in archaic times, eventually the branch of civilized societies that led to settled
life proved to possess the stronger potential for the development of power, for the
settled societies were better able to develop and utilize sophisticated and massive forms
of technology. Thus, the coming of artillery made of Genghiz Khan and his followers
the last of a great line of nomadic conquerors. Writes Grousset: “The cannonades with
which Ivan the Terrible scattered the last heirs of the Golden Hordes, and with which
the K’ang-hsi emperor of China frightened the Kalmucks, marked the end of a period
of world history. For the first time, and for ever, military technique had changed camps
and civilization became stronger than barbarian” (ibid., p. xi). (It is largely because
the settled life of civilized development ultimately proved the more potent—as well as
because members of settled societies have almost always written the histories of the
world—that our view of the nomads is colored by a mixture of fear and condescension.)
It is less than clear that the nomadic tribes were basically more powerful than the

settled civilizations even before the decisive appearance of modern weapons technology.
The actual conquests with which we are concerned here came at particular junctures
in Chinese history. China could be conquered when it squandered its latent power in
corruption and disunity.8 When the sedentary empire was in a “ruinous state,” the
nomads could gather in the empire piece by piece. Thus Grousset describes Genghiz
Khan as “testing the quality of his army against the weakest of the three states among
which the lands of old China were divided” (ibid., p. 226). And when the great Khan’s
armies spread out westward, they found a Muslim world also rendered “divided and
helpless” before a Mongol invasion by the “mortal enmity between sultan and caliph”
(ibid., p. 230). When it is in a fragmented and demoralized state, the intrinsically more
powerful society does not always win.

9. On the value of greater numbers, see chap. 3, “The Evolution toward Larger
Societies.”
For these reasons, the Mongol conquests of China do not contradict the parable of

the tribes.
(2) To explain how the Mongols could triumph, however, does not explain their

“Sinicization” once their conquest was achieved. The beginning of a response to this
challenge to the parable of the tribes lies in the recognition that true conquest and
domination are matters less of winning the war than of controlling the peace.
Once China, or some part of it, had been conquered, what were the Mongols to do

with it? The option of turning Chinese society into an image of that of the pastoral
nomads was hardly feasible (militarily, demographically, or geographically). Once the
prize was won, the conquerors were frequently confused about what to do with it.
Coming from a military tradition of raid and retreat, the invaders often withdrew
with their booty after destroying everything else. But so numerous were the Chinese

8 On the tendency of power systems to fall as well as to rise, see chap. 7, “The Death of the
Unnatural.”
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that there were always others to take the place of those slain. “Under such conditions,
Mongol generals were compelled to recapture certain fortresses two or three times over”
(ibid., pp. 228—229). The Mongol confusion about what to do with their conquest
emerges out of Grousset’s description of the sacking of Peking:

The Mongols captured the city, massacred its inhabitants, pillaged the
houses, and then set the whole place on fire [in 1215]. It is clear that the
nomads had no notion of what could be done with a great city, nor how
they might use it for the consolidation and expansion of their power… They
burn and slay not so much from cruelty as from perplexity, and because
they know of nothing else to do. (p. 230)

Since the Mongols could make very limited use of China in the context of their own
way of life, their conquest could only mean pillage and senseless destruction so long as
the Mongols did not adapt.
If the invaders were to make use of the considerable resources of Chinese civilization

to expand their own power, it was necessary both that Chinese culture be left essen-
tially intact and that the Mongols adjust themselves to the requirements of running
a complexly organized, highly productive society. The Mongols bore no system, trans-
plantable into China, which could increase (or even match) the yield in productivity
of the ongoing Chinese system. (Their situation thus contrasts with the example cited
earlier of the British in Ceylon.) If the conquerors wanted to reap the most benefit
from their acquisition, therefore, they were better off harnessing the power of the con-
quered society than destroying or changing it. China as it was, however, could not be
run by the Mongols as they were. There is a famous line to the effect that China can
be conquered from horseback, but it cannot be ruled from horseback. To exploit China
most effectively, Marshall Sahlins and Elman Service write, the nomads “had to aban-
don the very organization which had made conquest possible in the first place” (1960,
p. 85). Indeed, to rule China at all the nomads were forced to transform themselves
and to perpetuate the native system: “Since in administrative matters they lacked all
experience, and their own tribal institutions were not adapted to the complicated task
of ruling a large agrarian society, they had to make use of traditional Chinese ways
of government… The landed gentry again became the backbone of society, and the
primitive rules of nomadic origin had to conform to their way of life” (Zürcher, 1975,
p. 317).9

9 An additional factor, no doubt, is the attractiveness of the “high culture” of China. The rigors
of life on the steppes, after all, may be better for toughening a person than for giving him pleasure.
Alexander and his conquering Macedonians were similarly attracted to the beauties and pleasures of
the culture of the sophisticated Persians whom they conquered. In such instances, cultural influence can
be said to be governed by choice, against the direction of power’s flow. But power plays a role here as
well: as conquerors, the Mongols (or Macedonians) were well positioned (at the top) to enjoy the finest
fruits of the “superior” culture. What the Mongols chose, therefore, was not Chinese culture as a whole,
but a very small and special piece of it made possible by power’s regime.

66



The repeated Sinicization of the Mongols thus does not so much contradict the
parable of the tribes as it indicates the need for a subtle understanding of power: that
controlling the peace is the ultimate victory of a conquering culture. The cultural
resources of the nomadic invaders were inadequate to control China, much less to
supplant the Chinese culture. Yet later invaders from the West—using military power,
but short of complete conquest—would undermine the ancient structures of Chinese
civilization more fundamentally. Unlike the Mongols, they bore not only arms but also
a material culture capable of supplanting the old ways.

5. Choosing the Choosers: The Historymakers
The parable of the tribes shows how the choice of continuing the ways of weakness

is taken from mankind by the workings of power. Sooner or later, by one means or
another, the ways of the powerful will supplant the ways of the weak. In a world where
power is uncontrolled—where it is a contaminant—a powerful few can compel the
many who are weak to follow their lead.
History is shaped by the powerful. I have reviewed how this is true in the intersoci-

etal system, yet it is true also within societies where steps of crucial social evolutionary
importance have been taken. Without the control by a powerful elite, the many might
never have submitted to the discipline of urban civilization. The political structures of
the archaic states, according to S. N. Eisenstadt in The Political Systems of Empires,
were brought about by the initiative of the ruling elites, with the peasantry empow-
ered to take no active role in the process. “The largest and economically fundamental
stratum within the bureaucratic societies was thus both politically inarticulate and
basically neutral or indifferent to the key premises of these polities” (1963, pp. 13,
210). The powerful few again compelled the many in the original establishment of
industrialization. Britain was the birthplace both of the Industrial Revolution and of
modern democracy, but it was hardly by democratic choice that the industrial process
began. The sacrifices of the many were severe and involuntary. Forced to leave the land
and become a proletariat, the many in industrializing Britain presented a “picture of
unrelieved hardships and misery, a picture of a population barely literate, ignorant
of affairs, geographically immobile in the main, grossly underpaid, poorly housed and
fed— above all a population with almost no effective access to Government” (Sprout
and Sprout, in Boulding and Murkerjee, 1972, pp. 220–221).
Perhaps the idea that history is shaped by the powerful requires us to take a different

view of the role of choice in the evolution of civilization. Rather than say that mankind
has been robbed of free choice, ought we instead simply to say that it is the powerful
who choose while the weak are compelled to follow? Karl Deutsch, in his Nerves of
Government, offers a useful definition of power: “In simple language, to have power
means not to have to give in, and to force the environment to do so. Power in this
narrow sense is the priority of output over input, the ability to talk instead of listen”
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(1963, p. 111). Perhaps the parable of the tribes overemphasizes the silenced choices of
those who must listen, and does not sufficiently attend to the heroic choices of those
powerful few who make history. From this point of view, the idea that “power rules” is
meaninglessly abstract. It is the powerful who rule. Human beings of flesh and blood
make choices and sweep aside the human and other obstacles in their environment to
achieve their ends. They compel others to “listen” to their grand ideas. Admittedly, it is
not mankind as a whole that shapes its destiny. But, the argument goes, some people
play that decision-making role for us all. The earlier section “Heads I Win, Tails You
Lose” rather arbitrarily looks at history from the standpoint of the weak. Threatened
tribes may indeed have few options, but what of that potent and ambitious tribe that
starts the process?
A heroic or elitist view of history looks at the problem of power this way. It is the

powerful few, armed with a vigorous spirit and a plan for the future, who force mankind
along the road of progress. The many lack the vision and the moral discipline to make
the sacrifices necessary to take us forward. It is these few of courage and action—not
impersonal “forces”—who shape our destiny.
This heroic vision of history is not as fashionable as it was in other times when power

was more openly celebrated. Nonetheless, in the many places around the world where
progress and development are being pushed by those in power, such a view continues to
mold and justify the way power is wielded. An admiration for power may predispose one
to see history in elitist terms, but one’s attitude toward the historymakers is entirely
separable from the question: should the direction of history be understood ultimately
as chosen by the powerful few, or as imposed by unchosen forces?
The parable of the tribes and the “heroic” view concur at least on the point that in

history it is the few who have talked while the many have been compelled to listen. To
conclude from this that the choices of the few therefore necessarily govern history is to
commit again the reductionist fallacy that sees the whole as only the sum of its parts.
From the reductionist standpoint, the idea that “power rules” is meaninglessly abstract
because the properties of the surrounding whole have been disregarded. Forces created
by the whole can determine the course of the parts. The parable of the tribes shows
how such forces do in fact arise. Crucial here, again, is the process of selection. The
powerful get to speak because the unchosen structure of the system determines which
messages will be heard. The powerful few appear to choose, but the selective process
generated by the ungoverned system confers upon them that role. At one level, a kind
of heroic creativity can make history. But at a more fundamental (not merely abstract)
level, as I said in the first chapter, human creativity has not driven the mill of cultural
evolution but has become its grist. That which chooses the chooser determines the
choice.
This points to one more implication of the parable of the tribes concerning the

significance of inequalities of power among people. To the elitist of the right, on one
hand, this theory has said that in an ultimate sense his heroes have not governed history
as he has believed. To the champion of the downtrodden on the left, on the other hand,
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the parable of the tribes says that the role of the powerful is more important than he
may suspect. The power of A over B has usually been decried because it represents
an injustice. What gives A the “right” to talk and force B to listen? Why should A
have things his own way at B’s expense? Certainly, injustice is a problem of utmost
importance. Yet to these costs of power inequalities, which are paid in the present, the
evolutionary perspective of the parable of the tribes adds another, ultimately more
important cost, which must be paid by the future.
In the first chapter, I said of the historymakers that they were an unrepresentative

lot. Who gets to speak and who must listen is a function of the overarching system. The
ruler of a democracy, for example, is selected according to different criteria from those
governing the selection of a dictator. Ideally, in a democracy those with the power to
speak are chosen by the people generally as representing what they want said. In most
human affairs, however, it is the power to compel that differentiates the “speakers”
of history from the “listeners.” They are not chosen as democratically representative.
Nor are they a “representative” sample, for differences in power are the fruit of other
profound differences— in ways of being, of valuing, of acting, of organizing. If A and
B were identical, then once A and B were dead there would be no reason for history
to care that A imposed his will on B. But the As of history are different from the
Bs. Thus those who get to talk have something different to say from those who must
listen.10
The nonrandom (nonrepresentative) nature of the selective process adds a dynamic

social evolutionary consequence to the static problem of injustice. The fact that the
powerful few can impose their choices means that not only do they as people dominate
the present but also what they represent as a way of living will dominate the future.

6. The Mother of Invention
A. Introduction: Beyond Selection
Uncontrolled circumstance, I have argued, has proclaimed the powerful to be kings

of our destiny. In the realm of power, therefore, the human drama only appears to be
shaped by heroes. Nonetheless, it is among

10 Relevant here are the roles of the sexes in history. Among the history makers of almost all civilized
systems, women have been markedly underrepresented. To some extent, biology (i.e., childbearing and
child nurturing) is destiny here; but to some extent, also, it is a function of women’s lesser power. At
any event, if as civilization has evolved women have been compelled to “listen,” and if the two sexes
are sufficiently different in nature to embody different messages, it would be no wonder if, as some
suggest, civilization has distorted the conditions of human life by accentuating masculine principles to
the neglect of the feminine. (For a suggestive intimation of how the struggle for social survival may play
a vital role in fostering cultures where men are dominant over, and hostile to, women, see Sanday, 1981,
pp. 23, 25.)
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those pioneering few who have striven at the cutting edge of history that, if any-
where, human choice plays a meaningful role in the evolutionary process described
by the parable of the tribes. Let us look more closely, then, at the creative element
in the evolution of civilization, at those points where human beings have chosen the
innovative ways that selection then imposes upon mankind generally.
As an evolutionary theory, the parable of the tribes functions as a model for a se-

lective process, as does Darwin’s idea of natural selection for biological evolution. In
the theory of biological evolution, the emergence of the diverse forms among which
selection can take place is explained by the process of mutation. Mutation is an es-
sentially random process which contributes to the creation of biological order only
because it combines with a nonrandom selective process. Biological evolution, one may
say, employs no author but only an extremely patient and effective editor. The evo-
lution of civilization is different. The cultural “mutations” do not just happen, they
are created. Human beings are something new in the history of life: a species that
purposefully creates its own possibilities. As the product of purpose, the emergence
of cultural variation is a reflection not of randomness but of order. Cultural evolution
is therefore the product of two nonrandom processes: human purpose governing the
origin of cultural alternatives and a selective process determining the spread of some
of these alternatives at the expense of others. If the parable of the tribes reveals the
limits of human control over the selective process, perhaps the image of man as the
chooser of his own destiny can be restored by a closer look at the process of cultural
innovation.

B. Leaving the Primitive State
Let us begin with the apparent choice to leave the primitive state and begin on the

path of civilization. Roughly ten thousand years ago, some groups evidently chose to
take the crucial first steps that began civilization by domesticating plants and animals.
Why? The parable of the tribes can evidently offer no explanation. That theory suggests
that the struggle for power arose out of those first steps toward ecological control and
therefore cannot explain those steps. The significance of the question is amplified by a
more or less subtle primitivist undercurrent in my discussion of civilization. The natural
order, I have said, nourishes all the life within it, and when people lived in their natural
condition they were in fuller harmony with their environment and with themselves.
Leslie White was quoted as saying that primitive society “was unquestionably the most
satisfying kind of social environment man has ever lived in.” The obvious vulnerability
of so primitivist a notion of this original Garden of Eden is: if people loved it so, why
did they leave it?
In part, one can reply that these innovators would not have had the faintest idea of

how profound would be the actual impact of the changes they initiated. The process
went on for many, many generations before the new technology was more than a
supplement to the old, hunting-and-gathering way of subsistence. The travelers would
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hardly have known they were leaving home. By small degrees they opened the lid on
a new age, not having any way to know what a Pandora’s box it would turn out to
be. But still the question remains: why change at all? What can be known about this
Prime Mover of the whole civilizational process?
An obvious possible answer is that people began to control their environment as

soon as they knew how to. The human being, some claim, is a restless creature thirsting
for mastery. It is part of the nature of our species to come upon a phenomenon, to
see how it works, and to conquer that part of the world for our own benefit. So we
can assume that if plant domestication began in the hills of Central Asia some ten
millennia ago, it was there and then that the insight flashed in some human brain
that seed + earth = new plants. That image seems compelling in an age like ours
where technological capability seems to imply (in some circles of the powerful) a policy
imperative. Such a view also harmonizes with the commonsense notion of cultural
evolution which regards change as positive and which portrays mankind as plunging
forward through any opening to a preferable option.
Unfortunately for that popular view, anthropologists have discovered that explana-

tion to be untenable. Primitives all over the world, it has been found, have possessed
the understanding necessary for domestication without choosing to implement it. We
can infer from that observation that homo sapiens knew how to produce food long
before certain groups chose to do so. This inference is not subject to challenge on the
basis that our species lacked the intelligence before prehistoric times to grasp the es-
sentials of food production, for all evidence is that the intellectual capacity of human
beings has not changed appreciably since many millennia before the first departure
from the hunting-gathering way of life.
Another approach to the problem has been to attribute to the time and place of

innovation some special and unprecedented climatic conditions conducive to domesti-
cation. The recession of the Ice Age, the changing shore lines, and varying quantities
of fish, fowl, or herd animals are factors that have been adduced to account for the
breakthrough to food production. Without going into an elaborate review of the ev-
idence, we may note simply that it appears that these climatic factors, while they
probably were involved, are quite insufficient to solve our problem. The circumstances
were simply not exceptional enough to account for so unprecedented a development.
As I pondered this problem in the early 1970s, I was struck by an interesting coin-

cidence. I had read that mankind had entered virtually all the regions of the earth as
a hunter-gatherer. The prehistoric record showed, moreover, that many of these primi-
tive migrations had occurred during the last ten thousand years or so before the crucial
innovation of food production—across the Bering Straits into America.11 southward
from Asia into Australia, eastward into Polynesia. In biological terms, ten thousand
years is a short time. One is struck by the swift and dramatic expansion of human ter-
ritory and by the relative simultaneity of this expansion with the beginnings of food

11 It may be that the earliest crossings into the New World came before this time.
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production. This coincidence seemed highly suggestive of the possibility that these two
important prehistoric developments were different responses to the same circumstance.
And the circumstance that might explain both was growing population pressure.
1 he line of Homo is of comparatively recent origin. Our ancestors began in one part

of the world, perhaps Africa, and very gradually spread. A given hunting-and-gathering
society is limited in the territory it can occupy and in its population density. Popu-
lation growth in the prehistoric period, therefore, could mean neither the territorial
expansion of individual societies nor the increasing density of settlement by a society
in a given terrain (except to a limited degree). It required, rather, the “budding off”
of new groups from old groups, with migration into previously unoccupied terrain to
allow each primitive society access to the necessary resources. This kind of expansion
can continue only while there is available territory to move into. The dramatic move-
ment of primitive peoples across oceans and Arctic wastes suggested that the original
landmass was becoming saturated, and some groups were getting squeezed out. The
covering of the earth with primitive societies implies the human species was reaching
a crucial juncture: territorial expansion could no longer accommodate the growth of
Homo sapiens. In the absence of new land, the old land would have to be used more ef-
ficiently. It was in this context, I speculated, that the breakthrough to food production
might be illuminated.
For an early draft of The Parable of the Tribes that speculation had to suffice. Since

then, however, I have discovered the work of Mark N. Cohen, an anthropologist who
has thought along similar lines and has, moreover, substantiated the thesis with con-
siderable archaeological data from the various regions where food production may have
independently originated. The material evidence of prehistory, he argues in The Food
Crisis in Prehistory (1977), demonstrates that increasing population pressure required
people to find successively more intense ways of exploiting the same environments.
While some groups were migrating to new continents, others were moving into less
desirable areas of the older continents, or were broadening the range of wild resources
used for food. Eventually, “they were forced to become even more eclectic in their
food gathering, to eat more and unpalatable foods, and in particular to concentrate
on foods of low trophic level and high density” (ibid., p. 15). The origins of agriculture
then comes “as simply one more in a series of adjustive strategies” (Cohen, 1975, p.
475) to deal with the problem of population pressure. Seeing this vital technological
transition in the context of global demographic stressrhe suggests, helps explain the
emergence of agriculture in different parts of the world at roughly the same time.
The same kinds of forces stimulated subsequent innovations in agricultural technol-

ogy as cultural evolution proceeded toward full-scale civilization. This is the thesis of
Esther Boserup in The Conditions of Agricultural Growth (1965). As with the first
steps, so with the later: people took the creative leap as death gained on them from
behind.
The thesis that population pressures drove people to innovate in food production

does not bear directly on the parable of the tribes, but the two points of view together
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help create an overall perspective on the human condition. In both, the impinging
pressure of other societies creates problems. Indeed, just as “economic intensification”
arose as an alternative to territorial migration, conversely, so did the intersocietal
struggle for power emerge as territorial expansion through conquest became a possible
substitute for more intensive use of the same land. The necessities of power originally
grew out of Malthusian necessities.
This common element of necessity is pertinent to our present concern: the role of

free human choice in molding human destiny. Earlier, Diamond was quoted as saying
that “No primitive society has gone to civilization as to a greater good.” This statement
reflected upon the powerlessness of primitive groups to protect themselves against the
onslaughts of more potent social types. But it now appears Diamond’s generalization
may apply even for those human groups who took the first steps toward creating the
new social types. Their choice was not a free one between continuing to live in the
old way and adopting a new way of life, for the old option was being steadily taken
from them. As in the ancient biblical myth, the human beings did not choose to leave
the Garden of Eden. Rather, in both instances, they are evicted because their eating
undermines the basis of the original order.
As with the necessities of the parable of the tribes, so with the Malthusian neces-

sities, we discover the tragic paradox: mankind’s success as a species combined with
his creative power to make him that singularly troubled animal who cannot live “at
home.” Because man was resourceful, he made his environment resourceless. Only the
flexible and inventive animal was not compelled to come to balance with the natural
environment, so only he was compelled to career on an unbalanced evolutionary course.
Cohen makes clear how the way of “progress,” though it (temporarily) solved the

problem of life and death, did not represent an improvement of the human condition.

Agriculture is not easier than hunting and gathering and does not provide
a higher quality, more palatable, or more secure food base. Agriculture has
in fact only one advantage over hunting and gathering: that of providing
more calories per unit of land per unit of time and thus of supporting denser
populations. (1977, p. 15)

A choice, yes, but not a free one as to a greater good. The diet of huntergatherers,
he says, is at once more nutritious, more various, and more enjoyable than that of
agriculturists. Moreover, the ethnographic data suggest that the activities required of
the hunter-gatherer are preferred to those of food producers (p. 27). People will choose
the less preferred only when they have no choice. Agriculture, he concluded, will be
practiced “only when necessitated by population pressure” (p. 15).
Thus, at this great divide in cultural evolution, before the parable of the tribes has

begun to drive the evolution of civilization, we find innovation as much the child of
human necessity as of human freedom.
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C. The Escalator of Civilization
The change to food production opened the gates to a profound restructuring of

human social life. As the new technology emerged, new kinds of society became possible.
Innovation in all spheres accelerated: new forms of society, new divisions of labor,
new ways of making things. To repeat, the very open-endedness of the possibilities
created new necessities. At the core of the emerging problem was this: that human
societies had a new possibility for social expansion and significant new motives for it.
Even if, as we have discovered, primitives eventually became subject to Malthusian
population pressures, their circumstance largely precluded their using conquest as a
solution: the political capabilities of the band precluded territorial expansion by a given
group; the economic practices of hunters and gatherers made slavery or other forms
of domination both unworkable and unprofitable; the demands of a mobile life-style
made plunder both impossible (since one’s neighbors had no large stores of wealth)
and useless (as one could not accumulate wealth oneself) (see Service, 1966, p. 60). All
these constraints on the motives for intersocietal conflict changed with the evolving
civilized social systems. The new technology of food production sowed the seeds for an
inevitable and everescalating struggle for power among societies.
In trying to solve one problem, mankind inadvertently created another. Malthusian

economic pressures which shaped human choices in the earliest stages of the evolu-
tion of civilization were increasingly overshadowed by the necessities of intersocietal
competition. It may be, for example, that the early political differentiation in civi-
lized societies was instituted primarily for more economic security and diversity. The
undifferentiated egalitarian band gave way to a larger organization with a central au-
thority, some believe, because of the benefits of a redistributive network embracing
heterogeneous regions. In subsequent stages of political evolution, however, it appears
that the intersocietal struggle for power increasingly provided the impetus for creat-
ing the new political structures. Confronted by chronic threats to their social survival,
people invented new structures to make their societies competitively more powerful.
The escalation of conflict, the evolving structure of civilized society, and the mutually
reinforcing relationship between the two are discussed further in the next chapter.
To the extent that innovative energies have been channeled by the necessities of

social survival, the choice has hardly been a free one. “Innovate or die” has often
been the option that civilized peoples have confronted. Those who have created the
“new springs of power” favored in the selective process of the parable of the tribes are
ultimately perhaps as unfree in their choices as those whom they threaten. When a
tribe is threatened by a hostile neighbor, I said, there are four possible outcomes. A
fifth, perhaps, should now be added: Escalation.
In the chronic struggle for power among societies, the differentiation between offense

and defense becomes blurred. No doubt, a good deal of hypocrisy beclouds the motives
of those who struggle to maximize power. Yet, there is a sense in which even aggressive
uses of force are frequently motivated by defensive needs. States that have lost their
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appetite for power, Machiavelli believed, are doomed to be destroyed by their more
vigorous neighbors (Berlin, 1972, p. 26). The Russian czars believed that “that which
stops growing begins to rot” (Jervis, 1976, p. 63). The idea that a good offense is
the best defense is expressed by Alciabades in his speech in favor of the Athenian
expedition to Sicily, as rendered by Thucydides:

Men do not rest content with parrying the attacks of a superior, but often
strike the first blow to prevent the attack being made. And we cannot fix
the exact point at which our empire shall stop; we have reached a position
in which we must not be content with retaining but must scheme to extend
it, for, if we cease to rule others, we are in danger of being ruled ourselves.
(6.19)

Even offensive wars, Rousseau has similarly declared, are essentially “unjust precau-
tions” for self-protection (quoted in Waltz, 1959, p. 180).
If aggression is one defensive way of escalating the struggle for power, power-relevant

innovations can be another. As with the previously mentioned early stages of political
evolution, so with some of the modern ones: Cyril Parkinson says that the origina-
tors of the nation-state, whose advance compelled their competitors to emulate them,
were themselves motivated by defensive anxieties caused by the strife-torn intersocietal
system. Similarly with the first industrial revolution. Rostow suggests that England’s
“takeoff,” which spread across the continent like a contagion because of its significance
for competitive power, was stimulated in part by the English perception of a threat
from France. Another example comes readily to mind from the experience of the gen-
erations now living. It was the United States that inaugurated the era of nuclear
weaponry— an escalation in destructive power of epic proportions. But this extraor-
dinary innovation was not made boldly with a sense of freedom. Rather it was made
in fear, as a response to Nazi aggression and in particular to the fear that Hitler’s
war machine would make and use the bomb first.12 (And if the Nazis had been first,
would it be much less valid to suggest that the devastating impact of the intersocietal
struggle had driven men to make the bomb, and had indeed formed their whole warped
powerworshiping view of the world?) The innovators who labor at the cutting edge of
power maximization seem as driven by the unchosen struggle for power as the others.
Since each escalation is quickly matched by emulation, every advantage is a tem-

porary one. Thus, the innovators are doubly unfree: at the outset they are pressed by
12 From C. E Snow’s Journal of 1939: “Yet the bomb must be made if it really is a physical possibility.

If it is not made in America this year it may be next year in Germany. There is no ethical problem…
It is better, at any rate, that America should have a six months start” (cited in Snow, 1981). A decade
later, an aid to Secretary of State Acheson recorded from the meeting where the decision to make the
H-Bomb was made: “[President Truman] asked, ‘Can the Russians do it?’ All heads nodded, yes they
can. ‘In that case,’ Truman said, ‘we have no choice We’ll go ahead.’ ” The Joint Chiefs had written to
the President: “Possession of a thermonuclear weapon by the U.S.S.R. without such possession by the
United States would be intolerable” (Bundy, 1982).
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the inescapable insecurities of intersocietal anarchy, and in the end they have merely
designed a trap of which they too become victims. The bold few who escalate the level
of power maximization are ensnared by a poetic justice—or injustice—as in those tales
where the evildoer is tricked into passing cruel sentence upon himself.

D. Conclusion: Innovation as Directed by Human Purpose
This picture of dire necessity as the mother of invention is, of course, only part of the

total picture of cultural innovation. People do not constantly have their backs against
the wall, and certainly the breathing room that civilized life has often provided people
has facilitated human creativity as much as the struggle for survival has channeled
it. My concern in this section, however, has been not with innovations generally but
with those “bold and pioneering” few who have created those cultural forms which
have spread because of the parable of the tribes. For these powerrelevant innovations,
the universal insecurities and necessities of the struggle for power are indeed often
central to understanding the nature of the creative process. And even if the nonchoice
of “innovate or die” is atypical of cultural innovations in general, this discussion of
major cultural advances made under Malthusian and competitive threats to survival
does point to a general truth about human innovation: people create new cultural
alternatives to meet perceived human needs.
In much sociological and economic thought on the subject, invention and techno-

logical change have been regarded as comprising a self-contained system unfolding
according to its own logic. The sequence and direction of innovations supposedly pro-
ceeds independently of human needs and choices. Technology becomes, in this view, a
kind of Frankenstein monster, a wantonly destructive self-impelled system of human
creation but not under human guidance. This image seems reminiscent of the parable
of the tribes, but later I argue that it must be rejected for its isolation of technology
as the source of human helplessness.13 In the present context, I begin by rejecting its
theory of innovation. In his study, Invention and Economic Growth, my late father
demonstrated that invention in the economic sphere is directed by human needs as
reflected in the marketplace. Innovation, he showed, is a dependent variable, an instru-
ment of human purposes. (What is true of economic innovations should perhaps be
presumed true of cultural innovations generally.) Against the argument that inventive
activity occurs in those areas where technology had yet to unfold, he demonstrated
that wherever there remains demand
for a particular good, innovations will continue to improve it. Even so venerable and

simple a device as the horseshoe continued to be the object of considerable innovation
until the new invention of the automobile redirected the way human needs expressed
themselves in the market. His work, an exhaustive empirical examination of data in

13 See chap. 7, “Man’s Dominion.”
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patent activity and investment, would thus seem to free human creativity from the
grip of the Frankenstein monster to become the servant of human choice.
But, again, not all human choices are free. If innovative activity is directed by

human needs, those needs may be determined by forces altogether unchosen. Mankind
has indeed created a Frankenstein monster—not our technological machinery but the
system of civilization as a whole with its inevitable struggles for power. As we who
participate in the arms race of the second half of the twentieth century know only too
well, a system can be so structured that the pursuit by each actor in it of his own quite
genuine needs can serve ultimately to threaten or destroy the well-being of all. Our
moment in history merely dramatizes more vividly what has been true throughout the
evolution of civilization: that the innovations made in the struggle for survival may
prove in the end to be in the interests of no one.
Thus, we reach a rather striking and important irony: that the responsiveness of

innovation to human need compounds rather than ameliorates the impact of the para-
ble of the tribes. The parable of the tribes begins as a model for selection which we at
first assumed needed passively to await the emergence of power-enhancing alternatives.
But in cultural evolution these alternatives are not random mutations but innovations
that are directed by human purpose. Here we hoped to find human choice restored
to center stage in the social evolutionary drama, but the restoration turns out to be
ambiguous. There are, of course, innovators like Pasteur who responded to medical
crises (in anthrax, cholera, or rabies) with bursts of creative genius, and inventors like
Edison whose ingenuity created devices people could use to enhance their comfort and
enjoyment. But even if many cultural innovations are made free of the grim compet-
itive pressures of the parable of the tribes—that disease which mankind unwittingly
has inflicted upon itself—nonetheless it is true that the same intersocietal struggles
that bring about the selection for power simultaneously generate intense human needs
that direct the course of cultural innovation.
People are not moths passively allowing selection to transform them. They are

armed with a creative intelligence to discover threats to their survival and to invent
the means for overcoming those threats. We find, therefore, that in the history of
civilization, important innovations in technology, in political structure, in economic
organization, in ideology, 72
were created quite consciously by people striving to armor themselves to survive

a hostile intersocietal environment. Thus it is that, in the domain where necessity
impinges, the ability of human beings to create new cultural forms to achieve their
purposes, far from restoring to people the choice of their destiny, magnifies the impact
of the selective process and speeds the evolution of civilization still further in the
unchosen direction of power maximization. In this realm, it is as though the wind is
still directed by the parable of the tribes, and human choice can only act to make still
larger the sails of our vessels.
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Chapter Three: Shaped by Power
Introduction
In ten thousand years, the morphology of human societies has changed drastically.

If we stand back to watch this dramatic unfolding of civilization as if we were watch-
ing time-elapsed photography, our attention is captured by certain overall trends in
the structural transformation of human society. This chapter identifies some of these
salient trends and seeks to explain them with the parable of the tribes. I have already
touched upon some of the transformations dictated by the selection for power through
intersocietal competition, particularly in technology and in sociopolitical organization.
Here I examine some of the dimensions of the evolving shape of power more closely
and systematically.

1. Red Sky at Morning: The Dawn of Civilization
and the Rise of Warfare
Let us look first at a change not in structure but in spirit—the rise of belligerency

among human societies. This, after all, is the engine that drives the evolutionary pro-
cess described by the parable of the tribes. Before the selection for power could disfigure
the face of human existence, it was necessary first for the struggle for power to erupt.
I have argued essentially on a logical basis that the beginnings of civilization made
inevitable a continual struggle for power among societies. Compelling argument about
how things must have been, however, is no substitute for actual testimony about how
things in fact were.
To be valid, the parable of the tribes requires that civilized societies have chronically

struggled against one another. It does not require, however, that warfare among human
societies began only with civilization. Some (e.g., Robert Bigelow) assert that fierce
intersocietal conflict has always characterized our species. Even if that were true, even
if civilized societies only continued a previous pattern of intersocietal struggle, the rise
of civilization would have given such struggles a new social evolutionary impact.
According to the parable of the tribes, the struggle for power has directed social evo-

lution primarily by generating a selective process among social types and, secondarily,
as seen in the preceding chapter, by channeling human creativity into the develop-
ment of power-maximizing innovations. Only with the rise of civilization could either
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of these fruits of the struggle for power significantly transform human societies. This
is because the ecological constraints on primitive societies so narrowly limited their
possible range of development. Selection requires diversity, and conflict among soci-
eties that were of necessity much alike can generate only limited selection. By the
same token, the range of innovations that might be introduced was also quite narrow
among primitive societies compared with the possibilities opened up by the advent of
food production and, thereby, of civilization. Therefore, even if chronic conflict was
old, its social evolutionary consequences would have been new. The range of social
possibilities became so much greater in degree that the fruit of intersocietal struggle
would be different in kind. Whether precivilized societies were peaceful or warlike, the
beginnings of civilization would still mark the essential point of discontinuity in human
social evolution.
It nonetheless remains important whether chronic intersocietal strife represented a

change in the human condition, for it influences in what light we perceive the fate of
the human animal imprisoned by the rule of power. The parable of the tribes requires
no especial bellicosity of nature in the civilization-making creature. The structure
of the overarching system mandates that some of the worst sins of such a creature
would inevitably be magnified into laws of its social existence. If we should adopt an
Ardreyesque picture of natural man with human blood dripping from tooth and club,
our sympathy for our species’ plight would be diminished. We want to know, then,
whether or not the rise of new social
evolutionary forces compelled human beings to take on bellicosity as an alien gar-

ment.
Violence is no doubt part of the human repertoire. The fact that we are hunters

and carnivores means that spilling blood is one of the things that “natural man” does.
But is the shedding of human blood as central to our nature as a species as civilized
warfare has been to the nature of recorded history? Is the destructive predation of
human groups upon one another written as deeply into our genes as it is into the story
of civilization?
In his work, The Hunters, Elman Service writes that “warfare is exceptional at the

band level of society and it is not prolonged nor is the death toll great” (1966, p. 60).
Most students of primitive war suggest that it is so different in character, let alone
in scale, from civilized warfare that it is misleading to use the same term to refer to
them both (see, e.g., Lesser, in Fried et al., 1968). H. Speier writes of primitive war
that “Measured in terms of destruction such a fight is highly inefficient and ludicrously
ceremonious” (quoted in Suttles, 1966, p. 161). Similarly, Lionel Tiger and Robin Fox
tell us that at the “primitive level there is not—nor was there ever—much of what
we would recognize as ‘war.’ The history of our international violence has been, for
more than ninety percent of the time, a history of raid and skirmish” (1971, p. 214).
The picture that emerges from these conflicts between primitive human groups is of a
ritualized, almost ceremonial display of hostility which produces a minimum of injury
or damage.
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What, then, is signified by these displays of sound and fury? It is perilous to explain
human behavior in too mechanical or simple a fashion. The difficulty in explaining
intersocietal conduct among hunter-gatherers is compounded by the diversity one finds
in their customs, in their sense of territoriality (see Sahlins, in Quiatt, 1972), and in the
proximity of neighboring groups. Nonetheless, it may illuminate more than it obscures
to note the apparent kinship between these ceremonious displays we call primitive war
and some intergroup behavior among nonhuman primates.
In many species of animals, displays of hostility and conflict (usually of nondestruc-

tive kind) are utilized to maintain an ecologically desirable distance among the units
of population. Where the units are individual animals, the mock combat is one-to-one,
as in the territory-defending dive-bombing practiced by many birds. Primates, how-
ever, are social animals, and the units among which some distance may best be kept
are primate societies. The howler monkeys, whose name derives from their raucous
intergroup displays of hostility, vividly illustrate the use of sound and fury. The film
The Evolution of Good and Evil shows that among 76
Japanese macaques, when one group is about to enter a feeding ground presently

occupied by another, its alpha (dominant) male will climb a high tree and rattle it
furiously to announce their approach to the second group and give it time to depart.
According to Adolph Schultz in The Life of Primates: “The relations between different
groups of a population of wild primates will rarely degenerate into actual fighting,
being mostly settled by means of long-range threatening or mere warning signals”
(1969, p. 239). Not all primates are equally territorial, or equally rigid in dividing
the membership of different groups: the great apes, for example, demonstrate some
fluidity in each of those dimensions. Nonetheless, it may be as the anthropologist
Wayne Suttles has suggested (1969, p. 161) that where intergroup hostility has been
displayed by primitive societies it has been to serve an ecologically adaptive function.
Human societies in their natural condition, therefore, do not seem especially violent

or bloodthirsty: their wars are few and brief and minimally destructive. Primitive war,
I suggest, may better be understood not as a foreshadowing of the destructive civilized
combat to come but as a legacy of man’s evolutionary origins, a variety of primate
social behavior that served a useful purpose.
Even with the first steps toward civilization, the picture begins to change. In Ger-

hard Lenski’s scheme of the steps in social-evolutionary development, hunting-and-
gathering bands are followed by “simple horticultural societies,” relatively more settled
social groups supplementing the food nature spontaneously provides with some active
human food production. Lenski compares the patterns of intersocietal relations on
either side of this line demarking the advent of food production:

This is not to say that warfare is unknown in hunting and gathering soci-
eties, but rather that it tends to be a very occasional activity. In simple
horticultural societies, however, warfare is elevated to the point where it
becomes a way of life, with food production and other industrial pursuits
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relegated to a secondary place at least in the lives of the men. (1966, p.
122)

Archaeological evidence suggests that during the Neolithic period, when some soci-
eties first crossed the great social-evolutionary divide, conflict escalated. The remains
from the early Neolithic, William McNeill writes, “suggest remarkably peaceful soci-
eties” (1963, p. 22). Later in the Neolithic, according to V. Gordon Childe, we infer
that warfare increased from the fact that “battle-axes, daggers and other arms appear
in the grave of every adult male” (quoted in Lenski, pp. 197–198). Warfare rises with
the rise of civilization.
This notable escalation at so early a stage of civilization brings into focus a source

of ambiguity in many discussions of primitive war. These “simple horticultural” soci-
eties appear “primitive” from a modern point of view. And, indeed, many describe as
primitive warfare the combat of such societies, and even of other more advanced social
types (such as African kingdoms). The exalted level called “civilization” is reserved, in
such discussions, for societies that built cities, developed written language, and per-
haps achieved other sophisticated advances. Of course, as Humpty Dumpty has argued
persuasively, words can mean whatever we choose for them to mean. The question is:
what distinctions are most useful? If we are to draw a single line to mark the most
significant break in the development of human societies, I have suggested it should
be where human beings left the place that had been given them in the natural order.
That it should not be earlier, at the beginning of culture, I argue on the basis of the
essential continuity of human life that followed that point for hundreds of thousands
of years. I also maintain that it would not be later, with the full blossoming of large-
scale civilization: the breakthrough that opened up the range of possibilities clearly
planted the seed that would inexorably grow to that full blossoming. The case for that
cleavage in the story of human development is now strengthened by the discovery that
a discontinuity occurred in the history of intersocietal relations which became visible
well before the first appearance of full-scale civilization. Therefore, the term “primitive”
is here reserved for hunting-and-gathering bands, and the history of warfare supports
that narrow definition.
Although the very beginnings of civilization brought crucial changes in warfare,

the subsequent development of civilization nonetheless brought further escalations in
the level and significance of intersocietal conflict. To follow this escalation further, we
can turn to Julian Steward’s generalizations about the course of development of the
five apparently pristine civilizations: Mesopotamia, Egypt, China, Meso-America, and
Peru. In his Theory of Culture Change, Steward notes striking parallels of development
among these civilizations.1 He outlines five stages bridging the course of development

1 Such parallelisms suggest, of course, that similar forces worked to shape these civilizations. While
this in itself does not validate the parable of the tribes, the absence of a common pattern— by implying
the absence of common social evolutionary forces—might lessen the plausibility of that theory.
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from hunting-and-gathering societies to the emergence of full-scale civilization. Com-
pare his description of the third (Formative Era) with the fifth (Cyclical Conquest) of
these stages:

In the Formative Era, state warfare was probably of minor importance.
There is little archaeological evidence of militarism, and it is likely the
warfare was limited to raids. (1955, p. 202)
The diagnostic features of [the Cyclical Conquest period] are the emergence
of large-scale militarism, the extension of political and economic domina-
tion over large areas or empires, a strong tendency toward urbanization,
and the construction of fortifications, (p. 196)

Intersocietal competition molded evolving civilizations into power-maximizing sys-
tems and, conversely, these systems geared for conquest kept the kettle of strife boiling
among human groups.
This brief review of the findings of anthropologists and archaeologists shows that the

escalating struggle for power among societies, which I say became inevitable with the
beginning of civilization, did indeed occur. The theoretical perspective of the parable
of the tribes helps explain these findings of rising belligerency among human societies.
If Mars rose with the dawn of civilization it is because, as civilization developed,

the reasons for conflict changed. Truly primitive war may have been a nondestructive
device to achieve ecological spacing among groups. It may be that among the first
food-producing societies, the rise of conflict was a reflection of the same problem of
population density that apparently prompted primitive peoples to begin the process
of domesticating the sources of their food. Crowded together with an unprecedented
inability to space further apart by retreating into other lands, those societies may have
fallen into a pattern of feud and revenge. This may apply, for example, to the chronic
warfare among horticultural peoples in the jungles of New Guinea and the Amazon.2
As population pressures intensified, as societies became better organized to control
new lands, and as horticulture was replaced by larger-scale agriculture, intersocietal
conflict changed further. Carneiro writes that as agricultural societies impinged upon
each other, “the major incentive for war changed from a desire for revenge to a need to
acquire land. And as the causes of war became predominantly economic, the frequency,
intensity, and importance of war increased” (1970, p. 735). AndW. W. Newcomb writes:
“In a very real sense ‘true’ warfare may be viewed as one of the more important social
consequences of the agricultural revolution” (in Dole and Carneiro, 1960, p. 329). “True
war” is defined by Newcomb as “competition for anything that is valued by the group
involved.”
From ceremonious display to revenge feuds to wars of competition and conquest.

That escalation of conflict which itself changed the human condition is the fruit of that
2 For some evidence connecting spacing and warfare in the Amazon, see Chagnon, in Fried et al.,

1968.
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previous change whereby unlimited growth became a new potential of human societies.
In a finite world, entities able to grow indefinitely will quickly come up against each
other. Intersocietal
competition inevitably becomes a drama of life and death, and war moves to center

stage in civilized life. Before conflict created change, as in the parable of the tribes,
change first created conflict.
As civilization emerged, the human environment was, therefore, drastically altered.

In the beginning, human society was embedded in nature. The interactions upon which
people focused in their life processes involved natural elements and nonhuman living
things. One thinks of the deer and buffalo drawn by prehistoric hunters on the cave
walls of Lascaux. The salience of the natural world in the environment of primitive
peoples is evident also in Colin Turnbull’s The Forest People. The pygmies of the Ituri
forest experience themselves as enveloped in a magical relationship with “the Forest.”
In the primitive world, other human groups are peripheral. In early civilized societies,
the focus remained on natural processes of fertility and seasonal change upon which
survival depended. But as civilization developed further, and as intersocietal conflict
intensified, other human groups became increasingly important parts of the environ-
ment. As survival in the struggle for power became more and more a central challenge
for human societies, their perspective on the world shifted. We can find evidence, both
touching and terrifying, of this transmutation of the world and of the spirit of human
life in the changing religious imagery of emerging civilizations. Lewis Mumford descr
ibes a change of symbols in the development of Mesopotamian civilization:

While the sacral copulation of Babylonian king and priestess in the divine
Bedchamber that crowned the ziggurat recalled an earlier fertility cult,
dedicated to life, the new myths were mainly expressions of relentless op-
position, struggle, aggression, unqualified power. (1961, p. 51)

And Robert Adams relates a transformation in the religion of MesoAmerican Indian
civilization at a similar stage of development:

‘Ehe priest-representative of older gods personifying natural forces was ul-
timately replaced in Tula after a period of more or less open struggle by a
figure whose identification with a cult of human sacrifice found favor with
newly formed groups of warriors bent on predatory expansion. ( 1966, p.
162)

As the requirements for survival changed, the focus on the life processes of nature
yielded to a preoccupation with the death processes of intersocietal strife.
War is a problem of civilization. Our language obscures from view the true nature of

the step our species took into the civilized state. “If only people would behave in a more
civilized fashion,” we say, “we would all be better off. Our security is threatened by
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outbreaks of savagery.” Perhaps we civilized folk are projecting our own savagery onto
the comparative innocents of the primitive state. Perhaps the apparently inappropriate
80
connotations of terms like “civilized” and “savage” reflect the ethnocentric bias of

those whose legacy has shaped our language. Or perhaps this distortion should be seen
as part of the means by which our systems seduce us into giving them our allegiance
and unquestioning service. But really it is with civilization that human “savagery”
becomes an agonizing part of the human condition. As civilization dawns, the ground
of human existence turns an unearthly shade of red.
I have established, then, that the engine to drive the selection for power existed

and that it started up only with the rise of civilization. This reinforces the image of
man as a creature more tormented by forces outside himself than rent by his own
inherent viciousness. Human societies, inescapably imperiled by one another, were
rapidly transformed by innovation and selection to meet the requirements of power.
The cancerous growth of power thus disfigured the face of human society.
A few thousand years have sufficed to alter the edifice of society into something

barely akin to the natural nest of human life. Shaped by power, civilized societies have
grown ever larger, ever more complex, and ever more effectively controlled by a central
ruling part. Let us investigate these trends in social metamorphosis.

2. The Evolution toward Larger Societies
Two points need to be established: (a) that there is an overall historical trend toward

larger societies and (6) that the selection for power largely accounts for this trend.
(a) On the first point little room exists for controversy: whether we consider size

in terms of population or of land area, societies have grown. In the beginning, hu-
man beings lived in bands of a few dozen members. Scholars have offered a variety
of typologies for the sequence of social types that marked the early development of
civilization, but regardless of which one chooses, the later types are larger than the
earlier. Lenski, for example, provides the following table which, though derived from
recent and contemporary societies, probably gives a rough picture of the trends of the
early evolution of civilization (1970, p. 104):
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Type of society Median size of com-
munities

Median size of soci-
eties

Number of societies

Hunting and gath-
ering

40 40 9362

Simple Horticul-
tural

95 95 4845

Advanced Horticul-
tural

280 5,800 10784

Agrarian Over 100,000 5848

Not only do the communities grow larger, but beginning with the Advanced Horti-
cultural societies, the immediate community ceases to be synonymous with the whole
society. This indicates a redrawing of the society’s boundaries around a growing radius
of territory. The emergence of agrarian societies did not, of course, mark an end to the
mushrooming growth of the civilized society. Steadily, though not without reverses,
over the last five thousand years the process of growth has continued until today soci-
eties have populations in the hundreds of millions and boundaries surrounding millions
of square miles.
(¿>) On the second point, power relates in two ways to this unquestionable fact of

social expansion: (1) size confers power and (2) power facilitates expansion.

1. The importance of large population for competitive power is a point stressed by
the most astute students of power in earlier ages. Machiavelli, for example, wrote
in Discourses: “Those who desire a city to achieve great empire must endeavor
by all possible means to make her populous; for without an abundance of inhabi-
tants, it is impossible ever to make a city powerful” (II. 3). And Clausewitz, still
the starting point for discussions of the science of war, likewise stressed the im-
portance of numbers. Writing less than two centuries ago, Clausewitz said that
while leadership and military ardor are also necessary, there were very few exam-
ples in “modern” times of outnumbered forces winning. Superiority of numbers,
he said, is “the most general principle of victory” (1943, p. 63).

It may be, as some suggest, that the growing reliance of military forces upon so-
phisticated technology is reducing the importance of population for national power.
Intersocietal competition, in this view, is becoming capital intensive rather than labor
intensive. Nonetheless Katherine and A. E K. Organski argue in Population and World
Power that even in an age of nuclear weapons national military power is a function of
population: population, in their view, largely determines production, and the level of
production determines the potential for military power. Similarly, Hans Morgenthau
writes that

Without a large population it is impossible to establish and keep going the
industrial plant necessary for the successful conduct of modern war; to put
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into the field the large number of combat troops to fight on the land, on
the sea, and in the air; and finally to fill the cadres of the troops, consider-
ably more numerous than the combat troops, which must supply the latter
with food, means of transportation and communication, ammunition, and
weapons. (1972, pp. 113–114)

There are crucial qualitative differences among populations, however, so that a tiny
(and admittedly externally supported) nation like Israel can survive successive assaults
by her far more populous neighbors; and for many contemporary nations the growth
of population is a major obstacle to national development. Nonetheless, the planet’s
two superpowers— out of the more than one hundred and fifty sovereign entities in
the world today—are the third and fourth most populous countries. Furthermore, the
presumption that the largest nation (China) is destined to become a superpower—if
its development is not preemptively cut short by the power to its north—seems based
primarily on the belief that so populous a nation must become a major actor on the
world stage.
It appears that power remains sufficiently a function of population as to leave largely

intact the ancient wisdom that in numbers is strength. And since in strength is the
means of social survival, we are probably justified in concluding that selection through
intersocietal competition has been a factor in fostering the historical trend toward
more populous societies.
As with population, so with territorial size. All else being equal, more land means

more power. For one thing, territory is necessary to support population, so that if high
population is advantageous it follows that large territory is also. For another, more land
means more resources besides those needed for the food production needed to support
a large population. Control of resources confers power for economic competition and for
direct military conflict. Looking again at the superpowers, note that both are very large
and resource rich. And as China’s future power is presumed because of her population,
so is the expectation of Brazil’s eventual ascendancy in world power based largely on
the wealth of resources it controls by virtue of its immense size.
A large territory not only magnifies the productive potential of a society but also

increases the chances of resource self-sufficiency, for encompassing more land generally
means possessing not only more, but more various resources. Greater self-sufficiency
yields greater power. In earlier eras, when intersocietal commerce carried a negligible
proportion of a society’s total consumption, virtual self-sufficiency in necessities was
not only indispensable, it was unavoidable. In the contemporary world, the volume
and range of trade are so large that many of the more prosperous nations depend
upon global flows of materials for their biological and industrial survival. It may seem
at first that the need for control of resources has been supplanted by the need for
mere access, thus diminishing the importance of territorial size. Japan, for example,
produces as much as the Soviet Union with half its population and a small fraction of
its territorial resources. Japan’s dependence on external sources for food, energy, and
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other raw materials does not impede its productive power as long as the lines of trade
remain open. But commerce depends upon peace, whereas national power is ultimately
tested in war. Access to materials one does not control is always uncertain. Although
trade makes self-sufficiency superfluous when amicable relations obtain among nations,
a nation’s dependency on others for necessities makes it vulnerable to extortion or
deprivation when intersocietal competition pushes aside the cooperative relations of
commerce. The dependency of the United States on energy resources others control
has already demonstrably diminished American power, and many now believe that the
security of the United States is threatened by its need for strategic minerals found in
abundance only in the territory of its chief rival (the USSR) and in a part of the world
beset by instability (southern Africa). A nation not self-sufficient in materials crucial
to its daily life and/or to the conduct of war must stockpile in peacetime what it would
need for war. Still more burdensome, it must include among the areas over which it is
prepared to go to war the sources of those essential supplies. The more extensive one’s
areas of dependency, therefore, the more precarious the defense of one’s security. This
contributes to the tendency for continent-sized nations to be today’s superpowers.
Controlling land, therefore, remains a vital component of power, and selection is

likely to continue to favor, as it has throughout history, those societies which control
more territory. That trend may in fact be accelerating in the modern era, for though
too far-flung an empire was difficult to rule in the past, revolutionary advances in
communication and transportation have greatly reduced such obstacles to the growth
of giant states.

1. If the big tend to win, it is also true that the winners get bigger. Among the four
outcomes of the parable of the tribes, all but “Imitation” entail the expansion by
force of a single society swallowing up the domain of other previously autonomous
societies. The “growth” of civilized societies is not, therefore, an organic process
analogous to the way mighty oaks from little acorns grow. In a finite amount of
land already presumably well sprinkled with human societies, such free growth
into open space is barely possible. Growth, of necessity, means conquest. In an
article whose thrust is strikingly akin to the parable of the tribes, the anthropol-
ogist Robert Carneiro seeks to explain the emergence of those gigantic full-scale
civilized societies which arose indigenously and not through transplantation from
the outside. He begins with the important observation that a common element
among these areas—areas such as the Nile, Tigris-Euphrates, and Indus valleys
in the Old World and the Valley of Mexico and the mountain and coastal valleys
of Peru in the New—is that “they are all areas of circumscribed agricultural land”
(1970, p. 69, italics in original). The significance is that in so circumscribed an en-
vironment, societies can expand only at the expense of one another. These regions
began, Carneiro says, with a multiplicity of “small, dispersed and autonomous
farming communities.” When population growth brought these little societies up
against each other, warfare for land ensued and the defeated village might be
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incorporated “into the political unit dominated by the victor.” Using Peru as an
illustration, Carneiro writes that “Through the recurrence of warfare of this type,
we see arising in coastal Peru integrated territorial units transcending the village
in size and degree of organization” (p. 135). Of course, the rise of these larger
entities changed nothing, for there remained a number of independent societies
and the region in which they coexisted remained confined. In regions of this kind
the only way such a process of war and territorial consolidation can end is for the
entire area to come under the control of a single dominant power. This, Carneiro
argues, is what happened. In Peru, for example, “The culmination of this process
was the conquest of all Peru by its most powerful state, and the formation of a
single great empire” (p. 136). Power thus impels the evolution toward ever larger
civilized societies.3

The role of power in creating larger societies hardly ceased with the first great
empires. Ortega y Gasset once wrote: “A nation is an invitation extended by some
men to others to join them in a common undertaking” (quoted in Service, 1971, p. 57).
But history shows this view to be unduly sanguine. The invitations were often extended
at knife point. The unification of the Chinese empire several centuries B.c. was the fruit
of the Warring States period, and most immediately of the military conquest of the
other states by Ch’in. Most of the “nations” of contemporary Europe were first empires
at whose creation force played a central role. For example, the United Kingdom was
united by the ability of England to subjugate the Scots, the Welsh, and the Irish.
The role of force was considerable also in the uniHeation of Spain, France, Prussia.
Less than five hundred years ago, according to Charles Tilly, Europe had five hundred
formally autonomous governments, whereas today there are fewer than fifty (cited in
R. N. Adams, 1975, p. 266). So it has been throughout history. The Soviets (and their
Czarist predecessors) have continued to demonstrate how superior power can be used
by ambitious rulers to diminish the number of autonomous societies and to construct
enormous systems of power—in their case covering now more than 8 million square
miles.
The unification of previously autonomous states is not always imposed by force.

The American colonies, for example, chose shortly after their successful anticolonial
revolt to form a more perfect union. Yet one of the chief arguments for uniHeation
found in The Federalist is the recognition that size confers power, thus, that a United
States of America would be better able to defend itself. In Western Europe today, some
first steps have been taken toward creating a United States of Europe. Societies might
choose to form a cooperative union for a variety of reasons besides the maximization
of competitive power, as the economic union of the Common Market indicates. Still, it

3 On the Indian subcontinent during the Vedic period, there was an ongoing process of fusion
whereby the conquest of one tribe by another molded tribes into peoples and nations (Bashan, 1954, p.
34). Later, aspects of Indian political and military culture arrested the movement toward consolidation
(see p. 109 n. 10).
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is interesting to note the argument put forward a few years ago by the French scholar
Michel Tatu (1975) that the principal impediment to the progress of European unity
is the enjoyment by the Europeans of the American nuclear umbrella. In other words,
with security needs guaranteed from the outside, there is insufficient impulse to sacrifice
autonomy for wider union. It appears that even where peoples have voluntarily joined
in creating a larger society, the workings of power have played a role in shaping their
choices.
Between the facts that size confers power and that power leads to expansion, people

have had little free choice about the trend toward ever-larger societies. Even if people
might prefer the closer intimacy and human scale of small social groupings, the para-
ble of the tribes has fated them to live in larger ones. As Tocqueville laments with
characteristic eloquence and clarity:

If more but smaller nations existed, I do not doubt that mankind would be
more happy and more free; but the existence of great nations is unavoid-
able… It profits a state little to be affluent and free if it is perpetually
exposed to be pillaged or subjugated… Small nations are often miserable,
not because they are small, but because they are weak; and great empires
prosper less because they are great than because they are strong… Hence
it occurs that, unless very peculiar circumstances intervene, small nations
are always united to larger empires in the end, either by force or by their
own consent, (quoted in Aron, 19656, pp. 250–251)

To what extent it is appropriate to lament the foreclosure of the option of small
societies is not entirely clear. For one thing, the precariousness of very small societies
is not attributable solely to the uncontrolled play of power. As many of today’s tiny
entities discover, smallness carries with it a risk like that of an investor who neglects to
diversify his portfolio: one mishap—like a blight on the main crop—can spell disaster.
For another, although it is undoubtedly valuable for a society not to be so large that its
members lose all sense of identification and participation, it is not clear that an entity
of a billion people is appreciably more alienating than one of a million. The evidence
of psychological anthropology suggests that groups of band size (a few dozen) or even
of tribal size (a few hundred) are especially congenial social homes for our species. But
once one leaves face-to-face familiarity far behind, how much difference do successive
orders of magnitude make? Moreover, the technology of mass communications now
allows a certain intimacy of national life, so that, for example, the connection between
the American electorate and their leaders is probably closer now than in the Age
of Jefferson, despite the considerable increase in numbers and area since then. Plato
argued that the optimal size of a republic ought not to exceed the several thousand that
could assemble to hear a single orator at the same time, yet in an age of global satellite
communications, we can all hear a single speaker and even watch the perspiration form
upon his face. We have entered in some important respects an era of a “global village.”
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These intimacies, however, are one way and therefore fundamentally different from the
give-and-take of a village-sized community. We can wonder whether leaders of such
inhumanly large groupings can maintain their contact with the people for whom they
are responsible, whether, indeed, we are equipped by nature to fully recognize human
realities that lie outside our immediate experience.
A final point concerns a paradox in the relationship between the struggle for power

and the increasing size of civilized societies. The consolidation of societies by force
illustrates the problem of power, but, just as important, it represents a solution to that
problem. The problem arises from interaction under conditions of anarchy. UniHeation
helps end the anarchy. What is achieved often only through war can also be regarded
as an extension of the peace. This, too, was well understood by the writers of The
Federalist: disunited, the states would be prey not only to outsiders but to one another.
Carneiro’s model of circumscribed lands “culminates” in a single empire because unity
allows the process of struggle and consolidation to stop. Of course, it does not really
stop, since “circumscribed land” is a relative concept, as we who can speak now of
Spaceship Earth well realize. As societies continue to extend their reach, what once
seemed like unification of some whole becomes diminished in the new perspective
into the creation of a single competitor in a larger whole. The process of conflict and
consolidation thus continues, with no very plausible culmination possible besides either
an ultimate conflict that ends in mutual annihilation or an ultimate consolidation that
extends the peace in some form of unified global order.

3. The Evolution toward More Complex Societies
A “complex” whole contrasts with one that is “all of a piece.” The more complex the

whole, the more its functioning must be understood in terms of a multiplicity of parts.
The complex differs from the simple in having more identifiable parts which are more
different from one another and more separated from one another into autonomous
domains of operation.
By all these related criteria, the trend of history has been for societies to become

more complex. David Kaplan summarizes the trend thus: “Each successive culture
type exhibiting general dominance has become increasingly heterogeneous; it is orga-
nizationally more complex, with more parts and subparts, and with greater functional
differentiation between them” (in Sahlins and Service, 1960, p. 73). Talcott Parsons,
in his Societies: Evolutionary and Comparative Perspectives, stresses the increasing
differentiation within societies, as does Lenski. Durkheim’s famous The Division of La-
bor in Society contrasts the “mechanical solidarity” of primitive society, in which each
part is like the others, with the “organic solidarity” of modern societies, in which dif-
ferent parts have different functions. The increasing division of labor among society’s
members corresponds also with an increasing division of functions among social institu-
tions. Eisenstadt, in his study of the bureaucratic structures of imperial societies, sees
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a historic trend toward increasingly autonomous institutional spheres within societies.
Clearly, the evolutionary trend toward increasing social complexity in various respects
has been a central observation in anthropological and sociological thought. The trend,
then, is clear. Does the parable of the tribes help explain it?
It can be demonstrated that complexity increases power. This does not in itself

confirm the argument that the selection for power explains the trend toward increasing
social complexity, but it does make that argument more plausible. Social complexity
facilitates social power in two ways: (1) The larger the society the more complex the
organization it requires. If it is necessary to be big, it is consequently necessary to be
complex. (2) Social complexity in the form of the division of labor enhances a society’s
power by enabling it to perform feats impossible for an equally large collectivity of
unspecialized parts.

1. The connection between size and complexity is easily seen. A onecelled creature
does not need a complex and differentiated circulatory system as does its mul-
ticelled evolutionary descendant. When all the cells of an animal are directly
exposed to the sources of nutriment, as with a simple segmented chain, it need
not develop a separate digestive system. Norbert Wiener illustrates how increased
size requires greater structural complexity:

Let us compare two artificial structures—the cottage and the skyscraper.
The ventilation of a cottage is quite adequately taken care of by the leak of
air around the window frames, not to mention the draft of the chimney. No
special ventilation system is necessary. On the other hand, in a skyscraper
with rooms within rooms, a shutdown of the system of forced ventilation
would be followed in a very few minutes by an intolerable foulness of air
in the work spaces. Diffusion and even convection are no longer enough to
ventilate such a structure. (1954, p. 56)

The expansion of human societies during the evolution of civilization has similarly
required that complex systems be designed to perform tasks that happen as a matter of
course in small societies. Redistribution of food can be as simple as handing out meat
around the fire. As civilization advanced, special buildings and a special priesthood
might be employed to achieve the same purpose on a larger scale. The task of social
integration imposes a similar problem. This need is easily met in a smallband society
the solidarity of whose members is continually reinforced by immediate dealings, by
kinship, by proximity, and by shared experience. These means can hardly suffice for a
society whose members are too numerous to know one another, and are divided into
many separate communities. In order to grow larger without falling apart, societies
have had to develop structural mechanisms to hold the whole together and allow it to
function. These mechanisms include increasingly complex systems of transportation
and communication: the invention of writing may in part represent a means of accom-
modating expanding networks of intercommunication, and Robert Heilbroner (1971)
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has suggested that without complex computer technology today’s corporate economic
systems could not function on a global scale.
We can also look to the development of legal institutions as a key to the ever-

greater challenge of regulating social interactions in a harmonious and effective way.
The following table (prepared by Lenski from George Murdock’s ethnographic data)
shows how complexity of legal systems increased in the succession of social types (1970,
table 6/10, p. 138).
Degree of Development of Legal System by Societal Type (in percentages)

Type of so-
ciety

Substantial Moderate Slight Total Number of
societies

Hunting
and gather-
ing

0 36 64 100 11

Simple hor-
ticultural

38 50 13 101 8

Advanced
horticul-
tural

63 25 13 101 16

Since the more “advanced” is also the larger society, it would be a mistake to assume
that this legal development represents the triumph of order over chaos, that it indicates
progress in civilizing the savage human animal. E. Hoebel, in The Law of Primitive
Man, argues persuasively that it is otherwise:

As for law, simple societies need little of it. If the more primitive societies
are more lawless than the more civilized, it is not in the sense that they
are ipso facto more disorderly; quite the contrary. It is because they are
more homogeneous; relations are more direct and intimate; interests are
shared by all in a solid communality; and there are fewer things to quarrel
about. Because relations are more direct and intimate, the primary, in-
formal mechanisms of social control are more generally effective. Precisely
as a society acquires a more complex culture and moves into civilizations,
opposite conditions come into play. Homogeneity gives way to Heterogene-
ity. Common interests shrink in relation to special interests. Face-to-face
relations exist not among all the members of the society, but only among
a progressively smaller proportion of them… Access to material goods be-
comes more and more indirect, with greater possibilities for uneven allo-
cation, and the struggle among members of a given society for access to
the available goods becomes intensified. Everything moves to increase the
potentialities for conflict within the society. The need for explicit controls
becomes increasingly greater. The paradox (albeit only a paradox for those
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who unwittingly assume that civilized people are more moral than unciv-
ilized) is that the more civilized man becomes, the greater is man’s need
for law, and the more law he creates. Law is but a response to social needs.
(1964, p. 293, italics in original)

As with the ventilation of a skyscraper, so with achieving social order in a larger and
more advanced society. As with the evolution of bigger animals, so with civilization’s
development. (In Mumford’s organic metaphor, “little communal cells, undifferentiated
and uncomplicated, every part performing equally every function, turned into complex
structures organized on an axiate principle, with differentiated tissues and special
organs” [1961, p. 34].)

1. If complexity is a by-product of growth, it is also directly instrumental in the
maximization of power. A society’s power is a function not only of the magnitude
of the human and natural resources it commands but also of the efficiency with
which they are used. Nothing so contributes to efficiency as that central aspect
of complexity, the division of labor. This insight was, for Adam Smith, the foun-
dation of the science of economics. At the outset of The ‘Wealth of Nations, he
wrote: “The greatest improvement in the productive powers of labour and the
greater part of the skill, dexterity, and the judgment with which it is any where
directed, or applied, seem to have been the effects of the division of labour” (1937,
p. 3). He explains how this magnification of productivity occurs:

This great increase of the quantity of work, which in consequence of the
division of labour, the same number of people are capable of performing,
is owing to three different circumstances; first, to the increase of dexterity
in every particular workman; secondly, to the saving of time which is com-
monly lost in passing from one species of work to another; and lastly, to
the invention of a great number of machines which facilitate and abridge
labour, and enable one man to do the work of many. (p. 7)

The first two circumstances relate to production within a static framework; the
third concerns advantageous changes, which of course are the most important in the
long perspective of social evolution. The expertise that comes from specialization is
indispensable for many kinds of advance, particularly after the complexity of knowledge
in each domain of human endeavor goes beyond a certain level. Four hundred years
ago it was easier to be a Renaissance man than it is today. Ever since the agricultural
revolution first empowered the labor of some to free others to channel their energies
into other pursuits, specialization has enabled societies to undertake and achieve tasks
that would otherwise have been impossible. The advantages of the division of labor
are manifest not only in economic but also in all other areas of endeavor, including
the military and the political. Thus, by maximizing what a society can achieve with
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what it has, the division of labor has enhanced social power and therefore has been
favored by the selective process described by the parable of the tribes. Moreover, since
the division of labor is limited, as Adam Smith noted, by the size of the system, size
and complexity have a mutually reinforcing relationship.
Even if it were true that social complexity has been imposed on civilized peoples as

a necessity, people might want to choose it anyway. It is not self-evident, therefore, that
the trend toward social complexity should be regarded as part of the tragedy of civilized
man. The benefits of the. division of labor are clear and many. The costs, by contrast,
are less calculable and far less tangible than the “comparative advantages” on the basis
of which Adam Smith argued we should let the shoemaker make our shoes and the baker
bake our bread. What is lost is a kind of wholeness or integrity in the individual human
life. In the nineteenth century, as the market system greatly accelerated the progress
of specialization and the subordination of man to the productive apparatus, some
of the more perceptive and sensitive observers lamented the costs. “For the younger
Marx, the division of labor is the repressive institution” (Weisskopf, 1971, p. 67). Adam
Smith has illustrated his paean to the division of labor with the case of pin production,
but Tocqueville responded: “What can be expected of a man who has spent twenty
years of his life in making heads for pins?” (1945, II, 168). A human being is more
than a cog in the productive apparatus. Again Tocqueville: “(I)t may be said that in
proportion as the workman improves, the man is degraded” (ibid.). Division may lead
to power, but wholeness is inseparable (as the etymology suggests) from health. Ralph
Waldo Emerson decried the fragmentation of the human condition by the division into
specialized roles:

Man is not a farmer, or a professor, or an engineer, but he is all. Man
is priest and scholar, and statesman, and producer, and soldier. In the
divided or social state these functions are parcelled out to individuals, each
of whom aims to do his stint of the joint work, whilst each other performs
his… Unfortunately, this original unit, this fountain of power, has been so
distributed to the multitudes, has been so minutely subdivided and peddled
out, that it is spilled into drops, and cannot be gathered. The state of
society is one in which the members have suf fered amputation from the
trunk, and strut about so many walking monsters—a good finger, a neck,
a stomach, but never a man. (1933, pp. 56–57, italics in original)

The complex society tends to fragment the human condition in still another way. In
the more primitive society, the various roles in a person’s life are all of a piece: work
and play, kinship relations and work relations, religious and economic functions are
not strictly divided but are bound together in a single fabric of social life. The division
of life into discrete institutional spheres brings with it, as Redfield shows (1953), a
shattering of this unity with costs in confusion, alienation and disorientation.
Thus, there are costs and benefits. Our systems teach us preoccupation with the

material benefits and disable us from feeling the spiritual costs. It behooves us to give
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pause before we give allegiance to systems shaped by power. A deaf man can pass
through a room filled with music and say, “There was nothing there at all.”

4. Evolution toward More Effective Central Control
One very important aspect of the division of labor among society’s parts has been

the differentiation of a centrally governing part from the society as a whole or, to use
an apt and familiar organic metaphor, of the head from the body politic.
A system has effective central control to the extent that there exists within it a part

that can direct and coordinate all the parts of the system. The evolution of civilization
has manifested a broad trend toward the creation of such control. This has entailed
first a differentiation of power among the members of society and second an elaboration
of the organizational means by which the powerful parts can control the society as a
whole.
In the beginning, in hunting-and-gathering bands, human beings lived in a condition

of equality (except for some differences based on age and sex) where no one had the
power to command another. Service wrote of such societies in The Hunters: “There
is no pecking order based on physical dominance at all. nor is there any superiority-
inferiority ordering based on other sources of power such as wealth, hereditary classes,
military or political offices” (p. 88). Similarly, the first stage of Fried’s scheme of The
Evolution of Political Society is named “Egalitarian.” The successive stages on Fried’s
evolutionary account are marked by increasing social inequalities. In the second, “Rank
Society,” some members of society have better access to social goods and more authority
than others; in the third, “Stratified Society,” such differences have intensified and
become hereditary. With the fourth and last stage of this process, “State Society,”
full-scale civilization has emerged and with it a highly centralized power system in
which the very few control the lives of very many. This progressive differentiation of
an increasingly powerful part of the social body is a salient characteristic also of the
evolutionary schemas of Service (Origins of the State and Civilization) and Lenski
(Power and Privilege: A Theory of Social Stratification). Before civilization, authority
is limited to persuasion occasionally and without compulsion by people respected for
their wisdom. Once civilization has blossomed fully, some individuals have the power
of life and death over their fellows.
In the several thousand years since state societies appeared, the strengthening of

central control has continued, but not through the further differentiation between
powerful and weak elements within society. Indeed, it is difficult to imagine how po-
larization could ever extend beyond gulfs created in the ancient world such as those
between a deified ruler like the ancient Pharoah and the masses toiling in involuntary
servitude. Rather, the central power grew by the progressive elaboration of the means
for exercising power, such as the bureaucracies described by Eisenstadt (The Political
Systems of Empires). The power represented by the Roman caesar and the Chinese
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emperor far transcended that in a king of a less advanced polity. But the difference
did not lie in a still higher ratio of power between ruler and subject, for many a petty
king could on a whim behead those below him. The difference lay in the elaborate
hierarchical system through which power could be exercised. The ruler became the
apex of a command pyramid.
The growth in the size and complexity of civilized societies changed the essence of

central control. The polarization between weak and powerful individuals became less
important, the creation of systems of social governance more so.
It may seem at first that the modern trend away from the absolutist ruler signifies

a reversal of the alleged social evolutionary movement toward centralized power. It
represents, on the contrary, an advance of central control to a new level. In a simpler
society, the power of the few over the many might have sufficed to put the whole un-
der effective central control. In the more complex systems that have evolved, control
requires a good deal more than having power in principle. Today, a brutal tyrant like
Idi Amin can terrorize his people, but without an effective organization of control he
cannot truly govern them. The priority of systems of control over inequalities of power
is shown in the political evolution of modern Europe. Centralization first entailed the
steady erosion of feudal autonomy under the pressure of the growing central monarchs.
In order to rule effectively, the absolutist regimes introduced bureaucratic administra-
tions during the sixteenth through the eighteenth centuries (Gerth and Mills, 1953, p.
210). This institutionalization of power, though required, necessarily also rendered the
basis of central control impersonal. As M. Beloff observes in The Age of Absolutism,
for the monarchs

to create efficiency meant to organize and institutionalize their royal power,
to build up an impersonal bureaucracy, to complete the process by which
the Court shed responsibility for the practical as distinct from the cere-
monial functions of kingship, to develop a financial system by which the
revenues necessary for public purposes should no longer be inseparable from
the private income of the king, considered simply as a landowner—in other
words to assist in the birth of the modern State. And the modern State
has no need of the hereditary absolute monarch. (1954, p. 23)

The king becomes in retrospect a stepping-stone for the forward march of central
power. “In the long perspectives of Versailles or St. Petersburg,” writes Mumford in
an apt architectural metaphor, “the central human figure, King or Czar, became ever
smaller and soon reached his political vanishing point… Versailles, beheld at a great
distance, is no more formidable than a horizontal factory unit, built for the straight
line assembly of puppets” (1961, p. 391). The disappearance of the human embodiment
of power by no means implies that the grip of hierarchical dominance upon the social
whole has been relaxed. “The modern state,” says Paul Viollet, “is just the king of other
days bringing to a triumphal end his unremitting work” (quoted in Jouvenel, 1949).
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About which Jouvenel adds: “All that has happened is that the royal power house
has been improved on: its controls, moral and material, have been made progressively
more efficient so as to drive ever deeper into society and to take from it an ever tighter
clutch of its goods and men” (1949, p. 9).
The proliferating tentacles of the governing part reach deeper and deeper. Even

modern democracy does not contradict this evolutionary tendency. The theoretical
equality of power among modern democracy’s citizens exists only on election day. In
between is in place an enormous apparatus of control with growing power, as con-
servatives and libertarians bewail, over many facets of social life. Democracy does,
however, check central control to the extent that those at the top of the governing
hierarchies feel restrained by their eventual accountability to the electorate. Still more
important, to the extent that government is constitutionally limited in what it can do,
democracy truly reduces central control. Nonetheless, modern democracies have shown
during periods of recognized national emergency that their central part can exert quite
substantial control.
Thus, the democratization of modern state power, like its institutionalization, does

not really contradict the overall social evolutionary trend. As Deutsch writes of the
culmination of the process of centralization of power within society: “Modern govern-
ments, compared to those of past centuries, have greatly increased the weight of their
power over their own populations” (1968, p. 25).
The development of civilization, therefore, manifests the progressive differentiation

of a head and a central nervous system to govern the social body. In what ways is
this historic trend the fruit of the selection for power in the competitive intersocietal
system?
For one thing, the process of territorial consolidation described earlier itself implies

a form of increasing centralization: if a system previously comprised of autonomous
entities is brought under one control, power has been centralized within that system.
Since power has frequently been the means of such uniHeation, it can be said that power
leads to an increase in central control. Although consolidation entails the ingestion of
other societies rather than the restructuring of a given social system, it should be noted
that the difference between the two is not absolute: autonomy and sovereignty are often
matters of degree. It is ambiguous, for example, to what extent the flow of power in
premodern Europe from a multiplicity of feudal strongholds to a single national capital
is to be seen as an intrasocietal restructuring and to what extent a protracted conquest
of many societies by a single power. It has often been observed that the centralization
of power by European monarchs at the expense of the once autonomous nobles was
made possible by changes in the technology of warfare that enabled an attacker to
violate the once impregnable security of fortified castles. Armed with gunpowder, the
conquering royal power could centralize control. As Andrzejewski observes generally:
“The predominance of attack over defense promotes the territorial concentration of
political power (centralization), while if defense becomes the stronger form of warfare,
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a trend towards the territorial dispersion of political power (decentralization) is likely
to ensue” (1954, p. 75). Conquest, across or within boundaries, leads to central control.
It is more important, however, to note the reverse relationship: that more effective

central control increases a society’s power. Central control enhances the competitive
power of a society in three ways: by providing or enforcing unity of purpose; by directing
the coordination of the parts’ activities; and by inducing the parts to sacrifice for the
sake of the whole.

A. Unity of Purpose
Without sufficient control at the center, a political unit may disintegrate into fac-

tions and dissipate its potential power in internal conflict. So warned the authors of
The Federalist: divisiveness being inevitable among peoples, it behooves a nation try-
ing to survive in a hostile world to create at the center a power strong enough to
weld the parts together. The same applies to those unities formed by force from the
extreme disunity of conflict: an empire requires at its core a strong central power. Says
Machiavelli in The Discourses:

Since all our actions resemble those of nature, it is neither possible nor
natural that a slender trunk should support a heavy branch. Hence a small
republic cannot take possession of cities and kingdoms which are stronger
and larger than itself; and, should it do so, it will happen as it does in the
case of a tree which has a branch bigger than the trunk: it will support the
branch with difficulty, and with the least wind it will be destroyed. This is
just what happened to Sparta. It occupied all the cities of Greece. Then,
when Thebes rebelled, all the other cities rebelled and the trunk was left
without branches. In Rome’s case, this could not happen, for it had so large
a trunk that it could easily support any branch. (II. 3. 1—3)

The size of a power system is correlated with its power only to the extent that the
system’s parts are unified by will or by force behind a common purpose. Unification by
will being unreliable, history has favored centralized organization. Today on this planet
two huge power systems confront each other—the North Atlantic Treaty Organization
and the Warsaw Pact. The former, NATO, is an alliance of genuinely sovereign nations,
whereas the Warsaw Pact is essentially an empire held together by an army of occu-
pation. In the long run, the resentments provoked by coercion may destroy the Soviet
empire. The disunity resulting from NATO’s decentralized structure, however, has ren-
dered the West—despite its enormous latent power—considerably more vulnerable to
its more singleminded rival. The peoples of East Germany, Hungary, Czechoslovakia,
and evidently now Poland, have been driven back into the Soviet fold during the past
generation. But there is no one to prevent the French from going their own way, or the
Danes from seeking a free ride, or the West Germans from giving to their Ostpolitik
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whatever weight they wish in relation to their security alliance with the West. Jacques
Bousset, teaching the value of centralized power to his charge, the Dauphin under
Louis XIV, wrote: “… ‘all Israel obeyed as one man. They were forty thousand men,
and all this multitude was as one.’ This is what is meant by the unity of a people,
when each man renouncing his own will takes it and joins it to that of the prince and
the magistrate. Otherwise there is no union; the people wander as vagabonds like a
dispersed flock” (in Tierney et al. 1972, p. 77).

B. Coordination
Unity of purpose is not enough. An army may be unanimous in its desire for victory,

but if its actions are disorganized it will not prevail. Shared intentions are impotent
without coordination of efforts. Writes Jay in The Federalist: “What would the militia
of Britain be, if the English militia obeyed the Government of England, if the Sco-
tish militia obeyed the Government of Scotland, and if the Welch militia obeyed the
Government of Wales! Suppose an invasion—would those three governments (if they
agreed at all) be able with all their respective forces, to operate against the enemy so
effectually as the single Government of Great Britain would?” (P-21).
Not all forms of coordination require central control. An ecosystem, for example, has

a most intricate coordination of synergistic actions with no central power. A market
economy can likewise rely upon Adam Smith’s “invisible hand” to weave together the
pursuits of atomistic economic actors into a coherent fabric of exchange.4 But in the
direct contests of power among civilized societies, the requisite coordination demands a
directing authority at the center. The different demands of these different systems can
be illuminated by an analogy with the mathematical concept of the vector. A vector
has both magnitude and direction. The synergy of an ecosystem or a market economy
produces a maximal magnitude (in biomass or GNP) with no unifying direction. When
a system must act in concert to achieve a single defined purpose, as to maximize power
in intersocietal competition, its energies must be not only great in sum but unified in
direction. Competitive power is like a vector, and a central authority is needed to wield
it like a spear. The need for the many to act as one requires some “one” to control the
many. The struggle for power is like a game of chess, and the side that prevails will
not be that whose pawns conduct their wars individually but that whose pieces are
deployed in a coherent strategy.
This analysis shows why the epitome of central control is the military organization,

which is a hierarchical pyramid based on the premise of unquestioned obedience to
those above. In his work, The Rise of the West,McNeill makes mention of “the elements
of warlike organization from which political institutions without exception descend” p.
22. This may be overstated, but it is likely that the intersocietal struggle for power,
necessitating central direction, has been a major force behind the centralizing trend

4 On the limitations of that kind of cohesion, see chap. 7, “The Market as a Power System.”
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in the evolution of political structures. Service, for example, has conjectured that
“It is possible that intense competition and frequent warfare among tribes was an
important condition for the rise of chiefdoms in the first place, inasmuch as planning
and coordination have obvious advantages in war” (1962, p. 151). Talcott Parsons’s
scheme for early political evolution likewise mentions as a major source of political
centralization “the development of a centralized military apparatus for conducting
wars against outside societies” (1966, p. 49). The rise of the kingship in the ancient
civilization of Sumer, in McNeill’s account, is also the fruit of chronic competitive
pressures:

In proportion as war became chronic, kingship became necessary. Concen-
tration of political authority in the hands of a single man seems to havebe-
come the rule in Sumerian cities by 3000 B.c… (T)he institution of kingship
stabilized itself in Sumer by superimposing military relationships upon an
older religio-political system. The authority of a held commander over his
army served as prototype for the king’s authority over the city. (1963, p.
43)

Just as centralizing innovations were pivotal in the erection of the first great civ-
ilizations, so have they been in the course of modernization; and as with the early
political institutions, so with the modern nation-state has the flow of power toward
the center been impelled in large measure by the demands of intersocietal competition.
It was, writes James L. Davis, “in the crucible of international conflict that modern
state-building occurred… The struggle of the great powers for hegemony was the great-
est force impelling rulers to develop armies, to crush rebellious aristocracies, to create
loyal bureaucracies, and to collect taxes” (1971, p. 29). Similarly, Jouvenel, whose main
purpose in On Power is to trace the growth of state control in European society, says:
“The development of absolute monarchy in both England and France is linked with the
efforts of their respective dynasties to resist the dangers from Spain. James I owed his
wide powers to the Armada. Richelieu and Mazarin could raise high the prerogatives
of the state because they could invoke unceasingly the peril from abroad” (1949, p.
144). And it was war, according to Aron, which “accelerated the final triumph of the
[centralized] Prussian state” (1954, p. 87).
We should note again that this centralization has two chief components. One—

to which we have been attending—is the concentration of political power within the
system in a central authority. The second is the extension of the reach of that political
power, enabling it more effectively and more completely to command all the resources
of the system to maximize competitive power. Although the monarchs of Europe may
have had “the determination to make all their citizens work and sacrifice for established
state purposes” (Davis, 1971, p. 29), they were limited in their abilities to do so. The
French Revolution extended the penetration of the central power into society. The
English contemporary of the Revolution, Edmund Burke, lamented that in France
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“The state is all. Everything is referred to the production of force… Were France but
half of what it is in population, in compactness, in applicability of its force, it would
be too strong for most of the states of Europe, constituted as they are …” (quoted
in Jouvenel, 1949, p. 140). This leap in effective central control also springs from the
arena of competition for, according to 98
Leopold Ranke, “it cannot be denied that the French state [with its “new central-

ization of power” was] formed in the midst of a struggle with Europe and designed to
cope with it” (quoted in Von Laue, 1950, p. 213). In our own times, this mobilization
of the resources of society for a coordinated effort to maximize power has ascended to
a new level. In the words of Hans Gerth and C. Wright Mills, writing in the shadow
of World War II:

The mobilization of the modern nation’s resources for war has reached a
total state—in scope, intensity, and efficiency… The coordination of all in-
stitutional orders involved in war leads to totalitarian measures of planning.
All large-scale organizations in all institutional orders are coordinated to
further the supreme end of victory. Art and science, religion and education
are committed to the cause. The media of mass communications help to
concentrate fears and aggressions, maximizing their intensity and direct-
ing them against the enemy as the “total threat.” Accordingly, economic,
psychological, political and military warfare are some of the many special
aspects of total war. (1953, p. 225)

The apparent eagerness of the totalitarian rulers of our times to extend their power
around the world and the still-growing apparatus for the total domination of society
by the state suggest that we have not yet seen the end of the trend toward the power-
enhancing centralization of control.
As the necessities of power have influenced the origins of these centralized structures,

it will come as no surprise that the selection for power has mandated their spread.
Service, for example, writes that “once a chiefdom (even if slightly developed) is pitted
against mere tribes it will prevail, other things being equal” (1962, p. 151). Structural
transformation is mandated by the rule of power. The emergence of the modern nation-
state in Europe compelled emulation by others in the region. At the time of Louis XIV
in France, or soon thereafter, Mosca says: “The strengthening of central authority
and the absorption of local sovereignties became more or less completely generalized
throughout Europe. The few states, such as Poland or Venice, that would not, or could
not, move with the times and transform their constitutions, lost power and cohesion
and disappeared before the end of the eighteenth century” (1939, p. 376). Upon the
rubble of the ancien regime, Napoleon constructed a still more potent edifice of power
whose instruments included the mass army and the new psychology of nationalism,
both of which channeled more human energies into the service of national might. The
military historian Alfred Vagts says in The History of Militarism that Napoleon’s
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enemies “recognized that he must be conquered by his own instruments of victory” (p.
128). After Napoleon’s defeat, the victors compelled France to abandon the system
by which it had conquered Europe. Of these nations, according to Jouvenel, only
the Prussians retained something of 99 that system themselves. Then, the Prussians
revealed the superiority of their power in their victory over France in 1870: “Their
success frightened Europe so much that every continental country followed Germany’s
example and introduced military conscription. The splendid result of this was that in
1888 Europe’s armies on a peace footing were the same in numbers as at the height of
the Napoleonic Wars—3,000,000 men” (Jouvenel, 1949, pp. 149–150).
Germany, in its imperialist ambition, carried forward the imperative toward total

war. According to Hindenburg’s program of 1916: “the richer means at the disposal
of our enemies [must be balanced] by applying everything that our land contains in
the line of resources, and what industry and the farm can produce, exclusively to
the demands of war” (quoted in Vagts, 1937, p. 426). And then came Hitler. Hitler,
according to Jouvenel, compelled Britain and the United States to emulate the German
method of war. Even in the bastions of liberty, the leaders were compelled to look upon
their fellow citizens as resources for the prosecution of the war (pp. 151–152). The
effects of these escalations may not be evanescent. “We are accustomed,” writes Paul
Goodman, “to write Hitler off as an aberration, who was of little political significance…
But in fact the military emergency that he and his Japanese allies created confirmed
the worst tendencies of the giant states, till now they are probably irreversible by
ordinary political means” (1970, p. 3).
The West still agonizes, in the shadow of totalitarian imperialism, over how many of

its values must be sacrificed to maximize power.5 Societies not wishing to reduce them-
selves to military machines nonetheless must contemplate the limits to their choices
suggested by Herbert Spencer’s general observation, over a century ago, that “Soci-
eties in which there is little subordination disappear, leaving outstanding those in
which subordination is great” (quoted in Service, 1971, p. 21).

C. Sacrifice
A third way that centralization can enhance a society’s power is closely related to

the first two: the ability of the controlling part to sacrifice other parts for the sake of
the whole. Altruistic forms of loyalty such as patriotism can move people to sacrifice
themselves in the service of their country, but the power to compel that sacrifice is
more reliable. In a sense, this sacrificial power is a special case of the ability to enforce
unity of purpose: the purpose of maximizing the power of the whole can be made
to supersede any goals that the subordinate parts may have to maximize their own
individual welfare. Such sacrifice can also be regarded as an element in the ability of the
ruling part to coordinate the activities of all the parts in an overarching strategy: the

5 See Epilogue to Book I, “Power and Choice in Our Times.”
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commander deploying his resources wants to be sure that the parts will obey without
each needing to be persuaded that the plan is in its own self-interest. Yet, as there is
more involved than agreement about ends and coherence in action, this capacity to
transform subordinate human beings into mere means of the system’s ends deserves
separate discussion.
Again, it is helpful to draw a comparison with chess, where a single decision maker

controls each side. In chess, one wins by protecting one’s king and capturing the king
of one’s opponent. All other pieces are entirely expendable. It is true that in the real
world, unlike in chess, there is such a thing as a Pyrrhic victory. Nonetheless, a society
has a competitive advantage if it can use its members like chess pieces whose own
welfare can be disregarded for the sake of the goals of the central power, especially
in war.6 Even in democratic societies where the central power must account to the
people, warfare leads to compulsory induction into hierarchical organizations that are
authorized to severely punish desertion from the organization or refusal to obey even
suicidal orders.
In societies where the few can control the many over indefinite periods, enforced

sacrifice can strengthen the economic bases of power as well. Generating and managing
an economic surplus have been a vital part of the growth of power for thousands of years.
Civilized societies have been able to generate a surplus, despite the miserable conditions
in which the majority of people have lived, because those who have controlled the
resources have been powerful enough to disregard the welfare of their fellows. People
become tools, and concern for their welfare becomes reduced to a calculation of the
costs and benefits of their maintenance: on the one hand, one could keep a skilled
slave healthy not for his sake but for one’s own, just as one changes the oil in a car to
protect the investment and not out of empathy for the car; on the other hand, one could
depreciate in full a slave in a Roman galley ship after a few months of hard use, as one
might throw out the old oil from a car. Resources that might have been used to meet
the real needs of many of a society’s members are freed for other purposes. Frequently,
of course, the elites who have controlled such resources have squandered them on
superfluous luxury and ostentation. Sometimes, however, the dominant groups have

6 For an illustration of how the intersocietal struggle for power can both stimulate and select for
the people-sacrificing central ruler, consider R. W. Tucker’s analysis of Russian history from his aptly
titled article “Swollen State, Spent Society”: “In using [the state-directed ‘revolution from above’], Stalin
forbore to mention a fact of which he was well aware, that coercive revolution from above in a long-
range state-building process was no new phenomenon in Russia’s history. A previous such process had
its background and origin in national adversity: the conquest in 1240 and 200-year subjugation of the
Russian lands by the Tatars. The tsarist state, centered in Muscovy, developed from the fourteenth
to the seventeenth centuries in a protracted struggle for the reconstitution of the national territory, a
‘gathering of Russian lands,’ in a hostile environment that comprised not only the declining but still
strong Tatar khanates but also powerful neighbors on three sides: Ottoman Turkey in the southwest,
Poland-Lithuania in the west, and Sweden in the northwest. Through war and diplomacy, Muscovy
expanded from an area of about 15,000 square miles in 1462 to that of the transcontinental Eurasian
state that it finally became.
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invested in economic or military development which increase the competitive power of
their societies.
This potentiality of the economics of sacrifice to magnify a society’s power, com-

bined with the operation of the parable of the tribes, may have been a factor in the
social evolutionary trend toward that increasing social inequality which, in premodern
eras, was a primary dimension of the centralization of power. (At each step in that
progression from egalitarian bands through rank and stratified societies to state soci-
eties a larger proportion of human needs could be sacrificed to empower the system
as a whole.) The economics of sacrifice has a modern history as well. Modern power
requires a modern economy, which in turn seems to require massive front-end invest-
ment. Investment, of course, entails the diversion of resources from meeting current
human needs. Since people in most societies about to embark on economic moderniza-
tion have lived under poor conditions, such investment demands substantial sacrifice.
Barbara Ward writes of this:

A developing society must at some point begin to save, even though it is
still poor. This is the tough early stage of growth which Marx encountered
in Victorian England and unfortunately took to be permanent. It is a dif-
ficult phase in any economy—so difficult that most societies got through
it by force majeure. … No one asked the British laborers moving into the
Manchester slums if they wanted to save… The Soviet workers who came
to Sverdlovsk and Magnitogorsk from the primitive steppes had no say in
the condition of their work. Nor have the Chinese in their communes today,
(quoted in Heilbroner, 1970, p. 91)

The ability to enforce economic sacrifice on a people who would not choose it remains
a component in the generation of competitive power, and this ability requires the
centralization of political power within society.
The forces of social evolution, then, have driven mankind out of the simple egalitar-

ian societies of our origins into massive centrally controlled organizations.
The selection for power in intersocietal competition may not have been the only

impetus behind this movement, but it has been a major one. The human costs of this
journey are too obvious to need elaborate exposition. Liberty, equality, and fraternity
have all been scarce among civilized societies. Although democratic revolutions in the
West have enabled some peoples to ameliorate some of the most flagrant abuses of
inequalities of power within societies, even the peoples of democracies are compelled
to choose centralized structures: any large complex social system needs a hierarchy
of control to function effectively, and any civilized society faced with external threats
must use central control to maximize its competitive power. Even if the ruling parts
used their powers only for the well-being of the whole society—which of course is
usually far from the case7—the compression of human social life into the hierarchical

7 This aspect of the problem of civilized power structures is discussed in chap. 7, “Men Are Not
Ants.”
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mold would cramp the full flowering of our humanity. There is a mature dignity in
the primitive—the noble savage—or in the yeoman farmer of Jeffersonian democracy
which survives with great difficulty in a world where most must function as adults in
situations where others govern them by command. In a complex world to stand erect
like a human being ceases to be a simple thing.

5. Reflections on the Disadvantages of
Centralization
The dependence of social power on central control presents a more complicated case

than the other two morphological characteristics we have considered (size and complex-
ity). The indisputable advantages of centralization are counteracted, to a degree, by
other factors. Let us consider three possible ways in which the concentration of power
within a system can detract from the system’s power.

A. Ignorance
“All decisions should be made as low as possible in the organization. The Charge of

the Light Brigade was ordered by an officer who wasn’t there looking at the territory”
(Robert Townsend, quoted inWhole Earth Catalogue’). It is all fine and good for Israel
to obey as one man, but how is the commander to know what to tell them to do? Here,
increasing complexity is the foe of increasing central control. What if the game of chess
involved several thousand pieces moving simultaneously and individually on a 1,000 X
1,000 x 1,000 three-dimensional board? What would happen then to the advantages of
a coherent strategy in the absence of a mind capable of composing one? Napoleon can
sit on his horse to observe the battle of Borodino and to direct the major movements
of troops and cavalry, but he cannot tell each man where to place his foot for the next
step or where to point his gun for the next shot. When war became a more complex
engagement, as in World War II, generals were forced to rely more upon the initiative
and judgments of lieutenants and sergeants.
Central authority attempts to deal with the problem of ignorance through bureau-

cratic organization. Bureaucracy is still hierarchy. Those at the top control as much as
the complexity of the organization’s task will permit, and they delegate to those below
them authority within narrow limits. A sergeant in platoon warfare may compose a
strategy of attack or defense of a particular position, but his responsibilities for that
position have been given him down the chain of command. Overall goals and strate-
gies are still decided at the top. Through a hierarchic organization, those at the top
attempt to deal with what would be overwhelming complexity without relinquishing
any of their real power.
The limits of this approach have become most evident in the sphere of economic ac-

tivity. Some large-scale economic enterprises are simple enough to be easily overseen.
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Like Napoleon directing large troop movements, the Pharoah’s overseer could effec-
tively coordinate thousands of slaves constructing vast public works.8 The demands of
a modern economy, however, are different. A modern economy is an extraordinarily
complex system requiring intricate coordination. To orchestrate its movements is a
task of a wholly different order. In communist countries, ideology has combined with
the determination of the elite to monopolize power to dictate a centralized planning of
the economy. To cope with their enormous task, planned economies have created vast
bureaucracies. But bureaucracy is not a tool for all purposes. Bureaucracy may solve
the problem of having someone on the scene able to prevent the Light Brigade from
committing suicide. Because of its essentially analytic structure, however, bureaucracy
cannot well perform a task of synthesis, for example, coordinating the innumerable
flows of a modern economy. The presumed blessing of Adam Smith’s “invisible hand”
is that no one has to bring the pieces together, for the interactive system does it by
itself. The visible hand of the Central Planner has trouble sorting things out. The
Yugoslav economist Borivoje Jelic writes:

Lines and tasks laid down by central authority do not leave much room
for free choice in making decisions within an enterprise. The maximum en-
ergy could be used only for the purpose of fulfilling to the utmost possible
degree the tasks of the plan, while leaving no great possibilities for cor-
rectingeventual discrepancies, or—which is more important—for an effec-
tive utilization of the possibilities and advantages which a centralized plan
could not foresee… [If] the economy develops, and if development proves
to be an increasingly complex process, then strictly centralized planning
and administrative management becomes less and less capable of making
effective use of the numerous possibilities offered by the complex life of a
modern economy, (quoted in Apter, 1965, p. 448)

If the game on the 3-D chess board boggles the mind, perhaps artihcial augmentation
of the powers of the mind could bring the modern economy within the grasp of central
control. The tremendous potency of computer technology, it has been hoped, might
overmatch the complexity of the task. Heilbroner wrote about this some years ago:

A widely held opinion among Russian planners was that more detailed and
better integrated planning performed on a battery of computers would solve
the problem. Few still cling to this belief. The demands of planning have
grown far faster than the ability to meet them: indeed, one Soviet mathe-
matician has predicted that at the current rate of growth of the planning

8 Indeed, some have proposed that political centralization originally arose for economic reasons,
e.g., that the chiefdom arose to perform a central redistributive function. Karl Wittfogel’s “hydraulic
hypothesis” some years ago suggested that the state was created to fill the need for a central power
strong enough to manage the irrigation projects of the early agrarian economies.

106



bureaucracy, planning alone would require the services of the entire Rus-
sian population by 1980. (1970, p. 627)

Whether subsequent technological progress has substantially improved the prospects
for central planning I do not know.
The problem of ignorance is a major reason why a number of centralized economies

(e.g., Hungary, the People’s Republic of China) have been decentralizing in recent years,
sacrificing ideological purity for the demonstrably more efficient regulatory mechanisms
of a market system.
The advantages of decentralization in the economy have limited implications for

other aspects of power. We return to the image of the vector. Ignorance hampers cen-
tralization in all spheres. In an economic system, the costs of ignorance can be decisive
when the purpose of the system is to grow in magnitude regardless of direction. The
efficiency of the market system maximizes GNP with no one governing its composi-
tion. Where it is necessary to maximize the vector of a society’s competitive power,
however, there can be no substitute for centralization of power. In a market society
like the United States, decisions for allocating resources for defense are made in the
capital (head) by the ruling groups. The vector needs a director. In such arenas, the
advantages of a central controller outweigh the costs of his ignorance. A military or-
ganization may delegate some discretion to its sergeants when it needs to, but it will
never cut them loose from the command structure to be military entrepreneurs.

B. Lack of Motivation
Pope Benedict XV wrote in his Encyclical Ad Beatissimi: “Force subdues the bodies

of men, not their souls” (quoted in Leslie White, 1959, p. 325). Herein lies a weakness
of many centrally controlled systems.
For a system to run at full power, friction should be kept at a minimum. A system

based on coercion provokes resistance. Compliance may be compelled, but obedience
against the will squanders those potent energies which derive from human dedication
and enthusiasm. A hundred plodding slaves are less able to move a mountain than a
handful of the impassioned faithful. A fighting force without morale lacks the punch
of one with real esprit. And enforced unity can crumble when it is most needed. (For
example, the Soviets, who need not worry about support of their allies in peacetime,
must wonder in which direction their “allies” will fire in the event of war.) A power
system therefore has an advantage if it can combine central power to direct the whole
with the means of inspiring its members to want to do what the system requires of
them. Individuals in that system become not merely the objects of central power but
also its agents.
The challenge of making the will of individuals serve the needs of a power-

maximizing system can be approached in several ways. One is to use ideology to
make individuals identify with the aims of the whole as enunciated by the rulers. By
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controlling the flow of ideas and information, rulers can make their people “choose”
values and actions which in actuality have been chosen for them. Ideologies of
patriotism and nationalism can rechannel the energies of self-interest to the service of
the society. Group identification submerges the self, and the will of the leader becomes
one’s own.(cf. Freud’s Group Psychology and the Analysis of the Ego). Religious
teachings, which generally inveigh against selfishness anyway, can easily be turned to
serve power in this way. By winning “the hearts and minds” of the people, a centrally
controlled system can overcome the problem of motivation.
Another approach is to so construct the arena of action that the pursuit by indi-

viduals of their own selfish ends is harnessed to further the overarching interests of
the system. This capacity to harness self-interest (of which there is no shortage) is the
source of the dynamism of the market economy. A centrally controlled economy, by
contrast, has difficulties in this area. Where “incentives” are not instituted, perhaps
because of their ideological repugnance, productivity suffers. For example, the state-
run farms of China and the Soviet Union have been remarkably less productive than
the small, private plots that the state has begrudgingly let farmers cultivate for their
own use and profit. Problems arise, however, when incentives are artificially created
to harness the interests of individuals for collective ends. One Soviet tractor factory,
given a quota to meet measured in tonnage of tractors produced in a year, produced
tractors so heavy that they were useless.
A third approach is to socialize individuals so that the commandments that serve the

power of the system are “inscribed” upon the psyche, that is, internalized. The superego,
which in psychoanalytic theory is an introjection of what was originally an external
authority, can act then as a deputy of the central power—or even to some extent as
its replacement. This even helps solve the central power’s problem of ignorance, for
each individual monitors himself. Internalization helps to illuminate two aspects of
ostensible decentralization in some modern societies: capitalism and democracy.

Capitalism.—The market economy has been described as a decentralized system,
and structurally it is. Yet the psychological dimension of capitalism presents a picture
of internalized authority. The motivations of the “economic man” of capitalist theory
are not so naturally given as those theorists would have us believe, and the rise of
capitalism is associated with a particular sociohistorical personality structure. In the
development of “the spirit of capitalism,” we can see the internalization of a relationship
like that between master and servant. That great spokesman of the capitalist ethic,
Ben Franklin, captured well this image in “The Way to Wealth”: “If you were a Servant,
would you not be ashamed that a good Master catch you idle? Are you then your own
Master, be ashamed to catch yourself idle, as Poor Dick says” (quoted in Van Doren,
1938, p. 69). As D. H. Lawrence perceived, Franklin’s man is not so much free of being
ruled as he is ruler and taskmaster over himself. A psychological structure has been
created which is driven toward work. In his famous work on the subject, Max Weber
quotes Nikolaus Zinzendorf: “One does not only work in order to live but one lives
for the sake of one’s work, and if there is no more work to do one suffers or goes
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to sleep” (1958, p. 264 n. 24). It sounds like a slave’s existence, but now with the
bondage internalized the central powers need not worry about resistance: they have,
as it were, a deputy to oversee for them. Resistance is transformed from a political
to a psychological conflict. Adam Smith’s invisible hand seems to have been aided
by an invisible iron fist. Central authority no longer needs to enforce sacrifice, for
internalized authority requires individuals to do it voluntarily. Said the Protestant
theologian Richard Baxter: “You may labour to be rich for God, though not for the
flesh and sin” (quoted in Weber, 1958, p. 168). The fruits of your labor are not for you
to enjoy, but for a higher authority.

Democracy.—We equate democracy with freedom and rightly so, but only in part.
We have learned since World War II that not all peoples can make democracy work.
Perhaps the reason is that in the absence of an overriding power above us—in our
large, heterogeneous and powerful societies—social order requires a psychic structure
of discipline and selfcontrol. We are less in need of being compelled because we have
brought the compulsion within ourselves. “Where liberal institutions have been suc-
cessful they seem to have been dependent upon some past discipline maintained by
coercive authority” (Barbu, 1956, p. 50). First comes power in its raw form from above,
and then it is internalized. Woodrow Wilson declared that those who opposed the
ruthless use of force in the Philippines failed to understand that

liberty is the privilege of maturity, of self-control, of self-mastery—that
some people may have it, therefore, and others not. We cannot give them
any quittance of the debt we ourselves have paid. They can have liberty
no cheaper than we got it. They must first take the discipline of law, must
first love order and instinctually yield to it. (quoted in Rogin, 1971, p. 567)

Again we are our own “masters.” And again, we should recognize that the internal-
ized discipline that makes us “free” entails a cost in another kind of freedom. A Russian
once said to John Maynard Keynes: “You don’t need the police because you all have
mental straitjackets” (Andrzejewski, 1954, p. 131).
Internalization of this kind is in part an escape from central control, but in part

also it is an extension of it. Internalization, like bureaucratization, represents a way of
bringing the demands of power closer to where the commandments must be obeyed.9

C. Stagnation
Finally, central control over a system may carry with it the disadvantage of relative

cultural stagnation. To see this, we can contrast the civilization of China with that of
Europe. Well over two thousand years ago, China passed through its Warring States
period and was consolidated under a single imperial rule. For the most part, it remained
unified thereafter. Unmatched in its part of the globe by any system of comparable

9 The issue of internalization is explored in greater depth in chap. 5, “The War Within.”
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power, the Chinese could regard themselves as the Middle Kingdom—a stable center
in the cosmic order. By contrast, European civilization sprouted forth in a politically
fragmented fashion. The nations of Europe, under no unifying power, grew out of strife
and have continued their ceaseless struggles against one another into recent memory.
The parable of the tribes asserts that competition among sovereign entities drives
much of what is called progress. The comparison between these two civilizations—
China, isolated and unified, versus Europe, competitive and fragmented—provides an
illustration of this thesis.
One striking fact is that several inventions that, in European hands, helped usher

in the age of modern power, originated in China, for example, gunpowder and the
compass. In the centrally controlled Chinese civilization, power-relevant innovations
were regarded with suspicion by rulers wanting to preserve the status quo. Carlo Cip-
pola says of these rulers: “Fearing internal bandits no less than foreign invasion, the
[Chinese] Imperial Court did its best to limit both the spread of the knowledge and the
proliferation of artisans versed in the art [of firearms]” (quoted in Wallerstein, 1974, p.
61). To which Wallerstein adds: “In Europe with its multiplicity of sovereignties, there
was no hope of limiting the spread of arms. In China, apparently, it was still possible,
and hence the centralized system backed off a technological advance essential in the
long run for the maintenance of their [sic] power.” The central rulers of China not
only had no need to strive forward but were actually motivated to retard change: thus
the natural conservatism of culture was accentuated by central control. In Europe, be-
cause there was no one to control power, the rapid development of power-maximizing
technologies was not only possible for the system as a whole but also mandatory for
each ^ctor in the system. Eventually, the bill for relative stagnation came due for the
Chinese. Having exported these innovations as novelties to the backward Europeans,
the Chinese then found themselves under the gun from modern European powers con-
trolling the seas in their compass-guided ships.
This illustrates a general point: central control is better for harnessing than for

generating the sources of power. On the one hand, a given system at a given time
can best apply its power if it is under central control. On the other hand, over time,
interactive systems of competing parts are most likely to tap new springs of power (if
these competing parts do not first destroy one another).10
Dynamism may also be impaired by centralization within economic systems. Clearly,

market societies have developed the crucial innovations on which modern economic
(and military) power depends. On one hand, perhaps the competitive decentralized
structure of these economies makes them more effective at innovation. This is less
than completely clear, however, since cultural and historical differences confound the
variables. On the other hand, even if the market economy enjoys advantages over a

10 This perspective on the civilizations of China and Europe raises the question: why is it that the
civilization of India, in premodern times, neither unified as China did nor developed the dynamism of
European civilization? I am not equipped to answer this question in depth, but a few relevant ideas
may be put forward here.
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planned economy in its powers of innovation and, as we have argued, in its efficiency,
it is nonetheless handicapped in its ability to harness that economic power for inter-
societal competition. Thus far, we have considered economic power as a magnitude
without direction. The economic capacity, as measured by GNB was treated as a mea-
sure of the contribution of the economy to a society’s power. Thus, in this century,
we have had what have been called “GNP wars,” which were “won by the side which
was able to supply its millions of soldiers, sailors and airmen with sufficient food and
clothing, and the most military equipment—ships, planes, tanks—over a four- to five-
year period” (Dalton, 1974, p. 104). But GNP does not translate automatically into
competitive power. To paraphrase Herodotus more than two thousand years ago: War
is not won by gold, but by the swords it can purchase; nor by grain unless it is made
food for armies. Aron puts the same point in more modern terms: “War is carried on
not with steel but with guns and tanks. The country that has steel will have thousands
of tanks at the end of a year or two, provided it has not first been crushed” (1954, p.
90). This proviso is now more important than ever before. With the technology of
modern warfare, a decisive blow can be struck in a matter of hours or days. A cen-
trally controlled economy like that of the Soviet Union, for all its drawbacks, sees to it
that its steel takes the form of tanks. Regardless of the deprivations its people suffer,
the regime employs whatever economic resources it needs to maximize national power.
The economies of the West dwarf that of their Soviet rival, but with less direction they
are unreliable in matching the vector of Soviet force. Should Soviet tanks strike for
the Rhine, millions of Mercedes cars and color television sets will not even slow them
down.

6. The Adrenalin Society
A threat to survival is an emergency. To survive that emergency, a system must

organize and orient itself to deal effectively with the threat. We can get a picture
of what this requires by looking at how our own bodies respond to an emergency.
Adrenalin is secreted into the body and acts, among other ways, (1) to increase the
alertness and coordination of the central mental and sensory systems that monitor the
threat and determine the proper response, (2) to anaesthetize the body so that stress
and injury to the peripheral body parts will not hinder the necessary actions, and (3)
to mobilize the strength of the body to make it capable of forceful action against the
threat.
Since the rise of civilization, human societies have been condemned to live in a

chronic emergency. Their survival threatened by an unending intersocietal struggle
for power, civilized societies have evolved steadily toward a structure and posture
analogous to the adrenalin response. We have explored how the external threat has
focused energy on a centrally controlling part, and how the growing power of the head
in the body politic has brought with it the capacity of the system, when acting as a
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whole, to ignore injury to the other parts. And to these structural changes we can add
adrenalin-like changes in the spirit of the social organism: an increased capacity for
aggressive behavior, and a stepped-up level of activity generally.
The first section of this chapter showed how Mars rose with civilization. The strug-

gle for power and the selective process it generated changed the temper of human
societies from peaceful to belligerent. In The City in History, Mumford relates how
the aggressiveness of the new urban civilizations was a contagion infecting the peoples
of “once peacefully disposed” more primitive societies, so that “Under the aegis of the
city, violence became normalized” (1961, p. 63). Yet as the emergency has continued,
more and more of this social evolutionary “adrenalin” has seeped into the bloodstream
of history. And again, the emerging adrenalin society, leading the way for mankind,
throbs with the pulse of violence. Writes Robert Osgood: “The whole astonishing ex-
plosion of modern Western civilization is linked with a distinctive bellicosity in its
organized political life” (Osgood and Tucker, 1967, p. 5n). The selection for power
seems to entail the spread of a kind of social rage. “It appears that the less aggressive
nations of the past are showing a capacity for learning how to be more aggressive than
they had been” (Thieme, in Fried et al., 1968, p. 19).
The activation of the adrenalin society has transcended the purely combative dimen-

sion. Typically for the cutting edge of social evolution, the Western civilization that
has been transforming the world in recent centuries has been quicker in its pace, more
dynamic in its approach to the world, than those it has transformed. The selective
process favors the restless spirit over the more content and self-contained. Denis de
Rougement, in Man’s Western Quest, attributes to the restlessness of Western man
the fact that it was the Europeans, and not the better equipped Arabs, who set out
at the end of the fifteenth century on a quest of exploration. And William Woodruff
writes in The Impact of Western Man:

It was this vigour, this spirit of inquiry, this urge to expand, this sense
of adventure, which enabled the European to set his impress upon the
world… This emphasis upon purposive action which Goethe expressed in
Faust might be used to describe the genius of European civilization. It is
not discovery or originality that marks off the European from those who
preceded them, it is energy—an almost daemonic energy to mould the
world to its will. It was this which enabled Europe to arise out of darkness
and enjoy its moment as the leader of the human race. (1966, p. 7)

Civilization evolves toward the adrenalin society.
An essential aspect of this selection for the “adrenalin society” cannot be derived

from my organic analogy. Our bodies are designed to be capable of the adrenalin re-
sponse as a temporary measure after which we return to “normal” because the threats
are presumably temporary. The evolution of civilization, however, has allowed no rever-
sion to a prethreat normalcy. Rather, the level of mobilization required has continually
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escalated. What emerges is a more and more stressed adrenalin society always poised
as if to meet a perpetual emergency. This is true not because the threat to a civilized
society is constant, any more than it is to an individual creature. It is because (a) cul-
tural innovations constantly escalate the terms of competition, (b) a society’s wartime
power depends largely on its peacetime structure, and (c) the level of mobilization of
power in peacetime societies must therefore escalate also. Social evolution is like the
turning of a rachet, allowing movement in one direction (further toward power) but
not in the other (back toward a less powerful social type).
Peace becomes but war pursued by other means. A society cannot afford to be much

different in peacetime than what it must become in wartime. Thus, even peacetime
society must embody the adrenalin structure required by war. McNeill says of the
Sumerian polity that “extraordinary powers delegated in war became normal in peace-
time” (1963, p. 43). This statement can be taken as a motto on the banner ofcivilization,
with escalation rampant on a Held of power struggles. Political structure becomes per-
manently fixed like a central nervous system poised to strike or defend. “The habits of
command and obedience generated by the needs of war,” writes Andrzejewski, “tend to
persist in times of peace” because “preparedness means being organized in such a way
that war could be waged without lengthy reorganization” (1954, p. 93). The stressful
stimulation of the adrenalin society has become more and more extreme as societies
have progressively increased their capacity to focus all social resources on the projec-
tion of power. The accelerated march toward total war in the nineteenth and twentieth
centuries has made peace structurally less and less distinguishable from war. Jouve-
nal was quoted earlier as saying that the Prussian victory of 1870 made Europe field
peacetime forces as large as the forces at the height of the Napoleonic wars. Osgood
writes of this same circumstance that the efficiency of Prussian preparation persuaded
all governments that “The game would be won or lost by what went on before the war”
(Osgood and Tucker, 1967, p. 81). Today’s democracies look apprehensively across at
their totalitarian rivals, worried that, as Aron says, the tight centralized systems of
their foes confer the advantage of more immediate readiness for conflict. Total war
has meant the increasing involvement of the entire social body in mobilization, not
just the political head and the military arm but also the economic guts which nourish
the power system. The selection for the adrenalin society has mandated frenetic eco-
nomic transformations as well, so that what sometimes is called progress can be seen
in retrospect as mobilization:

Down to 1910 it could be said with great apparent force that even if the
transformation of our [American] economy was inevitable, it had proceeded
too fast. Why such reckless speed? Why not more time, more caution,
more moderation? Today this view appears dubious. Had our pace been
slower and our achievement weaker, had we not created so swiftly our
powerful industrial units in steel, oil, textiles, chemicals, electricity, and
the automotive vehicles, the free world might have lost the First World
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War, and most certainly would have lost the Second. (Nevins, 1953, viii—
ix)

Powers required in wartime become embodied in the peacetime adrenalin society.
So the rachet turns. The escalation of power forever raises the necessary level of

mobilization.11 Thus the parable of the tribes accounts for the evolution of the adrenalin
society, always organized and oriented toward the requirements of the intersocietal
threat. The demands of war have condemned civilized peoples to have no peace.

7. Common Denominator: The Homogenizing of
Cultures
The necessity of power has shaped civilized society in size and structure, in technol-

ogy, and to a degree in the spirit that animates its motion. If this shaping of power
is regarded from a vantage point that encompasses all mankind, another dimension of
the process becomes salient: the homogenizing of cultures. In a system of competing
societies, the rule of power mandates certain cultural ways, precluding other cultural
choices. As cultural homogenization is (largely) the fruit of intersocietal competition,
the emergence in modern times of a single global competitive system brings all human
cultures now toward convergence.12 Loren Eiseley writes of an aspect of this conver-
gence:

Increasingly there is but one way into the future, the technological way. The
frightening aspect of this situation lies in the constriction of human choice.
Western technology has released irrevocable forces, and the “one world”
that has been talked about so glibly is frequently a distraught conformity,
produced by the centripetal forces of Western society. So great is its power
over men that any other solutions, any other philosophy, is silenced… (I)t
is as though instead of many adaptive organisms, a single gigantic animal
embodies the only organic future of the world. (1969, pp. 38–39)

11 Actually, although the overall trend of history is toward the growth of power, there are times—
the most notable of which is the “fall” of the Roman Empire—when systems of power collapse. The fall
of empires by no means ends the struggle for power—indeed the more pervasive anarchy may intensify
it—but it can have the effect of temporarily lowering the level of power an actor in the system needs
to survive for competition. For a discussion of how the cyclical patterns of the rise and fall of power
systems fits into the essentially linear view of the parable of the tribes, see chap. 7, “The Death of the
Unnatural.”

12 Akira Iriye, in his book on the Japanese-American conflict in World War II, writes that “the war
required greater effort at industrialization and urbanization, efficiency and productivity, and utilization
of resources, as well as scientific and technological innovations, than ever before. To that extent, the
very act of fighting obliterated differences between nations” (1981, p. 95), italics added).
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The historical and accelerating convergence of cultures has been noted by many peo-
ple, but the role of power in this process is seldom recognized. Many cultural ways do
diffuse through human choice, of course, spreading because they are generally regarded
as improving the human condition. Yet, when we look at the elements of civilization
that have spread and endured the most we must be struck by the prominence among
them of the ways of power.
It is not necessarily that power is the preoccupation of those who undertake to

spread their own culture. To them, frequently, superior power is simply an instrument
by which superior vision can be introduced. This is captured well in the statement,
made in 1683, by an artillery captain named Mieth: “Before the discovery of gunpow-
der, both the Indies were in the jaws of hellish Satan and in the very darkest obscurity,
more like cattle or wild beasts in customs and beliefs than like reasonable creatures
of the great God. Gunnery has been the only means by which the command of Christ
could be performed (Luke 14:23: ‘Urge them to come in that My house may become
full.’)” (quoted in Vagts, 1937, p. 45). Yet, in the workings of social evolution, the
technological/power medium became the message while the intended spiritual mes-
sage became lost. In Asia, according to A. Grenfell Price in Western Invasions of the
Pacific and Its Continents, the Christianity important to Western colonizers made few
inroads whereas their technology did. And Woodruff observes that “Paradoxically, the
Christian Church and its foreign missions had a greater degree of success in transmit-
ting Western materialism, with its growing emphasis on superior weapons, productive
methods, and an ever-widening commerce, than it did in transmitting its own spiritual
message” (1966, p. 6). The Western invaders certainly were fully armed with material-
ist intentions as well as spiritual. But any contradiction between intention and result
appears paradoxical only if we regard history as a story made by people “speaking”
rather than by impersonal selective forces “listening.” The parable of the tribes is a
theory to account for the selective listening in the transformations of civilized societies.
Herbert Butterheid notes:

When we speak of Western civilization being carried to an oriental country
like Japan in recent generations, we do not mean Graeco-Roman philosophy
and humanist ideals, we do not mean the Christianizing of Japan, we mean
the science, the modes of thought and all that apparatus of civilization
which were beginning to change the face of the West in the latter half of
the seventeenth century. (1961, p. 179)

We mean, that is, the spread of the new springs of power the West had begun to
tap.
What spreads most surely is what made colonial conquest possible in the first place:

power. It is not that the tools of power are at the heart of the conquering culture,
despite the notions of the economic determinists. Nor is the apparatus of power less
alien to the cultures of the conquered than is the spiritual dimension of the invading
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culture, for the transformations demanded by power are disruptive enough. Power is
what spreads because power is a necessity for social survival: for Japan, as we saw, “it
was industrialize or be gobbled up like the rest.”
The thesis that the selection for power leads to cultural homogeneity rests on two

premises: (1) to survive, a society must have sufficient power to avoid destruction
in intersocietal competition, and (2) only a narrow range of cultural possibilities is
consistent with achieving the required power. Let us look more closely at this second
point. Just how narrow is the range of viable cultural options? How much is the whole
society determined by the r equirements of power? These questions are important if
one believes, as I do, that cultural diversity is a valuable treasure for mankind.
Consider some of the requirements for “modernization.” Simon Kuznets, upon ac-

ceptance in 1974 of the Nobel Prize in economics, suggested some of the cultural
requirements for implementing modern technology:

If technology is to be employed efficiently and widely, and, indeed, if its
own progress is to be stimulated by much use, institutional and ideological
adjustments must be made to effect the proper use of innovations generated
by the advancing stock of knowledge. To cite examples from modern eco-
nomic growth: steam and electric power and the large-scale plants needed
to exploit them are not compatible with family enterprises, illiteracy, or
slavery— all of which prevailed in earlier times in much of even the devel-
oped world, and had to be replaced by more appropriate institutions and
social views. Nor is modern technology compatible with the rural mode of
life, the large and extended family pattern, and the veneration of undis-
turbed nature. (1974, p. 247)

To a degree, therefore, Eiseley is justified in speaking of “the technological way.”
George Dalton also indicates some “structural transformations” required of a modern-
ized society “regardless of whether the economic institutions employed are capitalist or
communist: a) the growth of non-agricultural employment and output… b) the growth
of cities and towns … c) the use of machine technology and applied science in new and
old economic sectors … d) mass literacy, training and education; e) the intensification
of national economic, political and cultural integration” (1974, p. 206). Whether or not
competitive power is the motivation for such modernization, long-run social survival
seems to depend on having a modernized society. This entire chapter has delineated
some other broad dimensions of social morphology to which a society must conform to
survive.
Yet the question remains: how broad are we to consider these requirements? Is the

selection for power indeed shaping—in Eiseley’s
expression—a single cultural animal? A look at the world today reveals differences

as notable as the convergences, even among the great powers. The United States and
the Soviet Union, although they share much of the machinery of power, remain very
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different. The requirements of power do not mandate that all societies live in identical
cultural houses. A more apt image is that power requires that every structure achieve a
certain minimal height: a stone temple, an office building, and a stadium may all suffice.
They might suffice, that is, for a particular moment in history, before the escalation of
power leads to still higher demands. According to this image, the spread of the ways of
power does not mandate convergence toward a simple kind of culture, but is consistent
with genuine cultural differences.
But perhaps the coexistence of the stone temple and the office building is only a

temporary state. Perhaps the slow workings of the parable of the tribes allows atavistic
remnants of diverse historical traditions to survive awhile before they are ground finely
and finally by the homogenizing mills of history. After all, consider how far toward
convergence have come American, Russian, and Japanese societies in a mere century.
David Kaplan writes: “It seems merely a matter of time before all of the cultural
systems of the world will be different variations, depending upon divergent historical
experiences, of a single cultural type” (in Sahlins and Service, 1960, p. 92).
And then one more problem: how important are those aspects of culture determined

by the requirements of power in comparison with those areas where cultural choices
remain open? Living in a stone temple is different from living in an office building. But
from the standpoint of one who wishes to live down on the ground amid the trees where
the birds sing, may not these edifices be much the same? Are the differences between
Sparta and Athens more important than the power-producing similarities? If Kaplan
is right, how important will the “variations” be in comparison with the singleness of
the one type? To answer those questions seems to require a God’s-eye view of what is
central and what is peripheral in human life. I can offer no answer.
What does it matter whether or not cultural diversity persists?
One answer is suggested by Eiseley’s image that rather than many adaptive cultural

organisms, “a single gigantic animal embodies the only organic future of the world.”
Cultural homogeneity is a version of the blunder of putting all one’s eggs in the same
basket. The maintenance of a variety of cultural options seems only prudent in view
of the uncertainty about what cultural resources human survival and well-being may
require in the future. The danger of having but one “single cultural type” is especially
acute when that type designed by power is especially prone to contain the seeds of its
own self-destruction.13
A second answer is that no single cultural way can fully capture our humanity. Born

an unfinished creature, the human being takes finished form according to the image
promoted by his culture. Any single rendering of the human being realizes only one
part of the full spectrum of the individual’s potential humanity. People and peoples
different from ourselves can perform for us an essential visionary service, revealing to
us fuller dimensions of our own humanity than we can easily recognize in ourselves.
To squander the diversity of cultures, to break this fuller mirror of our potential, is to

13 As argued in chap. 7, “The Death of the Unnatural.”
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endanger still further our precarious awareness of ourselves. Cultural homogenization
threatens to narrow human consciousness.
Some who note the disappearance of differences between cultures suggest that in-

creasing differences within them might compensate. Lenski, for example, writes: “Com-
pare, for example, the way of life of an advertising executive living in a modern metropo-
lis like New York with that of an illiterate migrant farm worker in Texas or California”
(1970, p. 99). It seems to me, however, that differences within societies that grow with
increasing division of labor are of a fundamentally different nature than those being lost
between societies. The differences between societies that have developed autonomously
represent different visions of human life. By contrast, the differences growing out of
the division of labor within societies, mandated in large part by the rule of power, are
more like the differences between parts in the same machine. Differences like these do
little to illuminate the human spirit. We will not be saved by a society that produces
Alphas as well as Gammas in its human factory.
These first two arguments for cultural diversity would apply to any kind of cultural

homogenization. A third answer relates to the specific kind of culture which the rule of
power creates. Power compels all cultures toward a common denominator; even if this
common denominator is not necessarily the lowest, it is not the culture we would choose
if we could. Not, as I said in chapter 1, that the cultural transformations dictated by
power maximization are invariably hostile to human needs. They are simply indifferent.
An ideal cultural system for humanity would be founded upon what people need

for fulfillment. Upon that foundation, a variety of societies might be constructed to
accommodate a full and rich human existence. The design of the society and the
principles governing how the human elements of the social system interact would be
determined by values rooted in a profound vision of the meaning of human life. The
inter-societal system in that ideal world would then function to enhance the viability
of those human societies and the richness of human experience. Ideally each system
would serve and nourish what it encompasses, and human needs would be at the core.
The parable of the tribes demonstrates that powerful social evolutionary forces

operate in exactly the opposite direction with predictably inhumane results. At the
foundation of the structure of caused determination is an intersocietal system the
anarchy of which makes the struggle for power inevitable for all civilized human life.
As civilized societies are shaped by this enveloping struggle into ever more efficient
machines of power, their human members are compelled to serve these power machines.
People are condemned to become mere means to social ends determined not by the
human spirit but by the selection for power. Cultural homogeneity shaped by forces
like these is not to be desired.
Flesh and blood strive constantly not to be ground up in the machine. And, indeed,

not all power has demanded the degradation of humanity of a Gulag Archipelago.
But the inescapable requirements of power maximization are constant threats to our
hopes for a truly human existence. To the extent that people are compelled to act
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as instruments of a social power machine, we can ill afford to be sanguine about the
terms of human life. In The Human Use of Human Beings, Norbert Wiener writes:

[The] aspiration of the fascist for a human state based on the model of
the ant results from a profound misapprehension both of the nature of the
ant and of the nature of man. I wish to point out that the very physical
development of the insect conditions it to be an essentially stupid and
unlearning individual, cast in a mold which cannot be modified to any
great extent. I also wish to show how these physiological conditions make
it into a cheap mass-produced article, of no more individual value than a
paper pie plate to be thrown away after it is once used. On the other hand,
I wish to show that the human individual, capable of vast learning and
study, which may occupy half of his life, is physically equipped, as the ant
is not, for this capacity.
Variety and possibility are inherent in the human sensorium—and are in-
deed the key to man’s most noble flights—because variety and possibility
belong to the very structure of the human organism.
While it is possible to throw away this enormous advantage that we have
over the ants, and to organize the fascist ant-state with human material,
I certainly believe that this is a degradation of man’s very nature, and
economically a waste of the great human values which man possesses. (1954,
pp. 51–52)

A striking aspect of this passage is the utilitarian basis for the argument against the
fascist degradation of the human being: to use a person as an ant is, like using a camera
to drive in a nail, a waste of the instrument’s capability. Perhaps this means that the
totalitarian approach to civilized life will be selected against because its costs in wasting
human resources will exceed its benefits in social control and militance. Such societies,
however, have shown some ability to draw upon their members human capacity for
performance while simultaneously demanding antlike narrowness in matters of values
and the spirit. Perhaps our own freedom and concern for human welfare will prove too
costly in terms of social power. At any event, the record of power’s growth allows one
little comfort from Wiener’s analysis. For, although civilization will not waste what
proves to be essential, it will not be deterred from a course of development simply
because it degrades man’s nature.
Even if the more humane Western route to power is favored, causes for alarm cer-

tainly remain. It is not necessary to look forward to a future Brave New World to see in
the modernized culture spreading around the world a kind of mechanization of human
life. The machinery of power developed by the West may eschew wanton cruelty, but
it still seeks to transform flesh and blood into components of the machine. “Want of
principle,” wrote Hazlitt, “is power.” A handicap in the pursuit of power is integrity,
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that unity between the ground of one’s existence and one’s values and one’s actions.
Power systems are therefore hostile to integrity and to the humane cultural traditions
that provide an orientation to help people achieve it. The power that erupted in the
West has from the outset sought the disintegration of the cultural principles that stood
in its way. Hannah Arendt writes that Europe, in exporting its technology and “the
grandiose development of the natural sciences and the victory of the nation state over
all other forms of government,” exported also “its processes of disintegration”: “The
same forces which took centuries to undermine the ancient beliefs and ways of life, and
which have their place in the continuous development of the West alone, took only a
few decades to break down, by working from without, beliefs and ways of life in all
other parts of the world” (1968, pp. 82–83). The disintegration of culture allows more
mechanical principles to enter the social body and govern it. (I think of the image
from the film The Invasion of the Body Snatchers [Allied Artists, 1956] in which peo-
ple are replaced, when they fall asleep, by look-alikes from outer space who have their
functional abilities but lack all feelings and values.) Erich Kahler views the emerging
cultural homogeneity in this way, a single global culture determined not by genuine
human values but rather by the mechanical necessities of production:

In our day the life of people all over the world is, for the first time, on
the point of following an immediately universal pattern and not, as in
former periods, pursuing distinct modes of life which had originated in and
expanded from a particular human attitude. The present forms of living
as generated all over the globe by Western civilization are not a genuine
style of life; they are abstract standards [as opposed to values] imposed by
objectively tested experiences, by scientific and technological precepts, by
industrial production… What determines the conduct of people today is,
in a rapidly diminishing degree, tastes and preferences, but more and more
the inexorable, factual and practical necessities of collective work and the
collective facilities it produces. (1957, p. 207)

Admittedly, this is but one part of the picture. Our flesh and blood seeks continu-
ally to inject meaningful and humane values. But our machines of power persistently
threaten to shape our lives to their inhumane pattern.14
Shaped by power, our systems are in many ways not our tools. Indeed, they press us

to become instruments to their ends. The needed integrity between human needs on the
one hand and cultural design and practice on the other remain far from realization in a
world ruled by power. The challenge to us is to find a way to act with integrity and with

14 The hero of E. M. Forster’s story “The Machine Stops” cries out: “Cannot you see … that it is
we who are dying, and that down here the only thing that really lives is the Machine? We created the
Machine, to do our will, but we cannot make it do our will now. It has robbed us of the sense of space
and the sense of touch, it has blurred every human relation… The Machine develops— but not on our
lines. The Machine proceeds—but not to our goal” (in Allen, 1971, pp. 172–173).
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an understanding of the antagonism between the human and the power system. The
opposite of integrity is opportunism, which is the willingness to allow the environment
to govern one’s course. Like water flowing downhill, the opportunist takes the course of
least resistance. In an ideal world, opportunism and integrity could be the same thing.
But as long as social evolution is governed by forces that threaten to drag human
well-being down, the only responsible course is to labor against the current. At the
same time, in a world filled with grave necessities, one cannot survive by simply going
against gravity. For integrity to be more than gesture and martyrdom, it, too, must
find its opportunities. In a complex and dangerous world, the path for individuals and
for societies between selfdestruction and the loss of soul is at best narrow but not
straight.
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Epilogue to Book 1: Power and
Choice in Our Times
I
It is a common illusion to believe that one’s own moment in history represents a

turning point of epochal proportions. World War I was the war to end all wars (it did
not have a “I” after it then). A generation ago, the end of the age of scarcity was said
to be at hand. The record of millennial hopes bids one be cautious about claims of
incipient salvation.
Nonetheless, as the evolution of civilization tends to move forward into new territory,

we need not assume that all change simply means more of the meme chose. With
respect to the problems of intersocietal competition central to the parable of the tribes,
modern developments have indeed created unprecedented dangers and opportunities.
The main unprecedented danger, obviously, lies in the fact that our technology of
destruction today is many orders of magnitude larger than that of all previous historical
eras. Less visible are the sources of opportunity to create a more whole civilization,
although the parable of the tribes helps to bring them into focus.
First, ail the societies on earth are being knit into an increasingly dense web of

interaction and interdependence. Contrary to much recent discussion of “interdepen-
dence,” one cannot assume that increased interrelatedness leads to increased harmony.
Dependency can as often be a motive for conflict as for cooperation. The coming to-
gether of a single global civilizational system, however, does make it conceivable that
the disastrous fragmentation of the intersocietal system can be eliminated. Power has
been so virulent a contaminant because the body of civilization has lacked the inte-
gration necessary to mobilize resistance against small intrusions. Thus the disease in
one small part could progress until it afflicted the whole: if in one corner of the world
a community of societies managed to end the struggle among them, they remained
vulnerable to eventual invasion from some remote part of the earth where the struggle
raged unchecked. Now, all human societies are in constant contact with one another
and, barring the possibility of some Wellsian invasion of extraterrestrial forces, for
the first time in history all powers can assemble and come to grips with civilization’s
problem of power in its entirety.
Clearly, as long as civilization is comprised of more than a hundred sovereign nations,

the end of the system’s fragmentation is only partial and potential. But the anarchy
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suggested by the multiplicity of sovereign actors is mitigated by another aspect of the
contemporary international system: the predominance of two superpowers.
The parable of the tribes relates the hypothetical story of ten tribes, showing that it

only takes any one of the ten to poison the whole system. It is vain, the model suggests,
to hope that all ten would choose the way of peace. (Indeed, in history the number
of potential competitors has been far higher than ten.) But in the post-World War
II world, the achievement of far greater global peace and relaxation has required not
the improbable ten out of ten, or a hundred out of a hundred, but a more reasonable
two out of two. That is, if both the United States and the Soviet Union were truly
devoted to leading the world beyond the chronic struggle for power, the inhumane
forces described in this work might have been (might still be) significantly weakened.
The superpowers do not control all other actors on the world scene, but so great is their
dominance that if they cooperated in creating an atmosphere of peace and trust, and
if they dampened rather than inflamed the inevitable local and regional conflicts, the
climate of the world community would be greatly (though assuredly not completely)
pacified.
It may be reasonable to hope for two out of two, but of course that is not what

has happened. The rubble of World War II had scarcely settled when a new struggle
for power between the two erstwhile allies developed and, with varying degrees of
intensity, has continued ever since. Their bitter struggle has poisoned the world, even
without outright conflict, and threatens to inflict catastrophe upon it. A momentous
opportunity in world history has not been seized and, as of 1982, there are no signs it
will be.
The world did not get two out of two, and there are many who would say that what

it got was zero out of two. The question of who is responsible for the cold war has
been the subject of much study and controversy. Surely, the self-righteous American
view—popular in the 1950s and held in high offices now—that everything the United
States has done is blameless cannot be accepted. The record shows that American
ambition and hypocrisy (as well as naiveté and diplomatic incompetence) have played
a considerable role in exacerbating world tensions. But to depart from the orthodox
cold warrior’s view that the Soviets get 100 percent of the blame is not necessarily to
conclude that the fault lies mostly with the United States, or even that responsibility
must be apportioned 50—50. Many believe that reversing the usual ethnocentric bias,
as some cold war revisionists do, is a sign of enlightenment. In this case, I believe, it
is not.
There are several reasons to be skeptical about evenhandedness in the assignment of

responsibility for the cold war struggle. First, the democratic processes of the United
States—the rather free flow of information and the periodic accountability of leaders—
act as a decisive check on the ability of leaders to sacrifice or risk humane values to
slake their thirst for world power as an end in itself. Such checks are unmatched in the
Soviet Union (which is why Afghanistan cannot really be the Soviets’ Vietnam, and
why their military budgets can remain fat regardless of how lean the Soviet society
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becomes). Second, and related, the moral quality of Soviet and American leadership
when the postwar struggle was set into motion is hardly comparable. The record of
Stalin’s rule is now fairly clear, and it shows that “Uncle Joe” was as ruthless a human
being as can be imagined. Willing to murder millions of human beings for his own
purposes, including his compatriots, his colleagues, his wife, obsessed with extending
and protecting his power, Stalin contributed more to the barbarism of our century
even than Hitler (see Bychowski in Wolman, 1971; and Grenier, 1982). He was not the
kind of man who would have helped bring on the day when the lamb might safely lie
down with the lion, whatever the posture of American diplomacy. Although Stalin’s
successors have been less monstrous, the men who sent tanks to crush freedom in the
streets of Budapest in 1956 and in the streets of Prague in 1968, and who menaced
the green shoots of Polish liberty in 1980–81, have shown themselves to be truly the
heirs of Stalin in their orientation toward brutal power to order human affairs. Even
though the quality of American leadership has been far poorer than one would wish,
the moral differences between the regimes remains substantial, as represented in the
different postwar fates of Eastern andWestern Europe. Third, the traditional American
world view contains, along with its self-righteous ruthlessness, a generous admixture of
generosity, tolerance, and an idealistic belief in a cooperative world order, whereas the
Russians have emerged from their darker history with a tradition of oppression and
xenophobia. (To these it may be added that as a status quo power, the United States
had less motive to create a struggle where it might be avoided.)
On the basis of these general reasons, and of the more detailed evidence of the

history of the cold war, I venture to say that if both superpowers had been like the
United States, there would have been real possibilities for substantial progress toward a
peaceful world order; whereas if both had been like the Soviet Union, the history of the
postwar period would still have been one of continuous struggle. (If both superpowers
had been like the Soviet Union in its relative steadiness and cautiousness of policy,
however, the ensuing struggle might have been less dangerous. That is, a less erratic
course might have facilitated the establishment of a modus vivendi with less possibility
of perilous episodes like the apparently superfluous brinksmanship the United States
employed in the Cuban missile crisis of 1962.)
The parable of the tribes is a vision of possibilities restricted by the imposition of

necessities. According to this view of the cold war, the Soviet Union had more benign
possibilities available to it than it chose to pursue or was able to perceive. In turn,
the conduct of the Soviet Union imposed upon the United States necessities harsher
than it was inherently disposed to meet. And the fact remains, I would argue, that
the principal, though far from the only, stumbling block in the path of the world’s
moving toward more human possibilities can be removed only by a transformation of
the Soviet Union’s approach to the world.
This analysis does not suggest a distinction of moral black and white, but of two

different shades of gray, neither close to white, yet one perceptibly darker than the
other. Moreover, to attribute to the Soviet Union a primary share of responsibility
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for the global struggle of the past generation is not to suggest that Soviet conduct
represents some extraordinary evil: lamentable as that conduct may be, in the historical
record of internationally powerful actors, the Soviet Union’s relentless drive to expand
its power appears not at all unusual. On the contrary, the Soviets have fortunately
shown themselves to be rather prudent and careful. Finally, this view of the problem
of power in our times does not imply that other nations are entirely helpless about
improving the international climate. In particular, the pursuit of a wise, balanced, and
coherent diplomatic policy by the United States toward the Soviet Union might help
effect real improvements. But American police has been contused, and at the heart
of this contusion has been a tailure to grasp the tragedx ot power illuminated by the
parable ot the tribes.

II
The essence of tragedy is that its truths are dual, and the two sides of those truths

are in conflict. People like their truths simple, and the pursuit of simple truths in a
tragic world is perilous. Consider recent vicissitudes of American police.
In the 1970s. from the protracted disaster of American policy in Vietnam. Americans

learned one side of the truth—that the struggle for power is ugly and pernicious.
Manx Americans recoiled from destroying a country in order to “save” it. They saw the
hvpocrisy of embracing brutal dictators as allies in the defense of the “free world.” And
as they experienced the other ongoing American trauma ot the era—Watergate—the
citizens of this country saw that the fetish of “national security” could threaten at home
the very values of freedom and justice under law that they were presumable struggling
to secure.
Because these perceptions gained ground in American public opinion, the 1970s

saw a progressive American retreat from the struggle for power in favor of other,
more (immediately) humane goals. The retreat was far from complete, but it was
significant. To enhance the quality of life domestically. the United States deemphasized
military spending in favor of social programs. The United States dismantled some of
its intelligence apparatus to protect its own democracy and to respect the rights of self-
determination of other peoples. In the name of human rights, to some extent the United
States refrained (during the Carter years) from embracing regimes which might have
furthered American aims in global competition but which repressed and or exploited
their peoples. And in the hope that there might be an alternative to the dangerous
and everescalating power struggle between the superpowers, the United States sought
to establish a detente with the Soviets that would signify a new code of superpower
restraint.
The world should allow a nation to make such choices. But this is a tragic world in

which the pursuit of power is not only an ugly business, but also a necessity.
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The experience of the 1970s showed the limits of the range of American options.
Manx, including myself. had held a hopeful belief about Soviet intentions: xvhat they
xvant is not domination but equality and security. In the first Strategic Arms Lim-
itation Treaty. the United States voluntarily ratified strategic parity to replace its
once considerable superiority and unilaterally also reduced its spending on xveapons
in general. But as the Soviet Union gained parity it did not break stride. With half
the American GNP, the Soviet Union appears to have spent more on defense than
the United States for a decade, modernizing and expanding its weapons systems in
every category far beyond the requirements for mere security. The relative American
withdrawal from the global chess game simply meant the Soviets could make a few
unanswered moves (in Africa, in Afghanistan). By the end of the 1970s, the hope-
ful hypothesis about the Soviets appeared untenable. And the means and will of the
United States to protect Western interests were in doubt.
Americans sensed that the world’s current was running rapidly against them, and

the balance of public sentiment shifted to embrace that other side of the truth—that
power is necessary. President Carter and his idealistic policies and pieties appeared
discredited by the reversal and humiliation during the hostage crisis in Iran, and by
his belated self-confessed discovery about the nature of the Soviet Union after it in-
vaded Afghanistan. This shift in opinion led to a shift of national leadership to a new
administration, to a group of men who delight in the struggle for world power.
The Reagan group had no difficulty with the tragic lesson of the parable of the

tribes—that a society threatened by a power-maximizing rival cannot preserve its
way of life without sacrificing it. Defense spending leaped forward, at the expense of
programs in human services and with considerable strain on the budget and on national
economic health. These men seemed to understand the bitter truth of the parable
of the tribes that in order to avoid being swallowed or destroyed by a threatening
society, a nation is compelled to transform itself more into the image of its enemy.
The administration sought to reequip national intelligence agencies with powers like
those that had so recently proved subversive of democratic liberties at home. Scorning
the idealism of Carter’s human rights policy, the realists of the Reagan administration
were prepared to make common cause with gangster regimes in Central America. This
group had no need to awaken to those harsh realities about what a dangerous, and
often cruel place the world is.
Unfortunately the change was not from folly to wisdom but from one unbalanced

truth to another, like the proverbial swing of the pendulum. The Reaganites showed
no sign of tasting the bitterness of the truths they grasped. It was with no visible
repugnance that the administration supported the fascist regime in Argentina (giving
comfort that may have emboldened the junta to embark on the Falklands Basco), or
to the killers holding power in El Salvador. The nomination of an Ernest LeFevre to
run American human rights policy revealed more than just a recognition that human
rights cannot be an absolute in the formulation of foreign policy. More than just an
understanding of the strategic importance of the Philippines is demonstrated by the
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farcical enthusiasm of an American vice president for Marcos’s practice of democracy.
And more than mere acceptance of the importance of armed might is reflected in
the administration’s extraordinary and dangerous tardiness in embarking upon arms
control talks with the Soviets.
The one-sidedness of the Reagan administration’s handling of the two-sided problem

of power is already regenerating its polarized opposite. This is true with regard to the
struggles in Central America, where the Reaganites’ disregard for human aspirations
and moral values has encouraged the opposite view which disregards the necessity at
times to choose among evils. But this is especially true in the nuclear arms race.
The evidence of the past decade cannot support the contention that the United

States is the power responsible for the present acceleration of the arms race. The
readiness of Western governments to augment their military forces is a sign not of
belligerence but of self-defense. Otherwise, it would not have the support of such men
as Helmut Schmidt and Francois Mitterand. But the Reagan administration’s first
year of apparently unambivalent relish for the arms race gave great impetus to the
rise of a “peace movement” in Europe and the United States with strong currents of
anti-Americanism, unilateralism, and unrealistic forms of pacifism.
The peace movement embraces a diversity of opinions. An absolutely vital truth that

all its elements express is that the prevention of nuclear war is a task of utmost priority,
and that complacency in the face of a potentially destablizing arms race is intolerable.
It also correctly underscores the changes that weapons of massive annihilation make
in the venerable equation between increased military strength and increased national
security. But a strong current of unilateralist, antimilitary sentiment in the peace
movement ignores the opposing truth that deterrence is what has kept the peace for
thirty-five years, and that deterrence is based on displaying that one has the means
and the will to defend oneself against attack. In order to preserve the illusion that
policy can be based on simple truths, some in the peace movement argue that if the
West were to disarm itself, the Soviets would feel morally compelled to follow suit. As
the Economist has observed, absolutely no evidence supports that expectation: “The
Russian response would pretty certainly be a grateful, if puzzled, smile” (August 8,
1981, p. 10). Another illusion is that through the peace movement, the people can
pressure their governments to abandon the madness of the nuclear arms race. But as
Max Lerner argues in his review of Jonathan Schell’s The Fate of the Earth, “only the
governments of the West will be vulnerable to the storms of antinuclear protest” (1982,
pp. 28–29). (The one genuinely popular peace rally in the Soviet Union was terminated
within a few seconds with the confiscation of a banner and the arrest of the few people
involved.)
These movements of protest against unbalanced policies seeking a purely military

solution to a complex political and human problem in El Salvador, and against policies
in the nuclear weapons held, serve a useful purpose in checking the follies that grow out
of the current administration’s dangerously simpleminded view of the world. Protest
has probably retarded the administration’s descent into the abyss in Central America,
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and has probably been instrumental in getting President Reagan into negotiations
with the Soviets (though it remains to be seen whether either side is prepared to do
more than grandstand in front of Western public opinion). But this vectoral addition
of skewed directions does not lead to the kind of balanced approach that is required if
this nation is to help move the world toward a more humane kind of order. Nor does a
quadrennial swing between unworldly idealism and unprincipled pursuit of power fulfill
this nation’s responsibility to grasp both sides of the dilemma of power. A pendulum
may seem to correct itself, but it is always on its way to an extreme position.
Clearly, Americans as a people are of two minds on the issue of power. Balance,

however, is not achieved by having two minds. Balance requires, rather, an integrated
consciousness that comprehends at once our nation’s need to have and to use power,
and mankind’s need to escape from power’s dominion. It requires a recognition of the
validity both of the Sermon on the Mount and of Machiavelli. Indeed, there is not much
profit in gaining the world at the cost of one’s soul. But it is far from clear that one
gains if to preserve the purity of one’s soul one allows one’s quite impure adversaries
to become the rulers of the world.
Simple truths lead to tragedy. A tragic truth, like the parable of the tribes, may

help lead elsewhere.
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Book II: The Natural and the
Unnatural



Introduction: The Natural and the
Unnatural
According to some people, everything is natural. Nothing can be unnatural. Human

beings are a part of nature and therefore everything we do must be natural.
Of course, words can be defined however we wish. Thus the concept of the natural

can be all-encompassing. Such a definition, however, has important costs: by making
“natural” and “unnatural” both meaningless, it obliterates some useful distinctions.
We should recognize the fundamental cleavage between a beaver dam and the

Hoover Dam, between an ant colony and the People’s Republic of China, between
the predation of lions upon antelopes and the conquest of American Indian peoples
by Europeans. With all their connotative freight, the terms “natural” and “unnatural”
are appropriate for designating that distinction, for indicating an important division
between the systems out of which civilization emerged and the systems civilization has
created.
I hope to clarify that distinction and to demonstrate its importance. For it is into

the gap between these two that mankind has stumbled, and it is in that gap that we
experience that extraordinary (and unnatural) anguish of the civilized human animal.
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Part One: A House Divided: The
Human Condition in Civilization



Prologue: A Zoo Story
Not so long ago people in the Western world knew little about the nature of baboons

or, indeed, of other species of monkeys and apes that are the closest relatives to man
among the animals.
About half a century ago, a man named Zuckerman undertook to study baboons,

specifically a large colony of hamadryas baboons living in the London Zoo.
What he saw when he began to observe them was most disturbing. The colony was

beset by violence. The fighting was chronic and brutal, the carnage ultimately claiming
the lives of a third of the original members. Adult males were the main offenders, and
their victims included not only one another, but females and young as well.
When Zuckerman told the world what he had seen, many drew the obvious conclu-

sions: baboons are unrestrainedly violent by nature, and baboon society is a bloody
battleground. To many the mystery of baboon nature seemed solved.
Some years later, a different picture of baboon nature began to emerge. Other in-

vestigators had gone off to observe baboon behavior not in the zoo but in the savannas
of Africa, the animals’ natural home. Under the conditions where the baboon had
evolved and lived for millions of years, the baboon still showed a pugnacity of char-
acter. But aggression was a game primarily of threat and retreat. Its occurrence was
quite occasional and its injurious effects almost nonexistent. The elements of conflict
and dominance that had proven so disruptive and destructive in the zoo were, in the
savanna, part of the means of maintaining the tight social order that protected baboon
survival.
What was seen in the wild cast the murders in the zoo in an entirely new light. In

nature, baboons establish a hierarchy as they grow up; by the time they are fully armed
with the formidable teeth of adulthood, it has already been established who has priority
and who will back down. In the zoo colony, dozens of adults from different baboon
troops were suddenly thrown together; the baboons’ natural repertoire of behavior
gave them no way of establishing order peaceably. In nature, the baboon who loses a
confrontation can signal his defeat and escape the victor by retreating far from the
fray. The zoo society was enclosed, preventing the retreat that would end the fight
without bloodshed. What Zuckerman saw were baboons in a state of high agitation
and confusion, encountering problems that baboons had never faced before and for
which their natural responses were wholly unsuitable.
The history of primatology shows that the baboon story is not unique. Again and

again, the agonies of life in the zoo have been found to exaggerate greatly the bloodiness
and misery of life in the wild.
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For baboons, and for other species of primates.
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Chapter Four: Human Nature and
the Evaluation of Civilization
1. Out of the Cold: Beyond Value Neutrality
As a theory to explain the evolution of civilization, the parable of the tribes can

be accepted (or rejected) regardless of one’s attitude toward the reign of power. This
picture of social evolution as dominated by the selection for power need not be part of
a critique of civilization. That model can be presented or assessed from a value-neutral
standpoint. Indeed, somewhat similar ideas about the triumph of the powerful in the
struggle for survival were entertained in the last century by Social Darwinists in a spirit
of enthusiasm for what they regarded as the selection of “the most fit.” Questions of
truth can be separated from questions of value.
The predominant philosophic bias of our times, however, argues more than that:

according to this view, truth and value not only can be considered separately but they
also cannot meaningfully be brought together. Concern about value, it says, is not a
legitimate component of the search for truth. This legacy of positivism declares reality
to be external and objective, whereas judgments of value are “merely” subjective. Being
subjective, value judgments are also merely idiosyncratic. These judgments, therefore,
have no status in reality and afford no basis for assessing their validity. They are, in
a fundamental sense, meaningless. A meaningful science, for this reason, can tell us
about the ways things are but can say nothing about the way things should be.
This view of value must be rejected. For one thing, we find it repugnant because it

runs against our nature. For another thing, it is fallacious.
Value may be defined as the basis fior choice. In the absence of values, any alternative

is as good as any other. Indifference reigns. To be or not to be can be no question, for
there is no basis for answering. Values are implicit in any choice, and choice is required
for any action. If action requires choice, it is no wonder we need values, because to
live it is necessary to act. That is why the value-neutral universe of positivism seems
lifeless and therefore repugnant.
To enter the cold universe of positivist value-neutrality is as if to recede in time

through billions of years to a universe in which everything is dead. If there were nothing
alive, no one to care, what could it then matter what happened? Whether the universe
exploded or collapsed, burned or froze, would be matters of complete indifference. In
such a dead world, “the way things were” is indeed meaningful in a way that “the way
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things should have been” is not. But then life developed, and in time there emerged
creatures like ourselves with the capacity for joy and suffering, creatures whose will to
live coexisted with the possibility of death. With the emergence of such life, something
essential has changed. The shell of universal indifference has been breached, and into
the world has stumbled a sacred new reality: value. No longer are all things the same,
because they aré not all the same to us, or to the other sentient creatures who have
and feel needs and wants. No longer does indifference reign, for feeling creatures are
not indifferent. Hot blood changes the cold universe.
We feel within ourselves a profound commitment to value. To begin at the heart

of the matter, we cling to life and fight death. When a living, feeling creature regards
judgments of value as meaningless, it is as though somehow the heart of things has
been cut out. This positivist concept of reality, we feel, runs counter to the reality of
what we are. Indeed, there seems a paradox in the very notion that if people want to
say anything worth listening to, they should speak only of matters of objective truth
and not about value.
It would hardly be persuasive to a positivist, however, to argue that value-neutrality

should be rejected because it goes against our natural inclinations and feels alien. Feel-
ings share with judgments of value that second-class status of the “merely subjective.”
It is necessary to confront the argument on a logical basis.

2. A Theory of Natural Values
The crucial distinction between the objective and the subjective must be examined.

On the one hand, it is meaningful to discuss an objective fact (“There is a tree in the
yard”) because it concerns a shared reality in the world out there. On the other hand,
we base our judgments of value (“It is good to have loving relationships”) ultimately
not on the objective world outside us but on the feelings and attitudes within us.
These being part of a private world, it is argued, it is not possible meaningfully to
argue the judgments based on them. I will not dispute the contention that a tree exists
independently of human subjectivity whereas the goodness of loving relationships does
not. But it is fallacious to conclude from this distinction that our values are therefore
less legitimately a part of our objective and shared human reality.
If our subjective world were merely idiosyncratic, there would indeed be little mean-

ingful basis for arguing that something such as the selection for power in the evolution
of civilization was either good or bad: idiosyncrasies afford no basis for common cause.
But our reactions, while subjective, are not merely idiosyncratic.
We return to the evolutionary perspective for insight into the nature of things.
The near perfection of the living body is, according to evolutionary biology, the

legacy of ages of living history. For countless generations, life has experimented with
various forms. At each step, some have survived to produce successful offsprings
whereas others have not. Because only the survivors determine the organismic future
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of their species, the cumulative effect of this ceaseless and ancient process of selection
is the evolution of a body intricately designed for survival.
The body evolves not a static design, but one in action: to survive, an animal

must do what is necessary for survival. In its interaction with the outside world, the
organism must get what it needs for life (the survivalpositive) and avoid what could
destroy its life (the survival-negative). Thus, survival requires the right behavior, the
right behavior requires the right choices, and the right choices mean positively valuing
what helps survival and negatively valuing what hurts it. Value, therefore, is vital to
survival. And as the requirements for survival determine body structure, the body is
structured with an intrinsic system of value.
To the extent that our values are embedded in our nature, so also must be our feel-

ings. Feelings may be defined as the experience of value. The cold shell of a value-neutral
universe is cracked by the emergence of creatures capable of experiencing joy or suffer-
ing. It is because things can matter to some feeling creatures that anything can matter.
One important dimension applicable to feelings is positive-negative: some feelings are
experienced as good-satisfying-pleasant and others as bad-frustrating-unpleasant. We
are designed to have feelings to motivate us to choose the course of action necessary
for survival: the pain from stubbing our toes induces us to be careful with our feet,
the discomfort of hunger motivates us to obtain food, the pleasant aura of love leads
us to wish to take care of each other, the pleasure of sex serves the continuation of the
species. Writes David Hamberg: “Tasks that must be done (for species survival) tend
to be pleasurable” (in Washburn and Jay. 1968. p. 254). In all these cases, feelings are
grounded in the structure of the body and tied up directly with our natural system of
value: those experiences which have been survival-positive for our species tend to feel
positive and those that have been survival-negative tend to feel negative.
Our natural system of values is no more idiosvncratic than our anatomical structure.

We are not identical physically to one another, but our similarities far exceed our
differences. The late Professor Theodosius Dobzhansky once argued (in class) that
there is no such thing as “human nature,” that there are instead 4 billion unique
human natures. But one could equally well argue that there is no such thing as human
anatomy. In fact, however, all human beings share an extensive heritage: just as doctors
can study the human body, so can we speak of a basic shared inheritance of natural
values embedded in our organism.
Experience admittedly shapes our subjective domain of feeling and value. (For that

matter, experience can mold our inherent anatomies and phy siologies.) Depending
upon one’s experience, for example, one person may directly express anger yvhere an-
other will turn it inward: one person may be taught to repress his sexual impulses
where another is encouraged to fulfill them. Experience can be idiosvncratic (and can
differ from culture to culture), leading to idiosyncrasies (and cultural differences) in
values. However, the capacity of human beings to adapt themselves to different envi-
ronmental influences does not disprove the existence of underlying natural values yve
share as a species. Any value system can be instilled only if it roots itself in the organis-
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mic experience of the person: socialization (yvith its encouragements and reyvards and
discouragements and punishments) must begin yvith the intrinsic valuefeeling system
of the human organism. Despite differences superimposed upon us by experience, the
bond of shared natural values remains embedded within us.
The evolutionary perspective transforms our vision of the subjective realm in tyvo

significant yvavs. First, yve must recognize the objective reality of values. The true
foundation of our value judgments is not “merely subjective” but is a part of our nature
as creatures: our values are not mere chimerical fancies but are as inextricably rooted
in the objective nature of things as trees are. Second, to the extent that values are
grounded in the body, they are not idiosyncratic, for a particular body is a manifes-
tation of a general species type. Within a species, the intrinsic system of value means
shared values. Thus value—or at least the fountain of our values—is not a merely
private matter but is a domain of shared experience with our fellow human beings. It
is not shared in precisely the same sense as the world out there but in a sense that is
just as valid and meaningful.
Values are inextricable from our lives, from our living bodies. We are molded from

value-neutral dust to positively value life and the things that have served life. Our
repugnance for a “reality” stripped of value proves to be an expression of our natural
wisdom that knows that values are the blood of human reality. We have now discovered
a bridge between the domain of factual reality and the domain of value. In our species’
natural system of values we are given a basis for meaningfully appealing to one another
on matters of value (a basis that, indeed, people have always used). We have a basis
for inquiring “What is good for mankind?” We have found a terra firma upon which a
critique of civilization can stand.
But first, there is one essential part of our foundation which must be reinforced: the

fact and importance of biologically evolved human nature.

3. The Question of Human Nature
The idea that we as a species are endowed by our evolution with an inalienable

system of natural values is dependent upon our having a substantial inborn nature.
But this assumption is widely questioned. The image of man one discovers in many
contemporary portrayals is of a creature whose essential nature is a lack of an invariant
nature. According to that view, it might make sense to speak of natural values with
respect to “lower” creatures, whose behavior is ruled by instinct indelibly inscribed
upon their natures, but not with respect to man, who has evolved to present his
environment a veritable tabula rasa upon which anything can be writ. Human nature,
in this currently predominant view, is a mere drop of biological necessity in a sea of
human adaptability.
In contemporary thinking this tabula rasa argument commonly takes two forms.
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A. The “Uniqueness Is Essence” Assumption
In our cultural tradition, setting man radically apart from the other animals is an

ancient and deep-running current. We find in Genesis the special creation of man. In
today’s anthropology, most of the inconsiderable time spent on the question of hu-
man nature is used for extolling the special qualities of our species. What is man?
His essence, we are told, is what differentiates him from all other animals: his unique
intelligence, flexibility, and culture. If we regard as “human” what is distinctively hu-
man, then our indeterminateness is our nature, as the tabula rasa case propounds. But
this approach stems from the fallacious assumption that the true nature of something
resides in its unique qualities. If a shipment of identical new cars arrives and we place
upon one a special hood ornament, have we thereby transformed in a single stroke its
essential nature? No, it is still basically the same as the others. The illogic of this view
of man should alert us to the likelihood that clarity is being sacrificed for ideological
purposes.
Of course, human evolution has dif ferentiated us from other species. But how

different are we? In particular, how plausible is the idea that our nature, unlike that
of other creatures, has become essentially indeterminate?
The “human” phase of our ancestral development, that in which our “true” nature

of plasticity would have had to develop, has been relatively brief. Our ancestors, it
should be remembered, do not begin at some dramatic branching of the tree of life:
they include one-celled animals, aquatic vertebrates, and then the animals evolving on
land leading through reptiles eventually to mammals, primates, and finally the line of
Homo. And evolution has a memory: though modified by gradual change, the structure
of an animal is like a living record of the aeons of living history during which it has
developed. Thus, our blood to this day reflects the salt concentrations of the sea our
ancestors left many millions of years ago. And our glands are the result of the ages of
transformation of a fish into a mammal. In evolution, what has been does not quickly
disappear. The old is not neatly extirpated and replaced by the new, the way the army
can discard the mule for the jeep with no sign of a tail on the jeep. This persistence of
ancient nature pertains as much to the dynamic aspects of a creature, the way it acts
and feels, as to the static structures that survive in fossils.
From the relative brevity of our strictly human evolution, we can infer that it was

not so long ago that our ancestors needed as ingrained and substantive a nature as
other creatures have. Ina world demanding that energies be well directed, survival as
mammals required a deep and complex emotional and cognitive nature, not a blank
sheet. Thus, if our nature is a clean slate, it had to be wiped clean.
From the tendency of evolved structures to persist, we may infer that this ancient

animal nature would not have quickly disappeared. Would the roughly one million
years since the earliest beginnings of culture have
sufficed to substantially eradicate what must have been a deeply inscribed animal

nature? Here it should be noted that the period available for such an erasure is of a
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duration several orders of magnitude shorter than for the transformation of gills into
glands. But an even more important point needs to be made. For almost all of this
already brief period, as was argued in the first chapter, the emergence of culture did not
greatly transform the conditions of human life. From this we can infer that the ancient
animal nature of our species remained essentially compatible with the demands being
made on people by their environment. Consequently, there would be no great pressure
to wipe clean the slate of human nature. It is unlikely, therefore, that the substantive
nature of our species would have been selected against before culture had brought
about major changes in the demands of human living. The period for wiping the slate
clean would not be the one or two million years of the emergence of the cultural animal,
but the few thousand years of the evolution of civilization. And during that period, it
is generally agreed by those who study human evolution, we have changed genetically
insignificantly, if at all, from our paleolithic ancestors.
It seems most plausible, then, to imagine our ancient animal nature to have survived

within us largely intact. Our more recent acquisition of plasticity might better be seen
less as a replacement for our substantive nature than as a superimposition upon it.
This image of superimposition enables us to approach a second source of the tabula

rasa argument.

B. Cultural Diversity as Proof of Indeterminacy
If man’s nature were given in his biological organism, some argue, this inherent

nature would give rise to uniformities between independent human cultures. What we
find instead is a wide range of cultural diversity. History and anthropology demon-
strate that human beings can fit into enormously varying cultural environments with
correspondingly diverse demands upon their human members. Cultural diversity, in
this view, stands as proof of the lack of substantial content in the inherent nature of
man: human nature is plasticity.
Although this argument is fairly plausible, ultimately it is not compelling.
In the first place, a substantive human nature would not imply cultural uniformity

but only discernible tendencies in human culture. Man requires culture to give his
nature finished form. Man naturally walks upright, but the style of walking varies
from culture to culture. It is natural for people to smile and laugh, but the precise
ways and meanings of smiling and laughing are culturally modified. Man is naturally
an overhand thrower, but what he throws and the style of delivery are influenced by
culture. So, too, with love between people and with contact with the sacred. To the
extent that cultures should be regarded as expressions of human nature, the various
cultures will tend to be not identical but variations upon a theme.
In the second place, it is perilous to view all cultures as direct expressions of hu-

man nature. To the extent that forces other than those arising from human nature
have molded cultures, the logic of this tabula rasa argument fails. And the parable
of the tribes demonstrates that a major subset of human cultures (civilization) has
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been shaped by such forces. We cannot accept, therefore, the suggestion by the famous
anthropologist Alfred Kroeber that human nature be defined by the limits of all the
cultures known to us (1966, p. 207). For in the light of the parable of the tribes, we
cannot view an isolated hunting-gathering tribe and a totalitarian empire as equally
representative and free flowerings of the nature of our species. Among primitive soci-
eties we might find a mirror of our nature. But the inescapable selection for power has
so warped our civilized culture that they can afford only a most distorted image of
ourselves.
The case for the tabula rasa at last falls back on the incontrovertible fact that

human beings indeed have fit into a wide spectrum of different societies, the massive
power system as well as the primitive society. If man did possess a substantial inborn
nature, how could socialization fit people into such an apparently limitless variety of
social environments? We must present our cultures a carte blanche to allow them to
write so freely upon us.
The plasticity of man is not, however, proof that man lacks a substantial organismic

nature. The proponents of the tabula rasa view would have us conclude from our
evident flexibility that we are each born like a lump of wet clay without any intrinsic
shape of our own. But I propose a different image: our flexibility is like a wire of
spring steel capable of being bent in many directions but always straining against the
pressure, always trying to assume its original shape.
We reach here the heart of the human dilemma: the coexistence of our natural

needs and values with our unique flexibility. As the neocortex in our brains flowered
above the enduring mammalian and reptilian structures, so did we acquire plasticity
superimposed upon our given nature. The human species grew more adaptable to serve
its own survival, to fulfill the needs of human nature. Plasticity did not arise in conflict
with our given nature; culture for ages embellished without warping the lives of human
animals. But evolution cannot look ahead. It only rewards what has worked in the past.
Without planning, one can fall into traps. Our capacity to learn became so great that
we became capable, in Rene Dubos’s phrase, of overadapting, of learning too well for
our own good. It became possible for us to conform to an environment antagonistic to
our nature.
Yet another metaphor helps convey our condition, a metaphor more apt in some

ways than either clay or spring steel for it captures our pain: the image of the bound
foot of the traditional Chinese woman. We are plastic enough to develop into the
stunted form that the forces imposed on us demand. But how painful not to grow into
our true human shape!

4. Eden: The Natural Environment
Having plausibly confirmed the substantiality of human nature, we may return to

building upon the foundation provided by the theory of natural value. This theory
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gives us a basis for inquiring “What is good for mankind?” To begin with, we can
deduce from it the image of the Garden of Eden: the goodness of a creature’s original,
natural environment.
The natural environment for an organism is that in which its species has evolved.

The body is designed by evolution for survival. Survival, however, involves not just
an organism but an organism in an environment. The ongoing processes of natural
selection constantly mold each species according to the opportunities and hazards for
life in its particular environment. Each creature, therefore, is naturally a projection of
the world around it, its body crafted to fit intricately with its natural environment.
This fit has implications about the goodness of the natural environment. If a species

is endowed by nature with an inherent system of values according to which what has
been survival-positive is good, and if that species has been designed for survival in a
particular environment, it follows that this environment will be good for the species.
This goodness is not something wholly intrinsic to the environment itself. Rather, it is
the fruit of the match between organism and environment. And the positive judgment
is from the standpoint of the organism’s own inherent values. The environment, one
might say, creates creatures who will like it.
Each creature, then, evolves in an Eden. But we must not get carried away by

this paradisaical image. Although its natural environment is good for a species, it is
hardly perfect. Death was in the Garden well before man first sinned. One reason for
it does not detract from this view of the natural environment as good for the species:
ultimately death is our lot by design. For creatures like us, the optimal strategy for
our species includes the mortality of individuals. The long-term survival of our kind
has been best assured by giving each of us a short-term lease on life. But death stalks
our imperfect Eden for two other reasons.
First, evolution has been finite and has found no invulnerable solutions to the

problems of preserving life: flesh can be cut or crushed, burned or bruised, for living
tissue cannot thus far be both viable and indestructible. The longer a species lives in
a given environment, presuming that environment to be reasonably stable, the better
adapted becomes the species to its environment and correspondingly the better is the
environment from the standpoint of the species. Yet life remains vulnerable to slings
and arrows.
A second and probably more important reason for the imperfection of a species’

natural environment is that life feeds upon life. Although the ecosystem is synergistic
in the sense that all living things depend upon the maintenance of a harmonious
balance among all the elements of the whole, the aspect of competition and struggle is
nonetheless also present, with one species living off the flesh of another, with nature
red in tooth and claw. One creature’s meat is another creature. There is no escape
from the dilemma that even in the natural environment, either the predator will feel
the pain of hunger or the prey the pain of death. Thus although evolution invents
incredible harmonies for the preservation of life, the wholly opportunistic nature of
the evolutionary process necessitates that these harmonies be constructed out of the
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conflicts of interest among living things. No solution perfect for all is possible, so the
resolution is imperfect for each species.
From the point of view of any one species, improvements in the natural environment

are possible. The jagged edges of rocks can be smoothed, the parasites and predators
deterred.
Yet though improvements are possible, most environmental change is apt to be

detrimental. That the natural environment falls short of perfection warrants far less
emphasis than how close it comes. Genetic mutations can be favorable—that indeed
is how evolution can occur. But just as the near perfection of biological design assures
that the overwhelming majority of random mutations in genetic structure are detrimen-
tal, so also does it imply that most changes in a species’ natural environment would be
harmful rather than beneficial. Any species will thrive better in its own environment
than transplanted to almost any different one. Environmental changes have often oc-
curred from forces extraneous to the living system, as from climatic disturbances and
fluctuations. These changes have generally led to genetic adjustments by species, which
is to say the more frequent death without propagation of the original majority geno-
type than of a few fortunate mutants. Not infrequently, environmental changes have
led, especially when they were rapid, to the extinction of species (as—according to
most current theories—in the sudden disappearance of the dinosaurs). The wages of
change are, usually, an acceleration of death.
Leaving one’s natural home, like leaving Eden, is generally a step in the wrong

direction.

5. The Fatal Mismatch
In ten thousand years, the conditions of our lives have changed whereas the demands

of our nature have remained the same. If we assume a fit between our needs and our
environment in our natural state, we can see how a change on one side alone could
create a fatal mismatch. The critique of civilization can thus be based on the widening
gap between human nature and the unnatural environment of civilization: the same
logic that establishes the goodness of the natural suggests also the evil of the unnatural.
Even if one grants the theory of natural value and its corollary argument about

the goodness of the natural environment, however, one need not conclude that our
present unnatural environment is less good. Since improvements are possible, civiliza-
tion may indeed advance human welfare. The changes that have been made may not
have opened a gap between the human environment and human nature but may in-
stead have brought them closer together. Let us consider some arguments the defender
of civilization might present.
One argument might run: if what is good for a species is what promotes survival,

then clearly civilization is good for human beings. Civilization has promoted human
survival both at the aggregate level (increased human population on the earth) and at
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the individual level (increased life span). If survival is the criterion of goodness, then
civilization is good.
This argument, however, distorts the theory of natural value. What is good for

an organism was defined not as what promotes survival but as what has promoted
survival during the evolution of the species. This apparently miniscule distinction
reveals, upon closer examination, a fundamental point. Value enters the universe not
automatically with the appearance of life, but with the emergence of life capable of
experience. Admittedly, it is for the preservation of life that this sentient capacity
is created by selection. Nonetheless, it is only inasmuch as things matter to feeling
creatures that things can matter at all. Our theory of value directs us to look not
at life per se but at the experiential quality of life. Sentient creatures are so crafted
that positive experience lies on those paths which during the aeons of their species’
evolution have led toward survival. It is possible for other paths to lead to survival
over experiential terrain quite different and less fulfilling.
The preservation of life, therefore, is a necessary but not a sufficient criterion for

the goodness of a creature’s environment. This point can be readily and intuitively
grasped with respect to both (1) the proliferation and (2) the extension of human life.

1. The defender of civilization might ask: “Who among us would choose to return to
our natural conditions which would support less than one in a thousand of those
now alive? This alone is proof that civilization has bettered the human condition.”
But what if centuries hence the technology were developed whereby human beings
could be kept alive by the use of tubes for nourishment and respiration at a
density of one person per square foot? Could not the above argument be made
with unimpaired logic? All of us, I am sure, recoil at the thought and instantly
recognize that the quality of human life must take precedence over sheer quantity
in our judgments of value. This understanding is reflected in the increasingly
universal consensus that our current geometric population growth is a threat to
human well-being and not a sign of it. The argument for civilization based on
numbers, therefore, fails. All things being equal, more life may be better than less,
but if all things are not equal we are compelled to judge where the degradation
of quality balances the increase in quantity and, ultimately, at what point that
degradation transforms life itself into an evil rather than a good.

2. It is clear how the same considerations relate to our individual longevity.1 An
extended life is not necessarily a better one. A dog can be kept alive inside a cage,
without the love or activity it desperately (and naturally) wants: its “survival
needs” taken care of, it can still be miserable. Sometimes the failure to satisfy
apparently inessential needs leads to death, as was revealed by R. A. Spitz’s

1 It should be noted, however, that civilization’s ability to extend the human life is extremely
recent. Not until relatively modern times did the life expectancy of civilized humanity begin to diverge
markedly from that of primitive peoples (see Eberstadt, 1981).
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studies of the mortality rate of well-fed but unloved institutionalized infants.
But it is possible within limits to set up an environment for some animals which
better guarantees their survival than their natural environment but which is
nonetheless ultimately less satisfying—less good—from their standpoint. Again,
contemporary thinking reflects an awareness of the distinction between life per
se and a life worth living. As medicine makes it possible for the terminally ill
and the very elderly to continue essential life processes beyond the point where
life has meaning, it is becoming increasingly acceptable to allow death to come.

We who live in less visible cages than kennel dogs should not assume that long life
compensates for the inability to run free. Nor is it clear for many who live in this
unnatural environment that those civilized systems that maintain their life processes
are doing them a favor.
The first argument—equating goodness with sheer survival—does not prove the

goodness of civilization. But neither does refuting that argument suffice to refute the
more fundamental point. Civilization’s defender might turn here to a second argument.
If we wonder about the value of civilization, this argument would run, conclusive

evidence is not hard to find. We need only introspect a moment to realize that we would
choose civilization over the primitive living conditions of our natural environment.
In our affluent society, the preferability of civilization is obvious. Who among us is
prepared to choose life without flushing toilets, thermostated homes, and television?
If value is defined as the basis for choice, and if our choice is to hold onto the comforts
and entertainments of our civilized life, does this not prove the goodness of civilization?
I am not sure that it does. The counterpoint is also based on introspection. I admit

that the more rugged life of the primitive would probably leave me pining for running
water and well-stocked libraries. But I remember myself at the age of five and I believe I
would have chosen differently then. The choice of the five-year-old may well be the more
significant, for he stands closer to our nature. We as civilized adults are taught to need
and appreciate civilization. We learn not to rely on those satisfactions that, however
important, are unavailable or scarce for us, like community with other people and close,
harmonious contact with the natural order. Our socialization channels our energies so
that we are prepared to fill the roles required by civilized society and to find our
enjoyments among the goods civilization provides. We adapt to our environment so we
can find whatever fulfillment is possible under the conditions. If those conditions require
us to overadapt, a part of the cost is a warping of our nature and a corresponding
distortion of the basis upon which we make our choices. Our choices in favor of what
civilization has taught us to choose cannot therefore resolve the issue.
If we have lost the wisdom of the body, perhaps we can regain it with the help of

the mind.
We have come a long way from our good but imperfect Eden. Most paths away from

Eden are downhill. For a change in its natural environment to be good for a species, it
is almost certainly necessary that the force determining that change be most solicitous
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of that species’ needs. In the light of the parable of the tribes, we can find little basis
for optimism about the solicitude of social evolutionary forces. To the extent that the
selection for power has been the force impelling us away from our Eden, this unnatural
environment we call civilization must at least be suspect of being badly mismatched
with the needs of our nature.
The parable of the tribes—the entire argument of Book I—shows how civilization

has been (largely) shaped by forces beyond human control and indifferent to human
needs. The theory of natural value now combines with the parable of the tribes to
provide an explicit and reasoned basis for arguing that civilization does not provide a
good environment for human life. The gap between the natural and the unnatural is the
second key for unlocking the mystery of the human condition. Throughout history, as
much as people have extolled the blessings and achievements of civilization, they have
lamented the anguish of human existence. Whole world views have been constructed
around the problem of human suffering and misconduct. But we discover now a key to
the evils of our existence which has no need for such concepts as original sin or maya.
We see that the agony of human beings under the aegis of civilization derives from the
fact that we evolved to live in one kind of environment yet are compelled to live in
a vastly different one. Torn between the demands of his new unnatural environment
and the inclinations of his inborn nature, civilized man lies tormented upon a social
evolutionary rack.

6. The Original Sinner: Evaluating Human Nature
Through the ages, the evils of our world have hardly escaped notice. Nor is it novel

to observe that there exists a gap between man’s inclinations and the demands of his
environment. Usually, however, this gap has been used as a measure of man’s moral
shortcomings. Confronted with the riddle of evil, many have sought the answer in
man himself. I have embarked here upon a critique of civilization. But is it not as
appropriate to conclude from the fatal mismatch that the problem lies in fatal flaws
of human nature?
It is again in the evolutionary perspective that we can find a clear view. This

perspective, we must recall, is a comparatively new one. During the ages when the
world views of the great civilizations were developed, the vision of civilized people
could not transcend civilization. Civilization seemed the natural and only imaginable
condition for human life. Without a vision of man separable from the civilized state,
man seems inextricable from the evils that plague civilized life: thus one could easily
conclude that man is the source of the evil. With the civilized environment taken as
a given, the disturbing mismatch between organism and environment appears to be a
problem in the organism.
The Darwinian revolution has shown us that man is separable from civilization. And

the archaeological record shows civilization to be a recent eruption in the evolution
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of our species. In these longer perspectives, civilization is no longer a given in our
efforts to understand the human condition. Indeed, the theory of natural value, which
is based on that evolutionary perspective, suggests that in our search for fulfillment
our own nature is what should be taken as a given. This is not just because, in a
practical sense, it is a given, unless we are prepared to let the genetic engineers hack
away at it (which I am not). More fundamentally, in a conflict between our needs and
our environment the theory of natural value would question on what basis we would
give our moral allegiance to environmental demands that injure us. If what naturally
constitutes goodness for us is the fulfillment of our natural needs, it would seem a
perversion (literally, turning around) of our natural perspective to base our solution
to the riddle of evil upon a condemnation of our human nature.
The evolutionary perspective enables us to see that the natural state of all creatures

is to live in an environment that is well designed to meet its needs and in which
what they should do is identical to what they want to do. These two blessings of the
natural state correspond with two components of the problem of evil which arise for
human beings living in civilization. The first evil is that of human suffering, of evil
endured. The second is that of human misconduct, of evil perpetrated. The ubiquity
and apparent inevitability of human unfulfillment have led some to postulate a basic
flaw in the human condition: by nature alienated from God, by nature neurotic, by
nature a sick animal. Similarly, the bloody atrocities and rampant corruption that
afflict human affairs have provided images of innate human viciousness: original sin,
Ardreyesque savagery. The evolutionary perspective places these two evils in a different
light: it is simply not plausible that man is either sick or criminal by nature.
If the conditions of human life demonstrably do not meet human needs, this dis-

cussion of natural environments suggests that the problem lies with our unnatural
conditions. There is a Sufi saying that thirst is the clearest proof of the existence of
water. Similarly, we may say that human needs were not likely to be created by evolu-
tion except as a means to assure their fulfillment. The image of a creature whose needs
are systematically frustrated by its natural environment is an implausible one. This
argument of evolutionary plausibility can apply also to the image of man as innately
at war with himself. The theory of natural value might accept our condemnation of
human nature if it could be demonstrated that by nature we frustrate ourselves, that
we naturally contain such selfcontradictions as to make our misery inevitable. But is it
plausible that the parsimonious process of natural selection would make a blunder so
fundamental as to equip a creature with the disposition to thwart its own life-serving
impulses?
We can take as illustrative of the nonevolutionary view the pessimistic visions of

Freud,2 for the shadow of his thought still darkens our view of the basic human con-
dition. No one has done as much as Freud to direct attention to the conflict between
human needs and the demands of civilized society. Yet, because he did not see the hu-

2 John Bowlby also writes of Freud’s “pre-Darwinian” assumptions (1973, p. 399).

146



man condition in an evolutionary perspective, he, like the ancients, could not envision
human beings separately from the agonies he saw around him. Thus, in Civilization
and Its Discontents, Freud saw human unfulfillment as the inescapable lot of man. His
argument, it must be noted, applies not really to civilization specifically but to any
form of human social life. If humans are to live together, he says, their basic instinctual
drives must be repressed. Yet we know that man is by nature a social animal, molded
since long before he became human to live in tightly knit groups. For any creature
with such an evolutionary history, its basic instinctual drives are certain to correlate
deeply with the requirements of social life.
Freud accurately saw the fatal mismatch within the Victorian European culture of

his own time, but his attempt to discover in that conflict an invariant feature of human
existence cannot be accepted. The most general formulation of Freud’s vision of man’s
inevitable neurosis is the idea that the pleasure principle within us is inevitably opposed
by the reality principle: in other words, what we want and what the world offers
and demands are fundamentally different. But as has been noted by others (notably
Marcuse, 1966), Freud’s image of the “reality” principle whose demands must be met is
derived from the realities of his own specific era. A reality principle that changes with
history illuminates better the historical human condition than the basic nature of man.
And my previous argument led to the conclusion that the reality principle applying
in our natural state was in harmony with our unvarying pleasure principle. Then, we
might presume, id and ego were not so much at war as in partnership.
Yet the evolution of civilization has indeed transformed our realities, and the suffer-

ings Freud described have become a part of the human condition. And it is a short step
from man the sufferer to man the criminal. Indeed, the two are almost but two sides
of the same phenomenon. If our environment seeks to thwart the expression of our
nature, we suffer. If we do nonetheless express that nature, it is viewed as misconduct.
Sex becomes sin. Independence of spirit becomes rebellion or heresy. Little boys who
want to act like little boys rather than sit quietly at their desks are called behavior
problems.
Beyond that, the frustration of our natural impulses transforms them.3 Instinctual

frustration breeds rage. The devastation of World War I led Freud to postulate in
human nature a death instinct at war with the life energies of Eros. Freud did not even
inquire how that inherent dualism in our allegiance could have evolved. His Thanatos

3 This is illustrated by the dream of a forty-five-year-old woman: “Two veiled figures climb onto
the balcony and into the house. They are swathed in black hooded coats, and they seem to want to
torment me and my sister. She hides under the bed, but they pull her out with a broom and torture her.
Then it is my turn. The leader of the two pushes me against the wall, making magical gestures before
my face. In the meantime, his helper makes a sketch on the wall, and when I see it, I say (in order to
seem friendly) ‘Oh! But this is well drawn!’ Now suddenly my tormentor has the noble head of an artist,
and he says proudly, ‘Yes, indeed,’ and begins to clean his spectacles.” About this dream, the Jungian
psychologist Franz says: “(T)he dream reveals that the veiled burglars are actually disguised artists, and
if the dreamer recognizes their gifts (which are her own) they will give up their evil intentions” (in Jung
et al., 1964, p. 203, italics added).
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serves no adaptive purpose, as the lemmings’ periodic migration into the sea at times
of overpopulation developed to safeguard the survival of lemmingkind. It makes no
evolutionary sense, I suggest, to imagine natural selection to have writ as a basic
principle of human nature a purely life-destroying instinct. An attraction to death does
make sense, however, for creatures whose circumstances have made life so tormenting
that for some it ceases to be clearly of positive value. And an urge to destroy is
comprehensible for creatures whose fulfillment is blocked at every turn.
Truly wild animals do not behave wildly. But escaped from its cage in the zoo an

animal may go “wild” from being so long pent up. Then, too, it may be destructive
because it is bewildered, because it is not prepared by nature to cope with so unnatural
a circumstance.
The zoo becomes an apt metaphor for civilization, the unnatural environment. And

as we view the record of criminality of civilized people, we may turn to Zuckerman’s
famous baboons to see to the heart of our dilemma. When our knowledge of baboons did
not transcend the London Zoo, baboons seemed by nature bloodthirsty and destructive
creatures. But these baboons were attempting to cope with a situation that would
never occur in their natural environment, a bewildering situation which frightened
and confused them and in which the usually life-serving impulses of baboon nature had
life-destroying consequences. On the savanna, the undeniable baboon aggressiveness
leads to threats, occasional scratches and wounds, frequent retreats by the subordinate
or intimidated animal. In nature, the dominance hierarchy of baboon society emerges
gradually, as the animals mature, and it helps insure a life-serving order in social
relationships. In the London Zoo, in an unnatural society formed suddenly on unnatural
terrain, baboon impulses led to multiple murders. So, are baboons by nature criminal?
The evolutionary view leads us to the belief that the source of the undeniable

evils of civilized human life is not to be found in human nature. By this defense of
human nature, however, I do not mean to imply that man is by nature “good. It is
not my intent to cast man in the role of the Noble Savage. Regardless of man’s innate
aggressiveness, lovingness, selfishness, altruism, man is by nature good enough for the
life he evolved to lead. Since we have by nature a degree of consciousness and range
of choice not possessed by other species, the moral dimension would “naturally” enter
into all human life in a way that it does not in the rest of nature. But if man were in
his natural place, the question of whether man as a species is good or evil would not
arise any more than we seek to judge whether baboons are better than gorillas.
The question of human good and evil arises because we are not in our natural

place, and because our responsibilities have become unnaturally heavy. In our role in
the world we have become like gods, and for that role we are not good enough. It is
because our powers so exceed what we are naturally equipped to manage that we have
become the world’s first criminals: this is the moral dimension of the fatal mismatch.
But this does not justify a condemnation of human nature. Tiger and Fox have written
that if baboons wielded hand grenades, there would be no baboons left alive in Africa
(1971, p. 210).
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If we are to wield unnatural powers we are indeed compelled, lest we destroy
mankind and livingkind, to become unnaturally “good.” The moral anguish expressed
in civilized religions is here illuminated. What kind of creature would it take to live
harmoniously in such a world? Make yourselves into creatures like that, civilized peo-
ples have been exhorted through the ages. We are thus torn between our nature and
our need to take a new set of demands as a “second nature.” The required goodness
conflicts, to a degree, with our inherent system of value by which we naturally seek our
own fulfillment. Yet in our unnatural circumstances, the ultimate fulfillment of what
we naturally value requires that our values go beyond what comes naturally. Through-
out history, the great religions—though without necessarily understanding the origins
of the human dilemma—have sought to transport their believers across that moral
gap. With the potential for evil now far greater than before, it is more necessary than
ever that humankind accomplish that fundamental religious task of reconciling the
apparently irreconcilable.
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Chapter Five: Power and the
Psychological Evolution of Civilized
Man
1. The Re-creation of Man
Our brave new world of civilization has required a new man to go with it. Civilization

has not just provided a different social environment for the same creatures. The new
conditions demand human transformation as well. And if it is power that has largely
determined the structure of civilization, the structure of the new man also has been
molded by the requirements of power. The insistent hand of the selection for power
has, in these five or ten millennia, wrought a psychological restructuring of the human
being.
It is difficult to exaggerate the importance for the maximization of power of the

psychological system. Certainly, the engines of power get much of their drive from
social, political, and technological innovations. But in our times it is plain to see that
the power-generating potentiality of each of those systems can be realized only by a
people whose culturally molded psychological structure equips them to make these
macrosystems run. Without “human capital,” everything else is of little avail, and with
such resources in the souls of men power can be created even out of ruins. The rapid
postwar reconstruction of Germany and Japan has demonstrated this. As Boulding
has noted: “The knowledge of the people was not destroyed, and it did not take long,
therefore, certainly not more than ten years, for most of the material capital to be
re-established… By ‘knowledge’ here I mean, of course, the whole cognitive structure,
which includes valuations and motivations as well as images of the factual world” (in
Blau et al., 1971, p. 422). The external ingredients of modern power are no secret, yet
modernization proceeds at vastly different rates in different societies. The machinery
of power cannot run itself, so access to the U.S. Patent Office does not unlock the door
to power. The evidence from development programs shows how indispensable a key is
human capital.
In their postwar efforts to help other peoples modernize, Americans have been sur-

prised by the intractability of human psychological factors. This surprise should alert
us that we are in the proximity of an important blind spot. We tend to assume that
the way we are is simply the natural human way to be, and that other people therefore
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necessarily will share our purposes, passions, and perceptions. Czeslaw Milosz, the Pol-
ish Nobel Laureate and emigrant to the United States, has written that “Americans
accepted their society as if it had arisen from the very order of nature” (1968, p. 263).
But our motivational, emotional and cognitive structures are enormously complex arti-
facts of history, as far from given in our natural humanness as the modern technology
we employ. If recent experience has revealed us to be blind to the peculiarity of that
psychological constellation which embodies our human capital, it implies that we are
also blind to the extraordinary convolutions of the soul which the evolution of civi-
lization has imposed upon our natural being. One purpose of this chapter is to bring
vision to this blind spot, in particular to discover how the rule of power in the rise and
development of civilization has led to a re-creation of man as the servant of power.
We may envision civilization in terms of the channeling of energies. Nature supplies

the energies, civilization channels their flow. This is clearly true at the level of tech-
nology, and it is equally true at the level of psychodynamics. Man may have natural
inclinations and preferences, but he is also designed to be able to respond differently
to different situations. A situation that blocks the flow of human energies from follow-
ing its natural course does not make that energy disappear. Rather, it rechannels the
natural impulse and changes its character, the way the Colorado River can be diverted
into the furrows of a lettuce field or stored in Lake Powell to be tapped for electric
power. By determining the situations in which human character takes form and human
action occurs, civilization can make of human energies a natural resource available for
its own exploitation.
The human being enters this world equipped by nature to be prepared for nurture.

This pronounced receptivity to fundamental learning, which granted even primitive
man enormous adaptability, allows family and social institutions wide latitude in so-
cializing their members. But, to repeat, socialization is not just a matter of filling in
the blanks. The human infant arrives not just with receptivity but also with a natural
set of needs and expectations. If every minute some human creature is born a sucker,
nature intended him to be so with the expectation he would take in his mother’s milk
and not the trickery of this evolving circus of civilization.
Consider the infant-mother relationship, that most primeval and deeply formative

socializing situation. This relationship can serve us as a limiting case regarding the
capacity of culture to shape human experience and, thereby, human character. For it
is here that the imprint of natural need is most indelibly impressed, where nurture is
most clearly shaped by nature. If civilized society can impose its own purposes at the
expense of human needs in this situation, we cannot doubt it can do so at any other
point. If we can envision how the maternal relationship can be perverted to the ends
of power, then we can still more readily imagine how socialization from other personal
relationships and from social institutions can also mold human beings to those ends.
The infant brings to the maternal relationship intense needs for a continuous flow of

love and emotional-tactile contact. This is a major thrust of John Bowlby’s excellent
and lifelong study of attachment (as well as separation and loss) in the mother-child
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relationship. Support for this image of powerful natural needs is found in those studies
(e.g., by Margaret Ribble and René Spitz) on the deaths of institutionalized infants who
received material but not emotional sustenance. A good deal of work in psychology
has substantiated the idea that the indispensable foundation for healthy emotional
development in the human being is the experience of love and trust in this initial
emotional attachment.
Fortunately, nature is at work in the other side of the relationship as well. The way

the sound of the infant’s voice stimulates in the mother the secretion of the hormone
oxytocin, which in turns prompts the flow of milk, can stand for an entire pattern of
natural maternal responses.
But nature’s system is not foolproof. Mothering can be inadequate. A mother’s

inadequacy can be the result of individual idiosyncrasy, as in the case of a first-time
mother chimpanzee who was a neglectful mother and whose infant eventually died
(described by Jane van Lawick-Goodall, 1967). But maternal neglect can also be an
established cultural pattern, since the socialization process, like all aspects of culture,
evolves under the force of various influences, not all of them congenial to man. Ash-
ley Montague (1971) has described the tendency of many cultures systematically to
frustrate the innate need of the human child for touching, and Bowlby has written,
in Attachment, that prolonged separation of infants from their mothers occurs only
“in more economically developed human societies, especially in Western ones” (1969, p.
199). The neglect of human needs is not mere inadvertence. Cultural practice is rein-
forced by cultural teaching, revealing that the socializing culture is not just neglecting
human nature but is indeed warring against it. Consider, for example, this sage advice
given early in this century by John B. Watson, a major figure in the American study
of the psyche, in Psychological Care of Infant and Child:

There is a sensible way of treating children. Treat them as though they
were young adults. Dress them, bathe them, with care and circumspection.
Let your behavior always be objective and kindly firm. Never hug and kiss
them, never let them sit on your lap. If you must, kiss them once on the
forehead [to] say goodnight… Try it out. In a week’s time you will find how
easy it is to be perfectly objective with your child and at the same time
kindly. You will be utterly ashamed of the mawkish, sentimental way you
have been handling it. (quoted in Frank Caplan, 1973, p. 87)

Under the pressures of culture, the natural relationship between mother and child
can be sabotaged. Hospitals drug delivering mothers and whisk away the newborns
into nurseries controlled by professionals, thus undermining a critical and irreplaceable
moment for bonding. Until recently in this society, fathers were forcibly kept away,
and breast-feeding was scorned and discouraged. These social practices also weaken
the bonds between the infant and its parents. Under the weight of social teachings and
policies like these, and shaped herself by a similarly unnatural process of socialization,
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the mother may well be ill-prepared to respond to the needs her baby got from nature
the way nature designed her to. As R. D. Laing writes, somewhat hyperbolically: “From
the moment of birth, when the Stone Age baby confronts the twentieth century mother,
the baby is subjected to these forces of violence, called love, as its mother and father,
and their parents before them, have been. These forces are mainly concerned with
destroying most of its potentialities, and on the whole this enterprise is successful”
(1967, p. 58).
The unnatural socialization experience rechannels the natural human energies. De-

pending on the nature and extent of the deprivation, the child’s natural yearning for
love can be transformed into frustration and rage, into desperate driven searching, into
feelings of helplessness. Early in his career, Bowlby (with J. Robertson) studied the
effect on young children of separation from the mother, necessitated by the child’s hos-
pitalization. They found predictable stages in the children’s reaction: in the beginning
there was protest, a call for an end to the separation; then came despair, the bleak
and depressed feeling of aloneness; and finally came denial, an end to wanting for the
relationship to be renewed. They describe this last stage:

… he will gradually commit himself less and less to succeeding nurses and in
time will stop altogether taking the risk of investing love and dependence in
anyone. Instead he will become more and more self-centered, transferring
his desires and feelings from people onto material things such as sweets,
toys, and food. He will no longer show upset when the nurses leave. He will
also
cease showing feeling when his parents come and go on visiting day … he
denies all need for mothering or intimate care, (quoted in Montagu, 1955,
p. 216)

Under the impact of a psychological trauma, even the deepest and most instinc-
tually based desires can be redirected and/or denied. The frustration of need which
happenstance imposed on the children in the study, societies may impose upon their
young by design.
Idiosyncratic trauma needs no explanation, but a cultural pattern of thwarting

human needs suggests a cultural purpose. By systematically traumatizing its members,
especially in their most impressionable and formative years, a society can recast the
image of man to achieve its own ends. But what ends are served by frustrating human
needs (in the maternal relationship or anywhere else in the socialization process)?
One inevitable end of civilized societies is the maximization of power, and I show
how the ends of power can be served by human suffering. A fulfilled person at peace
with the world is an instrument of limited utility. But frustrate him enough, and his
energies turn to rage which can be channeled for his society’s power. Energize him with
the activation that marks the uncomfortable, and he can become one of those driven
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people who accomplish so much. Teach him to eschew human intimacy, and he becomes
available as a pliant servant of impersonal systems and an attentive manipulator of
the material world. Drive him to an intolerable sense of his own helplessness, and he
may be quickened with an insatiable thirst for power.
What hurts the individual human being may therefore be helpful to the power-

maximizing system, helpful not necessarily despite the human injury but sometimes
even because of it. Human suffering is not always an incidental by-product of the
parable of the tribes. It is not just that the struggle for power grinds people up, or
that the selection for power is indifferent to human needs. Beyond that, the evolving
systems of powermaximization utilize human suffering as a major fuel to energize their
operation.
Power demands better servants than human beings are as nature created them. Civ-

ilized societies need power, and thus they are compelled to re-create man. Socialization
practices are the instruments by which social demands are translated into psychological
structure, and we have had an intimation of how such practices may injure mankind
to maximize power. Since the selection for power selects also for power-maximizing
socialization practices, it is evident how the parable of the tribes could illuminate our
psychological as well as social evolution.
The psychological structure that best serves power has many components. More-

over, as civilization has evolved, the demands by power upon the human psyche have
evolved as well. In this chapter, I explore a few of the major dimensions of this painful
recreation of man into the image of power. “(T)he phenomenon of an animal turning
upon itself, taking arms against itself, was so novel, profound, mysterious, contradic-
tory and pregnant with possibility, that the whole complexion of the universe was
changed thereby” (Nietzsche, 1956, p. 218).

2. Fighting Mad
The Seeds of Rage
Power is not the fruit of violence alone; it is far more complex than that. Yet

the parable of the tribes has dictated that the capacity for effective aggression is
indispensable for a society’s survival. Civilization has therefore required the creation
of a warrior spirit among a least some of its members. How readily have people been
recruited into the combative cadres of civilization? Are the bloody pages of civilized
history but the nature of man writ large? These questions were brought up in the “Red
Sky at Morning” section of chapter 3. I return to them here in a new context: to note
the psychological transformation that accompanied the social transformation of the
rise of militarism.
The crucial testimony must be that of the natural man. But where is he to be found?

We may look at primitive peoples, whom civilized mythology regards as savages. Yet
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savagery better characterizes civilization. Erich Fromm, in Anatomy of Human De-
structiveness, concludes from the data that “the most primitive men are the least
warlike and the warlikeness grows in proportion to civilization. If destructiveness were
innate in man, the trend would have to be the opposite” (1973, p. 150). We may look
also at children, each of whom is, as it were, a message to civilization freshly sent by
nature. Anna Freud, carrying on her father’s work, has written: “Children have to be
safeguarded against the primitive forces of war, not because horrors and atrocities are
so strange to them but because we want them at this decisive stage of their develop-
ment to overcome and estrange themselves from the primitive and atrocious wishes of
their infantile natures” (quoted in Bender, 1953, p. 138). It would seem that the atroci-
ties of war mirror the atrocious impulses, endowed by nature, with which we enter this
world. Yet others who have studied children have perceived them very differently. On
the basis of work with more than nine hundred children, for example, K. M. Banham
concluded that children are born with outgoing affectionate drives. The hostile drives
she regards as secondary: “They only become preoccupied with themselves, withdrawn
or hostile as a secondary reaction, when rebuffed, smothered with unwanted ministra-
tions, ignored or neglected” (quoted in Montagu, 1955, p. 194). Lauretta Bender has
argued similarly in her study of childhood aggression: deprivations and dissatisfactions
in the child’s experiences, she says, are the cause of the “amplification or disorganiza-
tion of the [child’s “constructive”] drives into hostile or destructive aggression” (1953, p.
149). If we accept these findings, human aggressiveness appears inevitable only if we
regard the positive needs of the child as inherently impossible of fulfillment. But the
work of Bowlby and others suggests quite otherwise. They suggest that, in its natural
environment (in Bowlby’s phrase, in its “environment of evolutionary adaptiveness”
[1969, p. 50]), the infant’s needs correspond well with the nurturing it is offered. It
seems reasonable to grant that a degree of frustration and a corresponding degree of
aggressiveness are naturally part of the human condition, but the extreme destructive-
ness wrought by civilized man is probably best seen as an outgrowth of the unnatural
degree of frustration to which civilization subjects its members.
The problem of human aggression, we may reasonably believe, lies not in ourselves

but in our environment. J. R Scott argues against any notion of an inevitable aggressive
impulse. There is no need to fight, he says, as there is to eat. The absence of food leads,
in time, to a disturbed internal, physiological condition. By contrast: “A person who is
fortunate enough to exist in an environment which is without stimulation to fight will
not suffer physiological or nervous damage because he never fights” (quoted in Fromm,
1973, p. 119). Man has no need to pray, give us this day our daily killing.
Viewing a European civilization seething between two convulsive world wars, Sig-

mund Freud saw men as “creatures among whose instinctual endowments is to be
reckoned a powerful share of aggressiveness” (1961, p. 58). But, it should be recalled,
Freud as an observer was in a situation much like Zuckerman’s. In such a zoo, it is no
wonder that he sensed “a primary mutual hostility” among human beings. Yet as a zoo-
dweller— whose vision of human life before the zoo, articulated in Totem and Taboo,
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was of a repressive paternal tyranny terminated by guilt-inducing patricide—Freud
misread the relationship between human aggression and civilization. “Civilization,” he
thought, “has to use its utmost efforts in order to set limits to man’s aggressive in-
stincts …” (1961, p. 59). But the alternative view is that the unnatural environment
frustrates human needs, and chronically frustrated creatures grow enraged. When a
child’s positive needs are not met, Durbin and Bowlby write, “such frustration leads to
a violent reaction of fear, hatred, and aggression. The child cries or screams or bites or
kicks” (in Bramson et al., 1964, p. 91). Man, a child of nature, kicks against the cage
that frustrates him. The zoo runs red.
Because of chronic injury, not God-given impulse, civilized man grows up with a

chronic lust for revenge.1

Channeling Destructive Energies
It is not immediately evident how civilized societies can benefit from enraging their

human members by inflicting upon them the pain of unnatural living. If these destruc-
tive impulses should be expressed wantonly throughout the range of social interactions,
this pool of energy might more readily disrupt and fracture a civilized society than be
instrumental to it. The order of civilized society is, in fact, frequently threatened by
violence—domestic, criminal, or insurrectional. Like so much else of human potential-
ity, however, human rage can be a pliant resource available to be molded and directed
for social ends. What is needed is a means to channel the Brownian motion of purely
individual rage into an aggressive movement of the whole social mass.2
The natural impulse is to strike back at the source of one’s injury. But when the

source of injury is society or its agents, including the socializing parents, retaliation
typically is forbidden. Permitting such revolt would be incompatible with establishing
the habit of individual submission to social authority. When the child expresses its
anger at being frustrated, write Durbin and Bowlby, it is further frustrated by pun-
ishment. “The child is slapped or beaten or subjected to moral instruction—taught
that its behavior is wrong or wicked” (in Bramson et al., 1964, p. 91). A psychological
version of the law of the conservation of energy operates: the impulses, however much
suppressed, do not disappear. Denied their natural outlet, they will find another. The
discipline imposed by civilization has a paradoxical effect, at once domesticating him
for its purposes and driving him wild. Nietzsche, seeing through the facade of domes-

1 Achilles says in Homer’s Iliad:
Why, I wish that strife would vanish away from among gods and mortals, and gall, which makes

a man grow angry for all his great mind, that gall of anger that swarms like smoke inside of a man’s
heart and becomes a thing sweeter to him by far than the dripping of honey.

(XVIII. 107–110)
2 It should be noted that individual aggressive energies are not the sole motivational foundation

for collective aggression. More altruistic feelings—like love and loyalty for one’s people and country—
are also often important ingredients.
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tication in Victorian Europe, wrote: “What punishment is able to achieve, both for
man and beast, is increase of fear, circumspection, control over the instincts. Thus
man is tamed by punishment, but by no means improved; rather the opposite” (1956,
p. 216). And Durbin and Bowlby continue their analysis of the frustrated child: “The
overwhelming fact established by the evidence is that aggression, however deeply hid-
den or disguised, does not disappear. It appears later and in other forms” (in Bramson
et al., 1974, p. 92). What forms are socially the most useful?
One transformation of aggressive energies is a form of internalization, a redirection

of hostility back against the self, discussed later in this chapter in “The War Within.”
More pertinent to our immediate concern is a second transformation: displacement.

With displacement, the aggressive energy remains outwardly directed but the object
against which it is directed has been changed. The urge to strike is permitted expression,
but the dangerous and forbidden object of this rage is replaced by another. This new
object, though perhaps objectively irrelevant, can serve a cathartic function if it is
draped in the proper imagery to make it appear the proper target of hatred. Man,
risen to greatness by his symbol-forming abilities, is here hoist by his own petard.
Because our rage can be vented upon scapegoats, the very systems that injure us as
they grow in power can use our pain to empower themselves still further. Mumford
writes of warfare in the ancient city: “Hence the sense of joyful release that so often has
accompanied the outbreak of war… (P)opular hatred for the ruling classes was cleverly
diverted into a happy occasion to kill foreign enemies” (quoted in Becker, 1975, p.
98). Scapegoats can, of course, be internal as well. The common factor—whether it is
a czarist state diverting hostility toward the Jews or a ruling class of U.S. southern
whites channeling resentment toward blacks—is that it is often the very powers that
create discontent that choose the target of the consequent rage. Civilized societies
exploit hatred as armies do: the hatred for the brutalizing but unassailable officer is
directed, given free outlet, against the enemy he points to.
As in ancient times, so in the modern world, the pent-up rage of society’s members

can fuel the engine of social power, by strengthening the ruling part and by fortifying
the aggressive drive of the whole. The typical Western individual, Talcott Parsons
writes, is subject in the process of growing to adulthood to emotional strains so severe
as to produce “a large reservoir of aggressive disposition” which, as it cannot be directly
expressed, is “susceptible to mobilization against various kinds of scapegoats outside
the immediate situation of its genesis” (in Zawodny, 1966, p. 384). Similarly, Durbin
and Bowlby write that “It is natural” that the aggression provoked by the frustration of
the socialization process “should be chiefly canalized by, and flow unimpeded through,
the state organization of common endeavor and military adventure” (in Bramson et al.,
1964, p. 99). Reservoirs, canals, flows: the human being is exploited like the Colorado
River of which not one drop now reaches its natural outlet in the Gulf of California.
Displacement through collective social aggression serves two functions. From those

who seek to explain the phenomenon of war, one usually hears of the cathartic function.
Thus Mumford concludes about the ancient city: “(T)he greater the tensions and the

157



harsher the daily repressions of civilization, the more useful war became as a safety
valve” (quoted in Becker, 1975, p. 98). But the parable of the tribes discovers another
factor by looking at the same connection from the other side: the more necessary for
social survival collective belligerence became, the more useful became the tensions and
harsh repressions of civilized life.

The Faces of Human Aggression in the Evolving Reign of
Power
Social evolution has placed the civilized individual and the civilized society in very

different positions with regard to aggression. While the society needs to harness the
aggressive energies of its members to maximize its own power, it also needs for its
members to be subordinate to its authority. As social evolution has progressed, tighter
social orders have emerged with more stringent demands that individuals restrain their
aggressive energies. The intersocietal system, by contrast, has remained anarchic and
has continued to require of societies the capacity for effective collective aggression. This
widening difference in the demands made by the respective environments contributes to
the channeling of aggression into collective forms: energies repressed in the individual
erupt in the conduct of the system as a whole.
The forces of social evolution have prohibited in the individual the assertiveness they

have made mandatory for the society. Only society is sovereign; only it is permitted to
stand tall. Consequently, the subdued individual with unfulfilled longings all the more
readily identifies with his oppressor, seeking through that identification the vicarious
satisfaction of the human pride and freedom which the system has denied him. Denis
de Rougemont has written about patriotism:

In truth, we have here again egotism, but so broadened as to become a
virtue. It is taught in schools under the name “patriotism.” It is accepted
that every form of pride, every form of vanity, and even the most stupid
boastings are legitimate and honorable so long as they are attributed to
the nation in which one has taken the trouble to get born. What nobody
would dare to say of his me, he has the sacred duty of saying for his us.
(1957, p. 78)

An important word of qualification: the foregoing discussion asserts no single char-
acter type for civilized man. Identifying any particular national character is sufficiently
fraught with peril without adding cross-cultural and transhistorical dimensions. This
sketch is simply to suggest and illustrate the nature of the interaction between the
demands of power and the transformations of human energies. A full investigation
would reveal a vast array of different characters, not only because of idiosyncratic per-
sonality differences, but also according to social roles, cultural differences, and social
evolutionary changes in the demands of power. Most pertinent to the concerns of this
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work is the effect of changes in the demands of power, and this effect might usefully
be illustrated.
In primitive societies, anthropologists tell us, respect is gained through generosity

and proven wisdom. We in modern liberal societies feel more affinity for those values
than for the martial virtues which warrior societies have placed above all others. The
nobles of feudal society, for example, considered it a virtue to be prepared to avenge
any slight by spilling blood. Tocqueville writes of medieval Europe:

The nobles of the Middle Ages placed military courage foremost among
virtues and in lieu of many of them… Feudal aristocracy existed by war and
for war; its power had been founded by arms, and by arms that power was
maintained; it therefore required nothing more than military courage, that
quality was naturally exalted above others; whatever denoted it, even at
the expense of reason and humanity, was therefore approved and frequently
enjoined by the manners of the time. (1945, II, 245)

We reject such conduct and values. Yet, unlike them, we live in that age of tight
social order where individual aggressiveness is prohibited. The nobles of feudal society
lived in an era without strong central control. They retained as individuals a degree
of sovereignty in an environment which, in turn, retained a degree of anarchy. In
view of the anarchy that surrounded them, and the anarchy that in the first place
allowed them to come to power within their domains by force of arms, we can see two
aspects of the selection for power that would favor this unreasonable and inhumane
emphasis on martial virtues. Our individual circumstances are very different, and so
are the ethics surrounding our individual conduct. Before we too hastily regard that
era and its values as alien from our own, however, we should look at that juncture
of modern life where our ordered existence shares a border with anarchy. We may
recall that strong national impulse—barely restrained by a larger view of national
interest— to avenge with blood the insult to the United States of Iran’s holding less
than .00000025 percent of our citizens hostage. That comparatively trivial but visible
and sustained insult, more than any other factor, served (in 1980–81) to rededicate
U.S. public opinion to martial virtues in American collective behavior, and swept into
power an administration promising that such affronts in the future shall be met with
“swift and effective retribution.” Beware, ye who would throw down the gauntlet before
us as a nation. Fortunately, high among the martial virtues that selection for power
favors in major nation-states is the capacity for prudent calculation.3 We may hope,

3 Indeed, the predominance of prudence over mere violence has long been a part of the successful
strategy for power maximization for large-scale systems. Edward Luttwak writes of The Grand Strategy
of the Roman Empire: “With rare exceptions, the misuse of force in pursuit of solely tactical goals, or
for the psychic rewards of purposeless violence, was avoided by those who controlled the destinies of
Rome.” … “The firm subordination of tactical priorities, martial ideals, and warlike instincts was the
essential condition of the strategic success of the empire” (1976, p. 2).
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therefore, that the resurgent militance will be unlike that of the hotheaded feudal
warrior.
Not only has social evolution moved the locus of aggressiveness in the modern world

from where it was in feudal times but it has altered its spirit as well. The demands war
now makes upon the soldier in combat are different from those of earlier eras. Pinchas
Noy writes that “The soldier involved in battles in the past could not function without
being motivated by aggression. He could not put his sword through the body of his
enemy without feeling hate for him, or without enjoying the actual act of killing” (in
Winnik et al., 1973, p. 121). Modern weapons, however, require a new psychology for
the act of destruction: “The skillful operation of these technical instruments requires
a coolheaded, quick-thinking and emotionally detached soldier. In a dogfight between
two supersonic jets, for instance, when life and death depend upon the ability of the
pilot to plan and decide his action within a fraction of a second, the one blinded by
rage and hate would certainly be the one to lose” (ibid.). Perhaps the need for split-
second timing is not the crucial change, for hand-to-hand combat has also required
it, but rather the change from large muscular movements to the very minute ones
required to work the controls that unleash the violence. (See also Newcomb on how
sophisticated weapons displace pugnacity with detached serenity as the advantageous
emotional state of the modern soldier.) Perhaps this change also reflects the distancing
and intellectualization that the apparatus of modern power in general requires of those
who tend it.4 We destroy now in a less ferocious spirit.
We who, in modern times, coolly equip ourselves to annihilate millions of our fellow

human beings in other lands are nonetheless repulsed by the brutality of earlier eras.
The ancients who took great pride in their capacity for cruelty and ruthlessness do not
evoke our admiration. But perhaps we, no less than they, reflect the ruthlessness our
own times require for survival in a still ruthless world.
Warfare in its early form decreed that not the meek but the most ferocious and

relentless would inherit the earth. Walter Bagehot observes: “Insensibility to human
suffering, which is so striking a fact in the world as it stood when history first reveals
it, is doubtless due to the warlike origins of the old civilization. Bred in war, and
nursed in war, it would not revolt from the things of war, and one of the principal
of these is human pain” (1956, p. 58). Yet most of us, in the face of wounds and
suffering, retain that sensibility. Nonetheless, we have developed a new insensibility,
a disembodied distancing. In an era when the technology of destruction allows us to
kill by remote control, we become remote in the manner in which we contemplate the
meaning of our actions. Unlike our more bloody-minded ancestors, we cannot look our

4 The idea that the change in the demands upon the soldier parallels a more general change in the
demands society places upon its members finds support in a contrast drawn by Norbert Elias: “Whoever
did not love or hate to the utmost in this [medieval] society, whoever could not stand his ground in
the play of passions, could go into a monastery; in worldly life he was just as lost as was, conversely, in
later society, and particularly at court, the man who could not curb his passions, could not conceal and
‘civilize’ his affects” (1978, p. 201).
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carnage in the face. But, like Perseus slaying Medusa, we do it by mirrors of abstract
intellectualization. No longer given to crude boasts of atrocities, we in the nuclear age
think the unthinkable and speak dispassionately of megadeaths.
Finally, it is worth noting one more effect of the changing requirements of power

upon the nature and role of aggression in the psychology of civilized people. In our era,
in comparison with earlier times, the role of purely military factors in the generation
of social power has diminished. The development of modern economic productivity
has become so vital a component of a society’s competitive power that the selection
for power has channeled a greater proportion of human energies to purposes other
than aggression. It is perhaps in this perspective that we might ponder Tocqueville’s
observation about the energetic structure of Americans which in a few centuries has
made their nation a superpower and a principal molder of modern civilization:

To clear, to till, and to transform the vast uninhabited continent which is
his domain, the American requires the daily support of an energetic pas-
sion; that passion can only be the love of wealth; the passion for wealth is
therefore not reprobated in America, and, provided it does not go beyond
the bounds assigned to it for public security, it is held in honor. The Amer-
ican lauds as noble and praiseworthy ambition what our forefathers in the
Middle Ages stigmatized as severe cupidity, just as he treats as a blind and
barbarous frenzy that ardor of conquest and martial temper which bore
them to battle. (1945, II, 248)

Barbaric frenzy yields to cupidity; the savaging of human flesh gives way to a rape
of nature’s bounty. Either way, the mentality of power, though it may change, deforms
the human character. In making human energies the instrument of inhumane ends, the
selection for power makes virtues out of vices.

3. Hierarchy and the Lust for Power
In the political realm, as in the military, the requirements for the survival of civilized

societies have had frightening psychological implications.
As civilization brought war to mankind, so also did it bring hierarchical political

and social structures. We have seen (chap. 3, “The Evolution toward More Effective
Central Control”) how intersocietal competition has mandated inequalities of power
within society. Later (chap. 7, “Men Are Not Ants”) I explore how an analogous anarchy
within societies has led to an analogous intrasocietal selection for power, compounding
the tendency for civilized societies to become polarized between a powerful elite and a
subordinated majority. Thus with power uncontrolled in human affairs, the emergence
of civilization cast human beings into the new roles of ruler and ruled. These new roles
demanded new psychological structures among the players in the human drama.
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In a world where power is suddenly a requirement, the appetite for power will be
rewarded. Those societies will survive best whose rulers can most wholeheartedly and
single-mindedly play the power-maximization game. (The consequences of the recent
juxtaposition between President Carter’s Christian piety in the White House and chess-
playing-as-usual in the Kremlin illustrate this point.)5 Within societies, those groups
are most likely to dominate which most crave the dominating role and which find
most congenial the means that lead to power. The selection for power thus gives the
domineering personality a dominant place in the picture of civilized psychology.
How large a transformation is implied by the prominence of this lust for power?

Just as there have been many who have seen the record of civilized warfare as the
outgrowth of the natural aggressive instinct of our species, so also have many seen the
lust for power as the inherent bent of the human creature. Thomas Hobbes, writing
at a particularly anarchic time in English history, saw men in the state of nature as
inevitably obsessed with gaining power. In order to secure himself, Hobbes wrote, a man
must try “by force or wiles to master the persons of all men he can …” (Leviathan, chap.
13). Nietzsche—looking beneath the carpet of nineteenth-century European civilization
and himself standing, many believe, as a harbinger of the fascist mentality whose
season was soon to come—portrayed the Will to Power as the essential motive of the
human animal. “All driving force is will to power… Pleasure is every increase of power,
displeasure every feeling of not being able to resist or dominate” (1967, nos. 689, 690).
Yet in^the state of nature, we discover a very different human portrait. The egalitar-

ian nature of primitive society has been stressed before. Such insignificant differences
in status as we find do not derive from success in subjugating others but from more
benign and modest services performed for the community. In the state of nature, we
do not find every man for himself, against all others. Rather, reciprocity and sharing
form the basis for social interaction. We can infer that a moderate dominance hierar-
chy probably characterizes natural human society, since dominance plays some role in
gorilla and chimpanzee societies. Yet that Nietzschean cleavage of mankind into the
strong and the weak mirrors a disturbed human condition, not a natural one. Seeing
man in natural society, we would not posit the will to power as the engine of all hu-
man action. If civilization has given men an insatiable appetite for power, it has been
through a distortion of our natural psychology. Men like Hobbes and Nietzsche have
been looking at Zuckerman’s baboons.
In the lust for power demonstrated by many of civilization’s most prominent indi-

viduals, therefore, we find not human nature so much as psychopathology. An insight

5 In the words of the ancient Chinese classic of Han Fei Tzu: “King Yen practiced benevolence
and righteousness and the state of Hsu was wiped out; Tsu-kung employed eloquence and wisdom and
Lu lost territory. So it is obvious that benevolence and righteousness, eloquence and wisdom are not
the means by which to maintain the state. Discard the benevolence of King Yen and put an end to
Tzu-kung’s wisdom; build up the might of Hsu and Lu until they can stand face to face with a state of
ten thousand war chariots—then Ch’i and Ching will no longer be able to do with them as they please!”
(Watson, 1964, pp. 100–101).
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into one aspect of that pathology is provided by Fromm. With the rise of civiliza-
tion, he writes, a “new principle” came to govern human life, and a substantial part
of that principle derived from the sadistic character type. Sadism he describes as “the
passion for unlimited, godlike control over men and things” (1973, p. 165). And the
prominence of sadistic pathology in early civilization he discovers, for example, in the
way the rulers of Egypt and Mesopotamia “boasted on their monuments and tablets
of their personal feats in mutilating, torturing and killing with their own hands their
chief captives” (quoting Mumford in ibid.). “To exert power in every form was the
essence of civilization” (ibid.). Says the king in a medieval chanson: “By my troth, I
laugh at what you may say. I care not a fig for your threats, I shall shame every knight
I have taken, cut off his nose or his ears. If he is a sergeant or a merchant, he will lose
a foot or an arm” (quoted in Elias, 1978, p. 193). Regrettably, we cannot be assured
that civilization has outgrown this “new” principle of sadism as it has become older.
The sadistic delight in playing the god of torment still leaves its grisly mark upon our
world.
It is not just the barbarity of an Idi Amin or a Pol Pot which gives us concern. In

Hitler and Stalin, two of the most powerful and advanced nations on earth were ruled
by the ancient spirit of sadistic pathology. The equation of civilization with progress,
which seemed so clear to many just a few generations ago, appears untenable in the
light of Auschwitz and the Gulag. Solzhenitsyn writes, with characteristically searing
eloquence:

If the intellectuals in the plays of Chekhov who spent all their time guessing
what would happen in twenty, thirty, or forty years had been told that in
forty years interrogation by torture would be practiced in Russia; that
prisoners would have their skulls squeezed by iron rings; that a human
being would be lowered into an acid bath; that they would be trussed up
naked to be bitten by ants and bedbugs; that a ramrod heated over a primus
stove would be thrust up their anal canal (the “secret brand”); that a man’s
genitals would be slowly crushed beneath the toe of a jackboot; and that,
in the luckiest possible circumstances, prisoners would be tortured by being
kept from sleeping for a week, by thirst, and by being beaten to a bloody
pulp, not one of Chekhov’s plays would have gotten to its end because all
the heroes would have gone off to insane asylums, (quoted in Feifer, 1980,
p. 57)

We in liberal countries feel securely insulated from such nightmares. But in our
world too the lust for power plays a large and often corrosive role. Among us, the
craving for power often takes other more subtle and devious forms, as in the tyranny
of bureaucrats and in the Vince Lombardian obsession with winning as the only thing.
As long as so many of the men who run our systems are people who would sacrifice

anything to be on top, it is difficult to imagine how the world would not be screwed
up.
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This work suggests two ways of explaining the unnatural prominence of the lust for
power in the psychology of civilization. The parable of the tribes can explain its spread:
as people left the Garden to become as gods, selection would dictate that those with
“a passion for godlike control” would rise to be historymakers. If power needed power
lovers, civilization would find more efficient ways to generate that character type than
mere reliance upon the creation by happenstance of occasional “rogue animals” among
the human ranks. To understand the genesis of the lust for power, we must turn to the
thesis more recently developed here that unnatural and therefore unfulfilling conditions
for human life generate pathological distortions of human nature.
A suggestion of how the lust for power arises as the fruit of unfulfillment is found in

Fromm’s ideas about the compensatory nature of sadism. The sadistic urge to demon-
strate omnipotence, he says, grows out of the experience of agonizing impotence. An
emotionally injured person who has lost “the power to be” may compensate by seeking
“power over” things and people. Both points support an image of sadistic motives as
secondary or derivative, like the aggressive energies discussed earlier. They also clar-
ify how the frustrations of civilized life could transform more constructive impulses
into sadistic ones—again as was the case with aggression. A social environment which
forbids the human being to be what he naturally is, and which renders him impotent
in the face of the repressive power of society, would seem well suited for generating
sadists. We again encounter that tragic irony that the very suffering inflicted by power
systems upon human beings can be turned to strengthen those same injurious systems.
We have looked into the psychology of the dominant, but there is another side to

be considered. The hierarchical systems of civilization require a mass of people who
will submit to control. As Machiavelli said, the virtues of rulers and ruled are not the
same. As power systems have need of wolves, so have they need of sheep.
The image of the sheep seems to fit well Redfield’s description of the peasant as

stoical and passive. A similar portrait of a subordinate type is drawn by Fromm in his
delineation of the “receptive” character: “The receptive orientation is often to be found
in societies in which the right of one group to exploit another is firmly established.
Since the exploited group has no power to change … its situation, it will tend to look
up to its masters as to its providers, as to those from whom one receives everything
life can give” (1947, p. 79).
Even here the ideologies of civilization (more particularly, of course, of its dominant

elites) have sought to present existing conditions as revealing fundamental nature. In
Politics, Aristotle declares that “It is clear … that some men are by nature free, and
others slaves, and that for these latter slavery is both expedient and right” (1. 5–6).
He does not argue that all men whose legal status is that of slaves are natural slaves,
though it is natural for “barbarians” to be slaves to the Hellenes. As ruling elites are in
no position to argue that human nature per se is servile, they are compelled to posit
a deep biological cleavage in the species. By a kind of ideological speciation, in many
aristocratic societies, the noble born and the base born have been regarded as radically
different creatures. God made these men as sheep so it is fitting that we fleece them. By
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nature they are dull and plodding as oxen, so like oxen they shall be yoked to our plow.
The ruled are transformed into a higher form of domesticated animal. We know now
that however useful such ideas may be in justifying and preserving exploitative social
arrangements, they do not stand biological scrutiny. The Pharoah-god was made of
the same stuff as his slaves. The backward Britons of Rome’s Empire came eventually
to establish a still greater one. Nonetheless, the goose steps of the Master Race echo
still in living memory.
It is the unnatural circumstance of enforced subordination that creates the subor-

dinate character type. For men are not by nature sheep nor, to use Jefferson’s slightly
different metaphor, has “the mass of mankind … been born with saddles on their backs”
(1939, pp. 18—19). The weight of long oppression is what shapes the human back for
the saddle. Fromm presents his receptive type as the product of long oppression, and
we may recall Redfield’s account of the transformation of “folklike” people into peas-
antry by their absorption into the bottom of a hierarchical system. The natural pride
and initiative of people can be stamped out, but only at great psychological cost.
At first glance, it may appear that people in modern liberal societies are free from

the pressure of being saddled, but the dignity of democratic participation is not peo-
ple’s sole or perhaps even predominant experience. As anyone knows who has worked
in the large hierarchical organizations that dominate our work world, the bureaucratic
tyrants have a multitude of their subordinate counterparts. The pressures in these
systems, where power flows only downward, do a good job in forming Fromm’s “recep-
tive” behaviors. People in a position to effect no change, and dependent upon their
superiors for their livelihood, are induced to treat those above them as their masters
and providers. Indeed, political analysts like Franz Neumann and A. D. Lindsay worry
that this daily experience of subordination undermines the human spirit democracy
demands. The large stratified systems of modern production, Neumann says, “must
instill the virtues of discipline, obedience and subordination … the very virtues which
every authoritarian system seeks to cultivate” (in Cooperman and Walter, 1962, p. 227;
see also Lindsay, 1962, p. 183). If the masses of men have not maintained the dignity of
naturally free creatures, it is because unnatural power systems have made it difficult.
Ivan Karamazov’s Grand Inquisitor presents a profound human reality in his por-

trait of the people as a sheeplike mass. The people, the Inquisitor says, reject the
freedom that Christ offers them in favor of the security of an authoritarian regime
that unburdens them of their liberty and provides their daily bread. But this portrait
gives insight not into pristine human nature, as implied, but rather into the fruits
of long oppression. Even now as analysts in the West ponder the prospects of Dos-
toyevski’s people rising against their repressive and stagnant system, the consensus
is that, though discontented, they shall remain bowed. Since before Ivan the Terrible
they have known only repression, and this still peasantlike people have learned to keep
heads down. The long experience of powerlessness leads to deeply ingrained passivity.
This suggests a final integrating point. If the experience of powerlessness fosters the

sadism of the rulers and also the passivity of the ruled, perhaps the “virtues” of the
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two groups are ultimately not so distinct as we have been regarding them. In some
cases, today’s passive victim is tommorrow’s victimizer. As in the rites of initiation
in fraternities, the newcomer who at first must submit to humiliation and abuse later
relishes the chance to wreak sadistic vengeance against some new innocent. Proverbs
exhorts: “Envy thou not the oppressor and choose none of his ways” (3:31). Moral
exhortations always lean against human inclinations, and thus serve to point them
out. Power’s crimes perpetuate themselves. Injury begets injury. Although the tables
may turn, the game remains the same. The Russian people did not stay forever under
czarist tyranny— revolution brought a new one, and the revolution of the oppressed
gave forth a Stalin. The guillotine in the Place de la Concorde gave the old oppressors
a taste of their own medicine and thus perpetuated the disease. Indeed, the experience
of oppression seems the best training for tomorrow’s oppressors.6
The ruler and the ruled are less like black and white than like chicken and egg. A

saying of the classical world, articulated in turn by men like Solon, Plato, and Cicero,
has it that the best preparation for command is learning to obey. The unintended
truth of this saying may be the deeper part. Even without revolution, there is the
turnover of the generations. Bagehot says that the Romans conquered the world in
manhood because as children they were “compelled to obey their fathers.” His point
is that this “domestic despotism” prepared them in later life to submit to a “military
despotism,” which made them a disciplined and powerful force. But again there may
be an unintended point to be found: that the chronic experience of submission gave the
Romans a strong appetite for conquest. The British upper class were fitted for ruling
the world, Montagu suggests, by the way they were (or were not) mothered: the emo-
tional distance from which they suffered as children created a cool and unsympathetic
detachment in them as adults which was well suited for the Olympian role of world
rulers. It is said that them that has gets. But in the domain of power, sometimes it is
them that gets least that later grabs most.
The experience of powerlessness creates a lust for power. Revolution is one possi-

ble expression of this urge, but like the aggressive energies considered earlier these,
too, can serve as well as rend the power system. The identification with the oppressor

6 If the successors of Stalin should be overthrown, should we imagine liberty would be the Rus-
sians’ fate? A pessimistic answer to that question is suggested by Feifer’s analysis of Solzhenitsyn, that
charismatic denunciator of the repressive Soviet tyranny. “Imagine,” Feifer suggests, “life and liberty
under a Solzhenitsyn state.” This idea, he says, is “not so farfetched as it may sound… It is Solzhenitsyn
who stirs Russian souls, as it is he who would be acclaimed as the new leader if let loose upon the
hungry land.” Based on a considerable amount of evidence from Solzhenitsyn’s life, Feifer concludes
that life and liberty would not fare so well in such a state. Solzhenitsyn himself has acted unjustly and
tyrannically, it seems, and Feifer imagines that Solzhenitsyn’s revolution would end in dictatorship, as
did Lenin’s before him: “Since the leader and Teacher would not trust independent voices, his entourage
would probably consist of henchmen who never challenge authority—the kind who would quickly restore
a dictatorship in the disastrous disintegration sure to follow his death… It is a great pity that this hero
has taken on so many of the characteristics of the tyranny he opposes; and a greater pity for that
troubled country” (1980, p. 58).
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which revolutions so often reveal can, if properly channeled, be useful to the oppressor.
Morgenthau writes: “The great mass of the population is to a much greater extent
the object of power than it is its wielder. Not being able to find full satisfaction of
their desire for power within the national boundaries, the people project those unsatis-
fied aspirations onto the international scene. There they find vicarious satisfaction in
identification with the power drives of the nation” (1972, p. 95).
Civilization brings to us an unnatural disease, and nothing in our evolution prepared

the human organism to fight it well. Although the disease provokes a reaction from the
human beings it afflicts, the reaction is as likely to feed the malady as to cure it. To
be sure, the heart of the problem of the rule of power does not lie in our reaction to it,
but the selective process can fasten upon our species’ collective autoimmune response
and use it to intensify the disease of power.

4. Under the Yoke: Harnessing Human Energies
Like every other creature, man has always been fully employed in the occupation of

living and of perpetuating his kind of life. When the reign of power began to impose
upon human life new and unnatural purposes, man’s natural life-serving tasks were
displaced by new ones in the service of power. Civilization has proved a harsh taskmas-
ter. With no inherent limit to the drive toward power-maximization, the demands of
civilization for human labor to do its work are also unlimited. As long as power is
a function of human productivity, civilization will tend to regard the free spirit as a
wastrel and the dedicated drudge as a virtuous man. The selection for power places
man under the yoke.
Civilization’s escalating appetite for human labor cannot be satisfied by the free

expression of human nature. The astute observer of life in the zoo detects the resistance
these demands encounter. Writes Freud: “The great majority of people only work under
the stress of necessity, and this natural aversion to work raises most difficult social
problems” (1961, p. 27n). As a pleasure-seeking creature, according to this view, man
only unwillingly does the tasks that need doing. In this observation from Civilization
and Its Discontents, we encounter the conflict between the pleasure
principle and the reality principle, ¿ut again, I will argue, Freud’s analysis of human

discontent derives from the unnatural reality of the zoo. Regarding all human energies
as seeking sexual pleasure, Freud believed that basic life needs could be met only
through human frustration and consequent sublimination: “For what motive would
induce man to put his sexual energy to other uses if by any disposal of it he could
obtain fully satisfying pleasure? He would never let go of this pleasure and would
make no further progress” (quoted in Marcuse, 1966, p. 82). But human energies are
naturally as manifold as the natural demands of human life. As the performance of
necessary tasks has always been as essential to our species’ survival as reproduction or
any libidinal expression, man is naturally a worker. In contrast with Freud’s remark
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about a “natural aversion” to work, David Hamburg says that “tasks that must be
done [for species survival] tend to be pleasurable; they are easy to learn and hard to
extinguish” (in Washburn and Jay, 1968, p. 254). The work demands of the natural
reality do not conflict with the pleasure principle. The observed “natural” aversion or
resistance to work’s demands stems from the imposition upon mankind of a new and
unnatural reality. And the parable of the tribes helps explain why man’s “progress” has
required human beings to let go of pleasure and earn their bread by the sweat of their
brows (Genesis 3).

The Displacement of Pleasure by Work
In the mythology of civilization, the life of primitives was nasty, and part of this

nastiness was the presumed ceaseless toil needed to eke out the merest subsistence.
But anthropologists have challenged this myth with their discovery that for hunter-
gatherers the work of survival leaves considerable time for the simple enjoyment of
life. The portrait of the Pygmies of the Ituri Forest, drawn by Colin Turnbull (1963),
reveals them enjoying considerable leisure. After spending the morning in collecting
food and fixing equipment, the Pygmies have time for eating and sleeping, for playing
with children, for singing and dancing. Similarly, James Woodburn has written that
the Hazda require on average only two hours a day to obtain their food (quoted in
Sahlins, 1972, p. 27). Even in a relatively barren terrain, the !Kung bushmen studied
by Richard Lee found survival only a part-time job, leaving a good share of their
days for resting, playing, and visiting friends (Pfeiffer, 1969, p. 344).7 For many of
the members of a human society to have much surcease from toil recurs only recently
in the evolution of civilization, and then only in the most affluent of societies. Even
so, after an overview of the anthropological data, Sahlins generalizes in his Stone Age
Economics that “A good case can be made that hunters and gatherers work less than
we do …” (1972, p. 14).
They are biologically the same creatures whom we find, after the agricultural rev-

olution, spending their waking lives working the land. The cultivator, writes C. D.
Darlington, “had learnt a patience and industry unknown to the hunter” (1969, p. 79).
And Lord Raglan contrasts the hunter and the herdsman: “…the hunter with his bursts
of furious activity interrupted by idleness and dissipation and the herdsman who de-
votes his youth and manhood to his cattle with devotion that he never spares and
labours that never cease, morning, noon or night” (paraphrased in ibid.). The rise of
civilization required a steadier, more industrious creature. Man’s natural energies were

7 It is worth noting that these bushmen manage to live this way on a desolate land to which they
retreated in recent centuries as they were squeezed out of their more abundant South African homeland
by the more powerful black Bantu people from the north and white Dutch settlers moving in from the
south (Paton, 1980, p. 48).
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therefore rechanneled toward productive labor. The loose spontaneity of the primitive
tightens into the measured pace of the long-distance worker.8
The next quantum leap in the productive power of civilization saw a further empha-

sis on work as the center and purpose of human life. At the birth of modern economic
power we find the ancient ethic of patient drudgery transformed into a desperate and
impassioned striving. No one has described the new work-centered ethic better than
Max Weber. In the Protestant ethic that accompanied the rise of capitalism, not only
was one expected to work hard at his calling but “even beyond that labour came to
be considered in itself the end [i.e., purpose] of life, ordained as such by God” (1958,
p. 159). As Zinzendorf, the Protestant theologian, said, “One does not only work in
order to live, but one lives for the sake of one’s work …” (quoted in ibid., p. 264n).
This ethic completes an extraordinary reversal between work and life, between human
means and ends. While early civilization increased the weight of means in relation to
the ends of human life and fulfillment, the rise of modern economic power saw those
means become ends in themselves. The parable of the tribes suggests that this reversal
becomes explicable in light of another: man himself has been transformed into a means
to the ends of his civilized power systems.
The selection for power spreads those ways of life which effectively channel human

energies for productive purposes. If we see human energies as having become instru-
mental for the machinery of power, we can understand why civilization has impressed
such mechanical virtues upon its human members. As the modern world emerged, with
its cosmic image of the clockwork universe, there arose also a new man as regular as
clockwork. How was it possible to achieve this alchemy transmuting the organic into
the mechanical? One way seems to be through the creation of what psychoanalytic
theory calls the anal character type. The link between the anal character and the
bourgeois virtues is frequently made, for example, in the chapter “The Excremental
Vision,” in N. O. Brown’s Life against Death and in Reimut Reiches Sexuality and the
Class Struggle. Particularly in bourgeois society, Reiche says, during the anal phase of
development, the repression of anal pleasure transforms it into orderliness and so on,
virtues that provide “a powerful model for organizing … [the] initiation and continua-
tion of production” (1970, p. 34). The sphincter tightens still further civilization’s grip
upon man’s natural spontaneity.

The Displacement of the Present by the Future
No adult lives wholly in the present moment. Indeed, the capacity for looking into

the future is sometimes identified as a distinguishing trait of our species and a foun-
8 In Mesopotamia, as the rise of civilization sentenced the mass of people to hard labor to support

the elite few, a new theology was developed to reinforce the new human condition. Men, it taught,
“had been created expressly to free the gods from the necessity of working for a living. Man was thus
considered to be a slave of the gods, obliged to serve ceaselessly and assiduously under pain of direct
punishment—flood or drought and consequent starvation” (McNeill, 1963, p. 34).
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dation for our success. Yet, the rise of civilization has led to a shift in the balance in
human consciousness between present experience and future anticipation. There is a
truth in the Greek myth that presents the titan Prometheus (literally, forethought) as
the culture hero who brings to mankind the means of civilization.
Hunters-gatherers must plan, but their planning is limited in degree and range

compared with that required by the agricultural revolution. Grahame Clark and Stuart
Piggott, in Prehistoric Societies, write that animal domestication and plant cultivation
make a long-term view inevitable. Once a society undertakes a deliberate policy of
selecting suitable strains for breeding, for example, “it is involved in a process which
may extend not only beyond a year, but even beyond a lifetime. The achievement of
this larger perspective is in itself a psychological advance of no mean order” (1965,
p. 158). Modern civilization has shifted the time perspective of human actors still
further toward the future. By contrast with the present, according to Lenski, planning
in agrarian societies was only a very occasional activity. The modern world, he says,
is marked by a “growing emphasis on planning in all fields of human activity” (1966, p.
306).
An eye to the future has been the key to productive power not alone through the

cognitive process of planning but also through the related allocation of resources for
investment. Investment occurs when time or material which might be used for pleasure
now is transformed into labor or capital to produce more goods in the future. The shift
to productive work from activities undertaken purely for their own sakes therefore can
be regarded as one aspect of a shift from consumption to investment. Without the
renunciation of present pleasure embodied by investment, no economic growth can
occur. For example, David McClelland found correlations in ancient Greece between
psychological changes in the orientation toward the future and impulse control on the
one hand, and subsequent changes in the rate of economic growth on the other (1961).
Since economic growth is a major key to the growth of power, the selection for power
will favor societies whose members willingly forego present consumption to invest in the
future. In light of the parable of the tribes, therefore, we should not be surprised by the
historical trend discovered by Leonard Doob, who has studied the sociopsychological
aspects of becoming civilized: “There appears to be a fairly marked difference between
less and more civilized peoples with respect to the amount of renunciation willingly
endured” (1960, p. 85). Elsewhere, he describes what modernization has demanded of
the African: a major psychological alteration required by the modernizing challenge of
European civilization is a greater ability to postpone present rewards for the sake of
future gratification (in Zawodny, 1966, p. 501).9

9 So great can be the pressure to sacrifice the present for the future, that morality becomes equated
with the delay of gratification. As the Victorian Samuel Butler wryly observed: “Morality turns on
whether the pleasure precedes the pain or follows it… Thus, it is immoral to get drunk because the
headache comes after the drinking, but if the headache came first, and the drunkenness afterwards, it
would be moral to get drunk” (Auden and Kronenberger, 1966, p. 367).
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As Europe emerged into the modern age, there emerged with it this ethic of produc-
tion and renunciation, of work and future orientation. The injunction “Live for your
work” combined with the admonition “Labor to be rich for God, but not for the sin
or flesh.” As Weber observed, the inevitable practical result of this combination is the
rapid accumulation of capital. A religiopsychological system conducive to rapid invest-
ment was evolving. There was even a responsibility to direct one’s capital to its most
efficient use. If you fail to do this, said the Protestant theologian Baxter, “you cross one
of the ends of your calling, and you refuse to be God’s steward and accept his gifts and
use them for Him when He requireth it” (quoted in Weber, 1958, p. 168). It appears
that the moral demands of Almighty God provide an amazingly effective strategy for
power-maximizing civilization. It is notable that the development and expression of
this motivational structure was coincident with the rapid rise of European power in the
world. So potent was this approach to life that it spread rapidly within Europe10 and
subsequently across the globe. It may be added that an ethic similar to that identified
by Weber in Europe arose indigenously in the culture of Japan, the only non-Western
society yet to achieve economic (and, by World War II, military) power comparable
with that of the nations of the West (cf. Robert Bellah, Tokugawa Religion.) Material
power is not the fruit of the material sphere alone. The soul of man, too, has been
bent to fit the ever-improving designs of power’s machinery.
This view of the Protestant ethic takes no side in the controversy over which element

of culture determines the shape of the others. Whether the ethic Weber described
created the conditions for capitalism or whether the capitalist economy wrought a
religopsychological superstructure to its needs is not at issue here. (I suspect a model
of mutual interaction is more enlightening than any determinist model.) The parable
of the tribes, as a theory of selection, asserts that once a system like this emerged
anywhere, for whatever reason, it would be likely to spread. This theory is concerned
not so much with why a particular warping of human energies might be espoused
by some small sect (such as the Calvinists) as with why a particular psychological
structure among all those tried on this globe comes to play a major sociohistorical
role.
As with aggression and the lust for power, the trend toward human bondage may ap-

pear to have been reversed by the progress of more enlightened societies. In the United
States, for example, the Puritan ethic of hard work and saving has been deeply eroded
by a new ethic of leisure and hedonistic consumption. However oppressive may have
been the demands of earlier stages of civilization, contemporary civilization appears to
offer liberation. The question of modern liberation is an important and multifaceted
one. In this context, let me repeat that not every direction in which a particular so-
ciety evolves proves ultimately to be compatible with its long-term survival. Whether

10 The spread of this ethic in Europe was due in part to the power it conferred in the struggle
among nations, but in part also to its selection in another, purely economic system. See Chap. 7, “The
Market as a Power System.”
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the emergence of the consumption-oriented society is to be understood more as a free
expression of the human desire for material pleasures or more as the consequence of cap-
italism’s need at a particular stage to create the demand for its abundant production,
there are now indications that competitive pressures from other societies are pushing
American society back in the other direction. The decline of savings and investment
over the past generation has contributed to an economic stagnation that perceptibly
erodes national power. In Washington now (1983), foreign policy think tanks pursue
projects to study the problem of declining U.S. economic competitiveness. And after
half a century of Keynesian policies focusing on the maintenance of adequate demand,
a new (old) breed of “supplyside” economists is in office, proposing national economic
policies designed to induce us to work harder and save more. Those whose orientation
to the world centers on the need to prevail in competition are telling us it is again
time to take on the yoke.11

The Human Cost of Production
An overriding theme of this chapter is that the unnatural demands of power make

people suffer. In developing this theme, we have found the converse also to be true,
that human suffering has itself fueled the engines of power maximization. The placing
of civilized man under the yoke illustrates both themes.
The more obvious point is that civilization’s demand for maximal productivity has

gone painfully against the human grain. This can be inferred from the prominence
throughout history of coercion in securing the cooperative participation of the masses
of mankind in the productive regime. Hard labor has usually been forced labor. The
coercive exploitation of the masses by ruling elites is as old as history. The ancient
institution of slavery is one clear example of such coercion, but it has taken other
more subtle forms. The peasantry of the great premodern civilizations were locked
into exploitative social arrangements in which mere subsistence was the full reward
for exhausting work. In much of the world, nothing fundamental has changed in this
respect. In today’s collectivized societies, workers are still compelled to devote to pro-
duction that portion of their lives their rulers demand and to accept for their efforts
that portion of the value of their production their rulers choose to give. Investment,
like work, has been achieved by coercion. As we saw in our investigation of central
control in chapter 3, rulers have forcibly expropriated surplus production for capital

11 This is especially evident in the recent American turning to Japan as an economic model. As
American enterprises are overtaken by Japanese competitors, a literature has emerged depicting Japan
as “Number One,” as the wave of the future, and as a model that Americans are exhorted to emulate. If
the United States is to regain its economic supremacy, some argue, its educational system must become
more like the Japanese, where a competitive process of extraordinary intensity dominates the lives of
children even from nursery school years. American workers, among whom the Protestant ethic of labor
as the purpose of life has withered considerably, must become more like their Japanese competitors,
of whom Robert Ballon of Sophia University has written: “a Japanese does not work for a living, he
considers work a way of life” (in Cook, 1981, p. 128).
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investment. The whip of the overseer is a sign that natural human inclinations are
being overridden. When people are forced to act like ants, they suffer.
But people do not always require the whip on their backs. The selection for power-

generating productivity has seized also on certain psychological structures which sub-
stitute an inner compulsion for the compulsion of the taskmaster.
To mainstream thought in capitalist societies, it is self-evident why free men and

women would strive to maximize their productivity in a system that gives material
rewards corresponding with material contribution. According to this view, social pro-
duction in free economies is maximized by harnessing man’s natural unbounded desire
for wealth. That we are thus driven reflects not perversion or rechanneling of human
energies but their direct natural expression. The rational man of economics is natu-
rally a hard worker, for through work he obtains the means to satisfy his naturally
unlimited material wants. His capacity to delay gratification is a form of maturity
which allows him to maximize his long-term utility: his sacrifice of present for future
is repaid, with interest. Once societies have freed people to pursue wealth through
work and savings, a great abundance is produced, increasing human welfare. It is more
appropriate, therefore, to stress the substantial human benefits rather than the costs
of maximizing production.
Material abundance, of course, has important beneficial aspects, especially in rela-

tion to the squalid poverty many peoples have had to endure. When we look closely
at the history of the genesis and spread of capitalism, however, we find good reason
to question this benign view of abundance as the natural fruit of free people pursuing
happiness. Two propositions, regarded by the mainstream view as self-evident, warrant
further scrutiny.
The first is that man has a natural urge to accumulate wealth. About this assump-

tion, Max Weber himself observes that
A man does not “by nature” wish to earn more and more money, but simply
to live as he is accustomed to live and to earn as much as is necessary for
that purpose. Wherever modern capitalism has begun its work of increasing
the productivity of labour by increasing its intensity, it has encountered the
immensely stubborn resistance of this leading trait of precapitalist labour.
(1958, p. 60)

The history of modern colonialism, in fact, reveals that capitalist societies frequently
used force to compel native peoples to act “naturally,” to maximize their income
through selling more of the time of their lives than necessity required.
A second and related proposition is that the amount of material wealth one com-

mands is a reliable index of one’s satisfaction in life. Thus our “standard of living” is
measured by our per capita GNR Yet this index, however convenient for measurement
and however well its assumptions serve the expansion of power systems, is no reliable
measure of human well-being. Tocqueville’s description of Americans, for example,
comes to mind:

173



In America I saw the freest and most enlightened men placed in the hap-
piest circumstances that the world affords; it seemed to me as if a cloud
habitually hung upon their brow, and I thought them serious and almost
sad, even in their pleasures.
The chief reason for this … [is that they] are forever brooding over advan-
tages they do not possess.
A native of the United States clings to this world’s goods as if he were
certain never to die; and he is so hasty in grasping at all within his reach
that one would suppose he was constantly afraid of not living long enough
to enjoy them. (1945, II, 144)

Affluence may insure the satisfaction of important human needs, but it is far from
clear that the modern drive for wealth is best understood as a clean expression of
human nature and the undistorted drive for fulfillment. In his study of the economies of
primitive societies, the anthropologist Sahlins writes of “the original affluent societies”:
despite their low level of material consumption, hunter-gatherers felt they had enough,
and they seemed happy. “For there are two possible courses to affluence. Want may be
‘easily satisfied’ either by producing much or desiring little” (1972, p. 1).
Much of the modern world has been shaped by internally motivated workers and

savers. Although it is unclear how well their path leads to human fulfillment, it is quite
manifest that it leads to power. As the psychological basis of productivity-maximizing
economic man does not seem to have been handed down by nature, we may suspect
that the selection for power has seized upon a perversion of human energies. Perhaps
once again civilization has found in human distress a fuel for power’s machine.
The first step in making the perfect driven worker is to make him despair of find-

ing fulfillment in any other direction. It is easy to understand how one might follow
Zinzendorf’s injunction to “live for the sake of one’s work” if one sees the alternatives
as Zinzendorf does: “(I)f there is no work to do one suffers or goes to sleep” (quoted
in Weber, 1958, p. 264n). At the foundation of the world-shaping Protestant ethic was
an asceticism which, as Weber says, “turned all its force against one thing: the sponta-
neous enjoyment of life and all it had to offer” (ibid., p. 266). The economic man, who
two centuries later could be turned out in the garb of enlightened rationality as the
natural man, was in fact nurtured in a bitter war against all the natural desires of the
human creature. It was a war against the body, a war against feeling, a war against the
natural human craving for loving contact with other people. “Every purely emotional,
that is not rationally motivated, personal relation of man to man easily fell in the
Puritan, as in every aescetic ethic, under the suspicion of idolatry of the flesh” (ibid., p.
244). Blocked at every natural outlet, the energies of the human animal were “liberated”
for productive enterprises: “(T)he sharp condemnation of idolatry of the flesh and of all
dependence on personal relations to other men was bound unperceived to direct this
energy into the held of objective (impersonal) activity” (ibid.). The way toward the
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inward goal of fulfillment being closed off, the energies come outward through work—
with a vengeance. If we say, “Get thee behind me!” to our natural energies, they may
be transformed into demonic forces that pursue us (see chap. 4 n. 3). Robert Bellah,
in tracing an analogue in Japanese culture to the Protestant ethic described by Weber,
quotes from Naito a passage reminiscent of the work-or-suffer image from Zinzendorf:
“When engaged in meditation, all kinds of bad thoughts arise and do not stop for a
minute, consequently our breasts are more disturbed than when we do our work in
the world, and it is appropriate to compare it to tying a mountain monkey to a post”
(1957, p. 119). As the Datsun commercial proclaims, “We are driven.” If we are driven,
it may be less pertinent to look at what we are driving toward than what we may be
running from.
The preclusion of the natural payoff of inner satisfaction illuminates also the extraor-

dinary willingness to delay gratification and, in general, to orient toward the future. In
all these dimensions of human psychology under the yoke, what requires explanation
is the degree of orientation. There is indeed a reality principle that the human being
incorporates in the normal course of maturation. It is natural for the human adult,
in contrast with the child, to be willing to bear responsibilities, to exercise prudent
restraint on momentary impulse, and to take cognizance of future as well as imme-
diate needs. But in the production-maximizers this development tendency has been
carried to an extreme, as can be inferred from the judgments that representatives of
these hyperproductive cultures frequently made concerning the adult members of con-
quered cultures: these adults appeared to their conquerers to be “just like children” in
their spontaneity, their laziness (i.e., their orientation toward enjoyable activities), and
their refusal to make the present moment entirely subservient to future advancement.
(Elias, speaking of a different change in behavior required by the escalating demands
of The Civilizing Process, says that “because emotions are here expressed in a manner
that in our own world is generally observed only in children, we call these expressions
and forms of behavior ‘childish.’ ” [1978, pp. 200–201].) Although prudence and plan-
ning are important, an incessant focus upon the future is inevitably incompatible with
fulfillment. The present, after all, is the only time there is. The indefinite delay of grati-
fication makes a certain sense, however, if psychic injuries have crippled one’s capacity
to experience pleasure. If undriven activity offers no pleasure (suffer or sleep), one’s
yearnings can be projected into a future that never arrives, either in another world
(heaven) or in this one (return on investment). At the individual level, the image of
the future serves to divert one’s attention from the pain and emptiness of the present,
while at the level of the power-maximizing system, a psychology like this serves to free
the fruits of production from such irrelevant purposes as making people happy. (“You
may labor to be rich for God, but not for the flesh and sin.”)
This crippling helps explain also the unnatural obsession with wealth. For those

whose socializing forces warred against “the spontaneous enjoyment of life and all it
had to offer,” the impossibility of genuine pleasure creates a demand for some symbol
of it. Money is such a symbol, a promissory note the promise of which gives solace
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even if never redeemed. Money as a symbol of unrealizable pleasure can become an
end in itself.12 The confusion of ends and means—one lives to work—is the result of
the inabilty to pursue the naturally joyful ends of human life. “Time is money,” says
Ben Franklin, the apostle of capitalism, neatly revealing the subordination of the real
to the symbolic, of ends (the time of one’s life) to means. The earning of more and
more money, writes Weber, “is thought of so purely as an end in itself, that from
the point of view of the happiness of, or utility to, the single individual, it appears
entirely transcendental and absolutely irrational… Economic acquisition is no longer
subordinated to man as the means of the satisfaction of his material needs” (1958, p.
53). Weber goes on to say that this apparently irrational reversal of ”what we should
call the natural relationship” is as “definitely a leading principle of capitalism as it is
foreign to all peoples not under capitalistic influence” (ibid). The irrational reversal may
be explicable at the psychological level in terms of the pathology of the emotionally
injured creature. We can understand why those who have embodied this unnatural
relationship have played so prominent a role at the macrohistorical level once we grasp
that the selection for power has favored not the delay of gratification but its indefinite
postponement, in fact, its cancellation. A power-maximizing society can utilize human
beings who will desperately pursue what for them is but a symbol of unattainable

fulfillment but what for the society is real capital for the expansion of productive
power.
Again we see that in the unnatural world where power reigns, it is not the healthy

who inherit, or, rather, it is not they whose ways become the cultural inheritance of
humankind.
As the case of Franklin shows, the ethic could survive the dropping away of the orig-

inal religious garments woven of God’s injunctions and man’s sins. A secular ethic can
suffice to generate secular power. If by now that ethic has eroded without a correspond-
ing drop in wealth and power, that does not mean that a world ruled by power has
grown safe for pleasure-seekers. McClelland’s studies of the “achieving society” demon-
strate a lag of about fifty years between the rise and fall of the motivational structures
that foster economic growth and the subsequent rise and fall of growth rates. In power,
as in other things, the generation of people who “go now, pay later” may merely be
living high off the capital their driven forebears accumulated.
Let us consider one final way the selection for power not only injures people but

even contrives ways to make the injuries useful. To outfit human beings to serve as
components of power’s machine, it furthers power to increase the creature’s activation
level.
The productive apparatus will achieve more if the human machine can be revved up.

It has frequently been observed that advancing civilization entails a more rapid pace
of living, and this activation of the organism may be the basis of that quickened tempo.

12 Schopenhauer described money as “human happiness in the abstract.” The person unable to enjoy
happiness in the concrete, then, “devotes himself utterly to money” (quoted in Auden 1970 p. 266).
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Philip Slater, in his critique of American society, The Pursuit of Loneliness, refers to
a remark by Konrad Lorenz that “in all organisms, locomotion is increased by a bad
environment” (1970, p. 82). Slater proceeds to conjecture that instinctual frustration by
a civilized society may serve to increase people’s locomotion. Not all kinds of suffering
have this activating effect (just as not all people who have renounced pleasure have
channeled their energies into productive work). But selection may favor those bad
environments that have this effect. R. Lynn reports the general finding in “Anxiety
and Economic Growth” that the level of anxiety among a nation’s people is highly
correlated with its rate of growth. Again, power-maximizing civilization capitalizes on
the very injuries it inflicts, the way throwing an irritating grain of sand into the tender
part of an oyster can induce it to make a pearl.
The selection for power turns human life inside out. Man becomes mere means

to the systems that surround him. Man the worker becomes part of the productive
machine. The comic image of Chaplin in Modern Times comes to mind. Siegfried
Giedion’s Mechanization Takes Command chronicles the subordination of the living
body to the mechanical apparatus of production. Biological time gives way to clockwork
time—in toilet training or in factory discipline. Of discipline, Weber writes that the
psychophysical apparatus of man is completely adjusted to the demands of the outer
world.” As the selection for power sacrifices inner f ulfillment for production, the inner
world is shut down. Means become ends, master becomes servant.

The horseman serves the horse, The neatherd serves the neat, The merchant
serves his purse, The eater serves his meat; ’Tis the day of the chattel, Web
to weave, and corn to grind; Things are in the saddle, And ride mankind.
(Ralph Waldo Emerson, “Ode” inscribed to W. H. Channing, 1950, p. 770)

Saddle, yoke: man becomes a beast of burden. The cornucopia we have produced is
not altogther what it seems.

Afterword: The Fighting Machine
This subordination of the internal process to the external demand, which constitutes

the essence of discipline, serves power in the military as well as the economic spheres.
Indeed, Weber says that it was in the fire of war-making that the iron discipline of
civilized men was forged: “The discipline of the army gives birth to all discipline…
No special proof is necessary to show that military discipline is the ideal model for
the modern capitalist factory, as it was for the ancient plantation” (in Gerth and
Mills, 1958, p. 261). Mechanization perhaps first took command in the building of the
fighting machine. Earlier in this chapter in “Fighting Mad,” I discussed the provocation
in man of the aggressive spirit, but we also know from chapter 3 the indispensability of
organization as a component in the maximization of competitive power. The energy of
rage is important but insufficient; it must be disciplined by subordination to the larger
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apparatus. Writes Robert Bigelow: “Human wars are not won entirely by blind ferocity
in the individual soldiers. Romans were probably no more ferocious, as individuals,
than Carthaginians or Gauls. But Roman legions were not disorganized agglomerations
of ferocious brutes; the legionnaires co-operated, often with spine-chilling effectiveness.
Such cooperation required great emotional restraint …” (1969, pp. 23–24).
As inner restraint serves outward power, selection favors the culture of discipline.13

Weber goes through a long list of military victories determined by superior discipline,
and concludes it thus:

Cromwell’s victories—despite the fierce bravery of the Cavaliers—were
due to sober and rational Puritan discipline. His “Ironsides”—the ‘men of
conscience’—trotted forward in firmly closed formation, at the same time
calmly firing, and then thrusting, brought about a successful attack… Gun
powder and all the war techniques associated with it became significant
only with the existence of discipline, (in Gerth and Mills, 1958, pp. 256–
257)

Power has been increased by a kind of metallurgy that disciplines human energies
into an iron resolve. Flesh and blood become part of power’s machine.

5. The War Within: Moral Internalization and the
Social Order
Civilization, it was said in chapter 2, has made two great leaps in power. I have

explored three aspects of the psychological transformation demanded by the first leap,
the initial rise of civilization. The original transition from primitive to civilized society
required man to become a warrior, a member of a dominance hierarchy, and a drone
for productive labor. In the midst of my discussion of man the worker, I began to look
at the psychological innovations of the second, the modern leap of power. Now, and
in the following discussion of the power of reason, I continue this investigation of the
psychological bases of modern power.
The best beast of burden is the one who is his own master. The same is true for the

citizen. As the economically most productive nations have been those whose workers
have internalized the ethic of productivity, so also does a social and political order

13 Discipline, according to Bernard Lewis, was at the heart of Islam’s role in the great Arab con-
quests that followed the beginnings of that religion. Religion was important, he says, not in motivating
the expansion so much as in effecting “a temporary psychological change” in a people “who were naturally
excitable and temperamental, unaccustomed to any sort of discipline, willing to be persuaded but never
to be commanded.” Thus Islam, which means “submission” to the will of God, increased the power of its
earliest adherents by making them “more amenable to control,” disciplined parts of a fighting machine
(1966, p. 56). Said Muhammad: “God loves those who fight in His belah in a line, as if they were a
strongly constructed building” (quoted in Aho, 1981, p. 158).
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based on internalization have great advantages. That order is a democratic one. The
democratic way of life, as Zevedei Barbu observes, presupposes that the individual
introjects social norms “so as to form in him, apart from the habit of conforming,
the disposition towards voluntary action in the interest of his community” (1956, p.

48). The competitive advantages of democratic societies are several. If we investigate
which among modern nations have been the most free from internal political disruption,
the historically most democratic nations (e.g., Great Britain and the United States) are
prominent on the list. Such stability protects nations from external predations and frees
the human energies of the nation for productive purposes. Moreover, a sociopolitical
system that can have the discipline of a more autocratic regime without its corruption
and incompetence has distinct competitive advantages (see chap. 3). These factors
help account for the fact that among the most prosperous and powerful societies of
the modern world, a large proportion are democratic.
The survival of Western democracies appears to be one instance where the selection

for power has served mankind as well. If moral internalization serves power maximation,
it also grants people the blessings of liberty. After millennia of tyranny and exploitation,
this is no small boon. Indeed, the benefits of living in a free society are enormous. But
democratic society imposes costs as well, and the worst of these costs are hidden. Just
as escape from the whip of the taskmaster entailed scars on the inside, so also with the
liberation from the tyrant. As capitalism has psychological costs, so does democracy.
We might profitably begin by looking at how those two systems—the economic and
the political—are related.
It is not new to observe that democracy and capitalism have tended to occur to-

gether. The Marxist way of understanding this link does not seem the most enlight-
ening. The connection may not be so much that democracy is the best political tool
for protecting the interests of capitalism’s dominant class (nor, as the conservatives
would have it, that economic liberty is the prerequisite for political liberty). More im-
portant may be that both the economic and the political system are made possible by
a particular kind of psychological structure.
One sign of this bond of the spirit is the correlation of both systems with Protes-

tantism. The “Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of Democracy” remains to be written,
but just as capitalism arose in Protestant nations and among Protestant minorities
elsewhere, so also has the impetus behind the rise of modern democracy come largely
from Protestants. The work ethic is but part of a more general picture of the emergence
of a self-governing individual, of a person who imposes upon himself the discipline of
civilized life. Protestantism, writes B. Brown, marks “a whole new stage in the compli-
cated process of civilizational development by which compulsion has been progressively
internalized in the form of inner constraints… (I)t involved the creation of a ‘perfor-
mance principle’ so firmly anchored in the mental structure of the individual that it
no longer needed to be reimposed continually from without” (1973, pp. 87—88). Sim-
ilarly, Henri Lefevre compares Protestantism with Catholicism, and declares that the
former “performed the repressive function of religion with greater subtlety; God and
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reason were the portion of each individual, everyone was his own mentor, responsible
for the repression of his desires, the control of his instincts” (quoted in ibid., p. 88). I
have explored here some of the costs of an internalized “performance principle” wholly
devoted to work, and of the “repression of desires” necessary for voluntary asceticism.
But what are the costs of democracy? It is not so evident that a democratic order
demands such stringent sacrifices. Indeed, Barbu presents a most sanguine portrait of
the democratic man—liberated, integrated, the most internally harmonious there is.
Is all the pain of self-government confined to the domain of work? Of self-governing
people Barbu writes in a chapter entitled “Democratic Personality,” “there is no inner
conflict and repression in their minds” (1956, p. 187). Should we conclude that the
maintenance of social order can be conflict-free?
Alas, no. The eruption of civilization with its unnatural demands upon its human

members precludes that happy option. Our societies—so inhuman in scale, so often
inhumane in their values, in so many ways hostile to our impulses and needs—can
function only if they enforce upon us one way or another their burdensome demands.
If a democratic society were so inexpensively bought, why have so few peoples proved
capable of sustaining it? Are we to resort to calling the adults of other cultures “im-
mature”? Woodrow Wilson justified the American use of force in the Philippines: the
discipline of democracy, he indicated, does not come cheap. In view of this, we may
regard Barbu’s felicitous portrait as an example of what Dennis Wrong has called the
“oversocialized” view of man in sociology (in Smelser and Smelser, 1963). This is a ten-
dency to deny the tremendous conflict between the demands of civilized society and
the natural inclinations of the individual. Even while using Freud’s language, Barbu
does not confront this essential Freudian insight.
To enjoy liberty, Wilson said, a people “must first take the discipline of law, must

first love order and instinctually yield to it.” By instinctual, he must mean habitual or
automatic. If, indeed, it were an instinct, democracy would not be so rare a growth,
so difficult to transplant, and so high in price. The order we must love is not our
natural order. How much this civilized order we must embrace goes against our inborn
nature we can, once more, infer from the original need for force to secure our obedience.
Barbu himself observed that “Where liberal institutions have been successful they seem
to have been dependent upon some past discipline maintained by coercive authority”
(1956, p. 50). He uses for illustration the “tyrannical laws” of Puritan America which
helped form in the individual’s mind an inner authority. The demands of civilization are
quite alien to our natures and can be pounded into human flesh only with considerable
force and at the cost of much pain. This insight is to be found in Nietzsche’s Genealogy
of Morals. Although Nietzsche’s view of man in the wild seems warped—his rage and
lust for power seem like the injured zoo animal driven wild—he saw clearly the price
man paid in being tamed for civilization. The severity of the penal codes of premodern
societies, he says, gives us some idea how difficult it was “to drive into these slaves of
momentary whims and desires” the principles of order required by their societies. After
reviewing the grisly punishments of early European civilization, he goes on to say:
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By such methods, the individual was finally taught to remember five or six
“I won’ts” which entitled him to participate in the benefits of society; and
indeed, with the aid of this sort of memory, people eventually “came to their
senses.” What an enormous price man had to pay for reason, seriousness,
control over his emotions—those grand human prerogatives and cultural
showpieces! How much blood and horror lies behind all “good things.” (1956,
p. 194)

The liberty of democratic society is another of those “good things” that we enjoy as a
legacy of violence and coercion. Wilson’s reflections on democracy, we may recall, were
made in support of a very bloody American campaign to control the Filipinos. This
model of the requirements for internalization is, of course, quite incomplete, for not all
coercive orders seem to lead to the kind of internalization that over the generations
makes an uncoercive democratic system possible. But the essential connection is made:
that democratic self-controi brings within the individual a conflict which, when it was
manifest in the external world, was brutal. The end of the coercive regime does not
mark the end of the war against human nature. The war has simply moved within.
“You don’t need the police,” the Russian said to the Englishman, “because you all have
mental straitjackets.”
I should not, however, overstate the pathology and pain of the democratic personal-

ity structure. The democratic order requires of its citizens a set of virtues—a capacity
for compromise, a degree of geniality and empathy in interpersonal dealings, a sense
of responsibility—of which the most disturbed and tormented psyches would be inca-
pable. A recognition that democracy demands a reasonably well-ordered psyche and
that this order requires at least a degree of internal harmony, should be kept in mind
to balance the following discussion of the pain that internalization entails.
The battle that had raged outside is brought within, allowing peace between the in-

dividual and his society but at the cost of painfully warping his psychological structure.
Although this process occurs to some degree in all societies, its furthest development
has been perhaps among the bourgeois “guilt” cultures of modern Europe and America.
Elias’s The Civilizing Process: A History of Manners presents a fascinating chronicle of
the escalation and internalization of moral demands during the rise of modern Western
civilization. He shows that over the past half millennium, ever-higher demands were
placed upon an ever-higher proportion of the populace to control and conceal their
passions, instincts, and bodily functions. As the moral demands became stricter, they
changed in nature from an interpersonal code designed for showing respect to others
(especially one’s social superiors) to an inteapersonal one: “Now habits are condemned
more and more as such, not in regard to others. In this way, socially undesirable
impulses or inclinations are more radically repressed. They are associated with em-
barrassment, fear, shame, or guilt, even when one is alone” (1978, p. 150). “This way
of consolidating habits,” Elias says, gained “predominance with the rise of the mid-
dle classes.” Again we see that the same social transformation that lessened coercion
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and inequality at the social level required that the individual more radically repress,
himself. All these striking developments of the powerful civilization of the West form
part of a cultural whole. It is, moreover, no coincidence— a point observed also by
Elias—that out of the same cultural environment arose also a brilliant psychological
theory focusing on the burden of intrapsychic conflict: psychoanalysis.
For internalization to characterize a social order, it must characterize the socializa-

tion process of its individual members. For insight into this process, we can turn to
Otto Fenichel’s The Psychoanalytic Theory of Neurosis, perhaps the clearest compre-
hensive statement of Freudian theory. The very image of internalization of conflict that
I say is the foundation of the democratic social order Fenichel identifies as the root of
neurosis: “An original conflict between the id and the external world must first have
been transformed into a conflict between the id and the ego before a neurotic conflict
can develop” (1945, p. 130). Neurosis occurs only because the external world is hostile
to natural human impulses. Although the motives for neurotic defenses are “rooted in
external influences,” it is the internalization of the conflict that brings about repression:
“(T)he external world as such cannot repress. It can only compel the ego to develop
repressing forces” (ibid.). The external world thus “compels” the psyche to bring its
enemy within, to establish “an intrapsychic institution that represents and anticipates
the external world” (ibid.). In order to safeguard itself against painful conflicts with
the surrounding world upon
which it depends for love and life, the psyche turns against itself: “Through the

influence of the external world instinctual impulses have been transformed into anti-
instinctual impulses” (ibid., p. 103). The hostile demands of the outside world turn
man into his own enemy.
The human animal becomes the “sick animal” (Nietzsche’s phrase) because of the

unnatural demands made upon it. Psychoanalytic theory does not, of course, equate
anti-instinctual demands with unnatural demands. The conflict between the id and
the internalized superego is not, according to psychoanalysis, the least bit unnatural.
As all human social life requires the control of impulse, the internalization of a moral
authority is a natural part of human development. This is no doubt correct— to a
degree. It is part of man s nature to have unprecedented latitude from rigid instinctual
programming. This space has been opened up, as it were, to provide room for culture.
Culture can give the species flexibility, yet within any given culture that flexibility
cannot be allowed to become anarchy. To prevent the unprecedented human freedom
from becoming destructive within the social order, each culture must bridge the gap
in behavioral regulation by instilling a set of moral injunctions. It is entirely credible,
therefore, to maintain, as does C. H. Waddington in The Ethical Animal, that the
human creature is structured to incorporate a moral authority as he matures. The
superego is part of man’s natural psychic equipment. To have an internal battle be-
tween impulse and control is probably a natural part of the human condition. But, as
before, it is a matter of how severe are the controls that are required, and thus how
savage and painful is the war within. A degree of repression may be part of the price
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of being human, but what Marcuse calls “surplus repression” is a special surcharge by
which man is taxed by civilization. While any human reality will require self-control,
only the unnatural reality of an antihuman society demands controls so severe that
they sicken. It is out of Victorian Europe that comes a theory of neurosis based on the
fundamental hostility of the external world to human nature.
In such an unnatural world, the socialization process is an injurious mix of the

natural and the unnatural. The parents, whose natural relationship to the child is
probably the most altruistic and loving of human bonds, are also the agents of an
unnatural society hostile to what the child is and wishes to become. As agents of
social demands, and as products themselves of a painful socialization process, the
parents employ their natural bond to effect an unnatural psychic development. Writes
Fenichel: “The instinctual attitudes of the children toward their parents are turned
into forces hostile to the instincts by an introjection of the parents” (1945, p. 103).
The introjection of the parents creates the superego, the parent within. The parents
supply the external forces in conflict with the id, and these forces are internalized.
As at the macrolevel, internalization of the authority may require coercive restraints,
but coercion alone does not assure internalization. A merely punishing parent may get
obedience without ever having his voice internalized by the child. “A severe conscience,”
Freud said, “arises from the joint operation of two factors: the frustration of instinct,
which unleashes aggressiveness, and the experience of being loved, which turns the
aggressiveness inwards and hands it over to the superego” (1961, p. 77n). Again, the
natural and unnatural mix into a harsh potion. The natural love of parents prevents
rebellion. Useful too is the high level of frustration produced by the unnaturally harsh
demands of civilized society. In “Fighting Mad,” we saw how a person’s impulse toward
aggression generated by frustration can be channeled outward to make man a fighter for
the very society that frustrates him. It can also be usefully turned inward to strengthen
those same unnatural moral demands that provoked it. “It is remarkable that the more
a man checks his aggressive tendencies towards others the more tyrannical, that is
aggressive, he becomes in his ego-ideal” (Freud, quoted in Sampson, 1966, p. 36). The
frustrated rage that the superego prevents from outward expression then becomes part
of the superego’s own arsenal for war against the id. The harsher the demands the more
the frustration, and the more the frustration the harsher the internalized voice of those
demands. Man is like an animal in a trap; the more he struggles, the deeper bite the
trap’s jaws into his flesh.
By bringing the voice of the enemy within, one can live at peace with the world

around. The parents are pleased by the good behavior. One can be trusted. One has
come to love the discipline and order that tyrants once imposed by the sword, and
one becomes self-governing. There is peace. But, says Freud, the price of peace is pain.
“Originally, renunciation of instinct was the result of fear of an external authority.” In
this situation, good behavior was enough to secure peace. “But with fear of the superego
the case is different. Here, instinctual renunciation is not enough, for the wish persists
and cannot be concealed from the superego. Thus, in spite of the renunciation that
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has been made, a sense of guilt comes about” (1961, p. 74). In the life within the mind,
the wish is as good as the deed. Since the wish is part of human nature, like human
nature it is there to stay. The war within, therefore, never ceases. The internal regime
adds to the burden of continuous frustration the further burden of continuous guilt.
The perpetual condition of guilt may be useful for power-maximizing systems, making
human beings energized and driven creatures. But in terms of human fulfillment, the
regime of guilt has real costs.
Between the mental straitjacket of internalization and the external brutality of the

secret police, I have no trouble choosing. The parable of the tribes (and plain common
sense) clearly points out the special dangers
of external relations of dominance. Moreover, a society of self-governing people seems

best able to ameliorate the harshness of civilization s demands, to choose where possi-
ble to allow humane values to triumph over those of power. But the social evolutionary
problem of power’s reign remains, and thus the war between inhumane demands and
human nature remains also. Here is Freud’s striking image of the internalized control
over aggressive impulses: “Civilization, therefore, obtains mastery over the individual’s
dangerous desire for aggression by weakening and disarming it and by setting up an
agency within him to watch over it, like a garrison in a conquered city” (1961, pp.
70—71). The regime of internalization may be the more benign, but it remains an
image of the rule of power. One of its faces is liberty, a partial truce between man
and civilized society. The other is the garrison within the permanent conquest by the
forces of culture over natural impulse.

6. Unreasonable Reason
The power of a people is determined by how they fight and work and rule themselves.

And also by how they think.

The Powers of Reason
Said Themistocles to his fellow Athenians: “When men counsel reasonably, reason-

able success ensues; but when in their counsels they reject reason, God does not choose
to follow the wanderings of human fancies” (Herodotus, 1928, p. 448). God’s preference,
we find again, parallels the selection for power. Reason is the mode of thought that
leads to power.
There is little so difficult for human thought to describe as itself. We sense that

our minds are not all of one piece, but cannot easily identify what the different pieces
are. The same mind that rationally plans action in the world by day, employs by night
a very different logic and language to compose the strange inner world of dreams.
How many different modes of thought are fundamental to our nature? Freud proposed
a dichotomy between primary process (as in dreams) and secondary process (as in
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conscious rational thought). This dichotomy does not imply that our psychic life is
tidily compartmentalized, for if Freud proved nothing else he proved how powerful
a role the emotional logic of the dream plays even in our waking lives. Illuminating
the mystery of our minds remains most difficult, for we see our thought processes as
through a glass darkly.
Through the ages, one identihable mode of thought has been called reason. Rea-

son is akin to, if not synonymous with, Freud’s secondary process. As ubiquitous as
the term is, it is difficult to define. We might begin by saying that reason employs a
framework of logic to manipulate intellectually a set of relationships in a way that is
interpersonally persuasive and internally consistent. The statements of reason can be
made (fairly) clear in meaning and can be communicated from one person to another
with minimal misunderstanding. The processes of rational thought are subject to sys-
tematic and even mechanical application. For all these reasons, the mode of reason
is ideally suited to the construction and continuous elaboration of great cultural sys-
tems of understanding: its clarity makes each statement useful as a basis for further
statements; its communicability and the interpersonally valid nature of its logic allow
the systems based on reason to be built cooperatively by many minds; and the suscep-
tibility to systematic application allows cumulative elaboration through time, always
building upon what has gone before.
Part of the power of reason lies in its public, objective nature. Its contributions

are like building blocks capable of being absorbed into mighty edifices. The rational is
thus distinguished from the mythopoetic faculty (akin to primary process). No matter
how great a poem is, it is not so structured as to make it suitable for intellectual
system building. Newton could stand on the shoulders of giants (and Einstein in turn
on Newton’s), but who has stood on Shakespeare’s? Bricks may be no better than
roses, but they are better for monumental works.
This conduciveness of reason to constructing monumental public works may be a

necessary basis for explaining reason’s power but it is not a sufficient one. Another
element is missing from the picture. All the attributes of the rational mode described
above apply to mathematics, which is perhaps the epitome of the operation of reason.
Mathematics, however, is pure form. It is a tautology built upon precise definitions
whose implications are systematically developed. If human logic were merely tautology,
mathematics would be a world wholly apart. In fact, however, mathematics is the
“queen of the sciences,” which is testimony to the fact that the rational processes of the
human mind correspond to the structure of the world of nature. The logic of reason
is an objective logic. The relationships it manipulates inhere in the objects of the
external world. Compare E = me2 with “My love is like a red, red rose.” Each employs
a kind of logic to state an equivalence. But the relationship in Burns’s formulation has
a validity inseparable from the realm of the poet’s own experience, whereas Einstein
has said something objectively valid, regardless of human experience.
In the correspondence of reason with (many of) the processes of the objective world

we find an instance of a truth underlying the theory of natural values. In chapter 4
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it was argued that the structure of a creature is a projection of the world it evolved
in. The structures that human rationality naturally builds are not merely of the mind.
As Waddington has written: “We have a mind capable of grasping logical structures
because the universe exhibits regularities which make logical thinking a useful activ-
ity” (quoted in Hardy, 1965, p. 49). The human mind at play can create mathematics,
but mathematics can work in the world. To bring rational logic and system to the
observation of the empirical world opens the path to objective truth. The mathemat-
ical structure of scientific thought goes beyond disembodied tautology and places the
objective world within man’s cognitive grasp.
What man grasps he can move. Thus the explosion of power in the modern era

was largely detonated by the explosive growth of modern science. Kuznets’s account
of the unprecedented global transformations of culture wrought by modern economic
growth emphasizes the importance of this one factor (1974, p. 249). Modern economic
power is not the fruit so much of harder work as of work given greater leverage by the
technology modern science has created. Similarly, in the military sphere, it is less the
spirit of the fighters than the rational-scientific powers of the weapons builders that
has magnified the destructive powers of modern nations. (If the Apache do not rule
Arizona today, it is not for want of warrior spirit when they encountered the whites.)
It is the creature who reasons, not the lion or the shark, that dominates the earth.14
The movement of history has been toward the rationalization of human conscious-

ness. Reason is undoubtedly part of human nature and of human life everywhere. But
in modern civilization reason has become the cognitive mode. This shift in the balance
of the human psyche toward the supremacy of the rational was inaugurated by the rise
of modern Western civilization. Walter Weisskopf writes: “The role … which reason and
rationality play, the importance attributed to it, and the degree to which other aspects
of existence and other faculties of the mind are recognized or neglected, vary consider-
ably from culture to culture and from period to period. Modern Western civilization
is characterized by a prevalence of rationalism” (1955, p. 224). This rationalization of
human life, once germinated in the West, has spread to become an evident trend of so-
cial evolution. The effort “to win the world over to an exclusively science-based reality
principle” Theodore Roszak describes as “Western society’s most distinctive cultural
project over the last three centuries” (1981, p. 57). The parable of the tribes helps
explain the extent to which this project to rationalize human consciousness has been
successful.
Reason confers power, and in recent centuries those societies most heavily armed

with reason’s power have been able to spread their ways at the expense of other cul-
tures with a different cognitive orientation. History, like God, did not choose to follow

14 In today’s world, therefore, the cultivation of scientific rationality is required to feed the systems
of power. When scientific and mathematical education declines, as it has recently in the United States,
alarm bells go off. The issue, according to Iszak Wirzup, a University of Chicago mathematician who
monitors Soviet-bloc science and mathematics education, “comes down simply to the need to develop a
qualified workforce for industrial and military needs” (quoted in The Economist, Oct. 10, 1981, p. 104).
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men’s fancies, those mythopoetic ways of relating to the world that the Enlightenment
regarded as atavistic superstition. It was the hope of the Enlightenment that reason
might come to rule the world. The light of reason would be compellingly attractive to
those in darkness. Reason has indeed proved “compelling,” but in a sense unintended by
the philosophers. Rationality has prevailed through the might of rational organization
and science. The rule of modern reason is a fiefdom within the greater realm of power.

Is It Progress?
The rule of reason, whatever its cause, sounds like good news. Many of the great

thinkers of earlier ages exhorted their fellow men to let the faculty of reason govern.
Whether or not that vision of the ideal man is a worthy one, however, the “rational-
ity” of modern civilization is not identical with that espoused by the philosophers.
Our “reason” today is a purely technical faculty, a “value-free” mode of manipulating
information and relationships. It is severed from the fundamental commitment to cer-
tain basic values that the philosophers of old regarded as inseparable from reason.
As late as the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, the concept of reason retained a
substantial content. To the rational philosophers of that time, “ideas such as justice,
equality, happiness and democracy and freedom were based on reason, natural law,
and considered self-evident truth” (Weisskopf, 1971, p. 39). The “rationalization” of
the world since then, as Weber has pointed out, has lacked this substantive dimension.
Without this element to add human meaning to logical clarity, all that remained was
“functional” rationality, that is, certain logical and scientific principles of organization
growing increasingly dominant over government and industry, over every aspect of life
(cf. Harrington, 1965, p. 164). The skeleton of the ancient “reason” remained without
its flesh.
The power of reason, I said, derives from the mastery it confers over the objective

world. The “reason” of the ancients could also act as a check on power, inextricably
connected as it was with human values.11 Modern functional rationality thus casts off
the intrusive baggage of values while retaining the powerful tools of logical objectivity.
Still, we do gain a certain clarity of vision, do we not? Does not rationality, freed

from the intrusions of the inner man, grasp all the better the natuie of reality? We might
approach these questions through an idea from Jean Piaget, a brilliant psychologist
whose lifework focused on the development of the rational faculties of the human mind.
He distinguishes between realism (a child’s way of looking at the world) and objectivity.
Objectivity, he writes;

consists in so fully realizing the countless intrusions of the self in everyday
thought and the countless illusions which result—illusions of sense, lan-
guage, point of view, etc.—that the preliminary step to every judgment is
to the effort to exclude the intrusive self. Realism, on the contrary, consists
in ignoring the existence of self and thence regarding one’s own perspective
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as immediately objective and absolute … it values the entire content of con-
sciousness on a single plane in which ostensible realities and unconscious
interventions of the self are inextricably mixed, (quoted in Silberg, 1967, p.
15)

Objectivity like this certainly seems a great step forward. Is that what modern
objective rationality has given us? Piaget’s statement conveys his own belief in the
superiority of objective rationality, and in so doing it opens two doors for our critical
scrutiny.
Consider first the “countless illusions” that result from the intrusions of the self. The

preliminary step to every judgment, he tells us, is to exclude the self. One thinks also of
Freud’s handling of religion in The Future of an Illusion. The Enlightenment marches
on with its banner proclaiming a single kind of truth—a rational and objective one. But
how enlightened is the vision illuminated only from the outside? Life is experienced
inwardly, even if it is lived also in the objective world. The same evolutionary processes
that gave us reason gave us also the profound and complex mythopoetic faculties. Does
this more subjective mode produce only illusions? Are we to conclude that the nature
that gave us the clear light of reason gave us only a distorting mirror when it made us
also to be dreamers?
The mythopoetic mode of thought apprehends an important reality. It is the means

by which we apprehend and express the reality of our experience. An important con-
tribution of C. G. Jung was to show that
15. See, however n. 18, below.
in dreams are to be found not just pathology and obfuscation but a profound and

wise organic intelligence that gives us vision and guidance. The language of this in-
telligence may not well serve to master the world, but it does provide a meaningful
vision of our lives. Robert Bellah, in his notable essay “Between Religion and Social
Science,” writes: “The canons of empirical science apply primarily to symbols that at-
tempt to express the nature of objects, but there are nonobjective symbols that express
the feelings, values, and hopes of subjects, or that organize and regulate the flow of
interaction between subjects and objects… These symbols, too, express reality and
are not reducible to empirical propositions” (p. 252). Excluding the self may often be
very useful, but it is essential also that we are open to judgments that emerge from it.
Subjectivity may at times contribute to confusions and illusions, but a solely objective
view of the world is no vision. This argument is not a case for the supremacy of the
irrational, but for the integration of our humanity.15
Nature has given us intellectually a kind of stereoptical view of the world. To look

only out of one side is to discard the capacity for depth. If we lose sight of ourselves,
our mastery of the world will avail us little. “What is a man profited, if he shall gain
the whole world, and lose his own soul?” (Matthew 16:26).

15 “Our course,” writes Roszak (1981, p. 59), “is not to strengthen half the dichotomy against the
other half, because the dichotomy is the problem. ”
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If the modern view underestimates the potential of “realism” for insight, so also
can it overestimate the clarity of objectivity at least in its modern form. The cult of
objectivity hardly “fully realizes” the intrusions of the self. It is not awareness of the
self it manifests but fear and ignorance. In psychology, scientism gave us behaviorism
which, at its origin, dismissed any reference to internal experience. Clifford Geertz has
written of the abhorrence in some social scientific circles of any mention of subjective
or mentalistic factors; appeal to such factors, he says, “is castigated as a lamentable
failure of scientific nerve” (in Scher, 1962, p. 714). Modern rationalism seems at times
bent on excising the human from our vision of the world. In modern parlance, “myth”
has become synonymous with “false belief,” and the “mystical” with the unreal.
But as elsewhere, the psyche strains against unnatural distortions. As Horace said,

Naturam expellas furca, tamen usque recurret.
If you drive nature out with a pitchfork, she will soon find a way back.
(Epistles Lx.24)

Jungian psychology has shown that when vital aspects of the personality are ignored
or misunderstood, they can turn destructive. What we attempt to disown can end up
possessing us. Writes Bellah in Beyond Belief:

Just those who feel they are most rational and pragmatic, and most fully
objective in their assessment of reality, are most in the power of deep un-
conscious fantasies. Whole nations in this century have blindly acted out
dark myths of destruction all the while imagining their actions dictated by
external necessity. (1970, p. 254)

Our natures are not of clay but of spring steel. We may be bent to the ways of power,
but not without strain. Nature comes back with a pitchfork of her own. Again, Bellah:
“Concentrating so heavily on the mastery of objects, we have too long neglected what
Anais Nin calls the ‘Cities of the Interior,’ and everywhere these neglected cities are in
revolt” (ibid., p. 253). A lopsided vision of the world is not a clear one. It is not even
safe.
Let us look briefly into some of the costs of this hypertrophy of rationalism.

The Loss of Meaning and Value
According to the theory of natural value, if nothing in the universe had feelings,

nothing would matter. Similarly, for any human being out of contact with his feelings,
everything is a matter of indifference. Life for him is empty, without meaning. Such an
“existential vacuum,” writes Viktor Frankl, “is epidemic in the modern world.” Frankl,
the author of Man’s Search for Meaning, says that more and more people are “com-
plaining of an inner emptiness, a sense of total and ultimate meaninglessness in their
lives” (in Koestler and Smythies, 1970, p. 399).
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The modern overemphasis on functional rationality may play a role in this loss of
meaning. The experience of meaning requires connection between thought and feel-
ing, between perception and passion. Functional rationality is “disembodied” thought;
passions, meanwhile, are rooted in the body. The light of rational thought is a cool
light, in contrast with the warm charge of feeling with which the thought of myth and
dream is imbued. The gift of reason is man’s crowning glory, but it threatens also a
fatal disconnection of man from himself. Physically, man is indeed crowned with a
recently mushroomed neocortex, that most advanced part of the brain that gives us
our special intellectual powers. According to Paul MacLean, it is not the neocortex but
the more primitive mammalian part of the brain that is integrated with the affective
dimension of our experience. Perhaps, he says, the neocortex has developed with such
extraordinary speed (as biological evolution goes) that its connections with the rest
of our psychic apparatus are not very richly developed. While recognizing how much
the human brain and consciousness remain a mystery, we might conjecture that this
link between our cognitive powers and our full experience as human animals—if it is
so tenuous—is an area of vulnerability in our inherent constitution. Like a pipeline
lying exposed crossing the desert, this frail connection can allow outside forces to dis-
rupt the economy of human energies. Rationalized modern civilization has been an
external force of this kind. Applying pressure against our weak link, civilization breaks
our potent cognitive equipment away from our intractable humanity. This connection
ruptured, we become alienated from ourselves; our moorings severed, we float freely
with the currents around us.
This loss of meaning, this alienation, is one side of the coin. The loss of values is the

other. If meaning is the felt valuation we give to our own experience, values are the
principles of meaning we apply to our world generally. Although values can be held as
intellectual principles, unless they are well integrated with the person’s experience of
meaning they will lack the force to guide his conduct in the world. Most people have
some knowledge about right and wrong, but “knowing” is a matter of many levels. The
modern “explosion” of objective knowledge may be less important than the modern
disintegration of the subjective knower. Disembodied knowledge has no footing and
thus no leverage to move human beings. Knowledge that matters in human terms
must be integrated with the whole human being. A psychotherapist may have to wait
months or years to tell a person what might have been said in the first meeting. A
Zen master could tell his disciples the “answer” to a Zen koan. But an intellectualized
understanding of one’s character or of a religious insight is worthless unless it grows
out of one’s organic experience. Civilized people may be trained to pass an “objective
test” with flying colors, yet remain ignorant at the fundamental level. Along the path of
intelligence, S. Ferenczi has said, “which is a function of the ego, really nothing in the
way of conviction can occur” (quoted in Lowen, 1958, p. 20). A civilization of people
whose intelligence is but poorly connected with their full humanity is likely therefore
to lack conviction. When reason loses its “substantive” content, “rational” people can
pursue unreasonable purposes. Nothing matters, so anything goes.
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Alienation within allows evil without. Camus’s Stranger is a man whose disconnec-
tion from his own and all humanity is so extreme that the death of his own mother
does not move him, nor does his murder of another man. When civilization teaches us
to become “strangers” to ourselves, the way is cleared for the doctrine of value neutral-
ity. In many domains of modern life, we are taught that it is unnecessary to ponder
questions of moral responsibility. In the market economy, the invisible hand will in-
sure that good comes. In international affairs, reasons of state are considered reason
enough. In science, the pursuit of truth and mastery are selfjustifying; the intellectual
sphere is permeated with the paradoxical teaching of the value of “value neutrality.”
In each of these areas, the freedom from moral concerns has its valid justifications.
Each also reveals a spirit of opportunism that animates many of our powerful sys-
tems. Opportunism alone, however, cannot explain the receptivity to these principles
of valuelessness of the individuals who labor within these great systems. People can
march off behind the piper of value neutrality because they have been made deaf to
a more vital music. Fritz Peris, for example, makes this connection between the aca-
demic ideology of value neutrality and the underlying psychological condition: “There
is no indifferent, neutral reality. The modern epidemic scientific conviction that most
or even all of reality is neutral is a sign of the inhibition of spontaneous pleasure,
playfulness, anger, indignation and fear …” (in Peris et al., 1951, p. 233). People who
cannot experience their own ultimate purposes provide a vacuum to be filled by the
purposes inherent in their systems. Functional rationality deals with means, not ends.
The ideology of value neutrality justifies and extends that vacuum, telling us (in Leo
Strauss’s words) that “we can be wise in all matters of secondary importance, but have
to be resigned to ignorance in the most important respect.” The idea, he says, that “we
cannot have any knowledge regarding the ultimate principles of our choices” places us
“in the position of beings who are sane and somber when engaged in trivial business
and who gamble like madmen when confronted with serious issues—retail sanity and
wholesale madness”16 (1953, p. 4). These ironies make sense in the light of the reign of
power. The wholesale madness serves the mad growth of power. The human incapacity
to attend to ends reflects the change of man’s status from the purpose to the tool of
his systems. The powers of reason have been made better instruments to achieve the
irrational ends of power systems. Man is no longer so noble in his reason. Positivistic
science and bureaucratic rationality magnify the vector of human power without guid-
ing its direction. Power profits, for the triumph of functional rationality nurtures the
breeding of functionaries. Ours is not to question why.
Evil is hardly a modern innovation. What is new is the cool dispassionate way in

which modern civilized people can commit evils. In studying the worst atrocities of
our times, Hannah Arendt discovered not malignant passion but the “banality of evil.”
She found Nazi functionaries had done the most hideous things with cool efficiency.
Surely irrationality played a major role in the Nazi nightmare, but the crimes of fascist

16 Says Captain Ahab in Moby Dick: “All my means are sane, my purpose and my goals are mad.”
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Germany cannot be understood simply as crimes of passion. The defendants at the
Doctors’ Trial at Nuremberg asserted “that their ‘objective and scientific’ attitude was
far more advanced than the opinions held by ordinary people” (1963, p. 110). The
functionary mentality creates man as pure tool. As the satiric song went:

“Once the rockets are up
Who cares where they come down,
That’s not my department,”
Says Wernher von Braun. (© 1965 Tom Lehrer, used by permission)

The discovery that some of the most intelligent, educated, and cultured of modern
individuals could willingly serve the most abominable of power systems has resounded
through our times like an alarm. Death came from the powers of darkness, but also
from the light of unreasonable reason. The systems of power can dominate because of
the human failure to integrate. “How lucky it is for tyrants that one half of mankind
doesn’t think, and the other half doesn’t feel” (J. G. Seume, quoted in Auden, 1970, p.
369).
The case of Nazi functionaries is an extreme example of a more general problem.

Our world is increasingly controlled by huge bureaucratic organizations in whose ratio-
nalized structures are placed innumerable specialized functionaries. Everything in the
system teaches, “Yours is not to question why, not to concern yourself with the ends,
but only to help provide the means.” Nathan Leites has been one of the most perceptive
observers of the progressive spread of amorality. “During the twentieth century,” Leites
writes, “there has been a steady rise in the level of political immorality… Political acts
increasingly disregard any moral obstacles in the way of what seems to be maximum
efficiency… A related trend is to take for granted ‘jobs’ which have somehow become
part of one’s life routine, i.e., to exempt them from any moral evaluation” (1977, pp.
82–83).
The way is cleared for the purposes of the systems to be adopted by people as their

own purposes, rather than vice versa. Technology emerges as the trend of the modern
world: rule of the tool.
Another of Erich Fromm’s character types helps illuminate the ability of social sys-

tems to shape men to their purposes. Fromm sees the “technocratic” mode of character
as the possible vanguard of American society as a whole. Shallow in emotion, this type
“has no plan, no goal for life, except doing what the logic of technique determines him
to do” (1973, p. 350). As the world becomes rationalized, the social environment of
civilized peoples increasingly takes the form of the machine. The functionary is the hu-
man part to fit that machine. The unreasonable rationalization of human consciousness
helps to mass produce those parts. Perhaps the defendants at Nüremberg were correct
in believing themselves to be the more “advanced” types. If the visionary imagination
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of science fiction writers is any guide, the future portends the progressive mechaniza-
tion of the human being—flat affect, functional efficiency— or even our replacement
by machines that possess our intelligence without our messy flesh and blood.
Our humanity has not yet, however, been eradicated. Although much of science

proceeds on the assumption “if we can, we should,’ there are other voices: the fearsome
potential of nuclear energy gave birth to the Union of Concerned Scientists; and the
scientific community itself raised the issue of the possible necessity for restrictions on
the research in recombinant DNA. In corporate boardrooms, concerns about “social
responsibility” surface, not always simply with an eye to public relations. In the inter-
national arena, concern for human and sovereign rights is given lip service worldwide,
and occasionally moral values do truly inhibit the unbridled pursuit of calculated na-
tional advantage. Some people still strive to make systems serve human purposes. But
the danger remains that if our connection with our humanity grows more and more pre-
carious, the ability of humane values to check the rule of power will wane. “The strong
do what they can,” said the Athenians, and the machinery of power grows stronger.17

Impersonality
Alienation inside implies alienation outside. In other words, a person who is out of

touch with his own humanity will be estranged also from the humanity of those around
him. “Love thy neighbor as thyself” is presented as a moral injunction, but it may also
be regarded as descriptive of what naturally happens.
Forming deep bonds with other people is fundamental to human nature. In our

natural condition, “society” was essentially an extended family. Intimate relationships
of sharing and caring were at the core of our species’ strategy for survival, and it is in
such relationships that our deepest selves tend to be nourished. This is another aspect
of “connectedness” that can strengthen the human in its struggle against the inhumane.
The rationalization of human consciousness tends to weaken the ties that bind.

Many of the currents feeding the stream of modern civilization show this. The rational
and the impersonal are akin: both involve stepping back, being detached. We recall
the suggestion by the behaviorist John Watson that parents should treat their children
“objectively.” (Behaviorism, the science that regarded the human being as a learning
machine, was itself a manifestation of the thrust of rational-industrial culture.) In the
production of the modern consciousness, the breakdown of the interpersonal bond and

17 This discussion of the dangers of “unreasonable reason” and value neutrality can be both enriched
and corrected by Eli Sagan’s profound work The Lust to Annihilate: A Psychoanalytic Study of Violence
in Ancient Greek Culture. Sagan argues that the sophists of ancient Athens anticipated the modern
employment of amoral reason: they “taught people how to argue rationally the case [for] cruelty” (p.
140). He cites Thucydides, in passages including several quoted in this work, as embodying in a new,
“reasonable” form the ancient code of the Homeric warrior: the lust to annihilate is disguised as the
reasonable and natural pursuit of interest (see his Chap. IX). The crime of dispassion is thus not
completely an invention of modern civilization.
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the emphasis upon the objective outlook have historically reinforced each other. We
may recall also Weber’s observation about Calvinism that “the sharp condemnation …
of all dependence on personal relations was bound unperceived to direct this energy
into the field of objective (impersonal) activity.” From the same roots grow the culture
of radical individualism (where it must be protested that no man is an island) and the
epochal growth of objective and rational science. If the current of modern individualism
has helped undermine intimate bonds, modern collectivism offers no contrast. Indeed,
the collectivist
have been avoided” (1979, p. 177). “As for Athens and Sparta, war was inevitable

because they were in love with it” (ibid.)
Reason arose as the instrument of violence because, says Sagan, for the first time in

the history of Greek culture a “revolutionary moral view” had gained sufficient power
to challenge the ancient, war-loving ethic of sadism and brutality. Perhaps we are now
at a similar juncture. In our own time, as we watch rational men in the military-
industrial complexes of the superpowers retreat from doctrines of nuclear deterrence
and speak dispassionately of the likelihood of nuclear conflicts that can be kept limited
and that must be won, we should ponder the lessons the rational men of Athens have
bequeathed us.
Remember that Hitler, too, loved “ice cold” reason. In 1941 he said, “I would prefer

not to see anyone suffer, not to do harm to anyone. But then I realize that the species
is in danger and … sentiment gives way to the coldest reason” (quoted in Waite, 1977,
p. 40). Just those, said Bellah, who feel they are most rational are most in the power of
deep unconscious fantasies. War appeared objectively inevitable, said Sagan, to those
who were in love with it.
states of our era perhaps present a still more extreme case. Barbu, himself a refugee

from Stalinist Eastern Europe, has described the ways in which the communist state
seeks to destroy both the interior life of the individual and the emotional bonds within
the family. Perhaps this is another intimation of the connection between rationality
and impersonality. Communism is often described as the most uncompromisingly ra-
tionalistic approach to the problems of civilization. Bringing “science” to the design
of the social machine, the Soviets have attempted, according to Barbu, to displace
the “emotionality” of the child, “naturally captivated by his parents,” onto the distant
and impersonal apparatus and leadership of the Party. Reason makes society into a
machine, and the machine works best when each person is a-part. Gemeinschaft, in
Tonnies’s famous formulation, steadily gives way to Gesellschaft.
In the rationalized organizations of the modern world, people are treated imperson-

ally, “objectively,” that is, as if they were objects. This advanced civilized consciousness
contrasts strikingly with the primitive view of the world. The historically most signif-
icant feature of primitive life, writes Diamond, is personalism, a view that “extends
from the family outward to the society at large and ultimately to nature itself. It seems
to underlie all other distinctive qualities of primitive thought and behavior. Primitive
people live in a personal, corporate world, a world that tends to be a ‘thou’ to the
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subjective ‘I,’ rather than an ‘it’ impinging upon an objectively separate and divided
self” (in Montagu, 1968, p. 127). (Similarly Martin Buber writes of primitive man that
“Everything is to him full of sacramental substance.”) Out of the primitive parts of
the mind, that richly associative “primary” process, comes a connectedness with all
the world that makes of every thing a “thou,” an entity with which one stands in a
relationship with potentially sacred significance. Consider the contrast with rational
civilization. Whereas the primitive regards its “its” as “thous,” the impersonal rational-
ity of modern civilization teaches us to treat other people as “its.” Anyone who has
worked in large institutions knows how difficult an environment they are for genuine
interpersonal caring. An Indian sociologist, Purnima Bhatt, said to me: “American
institutions are so impersonal, there is so little real human contact in them compared
with what is still the practice in India. But I don’t fault America for this so much as
I see it as a sign of where the whole world is heading.”
In his interaction with nature, with what science regards as the world of things, the

primitive is constrained by his feeling of relationship from exploiting nature ruthlessly.
Where people too are seen as things, a big-barrier is removed from the exploitation of
man by man. What is injurious in human terms is again in the service of the power
system. People are treated impersonally in modern systems because this facilitates
their being used to achieve organizational ends. In a section entitled “The Appearance
of Scientific Management,” Giedion describes the pioneering time/ motiorj work of
Frederick Winslow Taylor.

In Taylor’s work: The human body is studied to discover how far it can
be transformed into a mechanism. Taylor once constructed a great steam
hammer, whose parts were so finely calculated that the elasticity of its
molecular forces served to heighten its efficiency… Similarly does he proceed
in the study of human efficiency: He approaches the limit of elasticity…
The stretching of human capacities and the stretching of the properties of
steel derive from the same roots… By constant observation wrong or slow-
working methods are replaced by rational ones… Taylorism demands of the
mass of workers … automatization. Human movements become levers in
the machines. (1948, pp. 98–99)

In scientifically managed modern institutions, what Parsons calls the “expressive” di-
mension of leadership (caring about the internal, emotional state of people) is eclipsed
by the overemphasis on the “instrumental” dimension (concern with external perfor-
mance on the collective task). People are instruments.18

18 Another way that the breakdown of bonds among people may sever the hindrances on power’s
free play is suggested in this passage by Albert Schweitzer, written between the world wars: “There
has been created a social mentality which discourages humanity in individuals. The courtesy produced
by natural feeling disappears, and in its place comes a behavior which shows entire indifference… The
standoffishness and want of sympathy which are shown so clearly in every way to strangers are no
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The “personalism” of primitives is an example of what Piaget would call an “illusion.”
The psychological evolution of civilized man has allowed us to advance beyond such
illusions.
In our struggle for a truly human civilization, our fellow human beings are our

natural allies. This alliance, however, is weakened by the unmitigated dominance of
rationality in the modern psychic system. It is not through our rational mode that we
discover our love and identification with one another. The rational ego of the Enlight-
enment is an isolated self, clearly aware of the boundary between ‘I’ and ‘not I.’ As
Durkheim, as a rational child of the Enlightenment, pursued the study of society, he
discovered a most irrational element to be the glue that holds society together. The
core of society, he found, consists of a set of collective representations which are im-
pressed upon the minds of group members at times of especially intense group activity.
These times he characterized

as “collective effervescence,” a term applicable to the ritual gatherings of primitives
and to such intensely emotional periods as the French Revolution. This concept of
collective effervescence does not fit well into the rational pattern of the Enlightenment,
according to Bellah: “it could almost be called a social unconscious” (1970a, p. 239).
Where a people lose the capacity to integrate into their social lives their more primitive
nonrational modes of experience, the humanizing bonds of fraternity are forfeited, and
society may grow still more mechanical. A vital balm upon the wounds of humanity
has been the mystic apprehension of the Brotherhood of Man. This experience derives
from our irrational, “Dionysian” side. In Schiller’s famous words to Joy:

Deine Zauber binden wieder, Was die Mode strengt geteilt, Alle Menschen werden
Brüder Wo dein sanfter Flügel weilt.
Thy magic binds again
What the world’s ways has rent apart All men become brothers Where thy gentle

wings rest.

Where men are brothers, the strength of love blocks the ruthless workings of the
world’s way. But divide and conquer works here as elsewhere. The unbalanced iden-
tification of individuals with their rational egos hinders their identification with each
other, and makes each a more willing instrument of impersonal systems.
Reason is indeed a noble gift of man. Yet what makes the reasonable man wise is

a sense of balance and proportion. Reason unbalanced by the rest of our humanity is
unreasonable and foolish. If its growth is unchecked by any sense of proportion, even
reason can become a cancer.
longer felt as being really rudeness, but pass for the behavior of the man of the world… We have talked
for decades with ever increasing light-mindedness about war and conquest, as if these were merely
operations on a chess-board; how was this possible save as the result of a tone of mind which no longer
pictures to itself the fate of individuals, but thought of them only as figures or objects belonging to the
material world? When the war broke out the inhumanity within us had a free course” (1960, p. 15).
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The predominance of functional reason in human consciousness remains far from
total. In areas like religion and the arts, the mythopoetic dimension still powerfully
shapes experience for many people. But the rationalization of the mind seems a distinct
social evolutionary trend. And we may recall, it takes a drop of only a few degrees in
the global climate to plunge the earth into an Ice Age.

7. Conclusion: Possibilities
Several factors might diminish the persuasiveness of this overview of our psycholog-

ical evolution under the aegis of civilization.
Its brevity, inevitably, means oversimplification. To paint a portrait of so complex a

subject as “civilized man” in a single chapter demands that each brush stroke be bold,
each line implying a thousand subtleties. If well done, it is evocative, like a figure of
Picasso. But it will also be less, if perhaps also more, than true to life.
Its one-sidedness is another perhaps more troublesome source of inaccuracy. Any

portrait is selective, but selectivity in the service of a single idea makes the portrait
a caricature. Here the vices of civilized man have been depicted to the neglect of his
virtues. The hope is that the failure to tell the whole truth will be redeemed by the
effort to tell nothing but the truth.
These two drawbacks seem inescapable here, and thus bear no more than mention.
A third possible factor, however, may fruitfully be discussed. This is the question of

the credibility of the premise implicit in this chapter, that conforming to the demands
of civilized society causes us severe psychological injury. It is a matter of our vision of
human possibilities.
How rich a life is man’s birthright? My vision is that we—most of us, most of the

time—realize but a shadow of our natural potential. Our life energy moves through us
as if we had atherosclerosis of the soul. The life we were born to is much more deeply
nourishing than what we have. It is also my perception that we are—most of us, most
of the time— profoundly incapable of grasping the severity of our sickness of the
soul. We are like the inhabitants of Plato’s cave who mistake the shadow of ourselves
for our reality, and never dream how illuminated our being could be. Chronic injury
produces numbness, and chronic numbness creates amnesia of the natural strength of
our life-force. Conventional consciousness, therefore, regards as deluded Utopians those
whose voices cry out that our growth as human beings is being stunted. Our day-today
mundane existence is regarded simply as the way life is. Only when the wounds become
visible in the actual shedding of blood is a problem recognized (though even here the
reaction is often flat). Life in the cave. I have not been able to make my own home
in the full light of the sun, but the visits I have made there make me cling, even as I
lapse back into the cave, to the more real vision of the natural fullness and richness of
human life.
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Rejecting the vision of human potential as utopian illusion serves to conserve our
dystopian reality. Social conservatism is marked by its pessimism about man, believing
always that the coercive systems of society save us from being still worse than we are.
The conservative view of the world is marked also by its exceedingly narrow goals for
human life: survival is sufficient; one’s stance in the world must be defensive. To seek
a reality that is not mundane, to strive for heightened aliveness, is scorned.19
The great majority of us are conservatives in this respect, consoling ourselves for

our experiential disabilities with the thought that experience offers nothing more. And
so we leave unmolested the world that injures us.
It is difficult to prove that the unnatural demands of civilization have made our lives

less whole and fulfilling than nature intended for them to be. Some suggestive evidence,
however, exists. To begin with, we retain within ourselves signs of a natural wholeness
far superior to our conventional constricted consciousness. The Hindu teaching and
practice of transcendental meditation, for example, reveals a natural tendency of the
mind to seek pleasure, bliss. Meditators report (and I can confirm by experience) a
sudden suffusion of good feeling, a sudden expansion of being. Without effort. For
me also, the experience of dreams gives an intimation of a larger self, of a natural
capacity of consciousness to achieve a greater wholeness of experience. Is this wholeness
an intimation of our natural state? For clues, we can look to those last remaining
embodiments of our natural selves, the primitives.
Those who have studied them tell about the lives of primitives with something closer

to envy than to pity. Hunting-and-gathering peoples, writes Carleton Coon, seem to
be “less subject to continuous anxiety” than do we civilized peoples (1971, pp. 9—10).
Stanley Diamond, whose work has aimed at bringing back to civilization lessons that
primitive societies can teach about human life, draws the more general conclusion
that “If the fulfillment and delineation of the human person with a social, natural and
supernatural (self-transcendant) setting is a universally valid measure for the evaluation
of culture, primitive societies are our primitive superiors”20 (in Montagu, 1968, p. 136).
The example of the primitive expands our view of our natural selves, and challenges
the narrow and pessimistic view of the conservative. Writes J. C. Smuts: “When I look
at history, I am a pessimist … but when I look at prehistory, I am an optimist” (quoted
in Fromm, 1973, epigraph).

19 This scorn was illustrated in America in the 1970s, for example, by the conservative counterattack
against the counterculture. High aspiration is apparently so great a threat that the errors of that
movement were constantly used to discredit even its ideals.

20 It is, of course, impossible to step inside the skin of another person, much less a wholly different
way of life. But according to bioenergetic psychology, the psychic condition of a person is manifested
in the structure and motion of his body. Says Alexander Lowen, the founder of bioenergetic analysis,
“The body does not lie.” The pictures of primitives, according to Dr. Edward Muller, a prominent
bioenergeticist, reveal them to be on the whole better integrated and better grounded than civilized
people (personal communication).
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To apprehend that we are naturally endowed with the capacity for much fuller lives
is a profoundly radicalizing experience. It does not necessarily, however, justify radical
action. Radicals also have their portion of illusion, and conservatives their part of the
truth. Grasping that something is radically wrong, the radical is often reckless in the
pursuit of radical change. History shows that millenarian movements lead to disaster
more reliably than to any other destination. Revolutions in the name of freedom too
often bring only new tyranny. It seems simple enough to storm fthe Bastille, but
breakdown creates anarchy, and anarchy brings us back to the root of our evils. The
illusion is that the simple yearning for liberation must be matched by a simple way to
get there. But we are now so far from home that it is not enough to strike out blindly
in that direction. To do so is to be like a prisoner on the island of St. Helena who
seeks to escape by running toward France. About our inherent possibilities for a free
human life, true realism makes us radical. But regarding the possibilities for getting
there from here, the realist must adopt a good measure of conservative caution.
The conflict between these two realities is also a part of the agony of our civilized

condition.
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Part Two: Power and the Loss of
Wholeness



Chapter Six: Systems of Nature
and of
Civilization
1. Synergy and Viability: Dimensions of Wholeness

The Search forNaturalLaw.—For other living creatures, questions of good and evil do
not arise. They simply follow the law that evolution has inscribed upon their natures.
Human life, by contrast, is full of moral uncertainties. Because of man’s unfinished
nature, the inborn voice speaks less distinctly about what it means to be human.
Culture implies a degree of uncertainty. Then, in addition, human beings were swept
along by the evolution of civilization, which has taken humankind still farther from its
natural state. With civilization, not only “How should we live?” but also “How should
the world be?” become open questions.
Some believe that the answers are to be found ahead, further in the direction of our

escape from the order of nature. The good person is he who overcomes and renounces
his natural animality. The good system is one that nullifies the “law of the jungle.”
Nature, to them, is no moral guide.
One tradition in philosophy, however, looks to nature for moral wisdom. In the

tradition of natural law, the good human life is one that fulfills our human nature. This
work is in that tradition. The theory of natural value, developed in chapter 4, provided
a basis for a critique of the unnaturalness of civilization: an unnatural environment
is not good for us to the extent that what it offers and demands fails to correspond
with the needs of our human nature. This chapter extends to a new level the search
for moral principles to be derived from an understanding of nature. While the theory
of natural value sought to prove that goodness is ultimately grounded in experiential
fulfillment at the level of individual creatures, here I search for the essential properties
of systems which best assure such fulfillment.
Two of these properties, I propose, are what can be called synergy and viability.

These are dimensions of wholeness in living systems which far better characterize bio-
logically evolved systems than those of civilization (see “Nature and Civilization Con-
trasted,” below). Moreover, these concepts help identify what it is about the systems
of civilization which makes them so problematic (see chap. 7).
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Synergy and Viability.—A system can be defined as an aggregate the elements of
which interact. Because of these interactions, no element of the system can be entirely
understood in isolation. Each element is a part of a larger whole. For example, the
movement of the earth can be understood not in terms of the earth alone but only in
the light of the earth’s place in the solar system. (Indeed, as the solar system itself
moves in ways dictated by its place in the galaxy, even this whole is also a part,
and a complete view of the earth’s movement reflects this fact.) Another example is
the psychotherapeutic concept of the “identified patient,” that is, the member of a
family system whose pathology dramatizes a problem of the whole family’s interaction
pattern.
With a system of living things, it is possible to speak of the welfare of the different

parts. According to the way the interaction within such a system is organized, the
welfare of the parts may be served well or ill. The optimal pattern of interaction is
synergistic, that is, one in which each part functions in a way that enhances the welfare
of the other parts as well as its own. The term for synergy we use in speaking of human
affairs is “cooperation.” When people cooperate well, each is better off than he would
have been without the actions of others. The absence of synergy is exemplified by the
zero-sum game. In a zero-sum game, like poker, the total of winnings and losings of all
players is zero: one player’s gain implies another player’s loss. In some interactions the
sum is less than zero, as in the panic of people in a theater on fire, where the actions
of each trying to serve his own needs add up to a disaster for all. The opposite of a
synergistic system is a corrupt one. Corruption characterizes a system to the extent
that parts of the system seek or serve their own interests at the expense of the overall
well-being of the system.
In any living system, a degree of conflict of interests among the parts is inevitable.

Perfect synergy is therefore impossible. It is nonetheless possible to differentiate be-
tween resolutions of these conflicts that are more or less synergistic and therefore more
or less advantageous to the whole.
A second dimension of wholeness—viability—characterizes a living system to the

extent that it is able to maintain without diminution whatever it is upon which its
continued existence depends. Viability requires, therefore, a balance between input
and output: a viable system must either replace an equal portion of what it uses or
it must reuse indefinitely what is not replaced. In the earth’s biosphere, for example,
indefinite reuse is exemplified by the continuous cycling of essential substances (such
as oxygen and nitrogen) throughout the system. Only energy once “used” is dissipated,
and thus the viability of the biosphere depends upon a continuous “income” of energy
from the sun. In addition to having to maintain the availability of what it needs, a
viable system must also not accumulate what is toxic to its well-being. In the case of
our own bodies, death from thirst illustrates a failure of input and death from uremic
poisoning a failure of output. The opposite of a viable system is a decadent one, one
that lives beyond its means and destroys the conditions for its healthy continuation.
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Synergy and viability are not identical, but they are related. One may say that syn-
ergy is cross-sectional whereas viability is longitudinal, that is, that synergy describes
the health of a system at a given time, viability over time. As the future is a function
of the present, viability depends in part on synergy: a system where individual parts
injure the whole will ultimately not remain viable. For example, when a corrupt ruler
like Emperor Bokassa (late of the Central African Republic) lavishes many millions of
dollars of his impoverished country’s resources on his own coronation, he leaves that
society in a sicker condition.
Both these analytic concepts have moral import. Both help describe what is healthy

in a living system, what is conducive to the fulfillment of the living creatures within
them. A system so structured that its parts serve each other in serving themselves
is clearly a good system for its members. And since goodness depends upon life, the
long-term fulfillment of all creatures requires that their systems be so structured as to
perpetuate the conditions essential for life.
With these concepts of what is good in living systems, we can now compare those

two different kinds of living systems the world has seen, the systems of biologically
evolved nature and those of civilization, the natural and the unnatural.

2. Nature and Civilization Contrasted
A. Natural Systems
1. The body.—The body of a living creature epitomizes the wholeness of natural
systems. The human body, for example, can be seen as a system of many parts—
cells, organs, subsystems of digestion and respiration, and so on. We begin as a
single cell which proceeds embryologically to grow and differentiate. This genetic
unfolding itself demonstrates the fundamental synergy of the body: the develop-
ment of organisms, write G. G. Simpson et al., “is controlled by the entire set
of genes acting cooperatively” (quoted in Koestler, 1967, p. 124). Throughout
life, the parts act together to preserve the health of the whole and all the other
parts: stomach, lungs, heart, brain, kidneys, each perform functions essential to
the continued survival of all the others, and the various actions are intricately
coordinated for maximal well-being by messages of various sort from the central
nervous system, the endocrine system, and so on. The magnificent synergy of
the body is well illustrated in such classics as Walter Cannon’s The Wisdom of
the Body, and Fritz Kahn’s The Human Body in Structure and Function. It is
also the basis of Aesop’s fable of the abortive revolt of the members of the body
who resented the stomach’s getting all the food and formed a disastrous con-
spiracy to stop feeding it. When the body does sacrifice a part, it is to preserve
the health of the whole. A phagocyte dies in fighting an infection; the extrem-
ities get frostbitten if the body is exposed to prolonged cold, so that the most
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indispensable parts of the body can continue to be nourished. Such sacrifices
demonstrate not an indifferent exploitation of one part by the others but a wise
assessment of which parts must be given up to preserve as well as possible the
life and well-being of the whole.

The elaborate synergy of the body is the result, of course, of a long evolutionary pro-
cess by which natural selection has favored those best equipped for survival. The body
is synergistic because synergy promotes viability. The body is designed to maintain
and to pass on life. Maintenance requires preserving conditions within the fairly nar-
row range that life requires. Besides a balance in inputs and outputs, this maintenance
requires elaborate internal homeostatic mechanisms. “Somehow,” writes Cannon, “the
unstable stuff of which we are comprised has learned the trick of maintaining stability”
(1963, p. 23).
Yet, as we know, the viability of our bodies is limited, the maintenance of stability

breaks down. We die. This is not, however, a failure of design but a component of
design: we are programmed to self-destruct. Our mortality is not an indication of
the failure of natural systems to achieve wholeness. Rather, it demonstrates that our
individual bodies are parts of a larger natural system that, from the standpoint of the
long-run preservation of our kind of life, is ultimately more important. Individuals are
designed to die that the species may live, that it may maintain adaptability.
This leads us to the next level of natural systems.

1. The species, especially natural societies.—The members of a species form a syner-
gistic whole. Yet they are also often separate and autonomous creatures seeking
their own ends, sometimes in competition with one another. The ambiguity of
partness and wholeness is present throughout biological nature. Even our own
bodies consist of cells capable, under the right circumstances, of continuing the
processes of life on their own. In his famous work, Cells and Societies, J. T. Bon-
ner reveals the spectrum of ambiguity stretching from seeing the individual body
as a society of cells to seeing the natural society as a single superorganism. There
is, for example, his description of the life cycle of the slime mold Dictyostelium,
which at one point consists of a collection of separate amoebas that then come to-
gether to form, for reproductive purposes, essentially one multicellular organism.
At the end of the process, the many one-celled organisms “arrive at a condition
of rest, of dormancy, that is the final fruiting body in which the stalk cells have
become essentially dead, trapped in congealed cellulose walls, and the spores lie
in hibernation, waiting for favorable conditions in which they can again feed as
separate amoebae” (1955, p. 110). These living things have cooperated in the
perpetuation of their kind, the many playing a sacrificial role to allow a few of
their kindred to pass on the sacred design of their lives. Another work in which
we glimpse the larger wholeness of which individual creatures are parts is Lewis
Thomas’s Lives of a Cell. An individual ant, Thomas suggests, is a creature of
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little intelligence. “It is only when you watch the dense mass of thousands of ants,
crowded together around the Hill, blackening the ground, that you begin to see
the whole beast, and now you observe it thinking, planning, calculating. It is an
intelligence, a kind of live computer, with crawling bits for its wits” (1974, pp.
12–13). It is the whole— the species, the society—which is the primary bearer of
life, and thus in nature the individual creatures which form parts of that whole
act in synergy.

The synergy within a species is often, however, far from the whole picture. Bon-
ner’s slime mold and Thomas’s ants may illustrate a fundamental truth about nature,
but they are not altogether typical species. In a great many species, individuals’ lives
involve far less cooperation. Beyond that, there are often genuine conflicts of interests
among individuals which are expressed in competition for scarce resources such as
food, territory, mates, and status in a hierarchy. Such competition was the primary
focus of many early evolutionists. But we can now see that in their preoccupation with
competition and their emphasis on the individual as the unit of biological evolution,
they revealed more about their own cultures than about the workings of nature. For
modern evolutionary theory has shown that intraspecific behaviors, even of a competi-
tive nature, are less comprehensible in terms of a struggle for individual survival than
of a strategy for the preservation of the collective whole.
The character of relationships between members of the same species is part of

the evolved nature of that species. No pattern of interaction could emerge unless it
served the survival of the whole. Writes Bowlby: “Whether the individual outcome is
food-intake, self-protection, sexual union, or defense of territory, the ultimate outcome
to be attained is always the survival of the population of which the individual is a
member” (1969, p. 56). Because selection acts upon genetic populations, the “ultimate
outcome” even of competition within such populations is synergistic. When individual
animals compete for territory or mates, this should be understood ultimately not as the
crossed purposes of individuals but as an inadvertently cooperative effort to optimize
the chances for species survival. The form of competition often shows that the system
is designed to minimize its destructive impact. In many species, a fight ends when the
defeated animal signals surrender by exposing its vital and vulnerable body areas to
the teeth of the victor—yet the bite does not come. Consider what this demonstrates
about the intraspecific system. “What,” asks Arthur Koestler, “is the individual survival
value of not hitting (or biting, goring) below the belt?” (1967, p. 157). This leads to
the issue of “altruistic” behavior among animals of which another example is the alarm
signal many animals give to their fellows at the sight of a predator, dangerously calling
attention to themselves. “These alarm calls,” says N. Tinbergen, “are a clear example
of an activity which serves the group but endangers the individual” (quoted in ibid.).
One may also cite the instinctual suicidal migrations of the lemmings which serve to
control against overpopulation. The male baboons who go forward to meet the leopard,
and protective maternal behaviors in countless species, also illustrate the altruistic
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nature of intraspecific interactions. This altruism points to the essential nature of the
evolutionary process. What is happening is a process of group selection which leads,
in R. H. Crozier’s words, “to the maintenance of traits favorable to populations and
communities, but selectively disadvantageous to genetic carriers within populations”
(in E. Odum, 1971, p. 274). As J. B. S. Haldane is said to have declared, “I would
willingly lay down my life for more than two brothers, four nephews or eight cousins”
(Pulliam and Dunford, 1980, p. 98). Group selection brings about design for the whole,
and this means that the interactions among the parts are ultimately synergistic in
nature.
Just as individual death is part of a larger strategy of life, individual competition

is part of a larger synergy to serve the long-term survival of the whole. (As recent
ethological observation has underscored, however, this overall synergy is not so protec-
tive of individuals as to prevent all instances of intraspecific killing: Haldane may be
willing to sacrifice himself for two brothers, but a victorious stallion may by the same
token harass his newly acquired pregnant mares into aborting.)

1. The ecological system.—Just as in moving from the individual body to the larger
whole of the species there is an increase in the manifest conflict of interest among
the parts, so also in going from the species to the overarching ecological system
does the element of strife become more visible. The early evolutionists, describing
the “struggle for survival,” saw nature “red in tooth and claw.” Creatures do,
indeed, feed upon one another; they constantly battle each other in zero-sum
games where winning and losing are matters of life and death. The vision of
such unrelenting conflict fostered the idea of “the law of the jungle,” which in the
domain of biological nature is the equivalent of the parable of the tribes.

Yet, again, the manifest strife overlays a more basic synergy. Because life emerges in
a wholly opportunistic fashion, nature reveals no scruples about protecting the rights
and well-being of individual creatures against their injury by other life-forms. Nature,
that is, does not side with the prey against its predator or the host against its parasite.
Anything that works, goes. On the other hand, nature is remarkably exacting about
what “works.” Because the process of evolution sifts through very gradual changes over
vast stretches of time, no part “works” unless it is embedded in an intricate network
of synergistic interactions with the living system as a whole. Predatory relationships
evolve in time into a balance that protects against overpredation, an eventuality in-
jurious to predator and prey alike. The predator may even become necessary for the
long-run survival of the prey species; for example, the elimination of the predators
may allow a herbivore species to overgraze its habitat, damaging the plant and soil
resources upon which its life depends. It is frequently remarked that when a parasite
kills its host it is a sign of a new relationship, one that given time will move toward
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a more benign interaction conducive to the survival of both species.1 Eugene Odum
writes:

A cardinal principle is that the negative effects tend to be quantitatively
small where the interacting populations have had a common evolutionary
history in a relatively stable ecosystem. In other words, natural selection
tends to lead to a reduction in detrimental effects or to the elimination of
the interaction altogether, since continued severe depression of a prey or
host population by the predator or parasite population can only lead to
the extinction of one or both populations. (1971, p. 220)

More fundamental than the conflict of interests among species are some inescapable
common interests. In a universe that is probably largely lifeless, life is a kind of miracle.
It demands special conditions. All species have a common interest in the maintenance
of the conditions that make life possible. And out of common interest, with time
and natural selection, comes synergy. Creatures large and small become inadvertent
collaborators in the creation and maintenance of the great body of the biosphere.
So intricate are the balances of the living system, that it is hardly the case that
anything goes. Species “must be connected with input and output flows to survive,”
writes Howard Odum, “otherwise they are shortly eliminated, for they run out of
raw materials or energy.” He goes on: “Not only must the selection continue those
populations most suited to the system’s efficient function, but it must also pick those
that properly contribute to the total long range order and energy flows of the system
in which it is embedded” (1971, p. 150). The patient process of biological evolution
produces synergy because only highly cooperative interactions preserve the viability
of the whole upon which all depend. Life is clearly a plus-sum game.
Living systems are structured to serve life. If one posits life to be good, this structure

of natural systems commands our moral allegiance. Am I suggesting that biological
evolution moves toward “the best of all possible worlds”? Not necessarily, for it is hard
to establish a calculus of the value of well-being for all the earth’s living things. But
if one adopts something like the Hindu belief that all life is sacred and that all living
things possess some degree of spirit (however akin or alien to ours), then in the thrust
of the ecosystem something is sacred and good.
This is substantiated, for example, by a look at the nature of ecological succession.

Any ecosystem, if left undisturbed, will move through a process of succession to an
ecological climax. A climax community represents a kind of optimum, for it maximizes

1 Lewis Thomas writes: “There is a tendency of living things to join up whenever joining is pos-
sible: accommodation and compromise are more common results of close interaction than combat and
destruction” (1981, p. 52). As evidence for this proposition, Thomas cites the photosynthetic chloro-
plasts (inside the cells of green plants) which give our atmosphere most of its oxygen and which are
“almost certainly the descendants of blue-green algae”; and the mitochondria in our own cells, which we
require in order to be able to use oxygen for energy, and which are “the direct descendants of symbiotic
bacteria.”
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(a) the amount of living material, (¿) the cooperative “symbiosis” among species, and
(c) the stability of the entire system (E. Odum in Boughey, 1973, p. 14; Cox et al.,
1976, p. 52). That is, it maximizes life (as measured by biomass), synergy, and viability
in the system.
Life has constantly worked to protect itself from the slings and arrows of outrageous

fortunes that can befall it from the nonliving world. Thus, in the sucession toward cli-
max, nutrients (matter) are absorbed “from the abiotic or non-living environment into
the biotic component of the habitat,” for having such essential materials under the
control of the living system better protects against their loss to the system and thus
protects its long-term stability (Cox et al., 1976, p. 53). In other ways as well, life
has sought to extend its control over nonliving nature. Organisms not only adapt to
the physical environment, says E. Odum (1971, p. 23), “but by their concerted ac-
tion in ecosystems they also adapt the geochemical environment to their biological
needs.” Similarly, according to Lamont Cole, “our atmosphere as we know it today is
a biological product …” (p. 6). The biosphere as a whole can be said to have exhib-
ited an evolutionary thrust similar to the movement of succession. In “The Strategy
of Ecosystem Development,” E. Odum discerns a “strategy” of long-term evolutionary
development in which the biosphere has moved toward “increased control of, or home-
ostasis with, the physical environment in the sense of achieving maximum protection
from its perturbations” (in Boughey, 1973, p. 14).
Certainly, this protection of life against nonlife is quite incomplete. This limit on

the control by living systems over their own fates is the reason for the occasional
widespread destructions of life that are evident in the archaeological record. Most
current thinking about the wave of extinction that erased the dinosaurs devolves not
on failures within the living system itself—deadends of evolutionary development—but
on catastrophic disruptions of the biosphere from beyond the earth. For example, a
recent theory suggests that upon its impact with the earth a huge meteor cast into the
atmosphere so much dust and debris that the earth’s climate drastically altered for a
few years, killing off plant life and thus many of the animals that depended upon it, so
that by the time the dense cloud had settled the dinosaurs had perished. Cycles within
the sun may account for the ice ages that have also brought waves of extinction. One
more example of a force beyond the control of terrestrial life, but with great impact
upon it, is the drifting of the continental plates. When North America collided with
South America, which had long since parted from Africa, the new land bridge at the
Panamanian Isthmus allowed a sudden mingling of species from the two continents.
The species of placental mammals from the north had competitive advantages over
the marsupials in the south, so that on account of this geological accident many South
American animal species were suddenly extinguished.
But these very cataclysms, coming as they do from beyond the realm of life, only

serve to underscore how marvelously the structure of living systems serves to protect
life. Evolution shows constant change, but it tends to be gradual and free from catas-
trophe and destruction. Where there has been destruction, it has been wrought by
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forces from the nonliving universe; living creatures, by their own actions individually
and collectively, tend not to destroy the system even when by their own evolution they
change it.
Not, that is, until the coming of civilization. With civilization, for the first time,

destructive forces have come from the domain of life itself. For the systems of civiliza-
tion are not characterized by the dimensions of wholeness, the synergy and viability,
which are the essence of the biologically evolved systems of life.

B. The Systems of Civilization
Civilized systems differ markedly from those of biologically evolved nature. Ulti-

mately, the most essential difference is the destruction by civilization of systemic syn-
ergy and viability.

1. Overarching systems: ecological and intersocietal.—A civilized society, like a nat-
ural society, is embodied in an ecological whole. There is, however, another sur-
rounding system that forms part of the “environment” of a civilized society: the
intersocial system.

The ecosystem has been changed by civilization. To be sure, the old natural struc-
tures remain recognizable on the terrestrial landscape. But with the power of civiliza-
tion over nature steadily growing, the old structures are subverted and replaced at an
accelerating pace. The ancient and time-proven patterns of cooperation give way to a
regime of domination. Where previously all were free though unwitting actors in a col-
lective drama of mutual survival, with civilized man there arrived on the scene a single
player to write the script for the whole. To secure a place in the old synergistic system,
a life form had to serve the ecosystem as a whole. But, increasingly, the prerequisite for
a continuing role in the drama of life is service to the single dominant animal. If you
impinge upon the interests of man, out you go: wolves and bears and lions, who like
the meat that man wants for himself, are eradicated or at best are forced to retreat to
refuges. If you are useless to man, however teeming with life, you will be swept aside
in favor of something that better serves the master: the magnificent forests are felled
and replaced by the more paltry but more “useful” growths of man’s cropland. The
grains and cattle that fill men’s bellies—these thrive and prosper. Life comes to be
governed by a calculus that is fundamentally corrupt. The well-being of man is what
rules, regardless of how small may be the human benefit in relation to the costs in
well-being to others of God’s creatures. Never before has a creature had the power
to arrange the pattern of life for its selfish ends, so never before has the ecosystem
been corrupted. So pervasive is the assumption of the human right to selfishness in
the ecosystem—might makes right—that even the arguments for human restraint tend
to be couched in terms of human self-interest: natural environments have recreational
value; species we extinguish might have proved later to have unforeseen usefulness to
man.
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There is one more case for restraint based on enlightened self-interest. Just as syn-
ergy is nature’s tool for long-term viability, so also the wages of corruption are the
long-run decadence and death of living systems. Man uses up the bases of his life. Look
at civilization’s most ancient homes: once fertile places, many of them now lie denuded
of life’s basic nutrients. Around the Mediterranean, across the “Fertile” Crescent, de-
forestation and overgrazing broke the grip by which the living system clung to the
sacred soil. The spread of the deserts is accelerating. And for each bushel of corn that
comes from Iowa, more than a bushel of its precious soil washes away. Man’s corrupt
pattern is feast and famine. In that order. The world’s fisheries are overfished. The
fragile forests of the tropics are recklessly harvested. Across the board, we take in for
our use more than we or nature can replace. We have a strip miner’s approach to our
planet.2
The decadence of civilization as a living system is demonstrated by the nonrecycling

of its outputs as much as by the nonrenewal of its inputs. For every other living
thing, its outputs function as essential inputs for others: the oxygen/carbon dioxide
exchanges of plants and animals, the buildup of soil by the leaves that drop from trees
and by the excrement of animals. Before civilization, life produced no toxic wastes.
Now, our insecticides threaten birds and other species. Our burning of fuels may bring
climatic disaster. Our output of fluorocarbons may expose us and other living things
to harmful solar radiation. This generation is producing mountains of nuclear wastes
that hundreds of generations to come will have to live with, and perhaps die from.
And as frightening as radiation is, many warn us that we have more to fear from the
countless tons of “conventional” wastes that lurk in thousands of dumpsights across

2 The most prominent current instance of civilization’s unviable input structure is the energy
crisis, which is a confrontation between the increase in human demand and the exhaustion of the
earth’s supply of oil resources. Civilization is the only living system to require for its existence the
using up of nonrenewable terrestrial resources. Jerome Rifkin, in Entropy, correctly points out that the
crisis involving petroleum is not civilization’s Erst energy crisis, that the exhaustion of wood resources
in Europe, for example, helped stimulate the breakthroughs in energy technology that facilitated the
Industrial Revolution. (Necessity, again, the mother of invention.) He is less illuminating, however, in
viewing civilization’s recurrent problem of resource exhaustion in the light of the concept of entropy.
The second law of thermodynamics applies to the nonliving systems of the universe. While biologically
evolved living systems do not violate that law of entropy, within their own domain they work against it—
creating more order rather than less, raising energy to a higher state rather than lower. These systems
can appear counterentropic only because of the steady income of energy from the sun. Eventually,
the sun would grow cold and entropy would claim earth’s biosphere as well (as vividly pictured in
Wells’s Time Machine). But without civilization, life on earth could develop without entropy being a
problem. If, even now, any of earth’s injured ecological communities could be freed from the intrusions
of civilized life, it would immediately begin to progress in a counterentropic direction, that is, toward
the greater buildup of life and order. Given the sun, life is a perpetual motion machine. We therefore
can best understand the resource and energy problems of civilization by seeing them not as a continuity
of the laws governing inanimate systems but as a discontinuity of the laws governing living systems.
The exhaustion of essential resources marks civilization as it has existed thus far as an aberrant, and
unviable, living system.
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the land. Out of the womb of civilization, down through countless Love Canals, issues
forth death.
Civilization has shattered the intricate web that stabilizes the flows of life. Awareness

of this problem has grown dramatically in just the past generation. But the direction
of the biosphere’s movement under the continuing impact of civilization is still toward
degradation and decadence. So rapid is the growth and spread of civilization’s power
that the pace of death has, if anything, accelerated. All life is so interdependent that
either we must stop the decline of the biosphere or fall with it, and we must be quick
about it. Either quick, or dead.
The ecological problems of civilization, and their relation to the parable of the tribes,

are discussed in chapter 7, “Man’s Dominion.”
The intersocietal system of civilization, as we have seen in Part I, is an arena for

unregulated conflict. Civilization created conflict by opening for each civilized society
possibilities that fostered conflicts of interest among societies, and by creating an anar-
chic situation that mitigated against synergistic action on the basis of interests shared
by those societies. The consequent ceaseless struggle for power has been unsynergistic
in several ways.
First, conflict gains its role in the intersocietal system even against the wishes of

mankind. The parable of the tribes shows how even if all or almost all wish to live
in peace and safety the structure of the intersocietal system prevents this optimal
condition from prevailing. As the general historic plague of war comes to mankind
uninvited, so too there occur specific wars no one wanted and other wars that whether
wanted or not, benefit no one. As I write, a war is ongoing between Iraq and Iran of
which it has been said, “It is a war both sides are losing.”
Second, even when some benefit from the conflict, the struggle for power is almost

invariably a minus-sum game, one in which the net gains of the winners are more
than offset by the net losses of the losers. War is costly to wage, and the destruction
wrought by it leaves the whole less than it was at the outset. But beyond those factors
is a more important one akin to the economic idea of diminishing marginal utility:
in most human affairs the movement from some to much gives less benefit than the
movement from none to some. It follows that the movement from some to none does
more harm than the movement from some to much does good. Thus the conqueror
who now governs two lands may be better off, but his gain is not commensurate with
the loss of the vanquished who is dispossessed. The profit of gaining a slave is far
less than the debit of losing one’s liberty. Yet, the history of civilization is full of just
such exchanges imposed by uncontrolled force. The pursuit of such conflict may be
“rational” (in, again, the economic sense of the pursuit of selfinterest) from the point
of view of the stronger party who stands to gain, but it is irrational and unsynergistic
from the point of view of the system as a whole. In natural systems, such choices do
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not arise, for the power to injure the whole for the sake of oneself is granted no one.3
The unprecedented anarchy of civilization’s intersocietal system breaks down the order
of synergy, making room for the corrupt regime of power.
Third, the immediate costs of the corrupt rule of power are compounded by the

long-term social evolutionary costs. Out of the strife comes a selective process leading
people along a path different from what they would have chosen. The absence of
an overarching synergy to assure that intersocietal interactions serve the common
interests has condemned mankind to domination by ever-escalating power systems
largely indifferent to the well-being of human beings or other living creatures.
This unsynergistic determination of our social evolutionary destiny clearly endan-

gers the long-term viability of the system. Never before has a living creature had in
its repertoire of possible actions the virtual destruction of itself and other life on earth.
Always, there might have streamed out of the indifferent heavens some giant meteor
or comet or asteroid to burst the thin film of life’s bubble on this planet. But living
things, having been designed with no other options, always served life. Now two su-
perpowers are capable of raining down upon the earth something like ten thousand
warheads, each one of which is many times more destructive than the bombs that lev-
eled Hiroshima and Nagasaki in seconds. If we are still here in fifty years, it is likely
that the destructive capacity of that time will dwarf our own as ours does that of
World War I, a war that seemed so catastrophic to its participants that they thought
it must be the war to end all wars. For the first time in more than three billion years
of life, a living system is relentlessly creating the means not of self-preservation, but
of self-destruction.
I examine further the intersocietal system in chapter 7, “The State of Unnature.”

1. Social systems: governmental and market.—Unlike the intersocietal system, a
civilized society is not, or at least need not be, anarchic. A society is regulated
by a political order (as well as, in a different sense, by custom and religion). In
many societies, this political order controls economic activity. In others, economic
transactions are left free within certain limits of governmental regulation by
deliberate choice out of a belief in the value of the economic order created by a
free market system.

A governmental system makes it possible for a civilized society to be structured in a
synergistic fashion. Laws can be designed and enforced to promote the common good.
From a feeling of community and a sense of common interest, the members of society
can cooperate for the general welfare: the greatest good for the greatest number, or
some other synergistic principle.

3 When the deer forfeits its whole life that some lions may enjoy a single meal, there is a kind
of imbalance; yet for the carnivore, the death of the other is required for the life of itself; and the
system as a whole reflects the imbalance of each immediate transaction between lionkind anddeerkind
by arranging the food pyramid so that there is a counterbalancing disproportion in the numbers of the
prey species and of the predator species who can, at any given time, live.
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Societies do achieve this synergy to a degree. But corruption is also a large part of
the picture, perhaps more often than not the larger part. Certain elements of the social
whole, often far from a numerical majority, devise ways to arrange social interactions
to meet their own wants at whatever cost to their fellows’ well-being and to the health
of the society as a whole. Marx’s work eloquently described how much the history
of civilization is the history of the exploitation of the many by the few. Whatever
the shortcomings of his diagnosis of the root of this corruption,4 Marx’s description
of the symptoms had great acuity. Historical analysis has shown that in the typical
archaic civilization, a mere one percent of the population would contrive to live in
splendor and luxury while most of the rest groveled at the level of mere subsistence,
with nonmaterial goods distributed with similar disproportion. Throughout the world,
the part still sacrifices the whole for its own sake. This corruption takes many forms.
The Marcos family in the Philippines and the Shah’s family in Iran grew rich from
their positions: the part that claims to serve the whole is in fact a parasite on the social
body. Those who have followed Marx have certainly not solved this ancient problem
of social corruption. It is not just the limousines in Moscow or the villas in the Polish
countryside. The Gulag too is a monument to corruption: one must be far gone in the
Party line to believe that most of these millions of “enemies of the state” were more of
a threat to the well-being of the social whole than those who murdered them to protect
their positions of dominance. Even in the relatively democratic societies of the West,
each day’s newspapers show how private interests suck like leeches the vitality of the
social body: the revolving door in the United States between public regulators and the
private institutions they regulate, the economizing upon food for the poor while rich
agribusiness in the Western states gets subsidized water. The list is endless. Those who
struggle against corruption are many, and their work has effect. But it is like rolling
a ball uphill: the natural flow in civilized systems is down, toward corruption. The
functionalist view of society as a (synergistic) whole never captures more than part of
the reality.
The value of conceiving these age-old plagues of civilized society in terms of synergy

(and its absence) lies less in its revelation of new injustices than in the new light it sheds
on the problem of injustice. First, it underlines the contrast between the corruption
of civilized society and the synergy of its natural counterparts. Hobbes also notes this
contrast, identifying as the difference between human societies and those of ants and
bees that in the latter “the common good differeth not from the private” (chap. 13).
But without the evolutionary perspective, Hobbes could not see how aberrant is the
human side of that contrast, what a recent departure our condition is from what we
were embedded in for so very long. Many people have long seen in nature less a contrast
than a reflection of the problems of civilized life, as in Aesop’s tyrannical lions and
rapacious wolves. Indeed, the triumph of the mighty over the weak is a phenomenon
of societies other than man’s. But in the light of the concept of synergy, we can see

4 See chap. 7, “Men Are Not Ants.”
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the difference between the warrior’s sway over feudal society, on the one hand, and
on the other the selection through combat of the stallion who leads the herd or of
the alpha male baboon with preferential access to food and mates. This is the second
point illuminated by synergy: that the problem of corruption is the degradation of the
whole; that what is unique in civilization is not the split into victor and vanquished,
nor even perhaps into oppressor and oppressed. It is the failure of these splits to serve
an essential life-sustaining function for the collectivity as a whole. Human injustice is
injustice because it is not a strategy for life but a disease of decay.
In chapter 7, “Men Are Not Ants,” the problem of the corruption of civilized polities

is explored further. There it is shown that the problem in this system resembles that
in the others: that the rise of civilization gives rise to a kind of freedom of action; that
this freedom in the part creates anarchy in the whole, and anarchy allows power to
govern; that to the extent that power rules a system, even if embodied in a government,
its functioning will be corrupt.
And what about the viability of the civilized society? That specific societies can

rise and fall has been a central preoccupation of many theorists of history (such as
Spengler and Toynbee). That phenomenon is explored in chapter 7, “The Death of the
Unnatural.” Internal corruption is certainly part of the explanation of the decline of
specific civilized societies.
The market system has been promoted, from its first and most persuasive advo-

cate Adam Smith to the present, precisely as a means of harnessing synergistically
human activity. The market economy in Adam Smith’s analysis does resemble the
living ecosystem as I have described it: leave people alone, he says, to pursue their
self-interests and their selfish actions will be combined “as if by an invisible hand” to
maximize the wealth and well-being of all. This point of view has many believers still,
some in very high office in the Anglo-Saxon world.
Any clear-eyed and dispassionate observer of the market economy must be struck

with two important truths. On the one hand, the capitalist system is enormously
successful in the production of wealth, as Adam Smith said, and in satisfying certain
human needs. On the other hand, an unchecked capitalist economy seems blindly
destructive of certain important values, creating a rich but hardly ideal society. The
synergy of the invisible hand seems real but quite limited. (The limitations are explored
in chapter 7, “The Market as a Power System.”)

1. The civilized human being.—The human organism still enters this world a child
of nature. A few thousand years of civilization, no matter how explosive its evolu-
tion, have not had any appreciable impact upon our genetic heritage. The Stone
Age baby, however, faces a world rather different from the one its biology has
prepared it to meet. This agonizing encounter, explored in chapter 5 and partic-
ularly in “The War Within,” suggests how the concept of synergy might apply to
the human organism. More than the other living systems, the natural body was
marked by harmony and cooperation among its components. Conflict played a
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role in the larger systems of nature, but within the individual organism synergy
was fairly complete even at the manifest level. For the human being, civilization
has sundered that natural harmony. Civilization implants within us command-
ments that war against the inclinations nature has given us. “(I)n the course of
the civilizing process,” Elias has written, people “seek to suppress in themselves
every characteristic they feel to be ‘animal’ ” (1978, p. 120). This statement may
be taken as an emblem of an intricate pattern of conflict between the “parts” of
the civilized human creature, between those parts given the human animal by
nature and those instilled by civilization through socialization. A natural, if not
perf ect, peace gives way to unnatural internal war. Unpeaceful of mind, Saint
Paul wrote:

For I delight in the law of God after the inward man:
But I see another law in my members, warring against the law of my mind,
and bringing me into the captivity to the law of sin which is in my members.
O wretched man that I am! who shall deliver me from the body of this
death.
(Romans 7:22–24)

One part works against the other.
Yet it is not entirely satisfactory to describe the change from harmony to conflict

as one from synergy to corruption. Corruption has been defined here as the sacrifice of
the well-being of the whole for the sake of the part. In one sense, this change is clearly
against the interests of the whole. The excessive predominance of one part (reason, or
spirit, or superego) over another (appetite, the flesh, the id) makes man a sick animal.
But the injury to the whole is not necessarily for the sake of the part. The part,
indeed, may be inflicting the disease of neurosis upon the organism to protect it from
still worse fates. For what seems from one point of view a form of pathology is from
another a strategy for survival. Given that man finds himself trapped in the systems
of civilization, becoming a “sick animal” may be necessary adaptation for the human
being. Even at the individual level, neurosis may be better understood less as sickness
and more as a means of coping with a dangerous world: neurosis “makes sense” as a way
of being, at least under the circumstances of its formation. Therapeutic change makes
sense because people continue their neuroses beyond the formative situation into others
where much better options are available. We say that in many ways the human response
to the agonies of civilization can compound the inhumanity of the human environment.
But ultimately, the unwholeness of civilized man’s neurosis is less a corruption of the
individual system than a reflection of a genuine dilemma imposed upon that system
from without.
To describe the loss of wholeness of the human system a different concept is needed.

It may be called experiential wholeness. The enjoyment of experiential wholeness has
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several dimensions. Most essential to it are to experience all of oneself and to experience
oneself as a harmonious whole. When Saint Paul speaks of his “members” he speaks as
if of something other, distinct from the “I” who wills the more spiritual course. When
Freud names the human natural impulses the id (= “it”) while calling the conscious
and rational part of the self the ego (= “I”), it clearly reflects an identification with a
part of the self over another. One of the goals of a humanistic psychotherapy is to help
a person come to recognize and experience his whole being as himself, neither denying
nor projecting it beyond the boundaries of self-awareness. Another goal is to help
resolve the conflicts among the parts, to bring peace of mind where neurotic wars have
been fought. It may be that by nature the human being falls short of such wholeness,
but certainly the wrenching demands of civilization magnify the unwholeness of human
experience.
Another dimension of experiential wholeness could be the experience of oneself

as harmoniously connected with the surrounding social and natural worlds. It can
easily be shown that these bonds of connectedness are strong in primitive societies
and have been progressively undermined in the course of civilization. The opposite of
this connectedness can be called alienation, or anomie, the feeling of oneself apart.5
Paul Tillich has written that the human being lives in a state of separateness—

separated from oneself, one’s fellows, one’s God. This state he calls sin. A thesis of this
work is that the problem of sin is not so much original to our natures as it is the fruit
of the circumstance of our leaving Eden.

3. The Turning Point: Biological Evolution versus
Social Evolution
Introduction: The Problem of Discontinuity
The preceding section drew a sharp contrast between the systems of nature and

those of civilization. With the coming of civilization, an ancient intricate pattern of
wholeness began systematically to be demolished and replaced by a new pattern gov-
erned less by the needs of life than by the dangerous logic of power. This is a vision of
radical discontinuity in the unfolding of life on this planet. This emphasis on disconti-
nuity, as much as any other single point, is what differentiates the parable of the tribes
from other theories that have attempted to illuminate our present human condition in
the light of the biological evolutionary processes that created us.
The Social Darwinists, for example, were apostles of continuity who equated the

competitive struggles of civilization with the “struggle for existence” which Darwin
saw in nature. The parable of the tribes challenges that equation, maintaining that the
power struggles of civilization reflect a fundamental anarchy unique to civilization and
alien to the Law of the Jungle, and that in the absence of an overarching life-protecting
order such struggle, unlike those in nature, can be destructive of all lifeserving values.
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More recently, the sociobiologists have committed the “continuity fallacy” in the
construction of a new theoretical perspective. They instruct us to regard the observ-
able behaviors of civilized human beings as fairly direct expressions of our genetic
heritage. The parable of the tribes shares with the sociobiologists the view that man
has an important inborn nature but denies that the human condition under civiliza-
tion affords anything close to a clear and undistorted view of that nature. The way the
sociobiologist infers the hidden messages of our genes from the manifest practices and
attitudes of our civilized social life is reminiscent of the naive overextrapolations many
made from Zuckerman’s observations of the baboons in the London Zoo. Our history
has a break in it, a rapid journey from, as it were, savanna to zoo. Our condition is
distorted by our having been trapped within two evolutionary processes, the second of
which emerged from the first, but differs radically from it.
The fruits of the two evolutionary processes have here been contrasted in the stark-

est terms. This dichotomy may seem implausible to some. For one thing, the belief in
continuity seems to die hard: all is one, everything is natural. For another, biological
and social evolution do indeed exhibit strong parallels. Even if the Social Darwinists
were mistaken in their conclusions, they correctly perceived that civilization, like bi-
ological nature, is shaped by a selection for what is best able to survive. Thus, even
if one grants the validity of the parable of the tribes as descriptive of (a large part
of) the evolutionary dynamic of civilization, the question still arises: how could two
evolutionary processes, in some ways rather alike, create results structurally so differ-
ent? To make more persuasive the present critique of civilization as breaking from and
undermining the ancient wholeness of living systems, I delineate the important ways
in which the two evolutionary processes differ. From the differences in the shaping
processes derive the differences in the shape of the systems.

Different Mechanisms of Change
One of the most obvious differences between the two evolutionary processes is in

the source of novelty.5 New genetic possibilities arise more or less randomly (at least
until the civilized technology of recombinant DNA), through the process of mutation.
Random mutations are generally deleterious and disappear. In social evolution, by
contrast, conscious human purpose creates new possibilities (Simpson, in Washburn
and Jay, 1968, pp. 141–142). The entry of purpose into the generation of the material
for selection means a much higher proportion of new forms will have adaptive usefulness.
The new teleological forces accelerate the process.
That acceleration, which the new way of generating innovations begins, the new

way of transmitting them greatly compounds. In biological evolution, only the direct
descendants of a successful mutant can utilize a given advantageous change. Sexual
reproduction has advantages over asexual reproduction in this respect in that it allows

5 See chap. 2, “The Mother of Invention.”
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different advantageous strains to combine their advantages. But the transmission of
cultural innovations is exponentially more efficient. Waddington writes: “The major
weakness of the biological system from an evolutionary point of view is that, although
it ensures some mixing of hereditary qualities from different individuals, it limits the
number of individuals which can participate in this mixing to only two… This re-
striction of hybridization is greatly reduced in the human socio-genetic system” (in
Banton, 1961, p. 117). In “The Human Evolutionary System,” Waddington goes on to
discuss how the means of transmitting cultural innovations has become increasingly
efficient, allowing those innovations that can be conceptualized to be communicated
even without person-to-person contact, through writing and other processes. We have
now reached the point where an important and apparently advantageous innovation
achieved anywhere in the human cultural system can be disseminated throughout the
whole system almost immediately. Cultural dissemination is a far more efficient means
of spreading information than biological insemination.
These first two factors together yield an important characteristic of social evolution:

its unprecedented speed.
Another new aspect of the process of evolutionary change is directly connected with

the problem of power: the ascendancy, with the rise of civilization, of direct compe-
tition. In biological evolution, species or varieties within a species generally compete
with one another indirectly. Indirect competition is a long-term process through which
those living forms which prove more viable spread and displace the less viable with
little direct conflict.6 In social evolution, different forms are likely to compete directly
through active confrontation with one another. By analogy, the indirect competition
that is more characteristic of biological evolution is like a game of golf whereas the
direct competition between civilized societies is like a boxing match. Why would direct
competition play a larger role in social than in biological evolution? One part of the
answer may be the consciousness of the competitors of the fact of competition. Wheat
and rye competing in a held do not know they are competing. A mutant strain of
bear will compete with the older type without any of the participants knowing that a
test for superior viability is being conducted. The awareness of human beings that the
spread of their society conflicts with the needs of another society makes people more
likely to join that conflict directly.
An investigation of the new factors—the emergence of consciousness and purpose,

the omnidirectional transmissibility of new forms, the (consequent) dramatic acceler-
ation of the rate of change, and the tendency for alternative forms to compete more
directly—illuminates some of the most prominent, and troublesome, characteristics of
civilized systems.

6 E.g.. the displacement of marsupials by placentals when North and South America joined was
principally by such indirect means. The marsupials were “outfed and outbred” (see Gould 1981 pp.
293–295).
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Evolving Different Kinds of Structure
The extraordinary efficiency with which new cultural possibilities are generated and

spread would appear to be of great benefit. Cultural evolution does not need eons to
spread its improvements.
But fast change is dangerous change. Eugene Odum writes of the “principle of the

instant pathogen,” referring to the markedly negative effects that often come from
sudden, large-scale change in an ecosystem (1971, p. 200). Homeostatic control and
balance in an ecological system “comes only after a period of evolutionary adjustment”
(p. 35). The suddenness of man’s impact on his environment is a major source of his
destructiveness. A fungus from China quickly destroys America’s magnificent chestnut
forests. The sudden introduction of goats onto an island soon renders it barren. When
a host is killed by its parasite, as was said earlier, one knows the relationship is of
recent origin. Civilized man upon this earth seems like such a parasite.

The biosphere with industrial man suddenly added is like a balanced aquar-
ium into which large animals are introduced. Consumption temporarily ex-
ceeds production, the balance is upset, the products of respiration accumu-
late, and the fuels for consumption become scarcer and scarcer… In some
experimental systems balance is achieved only after the large consumers
are dead. (Howard Odum, 1971, p. 18)

Nature, Leibniz said, does not make leaps (Nature non facit saltus). Civilization
does, and it has no way of looking first. A new form in biological evolution will spread
very gradually through the genetic system,7 and will become general only if the short-
run advantages that allow it to survive and spread at the outset are combined with
long-run advantages, or at least long-run viability. In the cultural system, by contrast,
new forms can spread rapidly without their ultimate viability having been demon-
strated anywhere. The hyperefficiency of transmission can make civilization like a
cancer. Even without the parable of the tribes, the ability of the untested to become
the universal would make civilization dangerous. The necessary tests, like those of pon-
derous biological evolution, may take time far beyond human ken or patience. So many
strategies have benefits that are immediately clear, but costs that, though eventually
catastrophic, are paid only after many generations.
The suddenness of the changes wrought by civilization also affects competition

within the system: abrupt change intensifies competition. In biologically evolved sit-
uations, according to Cox et al., ‘‘species that compete for food or other resources
have evolved means of reducing the pressures of competition and of dividing up the

7 The attack, by Stephen Jay Gould and others, on the “gradualism” of Darwinian orthodoxy does
not really challenge the point of view presented here. What Gould argues for is rapid origin of new forms
(within small populations) (1981, pp. 182–185). What is pertinent to the issue here is the rapidity with
which genetic innovations spread—a matter with which, as I understand it, the model of punctuated
equilibria is not concerned.
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resources between them. This is mutually advantageous since it reduces the risk of ei-
ther species being eliminated and made extinct by competition with the others. This is
an advantage not only to the species directly involved but to the whole community of
species in the habitat …” (1976, p. 67). When nonliving nature forces sudden changes
upon living communities (as in the joining of North and South America) interspecific
competition can become intense and, until a new equilibrium is reached, destructive.
With the rise of civilization, life itself has created a sudden disequilibrium and the
precipitous plunge into catastrophic competition. A big question about civilization
is whether it will make it to a later stage of synergistically minimizing competitive
pressures. The extraordinary transmissibility of cultural forms is dangerous not only
because of the suddenness of the changes it makes possible but also because of the
structure of the system it creates.
If new forms simply descended through direct descendants, as in genetic transmis-

sion, the unviable might ultimately die out and leave behind the more viable alterna-
tives. But in cultural evolution, all lines can converge. This cultural homogenization
(see chap. 3) is a “trend in cultural evolution which is almost totally absent in biological
evolution” (Kaplan, in Sahlins and Service, 1960, p. 73). Indeed, the entire thrust of
development in biological systems is toward diversity. The ecological climax, C. Barry
Cox says, entails the greatest diversihcation of species (1976, p. 53). The numerous
species, each with its own adaptations, none so numerous as to displace the others,
“result in a greater degree of stability for the community” (p. 67). But the “climax” of
civilization’s evolution seems to be that state where, as Eiseley was quoted earlier as
saying, instead of many adaptive organisms a single gigantic animal embodies the only
organic future of the world.” It is the danger of one basket for all one’s eggs.
This rapid and convergent evolutionary process might be reckless even without the

problem of power. But when one adds to these factors the problem of direct competition
and the selective process it creates, we can see that not only does social evolution put
all its eggs in one basket, but it chooses a basket that is rotten.
A powerful civilized society can be like a rabid dog—doomed itself to die, yet able

to impose its disease on others whom it contacts. Over centuries, many agricultural
civilizations have destroyed the land from which they gained their livelihood and power,
all the while spreading their ecological and other ways outward, displacing ecologically
sounder cultural approaches. The superiority of power in systems with direct competi-
tion need only be quite temporary. The selection is for power maxirnization, and what
generates the most power in the short run may lead to ruin in the long. Rome stripped
Italy’s rich forests to build its fleets: triumph now, pay later. In Brazil right now, prim-
itive peoples with viable ways of living in the Amazon jungle are being displaced, their
ways of life destroyed, by potent but unsustainable “development” (D. Price, 1981).
With power uncontrolled, the criterion for selection is an advantage that need only
be momentary, like an injection of “speed” to charge up the system now only to crash
hard later, but the drug enters the common bloodstream of mankind. Even after the
unviable systems crash, they leave their pathology in those who remain: there are no
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meek left to inherit. The apparent boon of efficient transmissibility, when combined
with the contagion of power maximization, makes civilization a disease.
Rapidly converging toward a single cultural option designed through intense com-

petition for the immediate maximization of power, civilization is a uniquely unwhole
living system.

The Agony of the Torn
In the ancient world, for example, in the time of Alexander the Great, one grisly

form of execution consisted of bending two trees to the same spot, tying the legs of
the condemned to each, and releasing the trees. Part of the problem of civilization is
like that.
Although part of the problem of civilization is that its evolutionary process differs

in character from that of nature, another part lies in the simple fact that there are two
simultaneous processes. (That execution would not work the same with only one tree.)
With the appearance of civilized man, for the first time in the history of life on earth
a species is in the grasp of two distinct and not necessarily harmonious evolutionary
processes. Between the demands of his nature and those of his civilization, man is torn.
This unprecedented possibility for conflicting demands strikes at wholeness in two

ways. It undermines what was called experiential wholeness, and it casts creatures for
the first time into roles they cannot be relied upon to play. Human nature always
tries to express itself; civilization constantly demands that it do otherwise. Aside from
the pain it causes the human creature, this conflict also threatens the effective func-
tioning of the system. (For example, a creature evolved only for the responsibilities of
egalitarian groups may, in a position of power in a civilized society, act corruptly and
weaken the whole.) A system that requires a continuous redirection of energies from
their natural flow is on an uphill course. By a kind of entropy, such systems are likely
to roll back to the bottom.

4. Artificial Wholeness: Justice as the Antidote for
Power
The Restraint of Power
Power acts like an instant pathogen, in E. Odum’s phrase. It is a sudden new phe-

nomenon in the living systems of the earth, and it works as a poison eating away at
the health (O. E. haelp, whole) of those systems. To restore that health, mankind must
find a way of restraining power. In the old regime, all forces could flow unrestrained
because the synergistic evolution of those forces effected a kind of prior restraint. Civ-
ilized people and their systems, however, have sprung forth armed with powers that
no whole order has granted or reviewed in advance. “Surely the mountain lion,” writes
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Gregory Bateson, “when he kills the deer is not acting to protect the grass from over-
grazing” (1972, p. 504). Yet when those among us who are like lions kill those who are
like deer, none but the lions profit. There is for us no way back into the old regime
where creatures can be free in action because they are controlled in design. We humans
who have redesigned our own powers for action must construct also our own system of
restraints.
This restraining system must allow something other than power to rule the conduct

of civilized systems. The design of restraints has two components, one practical and
one moral. The practical aspect derives from the paradox that, to a significant extent,
only power can control power. It is necessary therefore to design systems with “checks
and balances” so that powers cancel each other out and make room for other factors
to govern. (The wholeness of the ecosystem too, derives from checks and balances of
a sort.) But if we ask what kind of order is desirable to replace the regime of power,
we are led to seek some moral principle that we wish to characterize the workings of
our systems. Also, as we probably cannot manage so to arrange powers that all are
canceled, we require a moral principle by which those who do wield powers should act.
Leaving aside the practical problems of system design, I investigate now that moral
dimension of the desired regime of artificial wholeness.
Morality is only a human problem, for only humans can subvert wholeness by doing

what comes naturally. We attempt to introduce moral force
to check the natural drives of self-interest that prove dangerous in the unnatural

conditions of anarchy. We want the play of power to be checked by a moral principle
that leads away from corruption to synergy.
Consider two rules to comprise this synergistic principle, (a) Where power is ex-

ercised, I say, it should not be used to benefit the wielder of power at the expense
of the health of the system as a whole; and (b) where different parts of the system
have conflicts of interest, the conflicts should be resolved not by their differences in
power but by some moral principle which, if always followed, would ultimately be to
the benefit of all in the system.

Justice as Synergy
We do not need to invent a name for this synergistic moral principle, because the

rules described above capture the essence of a virtue central to philosophic thought
for millennia. That virtue is called justice.
Over the ages, the concept of justice has had many meanings. It is nonetheless

clear that its use here as a specific moral antidote to the problem of power is not
idiosyncratic but lies near the heart of this ancient and important concept. To see
the essential connection between justice and power we can turn to Plato’s Republic,
that classic inquiry into the meaning of justice. The first definition given there is that
offered by the character Thrasymachus who says that “the just is nothing other than the
advantage of the stronger” (338C). This makes a good starting point, for basically it is
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a way of eliminating the idea of justice, of depicting the way of the world unconstrained
by moral principle. What happens, happens, Thrasymachus says in effect. Earlier we
encountered a similar defining away of the moral into the amoral, when Thucydides
quoted the Athenians as saying: “You know as well as we do that right, as the world
goes, is only in question between equals in power, while the strong do what they can
and the weak suffer what they must” (5. 90). The idea that “might makes right” is a
denial of the relevance of the moral dimension. If “right” is in question only between
equals in power, it is never really in question at all. What the Athenians are describing
is concern not with a moral principle but with striking advantageous bargains, and
this is but a continuation of the amoral principle of getting what one can. If “justice” is
whatever the strong impose upon the weak, then there is no basis for a moral critique
of the corruption of civilized systems. Though they sweep away the problem of what
should be, these ideas describe well what is (or at least what tends to be): the rule of
power. And they serve for us the useful purpose of showing that moral concepts like
rights and justice are specifically concerned with restraining the rule of power.
Just as the problem of power is the target of justice, so also are the two synergistic

rules mentioned above at the heart of traditional views of what justice requires, (a)
Justice requires that the whole not be subverted for the more powerful part. Thrasy-
machus again helps out, succinctly describing the injustice of the world: “(E)ach ruling
group sets down laws for its own advantage… (A)ll declare that what they have set
down—their own advantage—is just for the ruled, and the man who departs from it
they punish as a breaker of the law and a doer of unjust deeds” (338E). This is the
reality that, when we can depart from the realm of hypocrisy and arrive at a genuine
morality, justice changes, (b) At the heart of the battle of justice against corruption is
a notion of impartiality, of the need for rules that would ultimately benefit all because
in any given case they are indifferent to whom they benefit. Justice with her scales is
blind, determining rights without regard to the power of the parties in conflict before
her. The rules of justice are those we would choose if we had no interest in the case,
or rather if we did not know which of the conflicting interests would be ours. This
essential aspect of justice is illustrated in John Rawls’s A Theory of Justice. Rawls’s
hypothetical just society would be governed by principles that “free and rational per-
sons concerned to further their own interests” would agree to in a situation where “no
one knows his place in society, his class position or social status, nor does any one
know his fortune in the distribution of natural assets and abilities, his intelligence,
strength and the like” (1971, p. 12). Blind choice engenders a disinterestedness that
makes possible the emergence of rules to maximize the interests of all. At the essence
of the concept of justice lies a commitment to synergy in human affairs.
It can therefore be seen that the moral principle by which the rule of power might be

restrained for the sake of synergy is the venerable principle called justice. As synergy
is an aspect of that wholeness we find in natural systems, the synergistic principle of
justice can be viewed as part of a system of natural law; in our unnatural dilemma,
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we can turn to nature for moral guidance and imitate her natural wholeness with an
artificial one.
Justice is the moral antidote to the poisonous rule of power. As the parable of

the tribes shows power to be the primary problem of civilized life, so correspondingly,
according to Rawls, “Justice is the first virtue of social institutions” (ibid.).

Limits to the Scope of Justice
It is not, however, the only virtue. Justice is a specific remedy for the ills caused

by the abuse of power. Even where power is wholly controlled for the sake of synergy,
other ills will remain the correction of which is not required by justice or, to put it
another way, which must be addressed in the name of other moral virtues. We want
justice to protect the weak from the powerful, but it beclouds an important idea to
make it protective of everyone from misfortune of every kind. We rightly are concerned
whenever we find a person lying injured upon the ground. But we are right also in
regarding differently the case of the person who has fallen from a tree from that of the
person who has been beaten by thugs. We bring the doctor to each but the officers of
justice only to the latter.
Justice has limits. Justice is a principle for governing the interactions of the parts

of a system. At those junctures in a system where the parts have an impact upon one
another, we wish to be sure that the impact is not unjust. A system was defined as an
aggregate of elements which interact and which cannot therefore be entirely understood
in isolation. But, as the pervasiveness of the interactions can vary, systemhood is a
matter of degree, and the parts of a system also exist as wholes in themselves, with
their own spheres of autonomy. Consider, for example, what might be called “the global
system of civilized societies.” In, say, the eighteenth century, a global system might be
said to have existed—the British were in India, the New World was colonized, and
so on. Two thousand years ago, however, the great civilizations of Rome and China
had only the most tenuous and indirect connections with each other, and the Old
World and the New proceeded in virtually complete isolation from each other. Today,
the degree of interaction weaving all societies into a single system is more extensive
than ever before, and still increasing. As systems can vary in the intensity of their
interactions, the applicability of the concept of “justice as interactions governed justly”
will also vary.
Justice, therefore, will have a greater or lesser role in a system depending on the

degree to which it is a system. The misapplication of justice can result in injustice
in either of two ways: its overapplication, beyond the domain of actual interaction,
unjustly trespasses upon the proper domain of autonomy of the parts; its underappli-
cation, leaving some interactions unregulated by justice, simply leaves intact some of
the original injustice to which civilized interactions are prone. The error of overappli-
cation can be called the collectivist fallacy, that of underapplication the individualist
fallacy.
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A collectivist principle of justice is exemplified by Marx’s dictum: “From each ac-
cording to his ability; to each according to his need.” Implicit in this statement is the
assumption that everything belongs to the social whole, that the individual exists en-
tirely as a part of a larger collectivity and is not at all a whole in himself. To some
extent, in our times this vision of the relationship between individuals and society has
become a self-fulfilling image: in countries where Marx’s vision prevails, individuals
have been denied autonomous spheres protected from governance by the whole; they
have been freed from the necessity or right of shaping their own destiny. But human
beings are not simply the creatures of their collectivities. An excessively collectivist
approach not only deprives people of an important ingredient of their full humanity
but also exposes them to the most profound injustices at the hands of the presumed
representatives of the collectivity. An overly collectivist view of justice leads readily to
the injustice of a Gulag.
Only a limited concept of justice is capable of governing the complex and multilevel

structure of the universe of human interactions. Mankind must be seen as a tiered
structure consisting of parts which are also wholes and which are therefore partly
responsible for their own destiny. Individual, family, nation—the well-being of each is
in part a function of its treatment within a larger whole, but is in part also its own to
determine. If I am pushed in front of a truck, I have justice on my side to compensate
my injuries; if my own carelessness put me there, I do not.
“To each according to his need” will not do as a comprehensive principle of justice. If

we earthlings were suddenly to encounter four billion other creatures living elsewhere
in the solar system, but within reach, who were suffering from starvation, would justice
require that we share with them our food? No, for as their problems anteceded any
contact between us, it is impossible that we are responsible for them. Justice involves
the paying of debts, a restitution of what is owed. Where justice is not in question, it
becomes a matter of charity, of giving what is not owed. We might feed our starving
space neighbors out of love, or charity, but not for the sake of justice. The distinction
is important, for justice is traditionally obligatory and, where possible, it is enforced,
while charity is given freely. A terrestrial version of the same dilemma is the NorthSouth
conflict. In some people the collectivist vision (combined perhaps with self-interest) has
fostered the assumption that the wealth of the rich nations was taken from the poor
so that the poverty of the poor is the responsibility of the rich. (“Property is theft,”
by implying that gain is invariably a function of power interaction, is an idea that
feeds the collectivist vision.) If that were so, and the evidence suggests that it is so
only to a rather limited extent, then indeed justice would require that inequalities
of wealth among societies be rectified. If we see these differences as consequences of
unequal productivity within societies rather than of unjust distribution among them,
the transfer of wealth from rich to poor becomes a matter of charity, or perhaps even
of enlightened selfinterest, but not of justice.
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To demand that justice ensure universal equality of outcome is to chain everyone to
a universal collectivity, unjustly robbing all of an essential human property—autonomy
and the responsibility that goes with it.
The idea of Justice, Ltd. is more congenial to the individualist vision, which indeed

was formulated to protect human freedom and autonomy from tyrannical authority.
Individualism, however, is prone to excesses of its own. The individualist tends to
depict a human reality in which interactions consist only of the making of contracts—
discrete transactions into which autonomous individuals, responsible for themselves,
freely enter. Where the collectivist commits the fallacy of making the human being
wholly a function of the society, the individualist commits the opposite fallacy of
making society wholly the creation of completely autonomous individuals. The idea of
a limited social contract freely formed in the hypothetical past by individuals living
wholly outside of all society casts an inappropriate degree of legitimacy over existing
social relationships in individualist societies. Indeed, our “state of nature” was never so
individualist, and the fabric of interactions (just and unjust) has always been densely
woven.
No society is only a market where deals are freely struck. An individualist princi-

ple of justice may be stated: “From each according to his ability to contribute, and
to each according to the value of his contributions.” There is indeed a “justice of the
market.” But just as the collectivist tends to overestimate the degree of interaction,
the individualist tends to underestimate it. Not all interactions consist of such identi-
hable, free, and mutually beneficial transactions. When the capitalist pays the worker
a competitive wage, the justice of the marketplace can overlay an intricate network of
other social, political, and historical interactions that make that instantaneous transac-
tion an extension of injustice. Blindness to this intricate web of interaction stretching
through time leads to blindness also to the ways that the play of power, like a shuttle
across a loom, weaves injustice into the social fabric.
The task of justice is both large and subtle.

Justice and the Future
Synergy was one of the dimensions of wholeness, that is, that pertaining to the

nature of interactions within a system at a given time. Justice, I have tried to show,
provides for that synergy which the rule of power tends to subvert. But what of the
other dimension, viability, which pertains to the maintenance of wholeness through
time? Can justice help protect also the wholeness of a system into the future?
It is clear that the past, present, and future represent a system, for the present

is a function of the past, and the future a function of the present. A society (or any
other system) at tx cannot be understood without reference to the state of that society
at tx ¡.. The apparent unidirectional flow of time makes the systems created by time
exceptional in their structure because the interactions among the parts of the system
are inevitably one way. Posterity is dependent upon what we do, but we cannot be

226



dependent upon what posterity will do. This unidirectional character of interaction
implies a clear inequality of power. One is reminded of that definition of power as
the ability to speak, whereas weakness is the necessity to listen. Between present
and future, the present does all the speaking while the future cannot be but mute.
And as one would expect with such inequalities of power, the injury to wholeness is
predictably that the civilized present uses its power to rob the future. Après nous,
le deluge. People spend the goods of their system—topsoil, aquifer water, minerals,
forests—as if there were no tomorrow, because for themselves as individuals there
is not. Fortunately, people’s loving identification with their children (and eventually,
perhaps, with their children’s children) moderates the exploitative relationship between
present and future, but generations yet unborn still generally get short shrift. After all.
as Kenneth Boulding has put it, “What has posterity ever done for me?”
All the ingredients are here to make the application of justice appropriate. That the

“parts” of the system are different times has altered neither the fact of interaction nor
the problem that the abuse of inequalities of power yields injustice.
The application of the principle of justice, therefore, can serve also to protect the

viability of systems. By requiring the people of the present time to restrain their power,
justice protects the future health of human systems. If the needs of the future are made
by justice to weigh as heavily as those of the present, despite the inequalities of power,
the tendencies of civilized systems to become degraded with time will be checked.
In the man-made concept of justice, therefore, civilized peoples can find an apt

moral and analytic tool for reinstating into systems plagued by the problem of power
a kind of wholeness which nature no longer can protect.
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Chapter Seven: The Parable of the
Tribes and the Loss of Wholeness
In chapter 6, the loss of wholeness was briefly described for each of the several

major civilized systems. In this chapter, each of these systems is explored in greater
depth: (a) to describe more fully the loss of wholeness and its costs; and (¿) to demon-
strate the extent to which the parable of the tribes can help explain these destructive
transformations of systemic structure.

1. Man’s Dominion: Power and the Degradation of
the Ecosystem
A. Paradise Lost
A New and Dangerous Regime.—Civilized man, the revolutionary creature, has

overthrown the natural order and established a new regime. It is a regime of tyranny.
Earlier I wrote that power “is a sudden new phenomenon in the living systems of

the earth” (p. 238). The validity of this statement depends on extending the concept
of power beyond the original definition as the ability to impose one’s will regardless of
the will of others. Surely, the lion imposes his will upon the zebra. What is different
about man’s ecological power?
An important difference is one of degree. Howard Odum writes that while there

may be in the natural system some “locally overpowering units” like the tiger or the
killer whale, “their power is still a small part of the total power budget” (1971, p. 213).
The power of these species is small because the magnitude of the role of the individual
animals necessitates their being thinly distributed throughout the system as a whole.
Stable natural systems are characterized by “much decentralization of control” (ibid.).
The regime that civilization has imposed upon nature is like an organized horde of
tigers swarming across the land.
A second difference was stressed earlier: man alone has had the power to define his

own role outside the control of an overarching order. Ultimately this confers upon man
the unique power to structure the system according to terms of his own choosing.

The Unbound One.—This chapter examines how regimes based on power injure
the natural wholeness of living systems. Injury is certainly an evident consequence of
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man’s rulership of nature. Freed from biologically evolved constraints, civilized man
has exploited and wounded the natural order in several ways:

Uncontrolled in his dealings with other living things, man has exterminated species,
stripped the land of trees and grasses, and left the world more dead than he found it.
Homo has proved more faber than sapiens.

With no order to regulate his interventions into the cycles of essential nonliving
materials, man has poisoned the waters, polluted and altered the atmosphere, and
maximized immediate productivity at the sacrifice of resource maintenance. Man’s
strategy for exploiting nature, as E. Odum points out (1971, p. 21) is the opposite
of nature’s strategy for itself. And as the strategy of nature is designed to maximize
the stable flourishing of life, the strategy of civilization seems to threaten the opposite
result.

Man’s unprecedented global mobility allows him to introduce disruptive novelties,
whether they be natural living creatures placed in settings unnatural to them (rabbits
in Australia, gypsy moths in North America) or unnatural substances injurious to
living cycles (e.g., DDT, PCB, Kepone). Man’s power in nature is not like that of an
effective governor but like that of the proverbial bull in a china shop.

With his way of life not set, mans numbers on earth are also ungoverned, with dan-
gers both to mankind and to the environment as a whole. Bertrand Russell described
“every living being [as] a sort of imperialist, seeking to transform as much as possible
into itself and its seed” (quoted in Leslie White, 1959, p. 37). But only in man can this
“imperialism” be translated into an empire, an empire that threatens the long-term
degradation of the living environment.

Corruption as Suicide.—“And the prosperity of fools shall destroy them” (Proverbs
1:32).
As is often the case with the tragedy of civilization, man’s very glory is also his

undoing. Nothing enduring can be built without a stable foundation. The tragic para-
dox of human power is epitomized by H. Donald Hughes’s statement in The Ecology
in Ancient Civilizations: “The rise of civilizations depended upon the increasing abil-
ity of people to use and control their natural environment, and the downfall of these
same civilizations was due to their failure to maintain a harmonious balance with
nature” (1975, p. 29). He documents this proposition with respect to various specific
civilizations.
The dangers of self-destruction which plagued the ancient world are even more

pronounced today with the greatly magnified powers of modern civilization. Cole, for
example, argues that we have been lucky so far. Had DDT possessed certain conceivable
properties, he warns, “it could have brought an end to life on earth” (in Helfrich, 1970,
p. 4); and perhaps one of the half million chemicals we carelessly dump into the soil,
air, and water could so interrupt the nitrogen cycle as to “cause the extinction of life”
(p. 7). The new regime would appear to be engaged in playing biospheric Russian
roulette.
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Like most corrupt rulers, man uses his powers to satisfy his wants regardless of the
cost to others. But such is the interdependence of living systems that one ultimately
does to oneself as one does unto others. Life played right is a plus-sum game; played
wrong, it is minus—sum. The power regime is life played wrong. When one plays that
way, therefore, to win is ultimately to lose. As Gregory Bateson writes, “A creature
that wins against its environment destroys itself” (1972, p. 493).

Sinning Freely.—A central issue of chapter I was whether the evolution of civiliza-
tion and the manifest problems that accompanied it are best understood as governed
by human choice or by unchosen forces. This work stresses the latter, and shortly will
explore the role of the parable of the tribes in shaping the evolution of civilized man’s
relationship to nature. Of all the problematic dimensions of civilization, however, the
ecological problem is the most explicable in terms of human freedom.
By their intelligence and creativity, human beings discovered the means to choose

new ecological arrangements. Where the choice was between life and death, people
(understandably) chose life and, with this escape from fixed natural limits imposed by
death, human numbers have swelled.
Even today, we can see nature’s old regime being overthrown by choices of this

sort: in Africa, for example, where modern public health procedures and other factors
diminish the diseases that formerly checked population growth, some of this earth’s
last great primeval ecosystems are rapidly being overtaken by agricultural expansion
needed to feed the new millions.
The ecological threat posed by the free creature is not, however, confined to the

preservation of mere survival. If one emblem of ecological degradation is the famished
peoples of the Sahel picking their land clean of the last vestiges of wooded growth,
another is the rich woman in the snow leopard coat. Where the choice is between
abundance and superabundance, people still choose more. Those who eat of the dwin-
dling whale population are not starving. Those who grow and those who eat the bounty
of America’s eroding fruited plains do not have starvation as their only alternative to
the present less expensive but needlessly wasteful methods of tillage. Those who enjoy
furniture made of the lovely wood from the earth s vanishing tropical forests would
not otherwise lack for all comforts. People choose, and in their freedom to choose they
place their own wants and needs above all else.
If human choice has proven destructive of ecological wholeness, it would seem that

human folly and wickedness are largely to blame. Folly in the sense that human under-
standing, however great by any previous terrestrial standard, has consistently lagged
behind the reach of human impact on the environment. Who in the early civilization
of the Fertile Crescent could have known, for example, that the magnificent irriga-
tion networks that made the land green were slowly salting the soil and leading to
desolation more bleak than before man’s intrusions (see Hughes, 1975, p. 34)? But
wickedness, too, in the sense of a willingness unjustly to serve oneself without regard
to the costs to others. The problem of salting from irrigation is now known, but the
process goes on. The willingness of the present unjustly to impose its costs upon the
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future is revealed in countless ways, in the careless dumping of hazardous wastes, in
the depletion of fisheries, the scarring of the land by stripminirig. Unjust and wicked
too is the calculus by which the costs to nonhuman forms of life are slighted when there
are human profits to be made. An image comes to mind which captures all too much
of man’s relationship to nature. The carcass of a rhinoceros rots in the African sun. It
is intact but for its great horn, which has been severed by the murdering poacher who
will enrich himself from its sale as an aphrodisiac. The rhinoceros is threatened with
extinction. The aphrodisiac property of ground rhinoceros horn is, by all evidence, an
illusion.
Man eats of the fruit of knowledge that he may play god, and death enters the

Garden—not the death of individual creatures, which has always been there, but death
of the Garden itself.

The Justification of Injustice.—To this way of viewing the loss of wholeness in the
ecosystem, the parable of the tribes is irrelevant—but clearly the problem of power is
not. This has been evident from the description of a man as a tyrant in the new regime
of nature, and of the injustice that human exploitation of the environment entails.
Power here corrupts the system not through its workings among people but between
people and the other elements of the ecosystem.
For many people who despise the tyranny of some people over others, man’s ex-

ploitation of nature seems perfectly natural and justified. But perhaps the clear paral-
lels between the justifications given for human dominance over nature and those given
for other tyrannies can persuasively suggest that man’s dominion is merely another
example of corrupt exploitation based on superior power.
The ruler always proves his rule is just that. This justification in the West, which has

furthest advanced the human exploitation of nature, goes back to our cultural roots,
which reach primarily back to Israel and to Greece. The Judeo-Christian tradition
wastes no time in establishing man’s dominant position. It is in the first chapter of
the first book of the Bible. Scarcely has the natural order been created, with a special
creation of man in God’s image, than God grants the first man and woman “dominion
over the fish of the sea, and over the fowl of the air, and over every living thing that
moveth upon the earth.” Man thus enjoys a divine right of king over nature. From
Athens, a similar image of nature as inherently hierarchical can be found, albeit drawn
in a medium intellectually wholly different. Quoth Aristotle:

We may infer, after the birth of animals, plants exist for their sake, and
that the other animals exist for the sake of man, the tame for use and good,
the wild, if not all, at least the greater part of them, for food, and for the
provision of clothing and various instruments. Now if nature makes nothing
incomplete, and nothing in vain, the inference must be that she has made
all animals for the sake of man. {Politics 1, 8, 1256b)

At the foundation of Western culture, therefore, we find a distorted image of the
natural regime. For, contrary to Genesis and to Aristotle, natural living systems are
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ordered without rulership, and while the “lower” elements of the system may be neces-
sary for the survival of the “higher,” no element exists “for the sake” of the others. In
part this distortion of nature as hierarchy may be a projection onto the wider cosmos
of the power relations that had come to pervade human relations in the human
microcosm (just as the Creator, in such an environment, becomes imaged as King

of the Universe). But this image also has the look of propagandistic rationalization.
It has helped smooth the way for the new regime of hierarchy which, though neither
God-given nor logically required, civilization has increasingly established over nature.
Man proceeds in his conquest of other creatures. Students of war have often noted

that conquest is psychologically facilitated by creating an image of its object as wholly
different, alien and inferior. When nations go to war, their propaganda dehumanizes
the foe. Colonial powers mere decades ago justified their domination by portraying
the native peoples as lesser beings. Americans proclaimed the inferiority of blacks to
justify their enslavement and of Indians to establish the right of expropriation and
extermination. These devices are still employed against our fellow animals.
It is difficult to be ruthless toward those with whom we feel kinship. We thus exag-

gerate our difference from other animals. What the “special creation” does in theology,
our incessant self-definition in terms of our uniqueness does in anthropology—tool-
using, laughing, symbol-making, and so on. This stress on man’s distinctions overlooks
our considerable evolutionary kinship with other animals (see Hallowell, in Tax, 1960,
p. 317). Distortions of reality betray our motives. Like the dehumanization of the en-
emy, our de-animalization of ourselves removes inhibitions to our ruthlessness. What
is different from ourselves always counts for less. Americans seem more moved by the
deaths of dozens in Ireland than by the deaths of hundreds or thousands of different-
looking people in Asia. And what is the calculus for weighing the lives of animals
against those of people? This question is not intended as a challenge to the human
carnivore’s eating of meat: let us say that man is entitled to the rights enjoyed by
the lion and the shark. But there are other concerns. All across the world, animals
are sacrihced in experiments to yield knowledge that may (or may not) prove helpful
to people. The heads of drugged cats are dashed against a wall to study the effects
of the impact. How many cats’ lives are worth expending to save the life of a single
human being? Is there any limit? All respect for the animal’s experience is discarded,
as increasingly mechanized food-production methods transform hens into immobilized
machines for the conversion of grain into eggs, just as the pig becomes simply the
means of making pork. Not just in death but in their perverted lives as well these
animals are wholly sacrihced to human ends.1 It is a sign of unjust systems that the
wants of those with power are overvalued while those of the powerless are disregarded.
J In the words of a current commercial, “It takes a tough man to make a tender

chicken.” Especially tough on the chicken.
The typical assumption is that human beings count for more because we are better.

It is notable that we believe the most appropriate criterion of value is the quality
we possess to a greater degree than any other species—intelligence. Such a criterion
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should be suspect, the more so in view of the ubiquitous tendency of ruling groups
to base their superiority on similarly self-serving criteria: plutocrats see wealth as the
basis of value, aristocrats see manners and eminent ancestors, lighter-skinned peoples
ruling darker see fairness as a sign of superiority. When we are exhorted to spare other
creatures like whales, porpoises, or apes on the basis of their manifest intelligence, it
is reminiscent of racist societies in which blacks with lighter skin are granted higher
status than their darker fellows. Better to be an octoroon than a quadroon. According
to the natural theory of value, a creature’s capacity for joy and suffering is a more
appropriate basis for weighing the importance of its well-being. While this may be
correlated with intelligence, it is far from equivalent. My impression about cats (the
animals I know best, after humans) is that they are extremely sensitive at the level of
feelings, not markedly less so than people.
Our most evident superiority is, as in the other cases, superiority of power. And as

is so frequently the case, power corrupts the way values are weighed. A recent work
argues that “damage to penguins, or sugar pines, or geological marvels is simply irrel-
evant until the human costs of pollution or controls are determined” (from Columbia
University Press advertisement for People or Penguins by William E Baxter). Even
among people most concerned that the environment be protected against wanton hu-
man destruction, the appeal is often for a more enlightened view of human self-interest
than for a voluntary restraint of self-interest for the sake of other worthy but power-
less creatures. A major international environmental conference, for example, issued a
resolution declaring that “It is important that we urge the adoption in law of the prin-
ciple that every person is entitled by right to the environment free of elements which
infringe human health and well-being and the nature’s endowment [sic], including its
beauty, which shall be the heritage of the present to future generations …” (from the
Tokyo Resolution, reported in Leontief, 1970, p. 25, italics added).
The system of nature under civilization remains a regime of power. There are many

voices—for example, Richard Wagner (1971, p. 318)— calling for respect for the rights
of other creatures, for voluntary human restraint. But man continues to exercise domin-
ion, insufficiently checked even by enlightened self-interest let alone by consideration
for the interests of others. These others—unlike the enslaved and colonized peoples of
this and other eras—are powerless to throw off the yoke of our unjust rule. There is no
prospect, therefore, of revolution. Yet one should not assume for that reason that the
animal with the hubris to eat of the forbidden fruit shall reign unchallenged forever.
Bateson says, from his ecological vision, “the systems are … punishing of any species
unwise enough to quarrel with its ecology. Call the systemic forces ‘God’ if you will”
(1972, p. 434).
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B. The Evolution of Technology and the Parable of the
Tribes
To explain why the ecosystem is troubled by civilized man, Genesis would suffice.

But man’s freedom to choose good or evil is not all that makes him dangerous. The
creature who might freely have subverted ecological wholeness has also been compelled
by social evolutionary forces to take the path of maximal exploitation of nature. To
Genesis, therefore, we must add the parable of the tribes to get a more complete picture
of the forces shaping man’s evolving relationship with the natural environment.

Technology and the Growth of Civilization.—To cross from the Garden, where man
sins freely, back into the domain of the inescapable rule of power, the first part of the
bridge is established with the point: that man’s dominion over nature is a cornerstone
of that whole edifice of human power the growth of which the parable of the tribes
seeks to explain.
The ways in which people modify their natural environment to achieve their own

purposes can be defined as their technology (see Lynn White, quoted in Forbes, 1968,
p. ix). There can be no doubt that the development of technology has been a central
factor in the overall evolution of civilization. The entire process was inaugurated by
the largely technological breakthrough designated the Agricultural Revolution, and
more recently the technological breakthroughs of the Industrial Revolution have facil-
itated and accelerated cultural changes of all kinds (see chap. 2, “Two Great Waves of
Change”).
The importance of the technological dimension is the major thrust of the social evo-

lutionist Leslie White. From White we can learn to regard technological development
as a limiting factor on the overall evolution of civilization. “Cultural development would
not have gone beyond a certain level,” he tells us, had not primitive peoples found some
way “to harness additional amounts of energy per capita” (1959, p. 43). Thus: “After
hundreds of thousands of years of relatively slow and meager development during the
Old Stone Ages, culture suddenly shot forward under the impetus of augmented energy
resources achieved by agriculture and animal husbandry” (1959, p. 372). Of the later
major technological leap, White asserts the similar idea that had the energy of nature
not been tapped in a new form, “human culture would never have gone substantially
beyond the peaks achieved prior to the beginning of the Christian era” (1949, p. 383).
White is correct in stressing that the extent of a civilized society’s exploitation of
nature sets limits on other aspects of development.
To grant that the harnessing of nature determines the range of cultural possibilities

is not, however, to follow White (and some others of his school) into the position
that technology governs the evolution of civilization. This distinction is essential for
disclosing how the parable of the tribes incorporates and transcends White’s analysis
of social evolution. To reuse a metaphor, it is important not to confuse one of the
chief sails upon the mast with the wind that drives the ship. A thorough critique of
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the technological determinism found in White and, some say, in his mentor Marx, is a
complex undertaking. In brief, the essential points in the critique are these.

1. It is insupportable to maintain, with White, that “The technological factor is
… the determinant of a cultural system as a whole” (ibid., p. 399)^that social
systems, philosophies, and so on are “mere functions of technologies.” White re-
gards this as “little more than obvious.” History shows, however, that societies
with substantially the same levels of technological development can be culturally
very different. Consider ancient China and Rome. Whatever differences in tech-
nique there may be between the two societies would seem insignificant in Whitean
terms in comparison with their common agrarian approach to the problem of sub-
sistence. If the differences in social organization surrounding the technology are
absorbed into the concept of technology, then “technology” has been so broadened
as to make this technological determinism tautological, and therefore meaning-
less as a theory. But if the profound differences in these ancient cultures are to
be regarded as insignificant compared with those similarities which stem from
their common agrarian “base,” either this too would make the proposition tauto-
logical or would seriously distort the nature of human life, for in human terms
the differences between China and Rome are hardly trivial. Thus, when we see
that the same x leads in different cases to very different ys, we must reject the
proposition that y — f(x).

2. Technological determinism fails as an explanation of change. The idea that y —
f(x) implies that it is changes in x that lead to changes in y. The first problem
with this is that where x is technology and y the rest of the cultural system,
it just is not so. White asserts that “culture evolves as the amount of energy
harnessed per capita per year is increased” (1959, p. 42). If this statement is
not tautological, it would seem to be in important respects false. Kent Flannery,
for example, indicates that the most striking difference between state societies
and simpler ones lies not in “matter and energy exchanges” but in the realm
of decision-making and organization (1972, p. 412). Similarly, Karl Wittfogel
(in Streuver, p. 558) and a good many others have noted that the beginnings
of industrial capitalism were instigated not by changes in technology but in the
realm of reorganization. Major cultural transformations, it seems, have originated
in the supposed “superstructure.” These changes in the “dependent variable,” in
the example of the Industrial Revolution, set forces in motion which led to major
breakthroughs in the supposedly independent variable: a different social and
economic structure acted as a stimulus to the development of the new technology.

This leads to the second problem with a theory like White’s in explaining change: it
does not really describe any mechanism to account for the movement in the supposed
engine of the whole process. Why, for example, after thousands of years of agrarian
civilization, which had reached its peaks “prior to the Christian era,” did technology
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suddenly reach another breakthrough? If technological change grows out of the tech-
nological system itself, why did industrial technology emerge in one region of agrarian
development rather than in others, in some of which the first breakthrough had oc-
curred far sooner? On this, the White approach is mute. Ultimately, White’s theory of
social evolution appears less explanatory than merely descriptive, and the perspective
from which cultural development is described appears to reflect less the conclusions
reached from a study of the movements of history than the assumptions of an essen-
tially materialistic view of the nature of human life.
The parable of the tribes can be enriched by White’s perceptions of the important

role of technology in the development of social evolution without being encumbered
by the theoretical shortcomings of his technological determinism.

1. As indicated earlier, the parable of the tribes has no need to posit any element of
the cultural system as more fundamental than the others, no need to reduce im-
portant dimensions of culture to the status of mere superstructure. The mutual
influences between spheres—material and spiritual, economic and social, techno-
logical and ideological—may be fully reciprocal, or may be unbalanced in one
way or another, or may vary in direction from one era (or society) to another.
With respect specifically to technology, what is important is the recognition that
the extent to which a society can make the natural world serve its ends is an
important determinant of the range of its cultural possibilities.

2. The parable of the tribes is not reductionistic because it locates its central de-
terminant of change not within civilized societies themselves but in a dynamic
selective process that stands outside the cultural organisms. Cultural changes
may take place for an infinite variety of reasons

at different times and places. If in the meanwhile a selective process is occurring
according to reasonably stable criteria, a systematic transformation of the whole com-
prehensive cultural system can occur. The parable of the tribes asserts that within the
system of civilization such selection has occurred with the criterion being competitive
power. Technology’s role in the evolutionary process described by that theory grows
out of its relation to power. By setting limits upon the range of a society’s possibilities,
technology thereby also sets limits on its capacity to generate power. Any technologi-
cal breakthrough that extends those limits escalates the struggle for power within the
system of civilization. Thus, to the extent that the parable of the tribes governs social
evolution, the evolution of technology can be seen as so much grist for the mill of the
selection for power. Or: technology not as engine, but as sail.
We see the uniquely free creature ravaging his Garden. But as we withdraw to gain

a wider perspective, we see that the shadow of the rule of power casts a different light
on this destruction. The creature freed of certain ancient natural constraints is being
driven by new necessities. Where the old regime of nature compelled creatures toward
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synergy, this new regime of power necessitates, among other things, environmental
destructiveness.

The Selection for Power and the Evolution of Technology.—Technology is a compo-
nent of power. Much of the power men wield is the force of nature which they have
harnessed. This point has been so recurrent a theme in this book that it needs but little
elaboration. (1) If a society’s power is a function of human numbers (chap. 3, “The
Evolution toward Larger Societies”), population growth has in turn been substantially
a function of technological advances. “There seems to be little question that the first
two major revolutions in man’s control over his environment, the agricultural and the
industrial, brought in their wake significant increases in the rate of population increase”
(Richard Adams, 1975, p. 146). (2) If power is a function of superior organization, of
division of labor (chap. 3, “The Evolution toward More Complex Societies”) and of
effective central control (chap. 3, “The Evolution of More Effective Central Control),
this too has been facilitated by technological developments. Increased productivity al-
lows greater division of labor, and the technology of communication and transportation
makes possible effective administration of large areas. (3) If the ultimate test of power
is in war, the importance of technology is obvious. We might start with the man on a
horse, a primitive but effective way of harnessing natural forces which often differenti-
ated the dominant from the dominated. The conquests by the mounted over those on
foot lie very far back in time (e.g., in China, though more recently among the tribes
of the American plains),1 but their legacy can still be seen in the designation of one
Roman class as Equestrian and in the code of “chivalry” for the medieval European
ruling class. Then there was the technology of metals, which helped societies with more
advanced metallurgy, like the iron-armed Assyrians, to triumph over others (Bozeman,
1960, p. 39). The military importance of technology in the twentieth century hardly
needs to be emphasized, when every month brings news of feverish efforts to develop
new weapons like radar-proof aircraft, laser-beam antiballistic missile systems, and on
and on.
The advance of power through the development of technology can largely be seen

in terms of the natural energy harnessed, the aspect of technology stressed by Leslie
White. Of course, not all technological advance is a matter of increasing energy flow:
the silicon-chip revolution in microprocessors, for example, is a matter of more being
accomplished with less energy expended. Nonetheless, the two great revolutions did
involve quantum leaps in the amount of energy available to serve human ends. The
increase in population is explicable partly in terms of the enhanced ability of human
beings to convert available energy into human substance. (Ludwig Boltzman: “The
whole web of life is … a struggle for free energy, whether it be between shrub and
tree for a place in the sun, between a locust and a rabbit for the energy-yielding
compounds of leaves, or between lion and tiger for the flesh of an antelope” [quoted

1 The horse was important in the Aryan conquest of India. A passage in the Rg Veda says of the
war-horse:
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in Leslie White, 1959, p. 34n]). Yet energy harnessed by civilization can be used for
other purposes as well. When the Industrial Revolution made fossile fuels available to
do human work, it allowed the labor of (say) a coal miner to be multiplied manyfold.
A man who mines five hundred pounds of coal a day (which, incidentally, is very far
below current productivity levels) makes available for use five hundred times the heat
value of the food he burned up in getting it. Granting considerable inefficiencies in the
human labor and in the engine that burns the coal, Fred Cottrell computes that by
his day’s work the miner will magnify the labor available by a factor of a couple dozen
or more. James Fairgrieve computed four decades ago that the average British family
gained, through the burning of coal in British factories, the equivalent of more than
twenty Helots (Greek slaves) working for them (quoted in Morgenthau, 1972, p. 358).
Energy harnessed is a means, and the choice of ends can of course include competitive
social power. James Watt told King George III that he dealt in an article of which
kings were said to be fond—Power. Power in the sense of kilowatts is not equivalent
to power in the sense of the parable of the tribes, but they are related.
Given the role of the exploitation of nature in the generation of power, and given

the role of power in human affairs, it is not surprising that, in the words of C. S. Lewis,
“Man’s power over Nature means the power of some men over other men with Nature
as its instrument” (1946, p. 178).
As the parable of the tribes would predict, the struggles among human societies have

inexorably spread power-conferring technologies. The more numerous and powerful
food producers have driven away the foodgathering societies (Cottrell, 1955, p. 24;
Kaplan, in Sahlins and Service, 1960, p. 74). And technological advance played no small
role in granting the nations of Europe the capacity to westernize the other cultures of
the world, and to spread thereby their own powerful ways of exploiting nature. Among
the explanations of the West’s rise to dominance, a variety focus on technological
superiority. Europe expanded in the sixteenth century, says Lynn White, because for
the past seven centuries it had progressively outstripped the rest of the world in the
technology of agriculture (1967, p. 52). Cottrell calls attention to advances in “the use
of the energy of the sail… It was with the sailing ship that a few small nations of
western Europe developed control over the trade of the world and gained such power
as to subordinate many times their own numbers to the political and economic ends
they sought” (1955, pp. 77—78). And Forbes writes more generally, in The Conquest
of Nature, that “The expansion of Europe, beginning with the discovery of the New
World, was actually based on Europe’s high consumption of energy in the expanding
applications of technology, which engendered productivity and military power” (1968,
pp. 38—39). Even as the power of Europe has receded in this century, the role of
power in dictating the spread of Western technology has continued undiminished. The
nations of the third world, Toynbee wrote, are “hell-bent” on following the technology
of the West “because they feel that unless they get even with us in technology, which
means in material power, they will be at our mercy and we shall continue to abuse our
power and exploit them” (in Urban, 1971, p. 42). Whatever the role of power in leading
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the first innovators to create more potent and aggressive means for exploiting nature
(see chap. 2, “The Mother of Invention”), it appears that power has been a significant
factor in spreading these more exploitive technologies.
With more exploitation comes more ecological damage. The working of power sys-

tems sweeps away what is more ecologically sound, for example, slash and burn in
tropical jungles (D. Price, 1981), traditional ricegrowing techniques in the Philippines
(Sears, cited in E. Odum, 1971, p. 513), and replaces it with what is immediately more
productive but ultimately less sustainable. It may be that the more powerful technol-
ogy is more destructive simply in proportion to the magnification of man’s role: that is,
as man’s power doubles, so also does his injury to the environment. But the increase in
destructiveness may exceed the growth in human powers. For with the development of
more potent technologies has come, at least until quite recently, an increasingly wan-
ton disregard of the sacredness of the natural system. A change in cultural attitudes
may have compounded the injurious effects of the changing technological practices.

The Serpent’s Tooth (the selection for attitudes toward nature).—There is more
to “man’s relationship to nature” than mere behavior. We who were born children of
nature have also a profound psychological and spiritual relationship with our Mother,
the earth and its living systems. As our behaviors are in general reflective of our inner
feelings and values, so also are the technological practices of various societies reflections
of important attitudes concerning nature and man’s proper role in it. Thus, a society’s
power is a function not only of its ability to exploit nature, but also of its willingness.
The selection for technologically powerful societies therefore tends also to be a selection
for certain attitudes toward nature in preference to others. Man did not spring forth
out of the natural order already schooled in the ethic of human tyranny over nature.
That is a teaching that, in the workings of the parable of the tribes through history,
power has gradually fashioned and spread.
The earlier discussion of Genesis and Aristotle suggested that civilized, and particu-

larly Western, peoples have long justified their position at the top of the natural order.
Yet this right of dominion has not been without limit. To the ancients, the indiscrimi-
nate exploitation of nature was regarded as a sacrilege, as a violation of a higher law
to which people felt bound (Nef, 1950, p. 132). Agricultural folk (such as that in the
Yucatan described by Redfield) felt an obligation to take only what was needed from
nature, and to take less than all that was available: “When the honey is taken from
the hives, a little is left… These offerings return in part and in symbol what is essen-
tially the property of the gods and which is by them ceded to men of pious conduct”
(1953, p. 116). Such attitudes were embodied also in the Commandments followed by
the Hebrews, as where Leviticus says, “But in the seventh year shall be a sabbath of
rest unto the land” (25:4). Mark Graubard, in “The Frankenstein Syndrome,” reviews
ancient and traditional cultures and discovers a profound theme concerning the proper
limits to man’s place in the natural order: man must not in his pride trespass beyond
the place given him by the “superior and omnipotent law of nature,” for if he does his
hubris “can lead only to chaos, evil, and destruction” (1967, p. 423).
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Only comparatively recently has unbridled human ambition to rule and exploit
nature became sanctioned in a major civilization. The emergence of modern Western
civilization was accompanied (rather, it was fostered) by a new attitude that facilitated
the more complete overthrow of the natural order for the enhancement of human
power.2 In England, before the Industrial Revolution had begun, Francis Bacon helped
launch the new science that would put the reins of natural forces into the reigning hand
of man. Wrote Bacon: “The end of our foundation is the knowledge and the secret of
things, and the enlarging of the bounds of human empire to the effecting of all things
possible” (quoted in Forbes, 1968, p. 42). In France, René Descartes established a major
thrust of modern philosophy with a perspective and a program by which “We might
thus render ourselves the lords and possessors of nature” (quoted in Nussbaum, 1953,
p. 2). Meanwhile, in Germany, an image was current of a man who sold his soul to
the Devil to gain powers otherwise beyond human reach, an image that Goethe would
develop into the heroic figure of Faust whom some have seen as a fitting symbol of our
whole ambitiously striving, world-molding civilization. “What is characteristic of the
cultural revolution of modernity,” Philip Rieff has written, “… is the abandonment of
limits” (in Urban, 1971, pp. 52–53).
This ideological change is inseparable from the technological revolution that so

explosively has escalated the growth of power. Those who can eye nature with an unin-
hibited urge to use her are far more likely to discover the techniques for manipulating
her. And those who hold to an ideology that encourages the unlimited exercise of power
are the more likely to put their knowledge to use.
The selective process that has favored the technologically advanced has therefore

also favored the spread of the less pious, more exploitative and rapacious attitude to-
ward the natural order. George Bernard Shaw wrote in Man and Superman that “The
reasonable man adapts himself to the world: the unreasonable one persists in trying to
adapt the world to himself. Therefore all progress depends on the unreasonable man”
( 1951, p. 739). Where “progress” is governed by the parable of the tribes, we can see
how this is true. Max Weber contrasted Confucianism with Puritanism thus: whereas
“Confucian rationalism meant rational adjustment to the world,” Puritan rationalism
meant “rational mastery over the world” (quoted in Parsons, 1966, p. 77). When in-
tersocietal competition intruded to select which was the way of progress, it was the
cultural attitude of the traditional Chinese that gave way. Rebounding from more than
a century of traumatic experience of imperialism, China revolutionized itself. Among
the revolutionary changes was the replacement of the traditional emphasis on harmony
and adjustment with one on dialectical conflict and struggle. Of this, Rhoades Mur-
phy writes that “In no respect was this radical change more important than in the

2 Even relatively early in the European Middle Ages, according to Lionel Casson, “technology
became elevated into Christian virtue.” Lynn White describes a ninth-century work of art depicting
preparations for battle between David and the righteous against the ungodly: “The Evildoers are content
to use an old-fashioned whetstone. The godly, however, are employing the first crank recorded outside
China to rotate the first grindstone known anywhere” (in Casson, 1981, p. 42).
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attitudes toward nature” (quoted in Glacken, in Helfrich, 1970, p. 139). More gener-
ally, the imperialistic triumph of Western civilization can be regarded in part as the
triumph of an attitude toward nature. Writes Woodruff: “It is the idea of a continuous,
cumulative expansion of man’s power over his environment, and perhaps even over his
own destiny, which most sharply distinguishes the European from other civilizations.
It is the most powerful idea that Europe has put abroad”(1966, p. 1). The constriction
of human options by the rule of power goes on. Recently, I participated in a discus-
sion in which a prominent American national security analyst cited the decline in the
American people’s “belief in the value of controlling the material world” as a source of
growing national vulnerability in America’s competition with its superpower rival.
The way that power selects what man’s relationship with nature will be is demon-

strated clearly in the history of the North American continent. All the European
powers seeking empire in North America were more aggressive and less reverential in
their attitudes toward nature than the native cultures that the Europeans replaced.
Yet among the Europeans themselves, there were differences. The attitudes of the En-
glish settlers, writes E. E Murphy, “precluded the sort of accommodation with nature”
that marked Spanish and, to a lesser degree, French settlements in North America
(1967, p. 7). In time, the English largely squeezed out the others in the settlement of
the continent. Among the English, in turn, there again were differences in attitudes.
This is well illustrated in Leo Marx’s The Machine in the Garden. Two images com-
peted in the English cultural attitude toward nature: “To depict the new land [as did
some English literature about the New World] as a lovely garden is to celebrate an
ideal of immediate, joyous fulfillment… To describe America as a hideous wilderness
[as did another strain of literature], however, is to envisage it as another field for the
exercise of power” (1964, pp. 42, 43). Marx adds that “It is hardly surprising that the
New England Puritans favored the hideous wilderness image of the landscape. The
competing images correspond somewhat to the well-known historical conflict between
the Jeffersonian and Hamiltonian images of America’s future, between an image of a
pastoral America with yeoman farmers and the Hamiltonian design for a technologi-
cally developed nation of ascendant power. Regarding the outcome of this struggle, we
can recall Michael Chevalier’s judgment in the nineteenth century that to form the
American character one would take one part of the Virginian and add to it three parts
of the Yankee. The role of power in deciding this outcome is not confined to the neces-
sities imposed by the intersocietal system, though it is worth noting that Hamilton’s
intentions, as revealed in his Report on the Subject of Manufactures (1791), is to create
“the economy best suited to the establishment of America’s supremacy among nations”
(quoted in L. Marx, 1964, p. 168). The competition was largely intrasocietal. The liter-
ature of the nineteenth century, Marx says, expresses sentiments on both sides of the
issue of whether to allow the “machine” to advance into the “garden.” But those against
that advance tended to be more peripheral to the powers governing society while the
advocates of technology appeared in journals “which on the whole represent the views
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of the governmental, business, and professional elites.” That which determines the
chooser determines the choice.
In its various workings, power has played a major role in shaping the evolution of

man’s relationship to nature, in attitudes and in practice.
Beyond the Question of Master and Servant.—

Only let the human race recover the right over nature which belongs to
it by divine bequest, and let power be given it; the exercise thereof will
be governed by sound reason and true religion.—Francis Bacon, Novum
Organum

The optimism that helped propel the growth of technology has in the twentieth
century begun to fade. There has accumulated simply too much evidence of the de-
structive effects and the still more destructive possibilities of man’s harnessing the
forces of nature for human purposes. Technology has made possible the unprecedented
repression of the totalitarian state; it has created the means for waging total war of
annihilation; it threatens the biosphere with gradual poisoning and deterioration. All
the good it has also made possible notwithstanding, technology has abetted too much
evil to nourish the assumption that the exercise of human powers over nature will be
“governed by sound reason and true religion.”
The troubled history of the uses of technology has led to a debate about whether

technology is man’s servant or his master. Some have sought to solve the riddle of
evil by depicting technology as a force in itself, a Frankenstein monster out of control
wreaking havoc. A spokesman of this view is Jacques Ellul who says that “Technol-
ogy has become autonomous. It has fashioned an omnivorous world which obeys its
own laws… (T)echnique pursues its own course more and more independently of man”
(quoted in Florman, 1975, p. 54). Against this view are arrayed the still numerous
disciples of Bacon, such as Samuel Florman who regards Ellul’s position as making
“absolutely no sense.” “Technology,” writes Florman, “is not an independent force but
is merely an activity in which people engage because they choose to do so” (1975, p.
57). A similarly sanguine view of man as master of his tools is put forward by R. J.
Forbes: “Man is not only free to choose his technology; he can also control the rate at
which it absorbs previously human functions” (1968, p. 96).
These statements are representative of widely held views. The problem with which

they wrestle is, in turn, representative of the overriding puzzle confronting civilized
peoples: to understand the source of civilization’s destructiveness. Yet neither side
offers a satisfactory insight. The “technology as master” school recognizes the apparent
human inability to choose a constructive direction of development; but it fails to give
a sensible explanation of how the tool can rule. The “technology as servant” school
recognizes the shortcomings of the other view but fails adequately to account for how
much greater has been the technical skill in harnessing nature than the “sound reason”
for governing its use.
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The parable of the tribes cuts through the master/servant dichotomy. Technology
is not master—it is but a tool. But neither is man the master (or at least not wholly
so) for the context of human actions greatly constricts the range of human choices,
grants an unchosen and unrepresentative few the power to choose for all, and compels
people to serve systems of power. Technology is not in itself a demon or an autonomous
force. But because it is so intimately connected with power, and because the unchosen
selection for power helps direct the evolution of civilized systems, certain technologies
and attitudes will tend to spread without necessary regard to the general opinion of
mankind or to the impact on the well-being of human and other life.
In an understanding of man’s problematic and destructive relationship to nature,

man can be seen both as sinner and as victim. We act in freedom in some respects,
we are bound by necessity in others. Where the parable of the tribes is the root, the
problem of man’s power over nature can be solved only by solving first the problem
of power among people. Where civilized peoples destroy out of folly and wickedness,
change requires a change of heart. If we are to rule, we must become more like the
ruler described by Socrates who does not “consider or command his own advantage
rather than that of what is ruled” (Republic, 342E).
Or perhaps, with the problem of power solved, and mankind released from the com-

pulsion to strive for godlike powers, we can abdicate the throne usurped and become
again the children rather than the lords of nature.

Beyond Hubris.—It is the modern fashion to regard the humility of traditional
peoples before the “sacred” natural order as a childish state reflective of the ignorance
of premodern peoples. Modern man has outgrown the belief that some powers are
meant for the gods alone. The deeper we have bitten into the fruit of knowledge, the
deeper has become our conviction that we have become as gods. A nineteenth-century
American advocate of technology’s unlimited advance, Timothy Walker, said: “From
ministering servant to master, mind has become the powerful lord of matter. Having
put myriads of wheels in motion by laws of its own discovering, it rests, like the
Omnipotent mind, of which it is the image, from its work of creation, and pronounces
it good” (L. Marx, 1960, p. 186). Man pronounces himself God.3
But perhaps the more profound ignorance lies in this proud modern consciousness.

The idea of hubris may turn out to reflect not superstition and ignorance but a deep
awareness of the fundamental nature of things. One of the more profound scientific
visionaries of our times, Gregory Bateson, was quoted earlier as saying that a species
that quarrels with its ecology is eventually punished by systemic forces—“call [them]
‘God’ if you will.” We must recall that man’s lordship over nature is progressively

3 Hubris is a climbing that leads to a fall. In a Midrash on the book of Genesis, Rav Yehoshua of
Siknin (speaking in Ray Levi’s name) depicted the temptation that snared our species: “The serpent
began speaking slander of his Creator saying: He ate of this tree and created the world, He therefore
ordered you not to eat thereof so you will not create other worlds, for every person hates his fellow
craftsman” (Bereishes Genesis).
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undermining the ecological bases of human life. The ancient sense of sacred limits may
contain deep wisdom.
In the classical myth of Actaeon,

a hunter, a vigorous youth in the prime of his young manhood, who, when
stalking deer with his dogs, chanced upon a stream that he followed to
its source, where he broke upon the goddess Diana [Gk: Artemis] bathing,
surrounded by a galaxy of naked nymphs. And the youth, not spiritually
prepared for such a supernormal image, had only the normal look in his
eye; whereupon the goddess, perceiving this, sent forth her power and trans-
formed him into a stag, which his own dogs immediately scented, pursued,
and tore to bits, (told by J. Campbell, 1969, p. 62)

The man of power who has harnessed nature (in the form of hunting dogs) to gather
nature’s yield (in the form of deer) encounters that sacred spirit to whom he owes his
powers. In his arrogance, he eyes even the goddess in a mundane, perhaps predatory,
way. As punishment for this irreverence, the aggressive hunter’s form is transformed
by the goddess into that of a vulnerable creature. Whereupon he is destroyed by the
very tools of his power.
A change of heart might be not only good for the soul but necessary for survival as

well.

2. The State of Unnature: The Problems of the
Intersocietal System
The problems of the intersocietal system being at the heart of the parable of the

tribes, they have been touched upon repeatedly throughout this book and require only
very brief treatment here.

Horseman of the Apocalypse
That the ubiquitous strife among nations is a major human problem is clear to

everyone. Especially in this age of weapons of mass destruction, the costs of the inter-
societal struggle for power are of universal concern. Even without war itself, the global
cost of armaments exceeded (in 1970) the total income of the poorest half of mankind
(Lester Brown, 1972, p. 249). (This implies that without those expenditures, half of
mankind could enjoy twice their current material benefits without the other half being
worse off.) Despite these costs, despite the shadow of annihilation stretching over us
as a species, and despite the evident fact that the various regional and superpower
arms races ultimately fail to enhance the security of anyone, the struggle for power
and advantage goes on.
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To many, this frantic struggle is evidence of mankind’s monstrous folly. Since the
costs are so huge, the dangers even more so, and the benefits for mankind so hard to
see, is it not obvious that the arms race is a symptom of our insanity?
Such a judgment is based on a fallacious perspective. Surely, if we look at mankind

as a whole, this conduct of nations makes no sense. But mankind lacks the means to
act as a whole, and this is the heart of the problem. Rather, humanity is fragmented
into numerous interacting but autonomous decisionmakers, each of whom must act to
survive in an environment that can guarantee nothing about security. We return to
the image of a panic in a burning theater in which each actor, though sane, may have
no choice but to contribute to a destructive collective insanity. The pattern of conduct
that would be optimal for the system as a whole may not be a realistic option for any
of those acting at the level where decisions can actually be made.
Once we recognize how the structure of the international system limits the choices

of those acting in it, we are compelled to acknowledge that the problem of war is
as legitimate a human dilemma as any. Seen from that perspective, the distinction
implicitly made by many in the West between worthy problems (like the population
explosion) and the unworthy problem of security is unjustified. That human armaments
grow uncontrolled, just as that human numbers do, is a regrettable but unavoidable
consequence of our present civilized condition.
If we are to escape the dilemma of the struggle for power, it will not be so much by

exhorting the present actors to act sanely—for the policies of most are already more
or less sane, while for most the policy of unilaterally forswearing the use of force would
be folly—as by finding ways to transform the structure of the overarching system in
which all must act.
With the intersocietal system, unlike with the ecological, civilization did not sub-

vert an original wholeness. Before civilization, an intersocietal system hardly existed:
primitive societies lived in relative isolation, and the comparative absence of widely
overlapping domains of action contributed to their apparent relative peacefulness. The
rise of civilization increased the scope of each society’s potential area of control, and
thus increased the potential utility for each society of the resources (territorial, ma-
terial, and human) that neighboring societies possessed. Civilization thus magnified
the potential conflicts of interest among human societies (see chapter 3, “Red Sky at
Morning”).
But more important, the kind of intersocietal system that emerged with civilization

made it exceedingly difficult for the independent societies to act synergistically on the
basis of their considerable body of common interest. The structural impediments to in-
tersocietal synergy lie at the core of the parable of the tribes, and were described in the
first chapter. The emerging intersocietal system is characterized by an unprecedented
anarchy, unregulated by nature’s law and still beyond the reach of any enforceable hu-
man law. The system is subject to corruption first because individual societies have the
capacity to subvert synergy by their unregulated pursuit of self-interest. But far more
destructive of the chances for intersocietal synergy is that once introduced from any
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source into an anarchic system, power acts as a contaminant that inexorably spreads
to infect the whole.
In an ordered system like the body, the resources of the whole can be mobilized to

stop a pathogen at its point of entry. In an anarchic system like that of civilized soci-
eties, the pathogen of power never encounters the resistance of the whole. (Machiavelli
describes how the fragmentation of the Mediterranean world enabled the Romans to
come to rule them all. Romans demonstrated, he writes, that while the “potent prince”
is making war upon one, the “other powers that are more distant and have no imme-
diate intercourse with him will look upon this as a matter too remote for them to
be concerned about, and will continue in this error until the conflagration spreads to
their door, when they will have no means for extinguishing it except their own forces,
which will no longer suffice when the fire has once gained the upper hand” [Zhs-courses
2.1].) One aggressive and potent actor upon the scene can impose on each of the others
the necessity of gaining the power to protect itself, or the inevitability of becoming
absorbed into the power of another. Thus, because power acts as a contaminant, it is
also in such a system a necessity. “The instinct of self-preservation, in a world made
up of independent nations, operates to make each desire power in order to secure it-
self against the danger of external aggression” (J. Allen Smith, quoted in Morgenthau,
1972, p. 158n). Says Morgenthau: “Whatever the ultimate aims of international politics,
power is always the immediate aim” (ibid., p. 25).
Human societies become obsessed with power because, in that unnatural Hobbesian

state of nature, so deep are the insecurities that no one can feel certain of having enough
of it to assure survival. Inevitably, the conditions of chronic insecurity make the actors
in the intersocietal system distrustful of one another, and the atmosphere of suspicion
further clouds the chances for nations to cooperate together in the service of their
common interests. The more that conflict rather than synergy governs intersocietal
relations, the more the gains of one’s neighbors imply a threat to oneself. Circumstance
thus tends to thrust civilized societies into unceasing competition with one another,
a mode of interaction based not upon the premise of synergy but upon that of the
zerosum game. “(D)uring the time men live without a common power to keep them all
in awe,” wrote Hobbes in Leviathan, “they are in that condition which is called war;
and such a war, as is of every man, against every man” (1960, p. 82).
This dilemma of anarchy and the inevitable struggle for power, though well recog-

nized by many in the field of international relations, bears stressing not only because
of its profound and unobvious consequences but also because it is a truth that many
in the West, perhaps because it is so unpleasant, have chosen not to confront. That
anarchy in a system implies a state of chronic insecurity and conflict was a major
premise of the case for union put forward in The Federalist against those who hoped
that the preservation of their local sovereignty was compatible with the assurance of
systemic tranquility. Wrote Hamilton:
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A man must be far gone in Utopian speculations who can seriously doubt,
‘ that if these States either be wholly disunited, or only united in partial
confederacies, the subdivisions into which they might be thrown would have
frequent and violent contests with each other… To look for a continuation
of harmony between a number of independent unconnected sovereignties,
situated in the same neighborhood, would be to disregard the uniform
course of human events, and to set at defiance the accumulated experience
of the ages. (The Federalist, no. 6)

Of course, in the two centuries since then that experience has, regrettably, continued
to accumulate, for the anarchy that those States managed (largely) to avoid through
becoming United still plagues human civilization as a whole.
It is thus the structure of the system, not man’s insanity, that has given that fearful

horseman such free rein. “All history shows that nations active in international poli-
tics are continuously preparing for, actively involved in, or recovering from organized
violence in the form of war” (Morgenthau, 1972, p. 35).

Everybody Loses
Conflict first takes root in the gaps in the common interest, and then by its uncon-

trolled growth it undermines the common welfare. As argued in the preceding chapter,
the rule of power has both (a) immediate and (b) long-term costs.
(«) The immediate costs are divisible into the ways in which all lose and the ways

in which the gains of the victors are incommensurate with the losses of the defeated.
An important dimension of the way in which all lose is that though everyone is

scrambling for security, the net effect may be that no one obtains it. He who lives
by the zero-sum approach is condemned to an existence where the gains are finite
and precarious. The strong states in the system, Klaus Knorr writes, have been only
relatively more secure than the weak. Although anarchy “gives predatory opportunities
to the strong,” he continues, “it is a risk and a burden to all members” (1973, p. 26).
All can lose in the anarchy of the intersocietal system just as all can lose in a panic in
a fire. But the anarchy of the intersocietal system, it must be conceded, is mitigated
somewhat by a greater luxury of time than obtains in the burning theater. Even though
“lacking a common power to keep them all in awe,” the members of the system can meet
and make pacts for the sake of synergy. An arms control agreement, for example, can be
genuinely a plus-sum game. Nations can make peace and become good neighbors. Yet,
power remains a contaminant in a system where contracts are unenforceable, so that
the chances for synergy remain only as strong as the weakest link (least trustworthy,
least desirous of synergy).
In human affairs, when the strong prey upon the weak, the result is unsynergistic

because while the strong gain luxuries, the weak lose necessities. The way a God who
loves synergy and justice would look upon such exchanges, which have characterized
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the relations among nations for millennia, is eloquently stated by the story of Nathan’s
visit to King David who, that he might satisfy his lust for Bathsheba, had arranged
the killing of her husband Uriah the Hittite:

And the Lord sent Nathan unto David. And he came unto him, and said
unto him. There were two men in one city; the one rich, and the other poor.
The rich man had exceeding many flocks and herds. But the poor man had
nothing, save one little ewe lamb, which he had brought and nourished
up; and it grew up together with him, and with his children; it did eat of
his own meat and drank of his own cup, and lay in his bosom, and was
unto him as a daughter. And there came a traveller unto the rich man, and
he spared to take of his own flock and of his own herd, to dress for the
wayfaring man that was come unto him; but took the poor man’s lamb,
and dressed it for the man that was come to him. And David’s anger was
greatly kindled against the man; and he said to Nathan, As the Lord liveth,
the man that had done this thing shall surely die. And he shall restore the
lamb fourfold, because he did this thing, and because he had no pity. And
Nathan said to David, Thou art the man. (II Samuel 12:1–7)

Throughout history, the imperialists’ rule that “Them that has, takes more” has
subverted the well-being of mankind as a whole.
(¿) I argue here that the cumulative, longer-term effects of the rule of power are of

even greater consequence than the immediate, for the triumph of the strong over the
weak directs the course of social evolution toward power maximization. Whether the
selection for the ways of power is contrary to the well-being of mankind as a whole
has been shown to be a complex question (chap. 2, “Two Great Waves of Change,”
and chap. 3, “Common Denominator”). Before modern times, imperialism was usually
an unabashed expression of the conqueror’s self-interest. The imperialists of the last
century, however, often tried to argue that the forcible diffusion of their civilization
served “progress” and the needs of subject peoples. This view of imperialism as altruism
finds its most famous statement in Kipling’s exhortation (1928, p. 373) to “Take up the
White Man’s burden … To serve your captive’s need.” This service was not, of course,
of servant to master, but of parent to the less-developed child; for Kipling describes
these “new-caught, sullen peoples” as “Half-devil and half child.” Similarly, A. P. Snow
describes the “trusteeship” of a civilized European state over a colony populated by
people of non-European origin as being like “that of a guardian and ward.” This analogy,
he says, becomes “very close in the case of aboriginal tribes whose members, by reason
of their lack of mental and moral development, occupy a relationship to civilized States
akin to that which young children of civilized parents bear to the state” (1921, p. 110).
The beneficiaries of this paternalistic attention have rejected the imperialists’ claims

both to having given such kind treatment and to possessing the cultural superiority
that justifies the dominant role. Spokesmen of the captive peoples refute the claims
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of beneficence, saying that crimes have been presented as good deeds (Hovenoux, an
African) and that the Europeans created a charnel house of innocents. No wonder
Kipling’s captives were sullen. And many Third World theorists today turn this moral
judgment around, seeing the imperialists as barbarous destroyers of valid non-Western
civilizations (Hodgkin, in Owen and Sutcliffe, 1972, pp. 102–103).
It is not necessary to choose between rhe two sides, finding either the conquering

or the conquered culture to be superior. Suffice it to say that the bases for one peo-
ple’s domination and transformation of another had nothing to do with superiority in
morality, maturity, or the capacity to nurture full and rich human life. It lay simply
in superiority of power. As even Bagehot, that nineteenth-century believer in progress,
wrote: “Let us consider in what a village of English colonists is superior to a tribe of
Australian natives who roam about them. Indisputably, in one, and that a main, sense,
they are superior. They can beat the Australians in war when they like; they can take
from them anything they like, and kill whom they choose” (1956, pp. 150—151).
Imperialism’s reliable legacy is not well-being or progress but power. To equate the

spread of power’s ways with human progress in a moral sense is a perversion of val-
ues. Here we encounter some of the other justifications offered by nineteenth-century
imperialists. The cultural transformations imposed by imperialism were defended as
necessary to enable subject peoples to learn to “stand by themselves under the stren-
uous conditions of the modern world” (quoted in Rupert Emerson, 1968, p. 3). I his
justification appears to suffer from the spurious reasoning of the gangster who sells
the people “protection” from himself. Also spurious is the reasoning used by West-
ern militarists to justify their imperialist ways. Vagts describes their use of a kind of
Darwinism:

The foundation and justification of military institutions and practices were
made immediately identical with the very explanation of human existence:
the struggle for existence, “natural selection, and the survival of the fittest.”
… The more hostile life was conceived to be and the more “beneficient” the
restless conflict in the jungle, the more armed combat appeared to me
necessary, indeed defensible as a good thing in itself and as a way of raising
the qualities of the fittest that survived. (1937, pp. 390–391)

This circularity of reasoning betrays the moral confusion of those who have picked
up the burden that civilization has imposed upon man and embraced it as God’s gift.
Not all cultural transformations, of course, have been dictated by power, and not

all the changes power has required are detrimental to human welfare. But where power
does govern, the value of the changes should at least be suspect. Clearly, the play of
power in the intersocietal system has narrowed the range of social evolutionary options
available to mankind. The choices lost in this way are the principal cost of power’s
reign.
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Evil and Beyond
An incessant struggle for power, the predation of the strong upon the weak. These

more than anything else are what make history a nightmare for mankind. Yet, as I
have argued, the proper lesson of this bad dream is not an analysis of the human
neurosis. Jay, in The Federalist (no. 4), suggests that it is “disgraceful … to human
nature that nations in general will make war whenever they have a prospect of getting
anything by it.” But it is not so much a disgrace as a misfortune, the misfortune of
chronic insecurity. In a system where war seems ultimately inescapable, everyone, as
Rousseau noted, “is anxious to begin it at the moment which suits his own interests.”
In such a system, he says, even offensive wars should be seen essentially as “unjust
precautions” (quoted in Waltz, 1959, p. 180). That the intersocietal system lacks the
grace of synergy does not disgrace human nature.
To acknowledge this, however, is not to justify unbridled Machiavellianism in the

international arena. The system may mitigate against the Sermon on the Mount, but
it does not mandate Mein Kampf. The task of displacing conflict by synergy is a
difficult but not impossible task: indeed, international relations contain much that is
benign and constructive as well as the struggle for power. That the present world
order is not more synergistic is a function not only of the system’s structure but
also of the refusal of more malignant nations to utilize opportunities for cooperation
offered by the more benign (or less malignant). (See pp. 124–125 above.) Part of
the process of improving the intersocietal system can, therefore, be dedicated to the
transformation of individual national actors, changing their values, broadening and
enlightening their perspectives. But the problem of evil nations, too, is in large part
the fruit of inescapable systemic processes. Over the ages, the parable of the tribes has
selected for those kinds of societies and regimes most willing and able to succeed in the
largely unprincipled struggles of the anarchic system. It should not be surprising that
after millennia of life-and-death conflicts, many of those entities that remain on the
scene bring to the international arena even greater relish for conflict than the present
moment may require.
Although some states exacerbate the evils of intersocietal anarchy, there is little

basis for the hopes many have held that some particular variety of social system might
be isolated as the carrier of the disease of strife and imperialism and that the process
of social evolution would spread some new social kind immune from such tendencies.
Just as the twentieth century dashed those nineteenth-century hopes that the rise of
bourgeois democracy was making war a feudal atavism, so more recently does the
growth of the Soviet empire uncover the groundlessness of the Marxist notion that
imperialism and belligerence are characteristics specifically of capitalist states, and that
a world of socialism would be a world of harmony. A realistic theory of international
conflict gives no large role to devils.
Out of a primordial dispersion of human groups, civilization has knitted together an

intersocietal system the elements of which interact but do not constitute a synergistic
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whole. The overall progress of history has been in the general direction of more and
more interaction over an ever-wider area. The area is now global, the interdependence
still growing. Yet the dangerous anarchy remains. The knitting together must proceed
further, until the destructive anarchy is replaced by some synergistic order. The be-
ginnings of this process (in international values, in nascent international organization)
are already evident, even as the world is still stalked by war, an ancient destroyer now
armed with modern weapons. If mankind is fortunate and wise, the era of the parable
of the tribes will prove a troubled interlude where peoples were neither far enough
apart to live in peace nor bound together closely enough to live in harmony. If we are
not fortunate, our ever greater collisions on our ever tighter planet will be our undoing.

3. Men Are Not Ants: The Problem of Power in
the Body Politic
A. Intrasocietal Analogue of the Parable of the Tribes
If the disease of power is an outgrowth of anarchy, it would seem that the cure for

the disease must lie in “archy,” that is, government. Indeed, this is true to the extent
that no solution for civilization’s ills is possible without government. But government,
far from being an automatic remedy, is often itself a part of the disease. All too often,
that predation of the powerful upon the weak which afflicts the fluid condition of
anarchy is not eliminated but merely fixed and hardened in the order of the civilized
polity.
The corruption of the human social order by tyranny is another bitter fruit of the

growth of civilization. In the beginning, human society was essentially egalitarian. No
one was subject to the power of another. Activity was coordinated through spontaneous
cooperation, and what leadership there was was granted on the basis of respect and
exercised without power of command (Turnbull, 1962, pp. 266—267; Fried, 1967, p.
83; Service, 1975, p. 51; Hoebel, 1964, p. 82).
Such equality did not survive the rise of civilization. Larger and more complex so-

cial organisms require a more centralized “nervous system” for their coordination. The
pressures of intersocietal competition in particular necessitated a more hierarchical
structure of social relations. It is thus possible that the original differentiation be-
tween those who rule and those who are ruled, like the differentiation of the head in
the evolution of animal structure, emerged wholly because of the needs of the social or-
ganism as a whole. Even if this were so, such inequalities of power in the unprecedented
conditions of civilization inevitably became a breeding ground for social corruption.
In human societies, the differentiation between those with more power and those

with less proves dangerous. Synergistic purpose is subverted by corrupt execution.
Early in the evolution of civilization, institutions created to serve the needs of group
life became instruments, “employed primarily for self-aggrandizement and exploitation”
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(Lenski, 1966, p. 168). Leaders became institutionalized as rulers. Individuals empow-
ered by their fellows for their special qualities sought, for the benefit of their heirs and
despite the costs to society, to perpetuate their advantage in the form of hereditary of-
fices (see Service, 1975, p. 294). The dictum that power corrupts might more accurately
be stated: one cannot rely on people with power using it synergistically. In Power and
Privilege, Lenski observes that the record of history compels one to the conclusion that
“when men are confronted with important decisions where they are obliged to choose
between their own, or their group’s, interests and those of others, they nearly always
choose the former” (1966, p. 30, italics in original). Justice dispensed by mortals is
rarely blind and thus rarely just.4
The key to understanding this curse of social corruption again lies in the unnatural

state of civilized life. It is true that the power structures of civilization resemble some
natural structures. But the synergy of the natural systems is despoiled in the civilized
because despite the analogous appearances there are profound differences. For exam-
ple, the class society of ants, unlike its civilized counterpart, is differentiated wholly
in terms of function, not at all in terms of power. This exemplifies a vital difference
between the way nature typically “governs” an order and the nature of civilized gov-
ernment: nature creates order through an intricate complementarity of roles, with the
laws embedded in each element; civilization creates order by empowering a ruling part
to dominate others, with the laws enforced from above. Thus the “queen” of an ant or
bee society is not a ruler like a civilized monarch; she could more readily be seen as her
society’s slave. Where a natural structure does employ something more akin to power,
as in the dominance hierarchy of a baboon troop, there is another essential difference.
The dominant baboon is cast in a role laid down by nature, and biological nature is
an author that composes always with the whole in mind: thus the power of the alpha
male exists because its exercise serves the survival of the troop. The privileged human,
by contrast, fills a role nature has left unwritten. This role, moreover, is one for which
nature has not prepared human beings, their natural state being one of equality. Man’s
egalitarian origins do not predispose him to be a tyrant, but neither do they school him
for the responsible use of power. Some cultural traditions, such as the Confucian, suc-
ceed to a degree in instilling synergistic values to mitigate the corruptive consequences
of large disparities of social power. The liberal political tradition has emphasized a
different strategy, relying on the equalization of power and the consequent tendency
of competing powers to cancel and balance one another. Though ameliorated by such
approaches, the disease of corruption is found in all civilized societies and, moreover,
is not really to be found anywhere else.5

4 Hoebel concludes his account of the evolution of the Ashanti chiefdom and its legal institutions;
“The [Ashanti] functionaries … had come to forget that the institutions had been created for the benefit
of society ; they had come to think that they existed to serve their own selfish interests” (1964, p. 234).

5 In Human Action, the prominent theorist of competitive capitalism, Ludwig von Mises, redraws
the old Darwinian image of “an implacable struggle for existence” as the natural relationship among
members of the same species. By contrast, he says, “Man alone by dint of his reason substituted so-
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Again, the core of our ills lies in our unprecedented circumstances, not in the evil of
our natures. “If men were angels,” as Madison says, we would have no need for elaborate
constitutional contrivances predicated on human untrustworthiness. Indeed, men are
not angels, but it is only (civilized) human beings whose circumstances require of them
angelic morality. The problem with the human being is not that he is worse than the
other creatures of nature but that he is not particularly better.
As before, the costs of the play of power in human affairs are twofold: (a) the

immediate cost of injustice and (b) the long-term costs of distortions in social evolution.
(a) The mainstream view of society predictably emphasizes the synergistic bases

of social differentiation. A well-known example of this mainstream, functionalist em-
phasis is the declaration by Kingsley Davis and Wilbert Moore that social inequality
is an “evolved device by which societies insure that the most important positions are
conscientiously filled by the most qualified persons” (in Laumann et al., 1970, p. 125).
Differences in power, prestige, and wealth are described as “rewards” (Eisenstadt, 1971,
p. 9), with the implication that they serve as a kind of quid pro quo offered by society
for services rendered. To a significant degree, of course, civilized society is synergistic:
the service of the whole requires individuals to play different roles, some of which are
more important and more difficult than others; and differential rewards for different
services and different levels of performance can be socially useful.
A man must be “far gone in Utopian speculations,” however, and far removed from

the bleak realities of most civilized history to believe that this functionalist view cap-
tures the essential nature and consequence of social inequalities. Even inequalities
instituted for the sake of the whole soon tend to become corrupting forces; the syner-
gistic giving of rewards becomes the corrupt taking called theft. In the words of Adam
Smith: “All for ourselves, and nothing for other people, seems, in every age of the world,
to have been the vile maxim of the masters of mankind” (1937, pp. 388–389). Lenski
provides good documentation for this proposition in his review of the historical record
of major agrarian societies. The governing class in these (e.g., China, Russia, France,
and England) constituted about 1–2 percent of the population (1966, p. 219). This
governing class, together with the ruling royalty, used various systems of taxation and
rent to extract from the toiling people of their countries “not less than half’ the total
income of these societies (1966, pp. 228, 267). This is not synergy but exploitation.
The ruling class typically wrung from the subjugated classes every last drop of sweat
while leaving them only the merest necessities of life. (On this, in Europe generally,
see Lenski, 1966, p. 270; on Poland, see Mosca, 1939, p 257.) The corrupt calculus
of such distribution is alien to natural societies. Although the aristocratic/monarchic
structure of rule may be a thing of the past, corrupt distribution of social goods is not:

cial cooperation for biological cooperation” (1957, p. 38). But the true evolutionary contrast is just
the reverse. The fundamental nature of biologically governed intraspecific relationships is cooperative,
designed to assure the survival of the species or natural society as a whole. Only man, by dint of the
freedom derived from his reason, has the capacity to subvert the needs of the whole by the corrupt
pursuit of self-interest.
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to one degree or another, virtually every ruling group in the world, from Manila to
Kinshasa to Warsaw to
Washington, tends to fatten itself on the body politic (generally in proportion to its

power to do so). The free play of power saps the vitality and well-being of the social
organism as a whole.
(¿) The unequal distribution of power within civilized societies has several long-term

social evolutionary consequences.
For one thing, inequality begets more inequality: them that has, takes more (see

Andrzejewski, 1954, p. 24). Eisenstadt has called social stratification an autonomous
dimension, meaning that the evolution of a society’s stratification system is partly
governed by the workings of that system itself (1971, p. 16). The way in which the
powerful use their power to extend their power is an important part of that autonomy.
Once human societies embarked upon the path of social inequality, a kind of gravity
of corruption impelled them further on that downhill course.
Another social evolutionary cost of inequalities of power within society is a perver-

sion of social values. In part, a society’s values may represent a synergistic, consensual
view of human life. But in large part also, as Marx argued, the ruling groups impose
upon society as a whole values that serve their class interests. Inasmuch as these in-
terests tend to conflict with justice, their values are likely to diverge in major ways
from those that would best serve human well-being. And inasmuch as these values
function to buttress a social structure that runs against man’s egalitarian origins, they
inevitably tend to deny and pervert aspects of human nature. It can hardly be to
the benefit of mankind for values like these to be given a disproportionate role in its
evolving societies.
These factors would tend to apply to anyone placed in a position of dominance.

Except to the extent that selfishness is reined in by moral values, the imposition of
anyone’s will and prejudiced vision will pull a society from the course desirable for
the whole. This problem, however, is compounded by the fact that those who rise to
the top are a nonrandom group. Here we encounter the intrasocietal analogue to the
parable of the tribes: that the struggle for power within societies selects certain kinds
of people over others to have a disproportionate role in shaping the future of these
societies. That is, not only does power tend to corrupt, but often it is the most corrupt
who tend to gain power.
There are differences among civilized societies in the means by which rulers and

ruling classes achieve their dominant roles. But the process of selection has been a
humane one in only a small minority. Generally, brute force and Machiavellian intrigue
have been essential elements. In extreme cases, for example, the Mughal Empire, “To
become a ruler … a man was obliged to wade through a sea of blood, including that
of his own brothers” (Lenski, 1966, p. 237). In our time, a Stalin can seize control
of a mighty modern nation and liquidate all possible rivals. One can imagine how
pernicious is the impact upon a society for it to be shaped by the vision of a human
being capable of such conduct. (It is impossible to judge for how many of its scheduled
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one thousand years the Reich founded by Hitler would have endured had not the mad
lust for power of its founder not overextended itself in the arena beyond Germany.)
The ubiquitous domination of civilized societies by warrior classes—in more modern
terms, by military regimes—raises similar concerns. The struggle for power thus is
not confined to the intersocietal realm. Continuous struggles for power, writes Lenski,
characterize the political histories of most civilized societies (1966. p. 217). Even where
the struggle is not violent, it is often those whose overweening ambition is matched
only by their ruthlessness who gain power. Thus the “ history-makers” “selected” in
such struggles to chart their people’s destiny are often the last human specimens the
people themselves might select.6
The selective process magnifies the problem of corruption. It is not just that men are

not angelic. It is also that, because of an inhumane selective process that is difficult to
prevent, positions of power fall frequently into the hands of the most diabolical among
us.
Government thus stands in paradoxical relationship to the problem of power. With-

out it. people are prey to the calamitous Hobbesian state of nature where there is no
justice but only the rule of power. Escape from that state, Hobbes said, requires a
governing power to hold all in awe. Yet Hobbes’s solution is no solution. Too often, the
peace with which government replaces the war of all against all is only the surrender
imposed by the conqueror upon the vanquished. Polity can thus be the continuation
of anarchy by other means. Locke articulated this danger in his critique of Hobbes.
For men to look to Hobbes’s potent ruler for refuge from the dangers of anarchy, said
Locke, is like taking care “to avoid what mischiefs may be done them by polecats or
foxes” while thinking it safety “to be devoured by lions” (1939. no. 93). That man. says
Locke, is in more danger who “is exposed to the arbitrat e power of one man who has
the command of 100,000 than he that is exposed to the arbitrary power of 100,000 sin-
gle men …” (no. 137). Perhaps Locke gives insufficient weight to the value of order: one
secure lion may tear less flesh than a hundred thousand polecats and foxes clawing and
biting in their unceasing Hobbesian anxiety. But he is entirely correct in stressing that
the achievement of order is far from equivalent to the protection of society’s members
from the destructive reign of power. Order does not imply justice. “(G)reat robbers
punish little ones to keep them in their obedience; but the great ones are rewarded with
laurels and triumphs, because they are too big for the weak hands of justice in this

6 In this work, a recurrent statement of part of the problem of power is that no. the meek are not
the ones who inherit the earth. Consider the recent horrible fate of that “Gentle Land.” Cambodia. L
D. Allman writes: ‘ “What explains this mania among the Khmer?’ I found myself asking a Cambodian
Provincial official one night. Not even Hitler killed his own people.’ Then I fell back on uhat eseisone
who knew Cambodia in the past always said: ‘Cambodia was always such a gentle countrv… That is the
whole problem.’ he replied, we are still so gentle. Where else could a few madmen successfully terrorize
an entire nation? In the village where I was imprisoned, the Khmer Rouge didn’t even have guns. They
just shouted and waved machetes, and that was enough’ ” (.1982. p. 53). But, it mas be objected, the
Khmer Rouge staved in power only a few years. Yes, but it was not the Cambodian people who deposed
them but their rather fierce and powerful neighbors, the Vietnamese.
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world, and have the power in their possession which should punish offenders” (no. 176).
The words of an anonymous poet express this same recognition that the order achieved
by civilized society is often but the maintenance of small justices in the perpetuation
of a larger, all-pervading injustice.

The law detains both man and woman
Who steal the goose from off the common But lets the greater felon loose
Who steals the common from the goose.
(quoted by Lowi, 1969, p. 285)

True synergy in civilized society is exceedingly difficult to attain. While the natural
tendency of biological orders is toward synergy, the natural tendency of unnatural
civilized polity is toward corruption. The corruptive rule of power germinates freely
in the environment of civilization, like mildew in a damp room. To cleanse the social
order of the contaminant of power is a process that is at once complex and perpetual.
Only special kinds of government vigilantly attended even begin to approximate the
just society.

B. The Roots of Injustice: A Critique of the Marxist View
No one has done more to call attention to the problems of intrasocietal conflict and

exploitation than Karl Marx and those of his school of thought. Society, in Marxist
thought, has been throughout history not a harmonious whole but an arena for the
exploitation of the masses by some dominant class. Marx’s work is a cry for justice.
Marxism has become a natural home for oppressed groups and peoples around the
world. It is, however, the wrong home.
Exposing the shortcomings of Marxism is an important element in the proper pre-

sentation of the parable of the tribes. This is true not in spite of but because of the
fact that the two visions have certain fundamental concerns in common. Thus, for
example, although functionalist theory tends to gloss over the elements of strife and
power in civilized society, my critique of it here has been fairly brief, whereas that of
Marxism is more thorough. The parable of the tribes challenges Marxism for the role it
presently plays in the world. For one thing, Marxism is probably the principal reigning
social theory, the single encompassing system of thought that most influences the way
thinkers, even non-Marxists, view man and society. The parable of the tribes presents
an alternative comprehensive vision. More important, however, Marxism stands as the
most prominent theoretical basis for action against the manifest injustices of the world.
The parable of the tribes is an alternative diagnosis of civilization’s most debilitating
diseases.
In the choice of diagnoses, considerably more is at stake than the prospering of

one theory or another. If the diagnosis is misguided, so too will be the treatment. If
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those who recognize that something is radically wrong in civilization act on a theory
that misses the root of the problem, their radical action will only create new problems.
An erroneous radical theory is therefore of great service to the cause of injustice, for
it harnesses mankind’s natural energies of hurt and outrage and diverts them from
the rectification of injustice to its perpetuation. Marxism is such a theory. It is not
just coincidence that the revolutions guided by Marxist thought have led very far
from the utopian visions of The German Ideology, that they have led not toward a
heaven of human fulfillment and dignity but to the hell of the Gulag. Not coincidence,
not incidental betrayal of the revolution, but a direct and predictable consequence of
fundamental theoretical errors.
Marx misunderstood the root of injustice. He misconceived the problem of power.

He failed to apprehend the true problem of government.
In Marxist analysis, the economic relations of production are fundamental. Other

social relationships are built upon the economic foundation. Ownership is paramount,
rulership and the means of coercion derivative: the economically dominant class con-
structs a political superstructure as a tool of its exploitation of the lower classes. Wrote
Engels: “it is as a rule, the most powerful, economically dominant class, which through
the medium of the state, becomes also the politically dominant class, and thus ac-
quires new means of holding down and exploiting the oppressed class” (in Feuer, 1959,
p. 392). Engels proceeds to apply this image of the state as created by an economically
dominant class to “the state of antiquity,” to the feudal state, and to the capitalist
state. From analysis of this sort, it more or less followed for Marx and his followers
that equalization of economic status (through collective ownership) would lead to a
classless society. Equality at the substructural level would insure an end to injustice
and exploitation. Since the state was but a superstructural device for class domination,
it would be superfluous in the classless postrevolutionary society: an interval of dicta-
torship of the proletariat would taper into the withering away of the state. To quote
again Marx’s partner Engels: “The society that will organize production on the basis
of a free and equal association of producers will put the whole machinery of the state
where it will then belong: into the museum of antiquities, by the sjde of the spinning
wheel and the bronze ax” (in ibid., p. 394).
Much of the error of Marxism derives from the primacy it gives to the economic

dimension. Economics is, indeed, fundamental in the sense that to human life, as to
all life, the economic processes of obtaining the means of sustenance are absolutely
indispensable. In this sense, life without politics is conceivable whereas life without
“economics” is not. But it does not follow from this that economic relationships among
people are fundamental in determining the other dimensions of relationships within
society. In the search for the roots of inequality and injustice, the parable of the tribes
would direct us to attend to a different dimension of relations: the power to compel,
ultimately the capacity to exert force.
At its core, as a theory of selection in the intersocietal realm, the parable of the

tribes is nonreductionistic: the selective forces stand outside the systems being molded.
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(See chap. 1, “The Reign of Power.”) Moreover, the manifest complexity of interaction
among the dimensions of actual social life should caution us against regarding any
dimension as a mere function of any other. This mutuality of influence is especially
important where the problem of power does not prevent people from shaping their
own destinies, and thus where the multiplicity of human values can come into play.
Where power does intrude, however, certain directions of influence will tend to prevail
over others; and the parable of the tribes, aside from presenting a model for a selective
process, also affords a perspective on what it is in the civilized human condition that
allows power to reign. If we were to seek, therefore, a reductionistic explanation of the
problems of social inequality and injustice, that perspective suggests a foundation not
in economic substructure but in underlying anarchy and the consequent triumph of
raw power.
The primacy of raw power at the root of injustice is suggested both by logic and by

the evidence of history.
Although food is a natural requirement of human life, under the unnaturally un-

governed circumstances of civilized life the sword becomes more basic in shaping hu-
man relations. Force is an irreducible form of power. Under conditions of anarchy, it
governs. Violence can ultimately be controlled only by the capacity to commit more
powerful violence. While control over material resources can be translated into the
power to compel, those who have wealth without such power usually suffer spoliation
(Andrzejewski, 1954, p. 25). Conversely, those who have raw power without wealth can
directly use their power to take the resources of others less powerful, whether wealthy
or poor.
The primacy of force points our investigation of the roots of injustice not toward

economics but toward politics, for it is the state that manages the use of force within
society. The unjust state is connected with the sword in two possible ways: (a) rule
is often established by the sword, that is, previous inequalities of raw power become
embodied in the political system; and (b) rule is invariably backed by the sword, so that
granting any group superior political power ipso facto implies subsequent inequalities
in the control of force within society.

1. Unless very strong and widespread cultural influences are able to restrain the use
of force among people, or unless a political order is already sufficiently established
to domesticate the rule of raw power, those who wield the sword will be able to
wield the scepter as well. Gaetano Mosca writes that “it is the unvarying fact”
that among civilized peoples who have recently entered the agricultural stage
the position of rulership is occupied by the “strictly military class” (1939, p. 258).
And Arthur Livingston writes that “the human beings who have lived on this
earth in security from the brutal rule of the soldier are so few in number, on the
background of the whole human history, as hardly to count. The military tyranny
in some form or other is in fact the common rule in human society” (introduction
to Mosca, 1939, p. xxiii). In the world today, a great many regimes came into
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power through essentially military means, maintain their rule by the use of force,
and can be changed only by the common phenomenon of the military coup or,
under less common circumstances, by armed revolt. Again we see that what
seemed a clear-cut distinction between the intersocietal arena, the unavoidable
anarchy of which gives rise to the rule of power described by the parable of
the tribes, and the “governed” intrasocietal realm is really rather blurred. Even
within political boundaries, force tends to rule. “The history of national societies,”
Morgenthau writes, “shows that no … group has been able to withstand for long
the temptation to advance its claims by violent means if it thought it could do
so without too great a risk” (1972, p. 475). The relations among social groups
tend too often to rest on a foundation of that irreducible form of power.7

The primacy of raw power in determining the balance of political power within
societies is demonstrated by an interesting relationship: changes in the distribution of
the capacity for violence tend to lead to changes in the distribution of political power.
Lenski asserts the general proposition that “the greater the military importance of
the peasant farmer, the better his economic and political situation tended to be, and
conversely, the less his military importance, the poorer his economic and political situ-
ation” (1966, p. 275). It appears that within societies, also, as the Athenians instructed
the Melians, justice is in question only among equals in power. Historical substantiation
for this view of the determinative role of raw power in the relations among social classes
is found in Andrzejewski’s Military Organization and Society. In ancient Egypt, when
the Hyksos conquest impelled the Egyptians to adopt the capital intensive (therefore
scarce) military technology of chariots and armor, a professional soldiering class was
established with the consequence of considerably widening social inequalities (1954, pp.
42–43). Similarly, in medieval Europe, where the armored knight was the indispens-
able military asset and where several years’ income of a whole village was necessary to
equip a single knight, the “militarily useless” peasants “possessed no political rights” (p.
59). Conversely, history shows that where the means of force are widely distributed,
creating mutual vulnerability, there tends also to be greater social equality. In classi-
cal Greece the change from armor and cavalry to the more generally available arms of
infantry helped foster greater political democratization. In ancient China, the introduc-
tion of the reflex bow helped ameliorate social inequalities. Creel wrote, in The Birth
of China, that this powerful bow, which could penetrate armor, kept the Chinese aris-
tocracy from enjoying the invulnerability of European knights (cited in Andrzejewski,
1954). As a consequence, says Andrzejewski, the Chinese masses “possessed the power
to revolt” (1956, p. 48). And in more recent centuries, as has frequently been observed,
the coming of firearms and subsequently of mass armies significantly contributed to

7 Is not the common pattern in civilization of domination and unjust treatment of women at-
tributable in large measure to the superior physical power of the male?
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the rise of modern democracy.8 Raymond Aron, for example, writes: “In the golden
age of chivalry knights encased in steel dominated the battlefields. The harquebusiers,
who delivered death at a distance—much to the indignation of the nobility—prepared
the way for the fall of feudalism, which was completed when fortified castles could be
destroyed in a few days by the artillery of regular armies. That victory heralded the
birth of democracy”9 (1954, pp. 85–86).
Not all governments are founded by force, nor is political power always distributed

according to the capacity to inflict injury. Yet the lurking potential for anarchy in civ-
ilized systems makes the primacy of brute force a natural tendency. Only the careful
construction of political edifices can elevate political relations above that level. When-
ever the scaffolding of government breaks down, a kind of gravitational tug will plunge
society back into the base rule of naked power. (One thinks of the political gangster-
ism in the late 1970’s in civil war-torn Lebanon.)10 It is for this reason, too, that the
radical perspective offered by the parable of the tribes suggests caution about that
supposedly quintessential radical action, violent revolution. Since sweeping away the
structures of order always risks a fall into the pit, it must be a particularly depraved
and irredeemable regime to justify such a gamble. It was not Lenin and his Bolsheviks
who overthrew the tyranny of the czar, but it was they who, in overturning the demo-
cratic provisional government of Kerensky, gathered the reins of power (Billington,
1980). Disorder, including revolutionary disorder, favors the ruthless.

1. Because force can be controlled only with superior force, anarchy can be pre-
vented only by a government that has a monopoly on the use of force, or at least
a preponderancy of forces. This does not imply that all rule is coercive: any state
governed only by force or the threat of it will function poorly; and most states
need not rely primarily upon coercion to gain the day-to-day cooperation of their
subjects. But no state is likely to survive long unless it possesses supremacy of
forces within its domain.

From the fact that control over the state confers the power of coercion, an important
conclusion follows: inequalities of political power create inequalities of coercive power.
Therefore, even when a group achieves the status of ruling class without the use of force,
the outcome in terms of force structure tends to be the same as in a polity founded
by violence and conquest. However much the ruled may view the reigning power as
vested with “authority,” however “legitimate” the government may be in their eyes, to

8 ‘ “God did not make all men equal,’ Westerners were fond of saying, ‘Colonel Colt did’ ” (from
magazine advertisement for books on the American West).

9 For thoughts on the implications of this line of thinking for the contemporary world, see pp.
287–289, below.

10 The newly “elected” president of Lebanon is Bashir Gemayel, a man who rose to ascendancy
by such means as murdering the families of his Lebanese Christian rivals… A week later: no longer—
Gemayel is assassinated by an enormous explosive.
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the extent that the free consent of the governed is not a condition for continued rule
the scepter is ultimately but a metamorphosis of the sword.
Political power is, therefore, the next most irreducible form of power. In most civi-

lized political systems, the sword and the scepter have tended to be manifestations of
the same most fundamental species of power. Thus, in an ungoverned situation, those
with raw power can seize control and govern, whereas in a governed society those who
rule gain predominance also in that irreducible form of power. If society is divided
into rulers and ruled, those who rule can translate their greater power into whatever
goods the society has to offer. In particular, power permits its wielder to establish
economic relations that are in his interest. For this reason economic power has tended
throughout history to be derivative of political (-military) power.
This relationship is one the perspective of the parable of the tribes logically leads

us to expect. But it is necessary to test this logic against the evidence of civilized
history. That evidence, indeed, has compelled even some who approached history with
a Marxist outlook to revise their assumptions about the primacy of economics at the
roots of class differences. Service, for example, in Origins of the State and Civilization,
recounts the disconfirmation of his original beliefs. Classes, he found, did not have
“material (economic) beginnings” which “became gradually social, and finally political”
(1975, p. 34). Rather, in the early civilizations “the two basic strata were the governors
and the governed. Even in the earliest and simplest systems,” he writes, “this political
power organized the economy, rather than vice versa” (p. xiii).
The origins of class inequality evidently lie in the political, not the economic realm.

As civilization emerged, societies had need of political differentiation. Yet as one group
cannot be trusted to rule another, the power to direct and coordinate, which developing
agrarian societies needed to invest in someone, becomes the power to oppress and
exploit. Thus, historically, it is the political position of rule that has been the key
to positions of economic domination. Similar to Service’s findings about the earliest
civilizations is Heilbroner’s judgment that “in premarket societies, wealth tended to
follow power; not until the market society would power tend to follow wealth” (1970,
p. 32, italics in original). And Lenski likewise finds that in civilized societies until
fairly modern times “the institutions of government are the primary source of social
inequality” (1966, p. 210, italics in original).
Again, the perspective of the parable of the tribes places the problem of power at the

heart of the human dilemma. This central problem grows not out of man’s economic
bases (which in a sense he shares with all creatures) but out of his unprecedented
confrontation with anarchy. Anarchy enthrones force, and only government can place
anything else on the throne. The ubiquitous plague in civilized society of exploitation
among classes stems from the failure of political systems to wring anarchy out of the
fabric of human society. In the economic “substructure” is to be found neither the root
cause nor the true cure of social injustices.
The problem with Marx is that he drew rather general conclusions from a special

case: capitalist society.
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This is the one kind of society so structured as to enable economic predominance
to translate fairly readily into other forms of domination. The bourgeoisie had indeed
gained their place through their role in their society’s economic life and eventually
succeeded somewhat in shaping the political system to serve their class interests. But
power could follow wealth (in Heilbroner’s phrase) because some particular circum-
stances obtained.
In the first place, capitalist societies (such as England and the United States) had

substantially domesticated the use of force through stable political systems. Unarmed
wealth was therefore protected from the plunder to which anarchy would have exposed
them. (One thinks of the fact that even in the United States today, the potential
breakdown of order caused by a natural disaster requires the National Guard routinely
to be called out to prevent looting.) In a stably governed system, it becomes possible
for those without force to work for meaningful legal protections.
Thus, second, capitalist society had developed a system of laws which liberated eco-

nomic activity from the shackles of political control (a la Adam Smith), a freedom for
the economic realm which is historically exceptional. By granting the economic system
an extraordinary degree of autonomy from control by other social and cultural forces,
the economic system could become at once less derivative and more determinative than
it had been among other forms of civilized society.
This autonomy was in part the work of the middle class seeking its own advantage,

but this cannot be regarded as an adequate explanation. If a class “rises” it must first
have been low, and its success suggests that higher classes must have refrained from
quashing it. Thus, another factor in the evolution of a political order reflecting middle-
class interests was that serving those interests also served the national interest. The
Wealth of Nations, after all, is an argument for the maximization of national wealth. For
the first time in millennia, economic performance was becoming a critical determinant
of differences of power among civilized societies. The crown was therefore motivated
to bless the market in order to fortify itself. The wisely wielded sword thus did not
plunder or hinder the uniquely creative forces of production and industrialization, just
as the wise man with a goose laying golden eggs refrains from gutting it.
In the context of this extraordinary set of circumstances which combined to give

economic forces unprecedented social power, Karl Marx labored in the British Museum
to present the laws of all history.
If one fruit of these labors was a critique of capitalism that, in many ways, was

brilliant,11 another was a general theory that failed to grasp the general problems of
civilized societies. The theoretical failure led to revolutionary failure. Collectivization
of ownership under the communist state cures the system of the plutocratic corruptions
of the bourgeois polity, but it also readily plunges the postrevolutionary society into
the depths of totalitarian oppression. That a Marxist revolution would lead to Stalin
and the Gulag (also, in less dramatic but still pertinent examples, to Maoist China

11 This aspect of Marxist theory is critiqued in the next section, “The Market as a Power System.”
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and Castroite Cuba) is predictable in the perspective offered by the parable of the
tribes. That the scratches of injustice inflicted by the “polecats” of capitalism would
become the gaping gashes inflicted by the “lions” of a communist dictatorship is no
surprise when we understand that the injustices of civilized societies have their root
not in ownership of the means of production but in control over the coercive arm of
the state.
Jefferson is thus a far better guide than Marx for the pursuit of the just society.

Jefferson knew that equality of influence over the power of the state is the only basis
for justice. The Jeffersonian revolutionary vision contains no illusions that any part
of society can be trusted to represent “the people” unless the power of the people to
compel that representation is built into the system and is vigilantly and incessantly
protected. Jefferson would never have imagined that the state, becoming superfluous,
would wither away. To begin with, in civilized society the state does not become super-
fluous: although the best government may be the one that governs the least, Jefferson
would never have held, as Marx and Engels wrote in The Communist Manifesto, that
“Political power, properly so called, is merely the organized power of one class for op-
pressing another” (in Feuer, 1959, p. 29); or said with Marx that after the success of
the revolution of the working class “there will no longer be political power … since
political power is simply the official form of the antagonism in civil society” (from
Poverty of Philosophy, quoted in Hook, 1973, p. 271). Second, his sense of the root of
the problem of power and of its temptations would never have made him sanguine that
political powers would allow themselves to be dethroned, however unneeded they were.
(Mao wrote: “ ‘Don’t you want to eliminate state authority?’ Yes, but we do not want
it at present, we cannot want it. Why? Because imperialism still exists, the domestic
reactionaries still exist. Our present task is … to enable China to advance steadily …
and to realize the state of universal fraternity” [in de Bary et al., 1960, p. 230]. Don’t
hold your breath.) A revolution based on such misunderstandings of the problem of
power becomes the instrument not of liberation and justice but of the construction of
some of the most dangerous concentrations of tyrannical power civilization has seen.
Contemporary evidence suggests that the approach of the liberal democracies gives

mankind its best hope for freedom from oppression. To the extent that in the twentieth
century the heirs of Jefferson, Locke, et al. have lost to Marxists their capacity to guide
and inspire the world’s huddled masses yearning to breathe free, it is due not to the
failure of their liberating tradition but to their unwillingness to apply that tradition to
the plight of other peoples. Many of these heirs have been seduced by the temptations
of world power and intimidated by the perils of intersocietal competition to betray the
values of human freedom. Even the purest traditions seem to have a kind of half-life in
which their morality is degraded into opportunism. (A few centuries after Christ, the
cross led armies into battle.) The liberating glow of the message becomes obscured by
the evident impurities of the medium.
The problem of power is unavoidable in human societies. No revolution will solve

it finally. No civilized social structure can be immune to it. There is no class that,
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empowered, will lay to rest the evil of corruption. Inequalities of power lead invariably
to corruption, and human affairs tend naturally to create inequalities of power, f he
task of counteracting these invariable tendencies is continuous and, at best, only partly
successful.12

C. Modern Reversal of Trends’?
Within societies, as between them, the problem of power arose with civilization.

During the gradual transition from egalitarian bands to full-scale agrarian civiliza-
tions, social evolution meant ever-increasing social inequality (see Fried’s Evolution of
Political Society’). Only in comparatively recent times has the evidence of history of f
ered much ground for hoping that “progress” might bring greater social justice. Lenski
writes that “The appearance of mature industrial societies marks the first significant
reversal in the age-old evolutionary trend toward ever-increasing inequality” (1966, p.
304, italics in original).
This generalization needs to be qualified. We must ask: equality in what respect?

Lenski’s analysis focuses on equality in the distribution of national production.
He shows that in modern industrial societies—liberal democracies and communist
dictatorships—the proportion of product going to the most favored group is far less
than in the “agrarian” societies of the past.
Distribution of wealth is important, but my analysis has led me to be even more

concerned with the distribution of political power as the key to the problem of social
justice. In this dimension, the category “industrial society” is too inclusive to be useful.
In some industrial societies political power has been equalized, at least in contrast with
societies of the past, but in others the masses of people are as powerless and as subject
to coercive intimidation as ever.
The bright prospect of a social evolutionary trend toward equality and justice is

thus beclouded.
Nonetheless, Lenski’s assertion retains some validity, and it raises the questions: (1)

Why should greater distributive equality and more widespread political participation
blossom at this point in history among some of the most powerful and advanced soci-
eties? and (2) what are the prospects for the continued enjoyment of such blessings in
the future? Here are a few thoughts on each.
(1) Among possible factors contributing to equality (material and/or political) are:

1. In the world today, the ideology of democracy and egalitarianism is more as-
cendant than in premodern eras, forcing even coercive regimes to pay at least
lip service to “the people.” The question remains, however, why these values,

12 The case for liberal democracy as a solution to the intrasocietal problem of power and the
imperfections of that solution are discussed at length in my dissertation “The Parable of the Tribes,”
pp. 1007–1148.
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which were heretical in many places throughout much of history, should rise to
prominence now.

2. Modern society is far more productive than its predecessor. With so much more
to go around, the ruling groups may feel less impelled to keep “all for ourselves,”
as in the vile maxim cited by Adam Smith.

3. The roles that modern society needs to have filled, requiring as they do mass
literacy, specialized knowledge, and a degree of discretion and initiative, tend
to reduce the feasibility of an organization based wholly on command, and to
increase the dependence of those at the top of the organization on the good will
and cooperation of those below them. Exploitation is thus tempered.

4. A fourth factor (perhaps a special case of the third) in the rise of democracies
may have been the development of market economies, with their emphasis on
freedom of economic activity and on individual initiative. The market system, at
least while the market is atomistic and not concentrated, tends to decentralize
power and to hinder small elites from gaining complete control.

(g) Finally, there is the democratization of warfare, alluded to earlier: the rise of
the mass army made the rulers of society more dependent upon the goodwill of their
people, and so gave the people greater political leverage.
I explore the last point a bit further, not because it is necessarily the most impor-

tant but because it extends the line of thought of this chapter into some provocative
questions about a possible less benign reversal of the trend in the future.
The evolution of military organization and technology, it was argued earlier, has

important effects on the evolution of political structures. Once the “democratic” rev-
olution in France placed into the hands of Napoleon a mass army, the other nations
of Europe were forced to resort to the same device simply to survive (see Vagts on
this on page 99, above). Yet the very tool by which the old aristocratic order sought
to preserve itself also threatened it: “Metternich, chief upholder of the traditional or-
der, realized this perfectly; at the Congress of Vienna he insisted on the abolition of
conscription” (Andrzejewski, p. 69). As is general in the history of power, a means of
magnifying power, once discovered, will not forever remain shelved. Eventually, the
European monarchies turned to conscription, but only after suffering decisive defeats:
Prussia after Napoleon, the czars after the Crimean War, Franz Josef Strauss after the
defeat of Austria by Bismarck (ibid.). Wider military participation seems to have been
a factor in the wider political participation of the democracies which now characterize
the European nations not under Soviet domination. Clearly, however, Nazi Germany
and Soviet Russia demonstrate that mass armies do not necessarily lead to democracy.
Still, Andrzejewski makes a good case for a major link between military structure and
political structure.

265



1. If that is the case, what does that link imply for the future of liberty in the
West? The technology of warfare is rapidly evolving, and it would appear that
contemporary trends are away from the democratizing, laborintensive modes
to the more elitist capital-intensive. In an age of nuclear stalemate and low-
intensity conflict, it is not clear upon what military means national survival
depends. Nonetheless, the exponentially increasing technological sophistication
of the means of coercion carries the threat that the few could again hold in their
hands the means to intimidate and control the many in their own society without
sacrificing the power they could bring to bear against external enemies. One must
therefore wonder whether that same military-political connection which seems
to have helped nurture democracy in recent centuries may crush it in the era to
come. It would not be the first time the evolution of power has given and taken
away with equal indifference.

Against this malign possibility, a few counterpoints may be considered.
First, perhaps the demands of modern society (referred to in item c above) will

mitigate against rule by coercion. The Soviet Union, however, demonstrates that coer-
cion (although it has its costs) is not incompatible with modernity and with at least
adequate efficiency.
Second, some hope that the leverage of terrorist violence might compel oppressive

regimes to loosen their exploitive grip. This argument is based on the same link, but
conceives the balance of power between the few and the many differently: whereas the
guns of citizens may be no match for tanks and planes (Concord in 1776 turned out
differently from Budapest in 1956), a single individual can construct and carry a single
atomic device. The idea of a terrorist nuclear device, so fearsome in other contexts,
appears here as a kind of twenty-first century Zorro against the dystopian tyranny
of the future. It is for good reason, however, that liberal minds have learned to be
skeptical of the use of terrorist violence for tfie achievement of liberation. It is the
open society, not the closed one, that is vulnerable to the terrorist threat. This threat,
if directed against a tyranny, is likely not to foster greater freedom but to reinforce the
movement toward the repressive police state, toward an iron grip so firm that subjects
lack the mobility necessary to strike against the state.
Third, many may hope that the structure of force has become irrelevant. Has not

the use of force been subordinated to the political system in modern democracies, and
does this not make the particular forms of force irrelevant to our political future?
Yes and no. On the one hand, as long as we live in a well-ordered polity, changes in
the nature of the force wielded by political authorities need have no impact on our
society’s internal power relations. On the other hand, any political structure is but
a scaffold against the gravitational pull of anarchy. If the people in political power
subvert the legitimate processes regulating their governance (as, for example, Richard
Nixon recently began to do in the United States), or if some other group is able to
gain control of the military and then to seize the state by coup d’état, the rule of the
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sword returns, and the chances of the people to regain their democratic liberties may
depend on the nature of that sword. An ordered polity, in some ways, is like a sealed
craft traveling through the changing medium of the facts of irreducible force. As long
as the seal is intact, those in the vehicle can be comfortable whether the surrounding
medium is air, water, or the vacuum of outer space. If the craft breaks open, however,
the fate of the occupants depends on how hospitable is the environment that rushes
in.
Changes in the forms of power can therefore increase or decrease the vulnerability

of political liberty and justice. The preservation of democracy in the face of adverse
changes in the structure of force is a challenging and delicate task. It requires vigilant
maintenance of the political order, including the effective instillation of the cultural
values of democracy so that structures of command (as in the military) cannot readily
be employed for the subversion of that order.

D. Wheels within Wheels: The Class Struggle and the
Evolution of Civilization
These days there are many histories but few theories of history. In the nineteenth

century, more were willing to grapple with and try to explain the whole of human
history. In its aims, the parable of the tribes is a spiritual descendant of those earlier
efforts. A fundamental difference between the present theory and most of the others is
that the parable of the tribes sees the crucial arena of social evolutionary activity as the
encompassing system of interacting societies whereas the older theories typically looked
within particular civilized societies to discover self-generated evolutionary forces.
One variety of these theories treated a civilization as if it were an organic entity

with an intrinsic life cycle. Organic metaphors like this probably obscure far more
than they reveal: civilized systems unlike other “organisms” have no genetic blueprint
to govern them; having crossed the frontier of determined repetitive patterns, civilized
systems unfold no inherent plan either in their living or in their dying. Thus, whatever
patterns of rise and fall can be observed among civilized societies are best understood
not through organic metaphors of the life cycle, but in terms particularly of the unnat-
uralness of the systems, as is argued in the final section of this chapter, “The Death of
the Unnatural.”
The Marxist theory of history is another variant of this focus on intrasocietal devel-

opments as the engine of social evolution. For much the same reasons as given earlier,
it is the comparison between the Marxist theory of history and the parable of the
tribes that warrants exploration. In the first place, the two theories are akin in their
emphasis on conflict as the driving force behind social evolution: the role played by
intersocietal competition in the one is played by the dialectical class struggle in the
other. Second, even though few of the old social evolutionists are still influential, many
people still look to Marx for a general framework in which to understand history. For
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both these reasons, and because I have not applied to the struggles for power within
societies the general perspective of the parable of the tribes, it behooves me to step
back and consider what place the class struggle should be given in a comprehensive
theory of social evolution.
The claims of Marxist theory for explaining history are ambitious. Engels wrote that

“As Darwin discovered the law of evolution in organic nature so Marx discovered the
law of evolution in human history …” (quoted in Harris, 1968, p. 217). The heart of this
“law of evolution” is expressed by the statement from The Communist Manifesto that
“The history of all hitherto existing society is the history of class struggles” (1967, p. 79).
These claims, of course, conflict with those of the parable of the tribes. Consequently,
if the parable of the tribes is able to defend its own claims, it should be able also to
refute, at least in part, those of Marxism.
The challenge to the adequacy of Marxist theory has several points. (1) The first

point has already been made, that is, that Marx misunderstood the basic nature of
the class struggle, that he mistakenly extrapolated characteristics of class relations in
capitalist society as being fundamental to society generally. Thus, even if the class
struggle were the key to history, Marx would still not open the way. (2) This deficiency
connects with another, that is, that Marx’s analysis of history is quite truncated in
the time it covers. Although his theory of historical development touches upon the
“primitive communism” of the egalitarian band and deals slightly with some of the
forms taken by ancient civilizations, it does not seem to begin in earnest until it reaches
the European Middle Ages. In “Socialism: Utopian and Scientific,” Engels follows his
“Let us briefly sum up our sketch of historical evolution,” with “I. Medieval Society” (in
Feuer, 1959). Marvin Harris has commented that “Marx’s interest in the precapitalist
economic forms is totally marginal to his consideration of the feudalism-capitalism
transition, which in turn is marginal to his major concern, the analysis of capitalist
society” (1968, p. 227). (3) This limitation in temporal scope is matched by an equally
telling limitation in the geographical scope of the theory. The focal transition from
feudal society to capitalist society had only occurred in a few societies in a single
civilizational area. (Even in those societies, the “scientific laws” that were to carry
them to the next culminating social evolutionary stage still remain unverified.) Thus,
even if the Marxist analysis were wholly valid in the domain of its application, it would
still illuminate social evolution for only a few centuries and apply simply to one part
of the inhabited globe.
This suggests a major advantage of the parable of the tribes over a theory like

Marxism: even if a theory like Marx’s could account for the local origins of significant
cultural changes, it is unable to explain the global pattern of their spread. Theoretical
ideas about the intrasocietal dynamics of change cannot readily account for the wider
processes that seem so central to the development of civilization. It seems clear that
some of the most profound characteristics of social evolution cannot be explained in
terms of the internal process of civilized societies, each society developing as if in
isolation. By embracing the wide and now global context in which civilized societies
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develop, the parable of the tribes has the capacity to explain the overarching patterns
of the evolution of the whole human civilizational system.
When the role of intersocietal struggles in generating change grew more and more

evident, Marxism attempted to assimilate that fact without fundamentally changing
its theory of history, by subsuming imperialism as a form or expression of the class
struggle. If calling the conquest of one society by another a class struggle is simply a
matter of greatly broadening the definition of class, then the proposition is tautological
and only seems to say something of substance. This seems in part to be what Marxism
has done. In part also, however, Marxism has attempted to subsume intersocietal
struggles into its intrasocietal model by asserting that the former is a function of
the latter, that is, that it is the class structure within the imperialist society which
leads to imperialistic conduct of that society in the wider world. In my dissertation
exposition of the parable of the tribes, I devoted a hundred pages to a refutation of
the notion that nineteenth-century imperialism of European nations is primarily to
be understood as a function of the capitalist domestic economies and classes of those
societies. For the sake of brevity, I have here (in “State of Unnature” above) simply
argued that the intersocietal struggle for power is far more a function of the nature of
the overarching system than of the nature of its particular components; that since the
beginning of civilization and all over the world since, discrepancies in power among
societies have often led to imperialist conquest; and that the imperialism of the Soviet
Union (not to mention Vietnam in Cambodia or China in Tibet) should have laid to
rest any notion that ending capitalism would end the intersocietal predation of the
strong upon the weak. Not that intrasocietal tensions of various sorts might not play
a role in motivating a government to embark upon foreign adventures, or that some
ruling groups may be hungrier than others to extend their powers. But no theory of
the class struggle as such will be able to incorporate the role of intersocietal struggles
as an engine of cultural change.
Indeed, perhaps a stronger case can be made in the other direction, that is, that

intersocietal competition has a major role in the shaping of class relations within
societies, examples of which I have already considered in this chapter. For example,
changes in the organization and technology required for national power, altering the
patterns of dependence and vulnerability among social groups, influenced the balance
of equality and exploitation among classes. This relationship reflects the fact that,
as Andrzejewski writes: “When faced with extinction the states usually adopt the
most efficient military organization, even though it may be uncongenial to their social
structure” (1954, p. 38). Also previously proposed was the idea that the importance
of the bourgeoisie as a source of national power inhibited other still dominant social
powers from crushing and plundering them, as they presumably had the power to do.
There are other ways in which the inescapable pressures of intersocietal anarchy and

strife molded those very class relations upon which Marxism is focused. Heilbroner, for
example, stresses the role of the insecurity and violence of life in feudal times in shaping
the relationship between lord and serf:
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The peasant, although not a warrior and therefore not occupationally ex-
posed to the dangers of continual combat, assassination, etc., was pre-
eminently fair prey for the marauding lord, defenseless against capture,
unable to protect his poor possessions against destruction. Hence, we can
begin to understand why even free men became serfs by “commending”
themselves to a lord who, in exchange for their economic, social, and politi-
cal subservience, offered them in return the invaluable cloak of his military
protection. (1970, pp. 36–37)

As Hamilton said in The Federalist (no. 8), “external danger” is a “most powerful
determinant of conduct.” To be more safe, men are often willing to become less free.
Vagts describes how subsequent evolution in European class relations was influenced
by the changing nature of the wars of Europe (1937, pp. 407–408). His account of
how warfare swept aside intervening loci of class dominance in order to strengthen the
single dominant state power substantiates Jouvenel’s generalization that the “intimate
tie between war and Power is a constant feature of European history. Each state which
has in its turn exercised political hegemony got itself the wherewithal by subjugating
its people more completely than its rivals could subjugate theirs. And to resist absorp-
tion by their predecessors in hegemony, the other Powers of the continent were bound
to get on a level with them” (1949, p. 142). Thus we can see that the arena of inter-
societal competition described by the parable of the tribes, with its emphasis on the
organizational imperatives for survival in that struggle, can go at least some distance
in explaining the evolution of internal power relationships in civilized societies.
It is unnecessaary, however, to subsume either domain of power’s play to the other.

Both inter- and intra-societal struggles go on, like wheels turning within wheels. Each
has its own engine, and each can rub against the other affecting its motion. As a theory
primarily of the spread of cultural forms, the parable of the tribes does not depend for
its validity on the inconsequentiality of purely internal social processes in bringing forth
novelty. The class struggle is indeed an important dimension of the human condition
under civilization, and it is probably a creative factor in history, as Marx says. The
parable of the tribes can encompass that dynamic arena within its own comprehensive
perspective.
The parable of the tribes and its intrasocietal analogue ultimately blend into a

single vision. The ungoverned intersocietal system and the ostensibly governed system
of civilized society, we have seen, differ only in degree. Both are arenas for the same
underlying unnatural human dilemma: that relations among human beings are, in a
most fundamental and unique sense, unregulated; that the consequence of this anarchy
is that power rules; that this rule of power means that most civilized human beings
endure the impact of changes in their systems far more than they have a voice in
determining those changes; and that the changes frequently tend, therefore, to be
injurious.
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4. The Market as a Power System: A Critique of
the Capitalist Economy
A. Introduction
I have explored three major macrosystems of civilization in their relation to the

parable of the tribes—the ecological, the international, and the political. Now it is
time for the economic. To consider the economic system as an autonomous domain of
civilized activity is to consider the market economy, because where there is no market
the economic system has been subordinated to other systems, usually to the political
(as in centrally planned economies) but often also to the sociocultural. An autonomous
economy is a market economy.
What makes the market so intriguing in relation to the parable of the tribes is not

that the market has proven an engine of societal power (although it has), but that the
ideology of the market is like a reverse image of the parable of the tribes. The latter
laments the way unregulated competition among self-serving entities creates systemic
forces leading to unchosen and undesirable consequences. The advocates of the market,
by contrast, advertise that in the economic realm the efforts of independent actors
seeking only their own gain are combined as if by an invisible hand to promote an
unintended yet synergistic end. Although the two theories relate to actions in different
realms, by positing opposite results from analogous processes they stand in relation to
each other like a man and his upside-down reflection in a pool.
The liberal ideology (given classic expression by Adam Smith) is a refreshing change

from the tragic view of the parable of the tribes. Where the latter pictures us as trapped
in systems that pervert our sacred energies for destructive ends, the other assures us
that the system transmutes even our base and selfish motives into the golden rule of
the common good. Where the one cautions distrust of civilized systems and calls for a
barely conceivable wresting of our destiny from their machinations, the other comforts
us with the certainty that a benign and invisible hand steers our course toward an ideal
fate. How attractive a prospect! Synergy combined with freedom. People will act as
they should act, not because they are coerced by an authority (an approach that is not
only an affront to human dignity but dangerous to synergy as well), and not because
they have been remade into altruistic angels (an approach that is unreliable as well as
intrapsychically burdensome), but because the system so channels their energies. Man
as he is leads to society as it should be.
This attractive view of the market was originally an extension of a vision of the

world as governed generally by a beneficent natural order. The eighteenth-century phys-
iocrats, for example, saw the economy as a self-healing system analogous to the body:
remove the obstacles to free flow and health will ensue (Dalton, 1974, p. 45n). The
atomistic society of Adam Smith’s vision functioned like an efficient natural machine,
a smooth-running and harmonious order like Newton’s clockwork universe (Heilbroner,
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1961, p. 5). Later, this laissez-faire ideology incorporated the new Darwinian theory:
it was no wonder the unrestricted play of individual self-interest could produce the
blessings of the free market, for the same laissez-faire competition had produced man
himself (Keynes, 1927, p. 20).
By revealing the fundamental discontinuity between the natural and the unnatural,

between the condition of creatures living in the systems of their biological evolution
and that of human beings living in civilization, the parable of the tribes shows that
no sound and sanguine view of the market can rest upon such extrapolations from
the natural order. Adam Smith wrote that nature had “not only endowed mankind
with an appetite for the end which she proposes, but likewise with an appetite for the
means by which alone this end can be brought about …” (quoted in Cropsey, 1957,
p. 4n). Creatures in nature may be so endowed, but with civilized mankind natural
appetites seek satisfaction through unnatural means. The “means” of civilization are
sudden inventions neither given nor tested by the synergistic order of nature. This
discrepancy falsihes the equation between the “natural liberty” of the market and that
of creatures in natural systems, and thus it precludes the easy deduction that from
economic liberty synergy will naturally flow.
Disproving the premise, however, does not disprove the conclusion. It remains to be

seen whether the market does indeed create a synergistic result. The purpose of this
section is to examine this proposition.
A clear understanding of the market’s functioning would be valuable. The market

and its ideology remain potent forces in the world after more than two centuries. (In
1981, the president of the United States tells suffering peoples at home and abroad
that their salvation is to be won not through official bureaucracies but through the
free play of the market.) If, as I maintain, both the strengths and the weakness of the
market are profound, it would be useful to have them clearly identified. A failure to
do so has led (in many “mixed” economies today) to the double error of hindering the
beneficial forces of the market while allowing its destructive tendencies to go unchecked.
It should be possible to get rid of more of the dirty bath water without also dumping
the baby.

B. Market Justice: Questions of Class Exploitation .
The Market’s Case Presented.—Many able writers have shown by clear economic

analysis how the invisible hand works in the market system. In the interest of brevity,
that analysis is not recapitulated here, despite the considerable beauty and validity
of the argument and despite a regrettably widespread ignorance of this model even
among educated people. Suffice it to say that the market is presented in liberal theory:
as a marvelous mechanism for continuously processing an overwhelmingly complex
body of ever-changing information, leading to a system of prices which truly reflects
both the costs (on the producer’s side) and the benefits (on the consumer’s side) of
an infinite variety of goods and services; as an unerring allocator of resources which,
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by translating “apples and oranges” into the common value language of money, can
select among an infinite variety of possible market baskets the one that maximizes
productivity and utility; as a stern taskmaster who compels those wishing to make
profits to provide what people want and to strive unceasingly to do so more efficiently;
and as a generous provider, allowing each consumer the greatest possible command of
resources and choice of the form they will take.
That the hand is invisible means that the members of the market economy enjoy

these benefits without the costs of coercion, that is, material advantage is wedded to
economic liberty. The essential human interaction in the market is the free exchange, an
act that, being voluntary, can be assumed to be mutually beneficial. The competitive
system is comprised of so many separate actors that none can dictate the terms of
trade to others. By making all powerless, in that sense, the market frees people from
the unjust domination by others.
The market metes out both justice and welfare. It is just in that it gives people fair

exchange for the value of their contribution. It promotes welfare in that it maximizes
national wealth and this implies maximal utility and well-being.

Critique of the Marxist Critique.—These claims, of course, are hotly denied by
many, especially by Marxists. It is important to distinguish among the many arguments
against the market, both stated and implied.

1. Some of the agonies described by Marx were functions not of the market system
itself but of the wrenching transition from one kind of society to another as the
market first emerged. (This point should also modify Karl Polanyi’s critique of
capitalism in The Great Transformation.’) Indeed, rapid change is painful, but
this does not necessarily reflect upon the intrinsic merits of the new organization
of society. Modernization has been wrenching even when not driven by market
forces.

2. Implicit in other portraits of capitalist injustice sketched by Marx is that the
distribution of wealth (in capitalist Britain) perpetuated the injustice of the old
order. (One might think from some critiques that it was the capitalist revolution
that had rendered the proletariat propertyless, but indeed that revolution found
them in that condition [see Nussbaum, 1953, p. 223].) It is true that the market
does not right previous wrongs. Adam Smith likened the pursuit of wealth in the
market to a race in which all can strive to win within the limits of “fair play”
(in Waltz, 1959, p. 94). But how “fair” can a race be which begins with some
farther along the track than others, and with some having been crippled by their
competitors’ violence before the race began? Still, even if the market perpetuates
old injustices, it would seem a big enough improvement upon the ways of the
world if it simply did not create new ones: in time, broken legs can heal and the
initial lead will recede in importance.

273



3. The liberal ideology portrays the state as the impartial referee in the competitive
contest of the market, providing only the assurance that fair play is adhered to
and contracts freely made are honored. The Marxist view of the state as an
extension of the dominant (in this case, capitalist) class rejects the notion of
such impartiality. Certainly, Marx was in large measure right about the way
the state actually functioned, for example, in early nineteenth-century Britain.
(In many nations today in what American conservatives like to call the “free
world” the state remains quite far from democratic, allowing the wealthy free
use of the coercive power of the state to stack the deck in their favor.) And
certainly, where the state makes and enforces laws in behalf of one class in the
market economy at the expense of another, the market itself will not give justice.
For these points to prove the injustice of the market system itself, however, it
must be demonstrated that the market or capitalist system virtually prevents
the establishment of a just polity. This proposition deserves consideration, but
it is quite far from self-evident. (Marx’s British proletariat has since been given
the vote and with it considerable political power.) For the present, I assert that
just government is possible in a market economy, and that where government is
corrupted by the capitalist class it is best regarded as a problem in the political,
rather than the economic, system. These assertions are reexamined shortly.

4. Central to the Marxist critique of capitalism is the charge that the market econ-
omy is intrinsically exploitative of certain actors in the system for the benefit of
others. In particular, it is argued that capitalism exploits (a) the working class
in a domestic economy and (b) poor countries in the international economy. To
clear the way for a genuinely helpful critique of capitalism, it is necessary to
dispose of these two essentially invalid charges.

The first step in assessing the validity of these criticisms is to define the concept
of exploitation. It is useful to define a relationship as exploitative if and only if both
the following conditions apply: first, one party has a power over the other which gives
him a greater say in establishing the terms of the arrangement; second, the terms
established favor the stronger party.
Either condition can obtain without the other. The first without the second is

exemplified by a good parent-child relationship, in which the parent, despite having
a preponderant role in establishing the terms of the relationship, often chooses terms
favoring the child’s welfare because of love for the child. Advantage without power is
enjoyed by a buyer arriving at the end of a yard sale: a desperate seller may accept
sacrificial terms of sale in preference to no sale at all. While the buyer may be said to
“take advantage” of the seller’s plight, the seller is not being exploited because the buyer
has no power over the seller. In this context, wherein the use of force is presumably
excluded, power can usefully be defined as the capacity to restrict the range of another’s
options. The object of exploitative power would benefit from the disappearance of the
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exploiter, that is, his range of options would increase. The seller in a buyer’s market
does not want the buyer to disappear because the buyer adds to, rather than subtracts
from, the seller’s options.
If it is truly competitive, a market cannot be exploitative. Where there is a multi-

plicity of independent and noncollusive buyers and sellers, power is excluded. If anyone
offers less for something than it is worth, in a competitive market the seller can reject
the offer and hold out for a fair price. In such a market, the laws of supply and demand
determine worth, and those laws give no power to any buyer or seller. Where anyone
has the power to exclude competitors, the possibility of exploitation arises. Today’s
capitalism, of course, is far from purely competitive in many sectors, a fact that is
central, for example, to John Kenneth Galbraith’s critique of modern capitalism. Un-
less one concludes, however, that it is impossible to maintain meaningful competition,
it remains worthwhile to investigate the workings of a genuine market. In this chap-
ter, competition is assumed and the nonetheless important problems of market power
(monopolistic and oligopolistic) are disregarded. With such competition, even the poor
and the desperate will get a fair market price for what they have to sell.

1. In his argument that capitalism exploits workers, Marx seems either to have
misunderstood the workings of the market or to have denied that a real market
functioned. In The Communist Manifesto, Marx and Engels wrote that “The
average price of wage labor is the minimum wage, i.e., that quantum of the means
of subsistence which is absolutely requisite to keep the laborer in bare existence
as a laborer” (in Feuer, 1959, p. 22). Marx’s view of the worker’s situation has
been likened (by both Galbraith, 1969, p. 65, and by Joan Robinson, 1966, p.
3) to the position of the beast^who works for the farmer. But the beast, being
the property of the owner, has no option about whose fields it will work in. If it
did, and had the sense to make choices, its wages would not necessarily be the
mere subsistence to keep it productive, but would be bid up in proportion to the
economic value of its contribution. As. A. C. Pigou has argued, in a perfectly
free competitive market, the wage rate is set at “the marginal net product of
labor of a given quality … and if one employer offered a man less than others,
that man would know that he could at once get as much as this value of his
marginal net product from others” (1962, p. 557). The market determines the
price of a workhorse, but not its ration, for the moment of purchase creates a
perpetual regime of unilateral power relations. The same is true of the purchase
and feeding of slaves. But it is not true of the wages of workers who retain the
power of saying no to one and yes to another. Barring collusion and/or coercion,
a multiplicity of employers will allow a worker to bargain like a human being,
not like an ox.

The economic premise of the Marxist argument that labor is exploited and given
only a subsistence wage was the “labor theory of value.” According to this theory, labor
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is what confers all value on goods. From this, it followed for Marx that the income
from rents, interest, and profits is “surplus value,” wealth legitimately belonging to
the workers but stolen from them by the dominant capitalist class. That is, from the
premise that only labor contributes to value, he inferred that economic rewards for
any other factors of production were unjustified.13 This idea is now rather universally
discredited and even communist states have found that rational allocation requires
that values be assigned to productive factors besides labor. Without the labor theory
of value there seems no truly economic argument to substantiate the change of worker
exploitation. Even deprived of its premise, however, the conclusion seems to live on
(see, e.g., Oskar Lange, in Horowitz, 1969, pp. 77–78).
The capitalist does not get something for nothing. If he did, what would prevent

any number of people, having nothing, from becoming capitalists and thus by their
number driving the return on “nothing” to its proper level, zero? The answer, of course,
is that the receivers of rent, interest, and profit possess a “something” that by virtue
of its scarcity and its necessity for the productive process, warrants a return.
The laborer, too, gets a return in the free market according to the productive con-

tribution and the scarcity of what he has to offer. If one accepted the Malthusian idea
(held by many classical economists) of the “iron law of wages,” that is, that population
rises and falls with wages and thus keeps wages at the subsistence level, then the con-
dition of labor scarcity would prove too unstable to confer upon labor any long-run
benefits. But Marx did not accept this idea, perhaps for the very reason that libera-
tion from the market could then offer no escape from the shackles of grim poverty. In
any event, history has disproven the Malthusian notion that people inevitably breed
in proportion to their wealth and has proven that wages can rise with labor’s produc-
tivity. Nussbaum indicates that through the nineteenth century in England, France,
and the United States, the increase in real wages corresponded to the increase in labor
productivity (1953, p. 337). The market system, indeed, has proven to be the best
protector of the worker from exploitation. Only in a truly competitive market can the
relative vulnerability of the worker not result in a disastrous erosion of bargaining
power. At an auction, the price a given good will yield does not reflect the seller’s level
of desperation. Where buyers and sellers must compete, exploitation is an unstable
arrangement.14

1. Similar arguments apply to the often-heard idea that the international market
exploits poor countries. If we assume true competition among the buyers and
sellers from rich countries, there is no reason why poor countries should have to

13 A much longer discussion and critique of Marx’s argument is found in my dissertation “The
Parable of the Tribes,” pp. 1189–1216.

14 As in all market transactions, fairness between employer and employee depends on both parties
having adequate information and a capacity for judgment to look after their own interests. When this
is not the case—as when asbestos workers are not informed about the hazards they face–exploitation
can occur.
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pay more for goods they buy or receive less for goods they sell than they are
worth.

Critics often charge that corporations make excessive profits from their investments
in poor countries. If their work is open to competitive bidding, the level of return
should be neither more nor less than in a fair one and many “less developed countries”
have learned to utilize foreign corporations in this way as a valuable tool for performing
economic services. If the return is high despite competition, it is presumably a reflection
of the bidders’ assessment of risk: no one who is sure of 10 percent elsewhere will accept
10 percent in a situation where (e.g., because of political instability) there is a real
chance of no return or even of a loss of principal. And finally, if the government of
a poor country has been bribed into making a corrupt contract with a corporation,
the problem is not in the functioning of the international market so much as in the
corruption of that country’s political system. Even with no market economy in the
world, the problem of political corruption and betrayal of public trust would remain.
Corporations are attacked for moving production to poor countries to take advan-

tage of lower wages. Works like Global Reach (by Richard Barnet and Ronald Müller)
condemn this as exploitation. But, in fact, it is an instance of market justice. Why
should a worker in a rich country command a higher price for the same contribution
than a worker in a poor country? The last quarter century of history has shown that
the outreach of market forces into low-wage countries (like Taiwan, Hong Kong, South
Korea, Mexico, and postwar Japan) has the effect of raising wages there. The losers are
not the “exploited” workers of the poor countries but the previously protected workers
of the rich who are now compelled to compete in a wider market where the average pro-
ductive contribution of a worker is less than that within the confines of the rich nation
alone. It is indicative of the confusion of many market critics that a work like Global
Reach criticizes corporations both for taking jobs away from one country and sending
them to another. One cannot have it both ways. It is regrettable that workers are faced
with the choice of earning lower wages or losing jobs, but it is also a kind of justice:
like justice, the market stands blindfolded, not favoring one nationality over another.
The multinational corporations are criticized for being indifferent to the countries they
operate in, for being wholly opportunistic. But this lack of loyalty or favoritism is just
what makes the market yield an international justice in the prices it pays for economic
goods. It allows peoples only recently severely impoverished to utilize the system of
international trade to generate remarkable rises in material standard of living.
The international market system is attacked again for the dependency that it im-

poses upon the poor countries. Indeed, the market does encourage dependency. The
division of labor, Adam Smith said, makes “man in constant need of the help of his
brethren.” He wrote:

The taylor does not attempt to make his own shoes, but buys them from
the shoemaker… What is prudence in the conduct of every private family
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cannot be folly in that of a great kingdom. If a foreign country can supply
us with a commodity cheaper than we can ourselves make it, better buy it
of them with some part of the produce of our own industry, employed in a
way in which we have some advantage. (1939, p. 424)

Every economics textbook demonstrates the concept of comparative advantage.
They show that if each nation concentrates on producing the goods it can make rel-
atively more efficiently and trades its surplus for other goods made by other nations,
all nations end up having more of everything. Some political considerations (such as
the possible impact on national security should external supplies of necessities be dis-
rupted) may make it prudent to maintain self-reliance in some areas despite a cost in
inefficiency. Except for such matters of international politics, however, specialization
and trade are economically advantageous whereas self-reliance is costly. As Knorr has
observed, impoverished Haiti is more self-sufficient than prosperous Japan (1973, p.
97). Critics of the international system bemoan the callousness of a market that can
make a hungry nation produce cash crops like carnations rather than subsistence crops
like corn. But the money from the cash crops could be used to buy from others more
food than the same resources could have grown domestically. If the money is not used
to buy the needed food, this is a very different matter (to which I will turn shortly)
involving not specialization (and dependence) in production but distribution in con-
sumption. There is no guarantee that even a crop of corn would be used to feed the
hungry at home.
The functioning of the market maximizes wealth for all participants and dispenses

justice of a sort. The abysmal poverty in the world is not the product of the market—
poverty antecedes the market, and it is the pockets of wealth that stand in need of
explanation. An overview of the world shows that wealth is far more to be found (even
in the category that used to be called “developing”) among those nations who have
participated most in international markets than in those that have been closed to
them.
The market has serious problems. But they are not best understood in terms of

exploitation.
The Market Power of the Rich.—Two major claims made by defenders of the market

are (1) that on the production side the market metes out justice and (2) that on the
consumption side the market is ruled by human needs and facilitates their optimal
fulfillment. The first claim was supported above. The second is now refuted, at least
in part.
The market system is often likened to democracy: consumers, taking their money

into the market, direct production according to their expressed preferences. The con-
cept is called consumer sovereignty. Heilbroner writes that “in a world of pure com-
petition, and only such a world, the public becomes the repository of most economic
power… (A) society of pure competition comes closer than any other form of economic
organization to translating the general ideas of political democracy into economic re-
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ality” (1970, p. 537). In the democracy of the marketplace, the sovereign public can
make its needs the true governor of the economic system.
This democratic model contains one essential flaw: in the market it is not people

who vote but dollars. A person who brings $1 million into the
market can “vote” a million times more than one who brings only $1. Moreover,

it is in the nature of the market that even if people begin the competition on an
equal footing, over time competition will create significant inequalities of wealth. Even
if one believes that these inequalities are not unjust, one must recognize that such
inequalities mean that the market’s vision of human needs is significantly distorted by
a lens shaped by the market power of the rich.
Because the market listens not to human needs directly but only as expressed by

buyers, the market will produce yachts for the rich while the poor go without housing.
The problem with growing carnations in a hungry world is on the consumption side
of the economy, not the production side: a compassionate collective within the market
will grow carnations to buy more food than it could grow itself; but it is the plutocracy
of the market system that better rewards putting a carnation in a rich man’s lapel than
putting corn in a starving man’s belly. The sovereignty of the consumer’s dollar in a
world of disparities of wealth directs production into the provision of luxuries when
many lack the most basic necessities.15
There is no reasonable way to avoid concluding that the claim that the market is a

tool for maximizing human welfare is seriously damaged by the market’s responsiveness
to the whims of the rich in the face of its deafness to the most essential needs of those
without money. Some economists have tried to argue that one dollar spent must be
presumed to give the same utility regardless of by whom or for what. It is impossible,
they say, to make interpersonal comparisons of utility. How can we know whether a
different distribution of goods would increase net welfare, whether the gain of some
would offset the loss of others? Surely, this argument will not wash. We cannot accept
as valid what has been described as the premise of the theory of consumer demand,
namely that “the urgency of wants does not diminish appreciably as more of them are
satisfied …” (Galbraith, 1969, p. 143). The principle of diminishing marginal utility
can be applied not only to an individual’s consumption of particular goods but also
to his consumption of all goods and services (Weisskopf, 1971, p. 158). This reasoning
leads those who wish to combine the great power of the market on the production side
with optimal welfare on the consumption side to support the political redistribution of
wealth within the market economy. (On this matter, see also Tinbergen, in Tinbergen
et al., 1972, p. 43; Pigou, 1962, p. 89; Radomysler, in Arrow and Scitovsky, 1969, p. 91.)
No doubt, the effort to compare the losses and gains in welfare of different individuals is
a difficult undertaking. But to note its difficulty does not justify abandoning the effort

15 As one example, this is what Judith Randal writes of pharmaceutical companies: “The drug
industry is not eager to produce medicines that won’t be profitable. Either relatively few people need
them or—as is true in the Third World—millions need them to fight and relieve tropical disease but are
too poor to buy them” (p. 31, 1982, italics added).
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(as Fritz Machlup [in Tinbergen et al., 1972] would seem to imply). Every political
decision requires judgments of this nature—the weighing of costs and benefits falling
on different people. To avoid murkiness in profound matters for the utmost clarity in
trivial ones is to declare the fundamental blindness of one’s economic vision.
There is a potential weakness, however, in the case for redistribution. Granting,

for the moment, that net welfare maximization is the ultimate criterion of success
in an economic system, and granting that the general welfare is enhanced more by
devoting any given resources to meeting basic needs than to superfluities, it can still
be argued that in the long run tampering with the market’s distribution of rewards
will diminish welfare. The fuel that drives the market engine is the self-interested drive
for self-betterment, and redistribution can critically dilute that fuel. In other words,
excessive reliance upon distribution to improve the welfare of the poorer people can
be like killing the goose that lays the golden eggs. Defenders of the market properly
point out that the key to the historical material betterment of peoples has been not
redistribution so much as productivity growth. An equal piece of a small pie may be
far smaller than an inferior piece of a larger pie. A conservative like Lenczowski argues
that many poor countries only perpetuate their poverty by their redistributive policies,
as in Tanzania where a marginal tax rate of 95 percent is imposed on any income above
roughly $2,500 a year. If a level of national wealth is taken as a given, redistribution
can be justified by the welfare argument. But in an economic system where the engine
of growth can multiply that level, and redistribution can stall that engine, taking from
the more productive to give to the less can lead over time to less for all.
This argument about incentives has validity, but convervatives like those making

policy in the United States (in 1981) tend greatly to exaggerate it. Granting that some
rewards are necessary to motivate people to take the risks and to devote the creative
vital energies that make economies grow, one can still ask: how large do the rewards
have to be? In the dynamically growing Japanese economy, for example, in 1970 the
ratio of incomes of the highest quintile to the lowest was only just over half that in the
more sluggish American economy (Vogel, 1979, p. 120). Not all rewards, moreover, are
material. The corporate executive who earns from ten to a hundred times as much as his
workers also enjoys higher prestige, more power, and more intrinsically rewarding work.
It is hard to imagine that these enormous packages of rewards are necessary to motivate
anyone to strive for achievement. Finally, there is the inescapable fact that, as the
saying goes, you can’t take it with you. Thus, beyond a certain point, what can be the
rational motive for amassing enormous wealth? In reply to this question, the defenders
of private property generally cite the love of family and the consequent incentive to
leave to one’s heirs a munificent legacy. This makes sense, but it also opens a crack in
the psychological foundation of the market ideology. Self-interest, presumably, is the
only motive that can be trusted to make people strive. If self-interest can be extended,
through identification, to one’s family and descendants, then conceivably the bubble
around the atomistic individual may be more permeable still. Although the link with
family is undoubtedly stronger and more reliable, perhaps people can strive to produce
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also out of love for a wider community. Here again Japan serves to illustrate: one theme
of the literature of the Japanese economic success story is the predominance among
the Japanese of group-centered rather than egoistic motives.
Thus, it seems most reasonable to conclude that some degree of sharing of wealth

is compatible with a fully dynamic market productive system; and further, that even
in the long term the unadulterated market does not produce the maximal possible
human welfare.
The defender of the market can concede this, yet still oppose interference with the

market for welfare purposes. All the foregoing discussion was based on the premise
that human welfare is the criterion for evaluating an economic system. But an alterna-
tive view is that a system should afford justice, allowing a combination of liberty for
individual actors with protections against the unjust use of power. According to this
argument: if the market gives to autonomous actors their just rewards, the intrusion
of state power to effect compulsory redistribution is unjust expropriation. Moreover,
any such unjust intrusion opens the door to further collectivist tyranny.
I have granted that the market dispenses a kind of justice, and it is true that jus-

tice (as defined in chap. 6, “Artificial Wholeness: Justice as the Antidote for Power”)
does not require welfare maximization where no injustice has been done. (Recall the
hypothetical case of earthlings encountering 4 billion starving space people.) Yet the
atomistic image of society used by market defenders is overdrawn. The economic ex-
changes that lead to inequalities of wealth take place not in a vacuum but in a social
and political context evolving over time. We are not each wholly autonomous entities.
First, there are the injustices of the past: the disparities between the white executive
and the black ghetto dweller in the United States cannot be understood without ref-
erence to a historical injustice; thus the cause of justice cannot now be left wholly
to the market even if the market itself is not to blame. Second, there is the question
whether even just differences between the fathers should be visited upon the sons, and
even upon the sons sons: if we believe that justice requires equality of opportunity
for people as individuals, and not as perpetual familial entities, then such equality
must be reestablished with every generation by the use of political power to undo the
inequalities engendered by the market. And third, there is the tendency of economic
inequalities to twist the ongoing political process in unjust ways: only if the rules gov-
erning the market are just does the market give justice, whereas to the extent that
wealth confers political power the market will not only produce economic injustice but
also threaten justice in the society generally. This question of the relation between
the market economy and the truly democratic polity, deferred earlier, now warrants a
closer look.

The Problems of Economic Inequalities and Political Equality.—The power of money
appears to be different in kind from that power to compel which has been central to
this work. The rich man, it seems, can have his way not against the will of others but by
positively inducing others to serve his will. While the man with the sword takes options
away from others—your money or your life—the man with a full wallet presents new
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potentially more attractive options: I will buy your land, I will pay you for your time,
I will compensate you for damages and inconvenience. This positive kind of power is
not incompatible with free choice for all the actors in the system.
This is not so, however, when the money corrupts politics. If a citizen is willing to

sell his vote, no injustice is entailed. But if a senator sells his, then there is injustice.
The difference is that in the first case, the seller gives up something that is his own in
exchange for a different good for himself, whereas in the second the seller surrenders
something he holds in trust for other people (whom he represents) in exchange for a
reward just for himself.
fhe premise of democracy is that the well-being of each person is intrinsically as

valuable as that of another and that each deserves equal say in the determination of
collectively binding decisions. Where wealth is distributed unequally, and wealth can
buy a disproportionate say in the political arena, the justice of democracy is subverted.
The benign aspects of the market as an economic system are fatally transformed in
two ways when private money enters the political arena. First, the positive power of
money is corruptly transformed into the compulsory power of the state: that is, people’s
choices are unjustly taken from them. Second, and relatedly, the individualistic rewards
of the market are transmuted into power over the collectivity.
Therefore, the argument for the justice of the market depends upon the ability of

the political system to prevent wealth from being translated into political power.
There are those, such as E A. Hayek and Milton Friedman, who argue that the lib-

erty of the market is a necessary basis for the maintenance of democracy: the alternative
to the market, they say, is state power, and the ultimate fruit of the concentration
of power in the state is tyranny. I do not grapple here with the question of whether
democracy can exist without the market economy, and ponder, rather, the problem of
whether democracy can survive with it. That both questions can reasonably be asked
is an indication of how difficult is the attainment of a just political system.
The evidence of history suggests that the plutocratic tendencies of the market sys-

tem are a substantial threat to the democratization of political power. The deepest
single flaw in the American constitution is its failure— and not, for the most part,
by oversight—to protect the political process from influence by wealth. In the 1970s,
after the corruption of Watergate floated to the surface of American political waters,
legislative efforts were made to insulate politics from corruption by private money,
for example, through public financing of elections. But the momentum of reform was
quickly absorbed by the political power structures, and political office is still to too
large an extent for sale. The U.S. Supreme Court has determined that limits on the
role of corporate money in the political process is an abridgment of the right of free
speech. As dedicated as I am to the sanctity of free speech, I nonetheless argue that the
intrusion of private money into political campaigns is a violation of the constitutional
guarantee of “equal protection under the laws.”
More subtle than the role of money in elections is the role of money in the molding of

the public consciousness which, in the long run, governs public choices in a democracy.
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It is patently not true that the intellectual life of a capitalist society is a straightfor-
ward expression of the interests of the dominant class. (This work, for example, which
is intended more to challenge than to buttress the powers that be, has been funded
from fortunes made in cereals and feeds [the Danforth Foundation] and in the manu-
facture of automobiles [the Ford Foundation].) Personal observation, however, has also
shown me that where thought bears most directly upon public policy-making, as in the
Washington think tanks, thought can be purchased to serve private interest. It is not so
much that individuals tailor their thoughts to please their monied patrons, although
this certainly often happens. More important, those whose views please those with
money are the ones who gain the platform to publish their thoughts. Given the uneven
distribution of money in society, and the nonrandom preference of the rich for certain
ideas over others, the result is that a distorted image of mainstream thought can be
wafted around public decision makers. (A specific instance of this is documented by
Rothmyer, 1981.)
Thus, both directly (choosing the choosers and/or buying their choices) and indi-

rectly (shaping the understanding that shapes choices) money is translated into power.
To the extent that, in Congress as in the market, it is money rather than people whose
votes count, democracy is subverted and class exploitation results. (And meanwhile
the market itself becomes less just, as public lands, public waters, public health, and
so on, are made to serve private greed.)
These plutocratic influences injure democracy, but they do not kill it. There seems

no reason to assume that an alert and politically involved public cannot struggle with
reasonable success to protect democracy from such corruption. If that is so, and if
the market seems worth maintaining for other reasons, the solution to this political
problem seems best sought in the political realm rather than in the wholesale abolition
of the market. Besides, the evidence of history makes plausible enough the idea that
democracy survives best in the company of the economic liberty of the market that we
may reasonably wonder whether destroying the market to protect democracy might
prove to be a case of departing the frying pan for the fire, or, to use an image from
the preceding section, of retreating from the claws of polecats into the waiting jaws of
lions.

C. Market Atomism and the Loss of Social Synergy
We have seen that the market ideology is premised on a highly individualistic view

of human society. With that goes an atomistic model of human interaction: each actor
(individual, corporation) is an atom unto itself, an autonomous entity that takes care
of itself and that comes together with other social atoms only for discrete exchanges
that are free and private. The previous discussion indicated that the facts of collective
history and collective political decision-making must modify that atomistic view, and
can bring into doubt the justice of the market. Now I will look at another, more purely
economic critique of this atomistic vision.
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Externalities.—I have considered the case for the market: “The market is just be-
cause each is allowed to mind his own business and prevented from minding the busi-
ness of others. It is efficient because competition creates prices that truly represent the
costs and benefits of the various goods available for exchange. The market thus gives
synergy.”
If society were wholly atomistic, these propositions would be true. But it is not, and

to the extent that it is not these propositions are false.
I’he market treats a transaction as solely the business of the parties making the

exchange. The costs that help determine price are the costs to the sellers, and the
benefits those to the buyers. If you are not party to the transaction, the market ignores
you. It is none of your business. The problem with this view is that people can be
affected by business even if they do not participate in it. If my steel mill pollutes the
air you breathe, my activity is, in a sense, your business. But your stake in the matter
is wholly ignored in the market.
The market ideology manifests the common Haw in wholly individualistic ap-

proaches to social questions: it regards the whole as no more than the sum of its
parts. But the whole is a network of interrelationships, a web of interdependence. No
one’s business is his alone; any transaction is apt to have ramifications beyond the
immediate parties. But these ramifications fail to register in the market’s magisterial
information processing.
This is the problem of externalities, which can be defined as costs or benefits imposed

by economic transactions on parties not involved in the exchange (see definition in
Whitcomb, 1972, p. 6). Besides external costs (as in pollution), there can be external
benefits (as to beekeepers from their proximity to others’ orchards). Both kinds are
“external” to the market’s operation, both ignored in the market’s pricing system. The
price of steel does not reflect the cost in human wealth and well-being from poisoned
air; nor is the keeper of the orchard rewarded for his contribution to honey making,
much less for the beauty his trees bring to the countryside. To the extent that costs and
benefits are ignored, the prices in the market cannot reflect the true values involved.
One might hope that in the long run it will all even out. After all, if I am the un-

compensated victim of one transaction, presumably I will be the uncharged beneficiary
of another; and if I am ignored when you mind your business, at least I can ignore you
when I mind mine.
Unfortunately, the selective attention of the market is not such as to allow its

oversights to cancel each other out. For one thing, we come to another aspect of the
unjust advantage of the rich over the poor: since the system benefits transactors over
nontransactors (it listens to the one while disregarding the other), those who transact
the most (the rich) benefit the most, whereas those who are mostly bystanders are
mostly victimized.
But more important, the selective concerns of the market lead to an imbalance be-

cause the values attended to and those ignored tend not only to belong to different
individuals but also to be different in nature. The problem with the atomistic sys-
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tem is that it systematically ignores the dimension of interdependence. The very word
‘externality” is revealing: the entire network of connections that are the flesh of the
social system is regarded as “external” by the market. The market listens to the wants
of people as individuals but is deaf to their needs as an interdependent community:
“the system proved to be deHeient in the funds and institutions needed to supply the
essential public goods—health, education, decent city design, public safety, environ-
mental improvement—which did not offer benefits that could easily be broken down
into saleable goods …” (Ward and Dubos, 1972, p. 20). The society as a whole suffers
if a generation of city youth grow up alienated and unemployable, but the market does
not hear their needs, and many free marketeers would leave the problem of jobs wholly
for the market to solve. Perhaps everyone would most prefer an aesthetic and coherent
urban environment, but the market creates unsightly commercialized strips. (This is
especially visible in the cities of the American West where corporate capitalism has
had unprecedented freedom to shape the urban landscape through atomistic market
forces.) Jouvenel reports a suggestion he made to economists that

the Parthenon was an addition to the wealth of the Athenians, and its en-
joyment an element of their standard of life. This statement was regarded
as whimsical. When I had made it dear that it was seriously meant, I was
told that the standard of life is expressed by per capita Private Consump-
tion of goods and services acquired on the market. Meekly accepting this
correction, I asked my colleague whether when he drove out to the country
on weekends, his satisfaction was derived from the costly consumption of
gasoline, or from the free sight of trees and possibly the free visit of some
cathedral (in Arrow and Scitovsky, 1969, p. 107).

The market can look only at the point of trade, and since some truly essential
goods are not subject to discrete transactions between buyers and sellers, it is blind to
important dimensions of human life. The subtle network of interdependence is what
makes society a whole, yet by leaving the problem of wholeness only to the invisible
hand, the market leads to fragmentation, to a society rich in its atomistic parts but
poor in its organic wholeness. Since the market is incapable of attending to this vital
dimension of utilities and disutilities, it is vain for us to wait for that system wholly
to provide for synergy.
This again does not necessarily argue for rejection of the market. So useful a tool

is it in its own proper domain that we may choose rather to correct it, as countries
already do more or less fully and well, with politically determined inputs to compensate
for the market’s blind spots.
Public law can impose costs for external diseconomies (as by taxing polluting emis-

sions) to enable the market to compute more reliably the true values involved. This
approach has its difficulties. Aside from the problem of overcoming the plutocratic bias
of the political system, there is the problem of computing the monetary value of things
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like beauty and health; there is the problem that it is more difficult to assure consistent
attention to bureaucratically imposed values than to those the market is built for; and
there is the problem that the power of market ideology tends to give the values of
interdependence less standing than those that show up on profit reports. Thus, when
people discuss the “costs” of pollution, they often confine themselves to such tangible
factors as the cost of dry-cleaning curtains, of medical treatment for people sickened
by bad air, of workdays lost, as if values were always objective and wholly economic
and did not ultimately reside in the quality of human experience.

Other Dimensions of Market Inattention.—The market’s attention only to the costs
and benefits to the parties immediately involved creates problems akin to the problem
of externalities.

1. Undervaluing nature. I argued earlier that the market tends to pay labor accord-
ing to its economic value. But the same is not true for the natural materials upon
which labor operates. Indeed, the undervaluing of nature lies at the origin of the
concept of the labor theory of value upon which Marx based his argument about
the exploitation of labor. The labor theory of value came to Marx through the
liberal tradition, and it was based (as Weisskopf shows) on the assumption that
only labor is scarce. Locke began it, writing of a world where “there is enough”
of land “and as good left in common for others” (quoted in Weisskopf, 1955, p.
23). Similarly, Adam Smith develops his discussion of price and value from the
assumption of the original nonscarcity of natural resources. He uses the example
that “If among a nation of hunters … it usually costs twice the labour to kill
a beaver which it does to kill a deer, one beaver should naturally exchange for
or be worth two deer” (1937, p. 47). If nature’s goods are available in infinite
abundance, the cost of those goods is simply the cost of harvesting them.

This assumption reflects the way the market tends actually to work. The market
descends upon the brave new world of unexploited natural resources as though they
will never become scarce. Nature is taken as a given, as something that came to us
free and the intrinsic value of which is the same as its cost to us. Consider the case of
oil. Until a quasi-cartel supplanted the market, the costs that went into establishing
the price of oil were simply the costs of getting it out of the ground and to the market.
Yet, as the case of oil illustrates, nature’s bounty is not infinite. The well eventually
runs dry, and as scarcity comes into the picture the price rises.
But meanwhile, the market has failed to recognize the finitude of supply, a fini-

tude that always was there even if it was not always manifest. Consequently, it has
undervalued the natural resource and encouraged profligate consumption. Over the
centuries, it has done the same with the forests and topsoils given by nature; it has
done the same with the fresh air and fresh water that seemed like infinite free goods to
be squandered. As the farmers in the Plains drain the great but finite Oglala Aquifer,
the price of their crops treats the water as free. The cost of corn does not reflect the
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precious earth that is washed away in its production; the cost of fish from the oceans
does not reflect the damage from overfishing. The market’s treatment of nature is as
irrational as an accounting system that considers the cost of the check and ignores
the loss of the capital it draws upon. Even when scarcity develops and the price rises,
the rise reflects only the increasing cost of writing checks, not the further depletion
of the earth’s natural capital. Overfished species go up in price not because the costs
of depletion are suddenly recognized by the market but because scarcity makes the
writing of checks against the fisheries account more difficult and costly.16
The market cannot deal with nature responsibly by itself. The market tends per-

petually to undervalue the earth we have inherited. It is God’s labor that is exploited.
Those who look only to the market for a picture of values cannot make wise choices.
In 1976, the president of the United States vetoed a bill requiring strip miners to undo
the damage their harvesting of coal does to the land. We could not, he told the Amer-
ican people, afford the measure, for it would raise the price of coal. Thinking like this
fails to recognize that the increased price better reflects the true cost of the coal. If
we cannot afford it, we cannot afford the use of that coal To continue to pay only the
market’s price, subsidized by the market’s incapacity to note the degradation of our
natural heritage, is simply to impose upon future generations the costs we ourselves
blindly refuse to pay for our present benefits.

1. Undervaluing the future. In a way, the market’s undervaluing of nature reflects
its general tendency to give inadequate weight to the future in relation to the
present. The market, as Tibor Scitovsky observes, is more effective in dealing
with the way the economic situation is than the way it will be or might be
expected to be (in Arrow and Scitovsky, 1969).

A tendency to undervalue the future is of course an attribute not only of the market
but of human systems in general. As creatures, we are inclined to give greater weight
to a benefit today than to an equal benefit tomorrow. Even more so, we are inclined
to care more about our own costs and benefits than about those falling upon future
generations: après moi…
Nonetheless, the market creates special impediments to a proper weighing of future

values. Consider a forward-looking farmer in Iowa concerned about the implications
of the soil washed from his land as he raises his corn. If he prices his corn to reflect
the value of the soil sacrificed in its production, he will have no buyers since others
will be selling for less. If he increases his costs by adopting different farming methods
to preserve the soil, he will be unable to compete with farmers who stick to the less
costly, more destructive methods. Either way, the market will cause him to lose money,

16 The market’s undervaluing of natural resources does point out a way in which the market tends to
be unfair to ‘less developed countries,” not because they are poor but because, having less sophisticated
economies, a larger proportion of their exports consists of raw materials. Yet this burden can also fall
on wealthy countries, such as the United States, with its large exports of food and forestry products.
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perhaps to go bankrupt so that his farm will fall into other, less principled hands. Even
if all the farmers individually wish to conserve, the market by itself offers them no way
to translate that value into an economically feasible course of action. The market is a
power system that, as in the parable of the tribes, can prevent individual actors from
being able to survive while acting on their true values.
For such reasons, the proper provision for the future requires collective political

decisions to supplant the myopic vision of the atomistic market. A multitude of au-
tonomous actors are often powerless to make necessary decisions; if these decisions
are to be made, people must be able to come together and make a treaty with one
another—to conserve fuel, to restore strip-mined land, to fund research for nuclear
fusion energy three generations hence. Also, the society as a whole has a deeper com-
mitment to the future than have its individual agents. Actors in the market can move
in, make the “fast buck,” and leave.17 Last century’s overgrazers in Arizona and for-
est strippers in Minnesota could take their money elsewhere while the injured land
remained. Although individuals and corporations (and their money) are mobile, soci-
eties are stationary. The future is thus better entrusted to the society as a whole, with
its commitment to the flourishing of that system in that place. Finally, it is perhaps
easier for a people to act wisely and unselfishly in making a few large public decisions
than in making many small private decisions. Effective leadership can bring out the
best, most altruistic motives of its people, and dramatize them for public display.
In all these ways, the fragmented system of the market fails to place the true values

upon the transactions it oversees; and consequently synergy requires the intrusion of
collective decision making into the atomistic market process.

D. Moral Confusion and Choice in the Market Economy
The market is said to be a wonderful servant for meeting human needs. Its enthrone-

ment of consumer sovereignty through the free choices of the market, it is argued,
dictates that what people want will rule the allocation of social resources. My discus-
sion of market justice has modified this view. Unfortunately, it requires still further
modification from another direction.
The market is a power system that rules human choices as much as it is shaped

by them. This danger from the market is implied in the discussion of externalities.
The market, we saw, is a selective listener. It can attend to some kinds of human
needs far better than to others. The market specializes in what can be exchanged
in discrete transactions. This embraces a considerable variety of goods and services.
But it also excludes a great deal, including much of the Hesh and blood of human
social life. Money, the saying goes, cannot buy happiness, and here is the reason for it.
Much of human happiness comes from experiences like human interconnectedness and

17 Moreover, the problem of the market’s myopia regarding the future is worse when interest rates
are high, so that a dollar today is worth much more than a dollar tomorrow.
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communion with nature—the kinds of “public goods” with which the market cannot
deal. It is as though in the orchestra of human needs, the market hears the horns and
drums but is deaf to the strings.
It might seem at first that this selectivity would not be a problem. After all, needs

not met in the market can be met elsewhere. Other institutions (schools, churches,
government) are there listening to other sounds. So why not assume that the entire
ensemble reflects the totality of human needs? This might be a valid argument were
the market only a “listener” and not also a power system actively shaping the social
world around it.
Even the supposedly “sovereign” consumer can be changed, to some degree, into a

vassal of the ruling market system. This reversal of the ostensible relation between the
human needs expressed by consumers and the system of production is at the heart of
the frequent criticism of modern advertising (see Servan-Schreiber, 1970, pp. 18–19).
The springs of human motivation that were supposed to drive the machine become—
as with other power systems—transformed into grist for its mill. Ezra Mishan, for ex-
ample, uses the fashion industry to illustrate the “myth” of consumer sovereignty: “The
choice of the pace of fashion, surely a crucial choice, is not open to the individual…
(A)t present, it is left entirely to commercial interest to exploit to the limit of technical
feasibility. The fashion industry is the prime example of an activity dedicated to using
up resources, not to create satisfactions, but to create dissatisfactions with what peo-
ple possess—in effect to create obsolescence in otherwise perfectly satisfactory goods”
(1967, p. 114). Needs are created to serve a system the inherent purpose of which is to
maximize not human fulfillment but the flow of goods. “Americans,” said an advertising
researcher in the 1950’s, “would have to learn to live a third better if they were to keep
pace with growing production …” (cited in Packard, 1957, p. 260).
Advertising is a form of socialization. It is like other forms in that it must begin with

the organismic needs that are already there. The task of this socialization is to establish
in the mind of the human being a connection between what is originally valued (the
intrinsic interests of the person) and something else (determined by the interests of the
socializing agent). Just as a parent may teach a connection between receiving love and
behaving in an acceptable fashion, the advertiser will try to persuade the consumer
that his product is somehow endowed with the values the consumer really wants. An
advertising man has said, “The cosmetic manufacturers are not selling lanolin, they
are selling hope. We no longer buy oranges, we buy vitality. We do not just buy an
auto, we buy prestige” (quoted in Packard, 1957, p. 8). If you want to be “with it,”
you should drink Pepsi. If you want to be manly, you should smoke Marlboros. The
market takes fundamental human needs and teaches people to attempt to fill them in
ways that serve the production-maximizing market.
So what is the matter with that? Why should created needs be considered less legit-

imate than more original needs? If a person feels that he is buying manliness with his
cigarettes, why should we object? Because, contrary to the Coca Cola advertisements,
such teachings divert human attention from “the real thing.” Advertising may be able
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to persuade mothers to give up breast-feeding for the bottle, but as the international
scandal in 1981 over baby-formula marketing in poor countries brought to light, the
unfortunate infants may not survive this substitution for the real thing. A person’s
feeling of manliness can be enhanced in ways that, although they may not enrich a
corporation, have the advantage of not producing lung cancer. If it is really the “taste
of love” we want to help people obtain, there are better ways of doing it than through
the production and marketing of ginger ale. The connections advertising teaches are
illusory, and while falsehoods can have power, that power cannot make them true.
Although there is, admittedly, a placebo effect, it does not make the placebo the
equivalent of real medicine.
If the capacities of the market corresponded exactly to the true needs of the human

being, the market would not need to deal in placebos. But there is a gap, and where
the market’s needs and human needs diverge, the market—like other power systems—
serves itself, even at human expense. The ultimate irrelevance of human needs to the
self-serving purpose of the market system is what makes the market’s form of socializa-
tion so manipulative. The salesman, says Joseph Tussman, is really the opposite of the
teacher, for while the latter seeks to strengthen the human mind, the former seeks to
weaken it (in Kariel, 1970, p. 21). The market’s teachings are seductive, in the literal
sense of leading astray.
The market persuades people to orient to its goods regardless of whether it requires

turning away from the true path of fulfillment. Writes Bellah: “That happiness is
to be attained through limitless material acquisition is denied by every religion and
philosophy known to man but is preached incessantly by every American television
set” (“The Broken Covenant,” MS., p. 135).
Even as it undermines competing systems of values, the market takes the opportu-

nity first to exploit them. This is what Jules Henry refers to as the “monetization” of
values. The market’s embrace of values “like love, truth, the sacredness of high office,
God, the Bible, motherhood, generosity, solicitude for others,” he says, is “… the em-
brace of a grizzly bear, for as it embraces the traditional values pecuniary philosophy
chokes them to death” (1963, p. 62). The market, with its dynamism, tends to collapse
the multidimensional language of human choice into its own two-dimensional materi-
alistic language. Those institutions that might have filled the gap left by the market
are themselves first overpowered and then transformed by the intrusive force of the
market.
A couple of objections might be raised against this indictment of the market. First,

the market’s goods are being represented too narrowly. The market sells not only
frivolities but also truly fundamental goods. Through the market one can buy a Bible
as well as designer jeans, one can buy access to a good education and health care as
well as gas-guzzling prestige mobiles. In other words, the market does not only deal
in “the materialistic.” That is true. Yet as long as there is an imperfect fit between
the totality of human values and the range of goods exchangeable in the market, a
real problem remains. The maximal flow of salable goods and services does not run
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parallel to the route to maximal human fulfillment. Thus, the market tends to elevate
“materialist” values at the expense of those that mankind’s greatest teachers have said
are more vital.
Second, it can be objected that human needs are truly more material than these ex-

ceptional people have taught. (As Professor Yip Yat Hoong of Malaysia has said, “most
important aspects of human needs are largely material or economic in nature” [United
Nations University Newsletter, July 1977].) Witness the way the world’s peoples strive
for material improvement, and the way even in rich countries electoral fortunes seem
to hinge more on successful economic performance than on anything else. To this ar-
gument it must be conceded that material needs are indeed important.
But recall the testimony of Sahlins that primitive peoples felt “affluent” in that they

were content with the little they had whereas we are discontent with the much we
have.
Anthropological evidence calls into question Adam Smith’s presumption about the

essential natural human motive, namely, that “The desire of bettering our condition
comes with us from the womb and never leaves us until we go to our grave” (quoted
in Weisskopf, 1971, p. 58). Again (as in chap. 5, “Under the Yoke,” pp. 181—185),
we confront the possibility that the preoccupation of modern peoples with material
betterment is not a pure reflection of natural human priorities. But what else could
be the meaning of this modern materialism? It could be that the workings of the
market (and of other power systems) have taken away some older, less materialistic
options.18 As old ways of living are swept away by “progress,” we are forced to find our
satisfactions in the forms in which they are offered.
Another important factor is that new systems create new meanings for the various

options that remain. In a world where material possessions become the criterion of
personal “worth,” all may strive for money not because what it buys is intrinsically so
fulfilling but because the vital structure of human relationships is now determined by
the materialistic language imposed by the economic system. This, I believe, is an im-
portant inference to be drawn from an international study showing that within a given
nation the level of wealth correlates with a person’s reported level of happiness, but
between nations no such correlation is observable (reported Christian Science Monitor,
March 1, 1978). It may be, as J. S. Mill said, that people wish not so much to be
rich as to be richer than others, that is, the utility of wealth is not so much economic
(material) as social (immaterial).
Here again we see the tragic condition of the civilized human being, undone by his

very strength. For the same symbol-making capacity that gives mankind power at the
same time makes him subject to seduction. We create symbols, and then can mistake
the symbol for the object it represents. Man infuses the golden calf with numinous

18 In the liberal system, wrote Santayana, “If you refuse to move in the prescribed direction, you
are not simply different, you are arrested and perverse. The savage must not remain a savage, nor the
nun a nun, and China must not keep its wall” (in Cooperman and Walter, 1962, p. 138).
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energy from his own being and then, in delusion, worships the golden calf. The systems
that seek to use rather than serve us can persuade us to slake our inborn thirst for
reality from their corrosive bottled goods.
Materialistic values, therefore, may not be an expression of human nature so much

as a reflection of the way the market can shape human society and human beings.
Where the economic system is freed from control, it becomes itself the controller.

Once a society allows the market free reign, that system s control over resources,
and therefore over opportunities and rewards, gives it the power to shape the other
dimensions of cultural life into its own image. Of this, Polanyi has written that “Instead
of economy being embedded in social relations, social relations are embedded in the
economic system” (1944, p. 57). This is a principal reason why in fact no society has
ever granted market forces complete autonomy, imposing instead a variety of more or
less effective barriers (zoning laws, taxes and subsidies, and the like) in the way of the
market’s free play.
To the extent that it is set free, the market’s action resembles that described by

the parable of the tribes. We have seen how, in other systems, whatever has power
can talk whereas the weak are compelled to listen. The market is a system that gives
power to money, and thus to those whose ways are conducive to the making of money.
Money talks. It is not so much that one group exploits another as that the system,
by its own selective listening, determines what group will be heard. A competitive
process nonrandomly selects certain actors—Standard Oil, John D. Rockefeller—to
play a disproportionate role in the shaping of the system as a whole. That which
determines the chooser determines the choice.19
Consequently, over time that music of horns and drums the market hears becomes

ever more pronounced, and the instruments to which the market is deaf become inaudi-
ble to society as a whole. It has frequently been observed that the market has taught
people to disregard or to view as inconsequential any values that cannot be measured
in terms of prices (e.g., Cottrell, 1955, pp. 243–244; McHarg, in Helfrich, 1970, p. 23).
The “externalities” of the market fall outside the ken of the members of the market
society, and thus become still harder to correct by political means. We may recall,20
as an instance of the power of the engine of productivity to select for its own message,
how in the development of America the loving view of nature was overtaken by the

19 The passing of the market system from the entrepreneurial stage to the managerial only com-
pounds the problem of the domination of systemic logic over human choice. When the owner is also the
controller of resources, he can make choices on the basis of nonmarket values as to how the resources
are to be used. Today, however, the owners are stockholders (often anonymously connected through
pensions, funds, and so on) who have no effective control. Even if the stockholders individually might
want their steel company to sacrifice some profit for cleaner air, they have no effective way to act on
that desire. Meanwhile, management declares itself responsible to its stockholders to maximize earnings.
And management itself is maintained as a self-perpetuating bureaucracy in which power is given people
on the basis of serving purposes and values embedded in the corporate system itself. It is exceedingly
difficult for other values to interrupt the momentum of the self-governing system.

20 Chap. 7, “Man’s Dominion.”
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exploitative. The horns and drums grow louder. The market’s amplification of its own
music is also suggested in Bellah’s description, in “The Broken Covenant,” of another
aspect of the evolution of American values. He describes the deep moral concerns of
early American Protestants, bearers of the famous Protestant ethic, that man’s self-
ishness and cupidity must not go unchecked. But eventually the religious opposition
to the excessive love of wealth and to the ascendancy of materialistic values seems to
have given ground, “for many of the most widely known of the 19th century preachers,
admonitions of the dangers of wealth become ever more perfunctory…” Puritans like
Winthrop, Mather, and Edwards, writes Bellah, “however much they emphasized the
value of hard work, were deeply sensitive to the tension between religion and the world,
between God and Mammon” (pp. 75–76). These he contrasts with their successors, of
whom the Episcopal Bishop of Massachusetts is typical. Wrote the bishop in 1901: “In
the long run, it is only to the man of morality that wealth comes… Godliness is in
league with riches …” (quoted in ibid.). In the long run, we might say instead, it is to
the force of wealth in the market system that competing morality eventually succumbs.
The market’s selective attention to various values creates moral confusion among

society’s members. The audience, hearing only the drums and the trumpets, will tend
to forget the song of the violin. Eventually, the violinist may get discouraged at the
failure of the system to amplify his part and stop playing. At the least, the new
generation will have little reason to take up string instruments. And of course, as the
system teaches people to march to its drummer, the ability of the system to call the
tune grows all the greater.

E. Conclusion
As a market society evolves, it is not only that people are making choices among

the offerings of the market. At the same time, the market is making choices among
the people and values offered by society. To the extent this is so, the market functions
as a power system, shaping human destiny independently of human will. The truth
remains that the market acts as the servant of human needs, but it is important also
to recognize how it becomes their master.21
The way the market functions as a power system can be illuminated by analogy with

the parable of the tribes. The evolution of the market society is shaped by the powerful:
the market listens to some more than to others, and those heard are selected according
to the system’s own criteria. The market even fosters cultural homogenization: the
market’s forces compel conformity to what the market finds competitively successful—
discarding the “mom and pop” store, forbidding the Iowa farmer to act responsibly

21 “The transcendant principle of progress” in liberal philosophy, complained Santayana, “requires
everything to be ill at ease in its own house; no one can be really free or happy but all must be tossed, like
herded emigrants, on the same compulsory voyage, to the same unhomely destination” (in Cooperman
and Walter, 1962, p. 138). (In this respect, see also a criticism of Hayek’s subordination of individual
human factors to the ideal of “progress” [cited in Crespigny, in Crespigny et al., 1975, p. 58]).
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on the problem of soil erosion, making compulsory ever-higher standards of efficiency
(according to certain kinds of inputs and outputs). The market also shapes people to
serve its purposes, as exemplified by the materialist orientation just discussed. Finally,
since the needs of the market correspond imperfectly to the needs of human beings,
the power of the market to direct the internal evolution of the market society cannot
be trusted to serve human welfare.

5. House Divided Revisited
The restructuring of man by civilization was explored in depth in chapter 5. Here

I briefly outline this process in terms of how the wholeness of the individual human
system is subverted.
It can be debated how thoroughly integrated and harmonious man is by nature.

Perhaps some of the interconnections are tenuous in the creature with the fast-flowering
neocortex; perhaps the “ethical animal” inherently encompasses considerable tension.
The minimal claim of this work is that by nature the human being is far more whole
than we find him/her in the civilized state.
The root of this magnified disharmony, as we saw, is the conflict between the de-

mands of civilization and the inherent needs of the human organism. Power lies at this
root first in the way the selection for power shapes the requirements of civilization, and
second in the power the civilized system wields to mold the developing person. Born
the most helpless and dependent of creatures, the human being restructures himself to
appease the powers he depends upon. To achieve peace with the world, the developing
person declares war upon himself.
The internalization of the conflict between human nature and civilization entails

a division of the human system into those “parts” that reflect the inborn nature and
those that represent the demands of the unnatural cultural environment.
One view of this dichotomy is the duality of mind and body. On the one hand, the

body comes to us from nature. The body is the unfolding oi a blueprint designed by
aeons of biological evolutionary processes. On the other hand, the mind is, if not a
tabula rasa, an organ of relative indeterminacy and receptivity. Here civilization can
inscribe its commandments. Thus if nature conflicts with culture, so too will body be at
odds with mind. And one sign of the triumph of the power of civilization will be man’s
rejection of his own body. We note here the civilized pattern of shame and prudishness.
In the words of Pope Innocent III about man: “impure conception, loathesome feeding
in the mother’s womb, wretchedness of physical substance, vile stench, discharge of
spittle, urine and faesces.” About this “catalogue of [man’s] unsavoriness,” Nietzsche
says: “On his way to becoming an ‘angel’ man has acquired that chronic indigestion
and coated tongue … so that at times he stops his nose against himself …” (1956, p.
199). In attempting to become what he is not, man scorns what he is. He also must
learn to ignore it. Under unnatural conditions, the natural inclinations of the body
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may become maladaptive. J. Stephen Gartlan has described the plight of macaques
living in captivity. Although their emotional/physiological responses at times of stress
prepare the monkey for rapid and sustained movement away from the stress, “the
particular conditions of captivity … ensure that escape and withdrawal from noxious
stimuli is generally impossible” (in Quiatt, 1972, p. 107). David Hamberg’s work on
emotions shows civilized peoples to suffer from a similar mismatch between inclination
and feasibility. Adaptation thus requires an ability to disregard many messages from
the body, however urgent. This becomes a goal of socialization for the conditions of
“captivity” civilized people live under. Herman Katchadourian writes: “A willingness
and seeming ability to defy the innate rhythms of the body for social or personal ends
has become one of the hallmarks of adulthood in the Western world” (1976, p. 52).
Another way of looking at the internalization of the conflict between human nature

and civilization is in terms of a struggle between different elements of the mind. The
mind is, after all, in part a natural expression of the body as a whole. The human
psychological system is inherently complex, containing elements that reflect natural
impulse as well as elements that incorporate learned controls. Every psychology con-
nects a part of the psyche with the body, calling it the “appetitive” part, the id, or
whatever. The other part is more educable, more rational, and more detached from
the natural impulse. To the extent that civilization opposes impulse, socialization im-
plies conflicts between these parts of the psyche. The tendency of traditional civilized
psychologies is to advocate the dominance of the more civilized and rational part over
the less. Aristotle calls for “a mutual justice between them as between ruler and ruled”
(Nicomathean Ethics 11 1138b). (Traditional Chinese philosophy advocates a similar
order.) Aquinas, too, sides with the more rational (ergo civilized and educable) part
of man: “Man’s good is to be in accord with reason, and his evil to be against reason.”
Thus spake the great synthesizer of the Western tradition’s classical element with the
Christian element. On the issue of the subordination of the impulsive and irrational
elements of the human psyche, the two cultural currents were confluent. Yet in the
Christian tradition, the struggle against the natural went further. No longer is the
outcome of the conflict a structure of ruler and ruled with an appeal to some kind of
“mutual justice.” Now the war requires unconditional surrender. (Recall Freud’s image
of a garrison within a conquered city [p. 194, above].) This is manifested by a more
complete rejection of the less favored part. Such rejection can be inferred from Saint
Paul’s sense of his will: “For the good that I would, I do not; but the evil that I would
not, that I do” (Romans 7:19). Augustine adopted a similarly truncated view of what
his “self” consisted. His struggle against his erotic impulses was long and hard. Impulses
he could control when awake—when his “superego” was on the job—would haunt him
at night, gaining expression in dreams Augustine found most troubling. “Am I not
then myself, O Lord my Cod?” the anguished Augustine asks. Nietzsche attempts to
describe the problems of creatures suffering from “Bad conscience, reduced to their
weakest, most fallible organ, their consciousness!” (1956, p. 217).
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As with all the other systems I have explored, the loss of wholeness entails high
costs. (1) The wages of disregarding the messages of the body can be sickness or death.
Gartlan’s macaques undergo “degenerative phsyiological changes.” So, it appears, do
the inmates of the zoo of civilization. Katchadourian suggests that a partial explana-
tion of “the current plague of psychosomatic ailments” may be that the “culturally set”
requirements of life in industrialized societies is often out of phase with the body’s ba-
sic rhythms (1976, p. 51). (2) Intrapsychic conflict—“The War Within”—makes man
the sick animal. Where the psyche cannot achieve true justice between those parts
of the mind representing the forces of nature and civilization, neurosis results. Writes
Fenichel: “Neurotics are persons who are alienated from their instinctual impulses. They
do not know them and they do not want to know them” (1945, p. 477). According to
the psychological theory of Alexander Lowen, the connection between neurosis and the
body is still more intimate. Muscular rigidity, he says in The Language of the Body,
“is the mechanism of repression” (1958, p. 14). With controls embodied in muscular
tensions, the free flow of human energies is strangled. Man is literally, in Saint Paul’s
words, at war with the law in his members. (3) The agony of internal warfare can
give way to the emptiness of alienation, as human beings lop off their humanity to fit
into the great machine of civilization. Thomas Carlyle perceived this as the Industrial
Revolution emerged: “Men are grown mechanical in head and in heart, as well as in
hand” (quoted in L. Marx, 1964, p. 174). More than a century later, Fromm described
the “cybernetic man,” a creature almost “exclusively cerebrally oriented.” The exces-
sively intellectual approach of the cybernetic man, says Fromm, “goes together with
the absence of an affective response” (1973, pp. 351–352). Reason grows unreasonable.
Nietzsche contemplated the condition of creatures severed from their elemental forces
and the guidance they formerly offered: “I doubt there has ever been on earth such a
feeling of misery, such a leaden discomfort” (1956, p. 271).
Civilization could not exist without human flexibility. This apparent human gift

has proved a curse as well, making civilized human life subject to a twofold evil. First
the evil that man suffers, caused by the distortion of our natures. Then the evil man
that does, out of the rage and confusion that come from his unnatural predicament.
Power’s play molds a tormented and destructive animal.

6. The Death of the Unnatural
Death stalks civilization. Death is a fate to which flesh is inevitably heir. But the

shadow that falls across our civilization is cast by death of another kind. It is death
by unnatural causes, a kind of death to which only the unnatural are prey.
Leering behind the unprecedented living systems of our civilization are two specters

of unnatural death. The first has revealed itself through the long course of civilized
history; the second has arisen only in the twentieth century. The first is that specific
civilizations have not only risen but also fallen, not only flowered but withered and
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died. The second is the appalling prospect that civilization may now destroy itself
utterly, that our species may be on the path toward suicide, that the entire biosphere
may pay the supreme penalty for nurturing so creative/destructive a form of life.

The Rise and Fall of Civilizations
The parable of the tribes implies a linear path for civilization’s growth, a path

toward ever-higher levels of power, but many of the few who ponder history’s broad
sweep have emphasized instead the cyclical rising and fall of major civilized systems. It
is on this basis that Mosca challenged theories attempting to explain the evolution of
civilization with a selective model. (He has in mind theories using “natural” selection,
which the parable of the tribes does not, but the challenge applies anyway.) History,
he says, does not show the consistently progressive movement one would expect from
such a theory. “What we see, instead, is a nation, or a group of people, now leaping
forward with irresistible impetus, then collapsing or lagging wretchedly behind” (1939,
p. 34). He says such evolutionary theories account for this falling “very badly, or rather,
not at all.” The time has come to incorporate into the perspective of the parable of
the tribes the cyclical patterns that have impressed people from the philosophers of
the classical world to Toynbee and Spengler in our own time.
To begin with, the cycles do not contradict the more linear assertions of the parable

of the tribes. Rather, they are embedded in an overall linear trend toward power.
For example, Adams says of the history of the early civilizations: “The rise and fall
of kingdoms and imperial centers, over a three-to-four-thousand-year period in the
Old World and for at least a millennium before Columbus in the New World, were
oscillations that prehistorians have shown to reveal a gradual and inexorable increase
of control and power” (1966, p. 298). Modern history certainly underscores this linearity,
as even Mosca concedes.
The challenge, then, is to explain why systems that rise also fall. By itself, the se-

lective model of the parable of the tribes cannot do so (except to the extent that the
falling is as described below22). But we have now taken the original theory of selection
and integrated it with a vision of the dichotomy between natural and unnatural sys-

22 Often the “falling” of civilizations is like an optical illusion. When the backward leap forward,
those in front appear to fall back. Thorstein Veblen wrote about the “advantage of backwardness” (cited
by Service, 1971, p. 34), which is the capacity of the less formed to improve upon the model of the
innovators while the leaders become trapped in the limitations of their original breakthroughs. Service,
for example, cites the leap into alphabetical writing over the backs of the once advanced and suddenly
relatively encumbered peoples using hieroglyphics (ibid., p. 37). Thus one can gain the impression of
cycles because one’s point of reference is moving along the linear progression (like watching the motion
of a point on the wheel of a moving bicycle). In a later book, Service generalizes about the early
civilizations that “their demise was caused by a weakness that was relative to others’ new strength …
the first classic civilizations, therefore, did not fall, they were pushed” (1975, pp. 314, 322). It is far from
clear, however, that Rome was pushed by anyone who would have been its match when Roman power
was at its crest.
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tems, and this higher perspective gives us a glimpse of the answer: the new selective
process that emerged with civilization, unlike the organic selective process from which
it emerged, favors systems that ultimately are unviable.
This view obviously takes issue with those who employ organic images to describe

why civilizations that flower also wither. As was said earlier, civilizations are not like
organisms in the essential respect that they have no inherent blueprint that dictates
the process of its development even unto its demise. Each Roman was designed to die
in a way that Rome itself was not. Beyond that, if a civilization is to be compared with
a natural living system, the suitable comparison would not be with a single organism.
Rome is not a tree but a forest. Trees die, but a climax forest can go on forever, barring
catastrophic intrusions from outside the systems of life. Rome did die, or at least “fall.”
And it was not only pushed: for the challenges to which it eventually succumbed would
not have been sufficient to overwhelm Rome in its prime; and when Rome had fallen,
that part of the world was long left with no power comparable to Rome in its glory.
Rome, representing here as it so often does both the might and frailty of civilized
societies, “died” of unnatural causes because civilizations are unnatural systems that
fail to emulate the wholeness of other living systems.
The absence of a blueprint is illustrative of civilization’s general foray into uncharted

territory. In terra incognita, one can easily lose one’s way. The unproved can prove
unreliable. The experiment can fail. But civilization’s problems transcend these fall-
backs of what in chapter 1 I called the “commonsense” view. To survive the emergency
created by the plunge of civilization into anarchy, civilized societies are compelled to
adopt a modus vivendi which ultimately proves a modus morte.
The unnatural Hobbesian state allows only the powerful to survive, but the ways of

power are not the ways of life. The perpetual emergency requires the adrenalin society,
but unrelenting stress leads to fatigue, and disregarded injuries will at last undermine
the social organism. Steward describes how the very processes of empire building in the
ancient world led ultimately to internal decline, “as the standard of living decreased
and the death rate increased to the point that local populations were willing to support
revolutions against imperial authority” (1955, pp. 206— 207). A similar view of the
deterioration of the great ancient civilizations is articulated by Leslie White. The great
empires arose, he says, as

international competition and conflict intensified… But the political sys-
tems in which this cultural development found expression were not suited
to stability, peace, and productive industry in the long run. Directed to-
ward subjugation and exploitation at home, and conquest and spoliation
abroad, the economic bases of these great cultures were undermined one
after another, until, with the collapse of the Roman state, the era of the
great cultures produced by the Agricultural Revolution came to an end.
(1949, pp. 352353)
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Civilized societies continue to fall into the pit between the immediate requirements
for surviving the struggle for power and the long-term requirements for maintaining a
healthy social organism. An especially clear and poignant example is the state of Israel
which has been subject to threats of such extraordinary intensity and constancy that in
a mere generation power’s necessity has left a deep imprint. A state founded with the
most utopian of visions has been compelled increasingly to adopt the structures and
values of a garrison state.21 Even before the 1973 war, Arieli wrote of the dilemma
of his country: “The continuation of full mobilization of the country’s resources for
‘improving Israel’s security situation’ will undermine, even in the short run, the basis
of her security— the stability of her society. There can be no security for Israel without
social stability and a healthy community” (1972, p. 30). In this, at least, Israel is not
alone. Today (1981) the administration governing the United States is stripping billions
of dollars away from social programs to support a trillion-dollar buildup of armaments.
The killing fatigue of the perpetual hype applies also to the relationship between

the civilized society and the natural environment it exploits. This relationship, as we
saw, is corrupt (though only partly because of the necessities of competitive power).
Corruption means debilitation of the whole in this sphere just as it does in a gov-
ernmental system. Just as a ruler like Zaire’s Mobutu drains away the vitality of the
whole social organism, so also a corrupt regime between a civilized society and the
ecosystem replaces life with death. Carter and Dale, in Topsoil and Civilization, argue
that the rise and fall of specific civilizations have their roots in ecological practices.
It is, they say, because man has despoiled most of the lands he has lived on for long
that civilizations in older settled regions have declined while the locus of progressive
civilizations has shifted from place to place (p. 7). “Most of the progressive and dy-
namic civilizations of mankind started on new land—on land that had not been the
center of a former civilization” (p. 12). After exhausting its land, and the land it could
conquer, these civilizations began to decline. “After that, a new civilization arose on
new land among some of the semi-civilized barbarians. Then the pattern was repeated”
(p. 15). The quick fix leads to slow death. The great fleet of Rome was built through
deforestation and degradation of the region. The United States now attempts to right
its worsening trade balance through agricultural exports, so straining the land that
it is predicted that a mere fifty years could see a 30 percent decline in the soil’s pro-
ductivity. The benefits are immediate and fleeting while the costs are cumulative and
eventually deadly.
And then civilization has the problem of making the human spirit into a reliable

piece for its inhumane machine. The problem is twofold.
24. In my view, as I write during the 1982 siege of Beirut, prominent elements in

the Israel of Begin and Sharon have carried the orientation toward power beyond the
requirements of objective necessity. But even this excess appears to be the fruit of the
chronic struggle. Perpetually beset by real threats to their survival, and consequently
crazed by anxiety and rage, people can be in the grip of “compulsions” other than those
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visibly imposed from without. The struggle for power, almost from its beginning, has
been able to gain in momentum from its impact with the tormented human psyche.
On the one hand, because civilization depends upon a twisting of that spirit out of its

natural shape, the human being has a tendency to strain against playing the required
role. On the other hand, the agony of that twisting can madden the human creature,
thus introducing an additional destructive and irrational force into the system.
The ability of experience to mold character in the learning animal may seem to

make human nature irrelevant to the durability of civilized systems. But it does not.
Just as the bending of spring steel leads to an unstable configuration, so also does
the distortion of human nature which civilization requires. There is a functional dif-
ference between motivations that are inherently fundamental to the human being and
those that must be molded by a specific set of experiences: the first is automatically
renewed with each generation, the second requires that each generation recapitulate
the necessary experiences. But the expression of human desires upon the historical
stage changes circumstances, and changed circumstances mean that the children of
one group of actors will have different formative experiences from their parents. From
different experience, in turn, emerges different character. The motivational foundation
tends thus to be undone.
Consider the contrast between the needs for love and for power. Because love has

been an essential element of the strategy of our species for survival probably back to
our prehuman ancestors, the need for love is a major component of human nature. The
need for power, by contrast, is the fruit of particular experiences, especially the painful
experience of being a powerless victim. The need to be on top grows out of the feeling
or fear of being on the bottom. The rise of Nazism in Germany, for example, is said to
be in part the consequence of Germany’s humiliation at Versailles. Power, unlike love,
is desired (as Hobbes perceived) less as a positive good in itself than as a guarantee of
avoiding its opposite.
Systems based on inherent, intrinsically satisfying human values will be more stable

than those based on learned, deficiency-based values. A society based on bonds of
love, such as the Tasaday of the Philippines, renews its motivational base with each
generation. But a system dependent upon a motive to compensate for deprivation
contains the seeds of its own undoing. For by achieving its purpose, the motivation
eliminates the source of the need. The children of the powerful will tend not to match
their parents’ hunger for power. (The drive for power is used here as representative of
a whole class of motivations essential to the workings of civilized societies.)
Power tends to go to those who crave it most, but why should those people crave it

who are born to power and who experience its inability truly to scratch the itch? Ruling
groups can try to repeat the deprivations necessary to replicate the character structure.
The children of a ruling class, for example, may be subjected to humiliations to make
them hunger for the dominant role into which they are to grow: the literature about the
English schoolboy from the ruling class illustrates this. But history suggests that drives
for power prove unstable in the long run, and that their half-life erodes the system’s
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basic fuel. Warriors are the founders of aristocracies, but their descendants become
dandies. Power ceases to be the object sought and becomes instead the inherited capital
that purchases other goods. Eugene Rice writes: “In England, men of talent and modest
origins made fortunes as clothiers or in the wholesale trade of woolen cloth. Their sons
held administrative offices and began to buy up land in their home counties. The
grandsons settled on these estates and founded gentry families” (1970, p. 58). Whole
nations, having found their place in the sun, may get burned out. Some suggest that
the drive to excel and achieve has waned in the United States, while the Japanese
tell us “We are driven” even as they gain bigger pieces of the market. (Opinion polls
from Japan during the 1970s suggest, however, that Japanese success is eroding its
attitudinal foundations among the young of Japan, and that the Japanese climb toward
being Number One may be cut short, as was the duration of “The American Century.”)
The instability of the appetites that fuel civilization makes its progress uneven and
cyclic. The medieval Arab theorist, Khaldun, based his theory of the rise and fall of
civilizations on a process of decadence of this kind. An empire, according to Khaldun,
has a “natural life span” of no more than three generations. The first is the generation
of conquest the strength and solidarity of which begins to disappear in the second
as sedentary living and luxury take their toll. This erosion proceeds further in the
third, so that the empire becomes “senile and worn out,” and then faces destruction
(summarized in Laurer, 1973, pp. 28–29).
Because power systems require an uphill struggle against the basic tendencies of

human nature, what rises will also fall.
Civilization’s struggle against human nature can lead to destruction also because

bending the human spirit causes pain, and pain can be maddening. The rage of the
injured animal (as argued in chap. 5, “Fighting Mad”) can fuel the system, but the
system’s capacity to channel that rage is hardly foolproof. If irrational factors break
through those channels, the fuel can cause a “meltdown” of the power generator, with
deadly results to both system and people. Freud’s vision did not deceive him when
he saw Thanatos struggling against life in civilization, although he misinterpreted the
nature of that specter. Enraged and suffering creatures have good reasons to combine
with the natural love of life an impulse to embrace death. Like the maimed Samson
bringing down the idolatrous temple upon himself and his foes, civilized man may
find in destruction a way of achieving both vengeance and escape from agony. My
experience in foreign policy circles in Washington and my more distant, perceptions
of the Kremlin lead me to suspect that deep beneath the surface of conscious thought
some of those who think the unthinkable do not find the thought so horribly repugnant.
In past centuries, human beings in their misery have prayed to God to bring apocalypse
unto the earth. Now, at last, they can do it themselves.
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Apocalypse Now?
In some ways, the specter of destruction that haunts today’s civilization is nothing

new. Particular societies still gain and lose in vigor and drive and coherence. Today’s
ecological destruction simply continues a process begun by shepherds’ flocks and farm-
ers’ cleared Helds. The eruptions of violence still spill the same blood that ancient epics
tell of, and for largely the same reasons. But, of course, one thing is new: unlike our
ancestors, we now have good cause to wonder whether the destructiveness of present
systems may inflict irreversible damage upon human life, civilization, and the earth,
ending forever the human experiment and perhaps even bursting the precious film of
life enveloping our globe.
What has changed is the magnitude of civilization’s destructive potential. This is an

inevitable consequence of the growth of power. Four billion people armed with modern
technology are simply a bigger bull in the ecological china shop than a few hundred
million using the technologies of archaic civilizations. The explosion of the power of
armaments has been still more dramatic. Only a generation ago a war was fought over
a far larger area with far more potent weapons than any conflicts of earlier ages. As
unprecedented as was the might and scope of World War II, the total destructive force
unleashed then was but a minuscule fraction of what the world’s two superpowers are
now poised to rain down upon one another. The most destructive war the world has
yet seen still killed only a small percentage of the earth’s human population, and the
scars it made on the biosphere were small and quickly healed. The World War III
that we dread would be exponentially more devastating in both respects.23 And finally
and relatedly, the emergence of a truly global civilization makes of this planet a single
basket for all our eggs. When a single system can encompass the entire earth in its
grasp, there is no refuge from the destructiveness of its clumsiness or fury.
It is therefore evident that civilization cannot extend indefinitely the pattern it has

made in the past ten thousand years. To continue the trajectory described by the
parable of the tribes would be to plunge into the abyss. Power is like a cancer that now
threatens to destroy the very living energies it depends upon. Its accelerating growth
progresses to the point where mankind must either succumb or find a treatment. The
treatment, the alternative to death, is to find a way to displace the ways of power by
restoring the ways of life. If for us there is no return to the womb of nature’s system,
it is essential that we change the ways of our unnatural systems. Their present ways
clearly carry upon their backs the plague of death.
Mankind, then, faces a life-or-death choice. More of the same means death, so the

preservation of life requires transformation. Our choice is not like the coming to a
crossroads, for the choice is continuous and many faceted. In a sense, the choices have
been confronted by civilized peoples since this whole experiment began, and it would

23 We live also with the image of Auschwitz and Buchenwald. That holocaust does not point the way
to universal destruction, but it does show that even massacres—like these other ways that civilization
delivers death—can be magnified by modern efficiency.
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be unfair and inaccurate to suggest that the persistence of the problem of power is
due to a failure on their part to make the right choices. The dangers they faced were
less than ours, but so also were their capacities to break the grip of power over human
destiny. The same geometric growth of human powers which casts a darker shadow
over our times generates a brighter glow at the end of the tunnel. The same growth of
knowledge that has accelerated the modern spurt of power brings into sharper focus
the nature of our problems and of the solutions they require. The same globalization
of civilization which brings such risks makes conceivable a genuine containment of the
contaminant of power. As our power to do evil has grown, so has our ability to do good.
Every day, all over the earth, millions of people struggle in countless ways to deflect the
course of human destiny from the abyss. And not without effect. For the century that
has brought global conflict has witnessed also the germination of the seeds of global
cooperation. It has been in the era of nuclear war that the virtues of peace have come to
enjoy unprecedented prestige. The century that threatens ecological disaster has seen
an extraordinary emergence of new ecological consciousness. The age of Auschwitz has
also made universal the concept, if not the practice, of human rights. Norman Cousins
has written that any problem human beings have the power to make for themselves
they also have the power to solve. This equation between human challenges and human
powers does not follow logically, and the facts may prove it overly optimistic. But there
are some ideas—like this one from a man who, perhaps by sheer force of positive will,
overcame his own disease—that we have nothing to lose by assuming to be true.
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Chapter Eight: Conclusion:
Therefore Choose Life

I have set before you life and death, blessing and cursing; therefore choose
life, that both thou and thy seed may live.—Deuteronomy 19:30

As in the first chapter, so in the concluding one: a note of hope.
The parable of the tribes is hardly gospel, in the literal sense of “good news.” But nei-

ther is it prophecy, for the future remains to be written. Thus a work preoccupied with
the dark side of civilized life can be dedicated to overcoming the powers of darkness.
The destructive evolutionary process described here is nonteleological, but mankind
whose destiny is at stake is endowed with purpose in the service of life. The question is
whether we shall discover within ourselves the understanding and the will to contain
the rule of power. The malady that arose as an unwanted side effect of man’s inventive
consciousness can conceivably be remedied by the further development of that same
creative force. The parable of the tribes, then, serves not to condemn but to challenge:
can we change systems that channel vital energies to serve power into systems that
channel power to serve the needs of human and other life?
This book is a work of diagnosis, dwelling upon the pathological to illuminate the

etiology of the problems that afflict us. Diagnosis is, however, only a first step. It is
also necessary to prescribe a course of treatment, a means of achieving the wholeness
civilization now lacks. My intention is to explore in future work how the ills diagnosed
here may be remedied. Yet, to the extent that it succeeds in its aims, The Parable
of the Tribes can itself be a part of the treatment of the problems it describes. Even
in dwelling upon the negative, it can have a positive effect, for effective treatment
requires good diagnosis. The better we understand the root cause of the defects of our
systems (as was argued here in the critique of Marxism) the more likely will our good
intentions lead to good results. The parable of the tribes, therefore, has implications
for how our systems must be redesigned.
If redesign of the system is one side of the challenge facing us, ignition of the spirit

is the other. The dulling of our feelings, Cousins believes, is why we are in danger of
failing at the tasks our civilization presents us (1981, p. 34). Ten people Bred with
faith and dedication can better wrest civilization from its current trajectory than a
thousand who are dispirited and demoralized. The experience that civilization imposes
upon us can in many ways drain off the human powers that are indispensable to our
success. My hope is that this work can help to replenish those springs, to make the
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stirrings of the human spirit a more formidable power against power. There are several
ways in which the message of this book, for all its delineation of our bondage, may be
a tool of liberation.

1. The parable of the tribes leads beyond guilt. We are creatures who seem naturally
to interpret our misfortunes as punishment for our sins. If it was true for the
bubonic plague, how much more readily will we assume that the destruction we
as a species visibly inflict upon ourselves is a manifestation of and a punishment
for our depravity. But the parable of the tribes shows that we are more the
victims than the villains in this crime drama. A vision of how little mankind has
controlled the destiny of even its own creations may be a blow to human pride,
as the first page of this book suggested. But it also offers absolution from the
guilt which seethes below the surface of consciousness in our times and which
debilitates our capacity for constructive work in the world. We have a long way
to go, and we shall hardly be likely to get there encumbered by unnecessary
burdens. We shall be better able to act responsibly to shape the future if we do
not punish ourselves with guilt over our misshapen past.

2. The perspective offered here should mitigate against enmity. If it is assumed that
blame must be fixed for the evils that plague us, then the only alternative to guilt
is hostility. If it is not our fault, it must be theirs. Any vision of our dilemma that
lifts guilt, therefore, should also help dull the point of our intertribal animosity.
The parable of the tribes encourages us to see all mankind as subject to the same
distressing and disorienting circumstance. If we can see how much we are like
Zuckerman’s baboons, thrown together in a frightening and anarchic situation, we
are more likely to find the means to overcome our mutual fears with constructive
mutual empathy. The parable of the tribes tells us the path away from enmity
must be mutual. Yet it is also true that the expectation of enmity can be self-
fulfilling. In the chronic antagonisms of our age— United States—Soviet, Arab-
Israeli—each actor can be like a man before a mirror: every belligerent gesture is
reflected back and promotes a further escalation of conflict. The commonness of
our problems by itself provides no assurance of cooperation in action. Nonetheless,
whatever increases our awareness of commonness—of the kinship implied by our
shared humanity, of our being-in-the-same-boat implied by the idea of spaceship
earth, of the panic we feel in the civilized zoo—increases our capacity to act for
the common good.

3. The parable of the tribes may enhance people’s sense of common purpose in yet
another way. Ours is an age of fragmentation in both vision and action. Our
world has become so complex that we have largely lost our ability to see things
whole. And so we set about our elephantine problems with the incoherence of the
blind men in the fable: one feels the tail and says, “It’s a rope,” another the leg
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and says, “It’s a tree.” Thus, we have constructive but unconnected groups ad-
dressing specific areas of concern: one group is concerned about the environment,
another about matters of war and peace, another about civil liberties, another
about human potential. This work attempts to supply a unifying vision of our
entire predicament, a perspective that reveals each area of our concerns to be a
manifestation of a basic underlying human condition in civilization. The poten-
tial usefulness of such a perspective lies not so much in questioning the ideas or
intentions of specific constructive missions as in providing a basis for the many
groups to see themselves (and to act) as part of a coherent movement for the
renewal of civilization. Whatever helps people of goodwill to see and to feel the
connections among them potentially strengthens the force of goodness. Another
of Aesop’s fables tells of the farmer who demonstrates for his sons that while
sticks can easily be broken one by one, they are unbreakable when tied into a
bundle. The idea that “in unity is strength” is one seized upon by the selection
for power, but that principle can also be employed to empower humanity to
overcome its bondage to power.

4. The parable of the tribes is a message to liberate the individual human spirit.

5. It does so, if it is successful, first by driving a wedge between us and our systems.
These powerful systems that mold us and rule our lives teach us to give them
our allegiance. Dennis Wrong, in Power (1979), argues persuasively that the
oppressed have almost as big a need to believe in the legitimacy of the regime that
dominates them as do their oppressors. With civilization, all of us are to some
degree in that position. It is discomfiting to be out of joint with the surrounding
order. There is a part of us that takes up the task as given, surrendering ourselves
to it even when it only helps what seeks to destroy us, like the British colonel
in the him The Bridge over the River Kwai who in the end fights (and dies)
to save the bridge he has masterfully built for the enemy whose prisoner he is.
A part of us resents those who disrupt the smooth flow of business as usual,
even if that business is the digging of our own graves. In this, we are like the
concentration camp inmates, about whom I read somewhere, standing in neat
order awaiting the visit from Herr Commandant Oberfuhre: an old Jew collapses
from hunger and, when punitively beaten by the SS guards, moans and groans;
the feeling of his fellow inmates is, “Why does that damned Yankel make such a
fuss? Why is he disrupting everything?” Evidently, it is not an unmixed blessing
to be liberated from our allegiance to the surrounding order, from our displaced
goals and our routines. But certainly, to the extent that this order demands that
we sacrifice some sacred part of ourselves and threatens ultimately to destroy
us, it is imperative that we take the leap of becoming our own men and women
who go in a direction of our own envisioning even if it is against the flow. The
parable of the tribes endeavors to sever the unquestioning loyalty of the Good
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Soldier Schweik within us, and to make visible the basis for deeper allegiances.
Recognizing the dangers of anarchy, we must recognize that we need our systems
and must beware of creating chaos in our efforts to divert the destructive course
of power. But to utilize the channels is not to let them determine the course.

6. For people to have the inner power to be self-possessed, they must own the
core of themselves. For people to have the vision to chart a course against the
current, they must discover the compass that lies within. The parable of the
tribes provides one angle for peering into our essential natures. This perspective
has spiritual implications. It points toward a sacred human nature, toward a
vision of ourselves as we are at the source. In our civilized state, this picture
of our essential humanity is obscured, like a great work by an Old Master that
has been painted over. One must know the masterpiece is there before one can
begin to retrieve it. As the picture emerges before our inner eyes, we discover
in ourselves indeed something of God’s image; a creative and potent force that
orients toward the sacred.

In the Buddhist literature of India is a spiritual tale of a tiger cub that, because of
circumstance, was brought up among goats. Seeing only the example of goathood, he
became like a goat, or as much like one as
a tiger could. One day, after the tiger had begun to mature, the herd was attacked

by a fierce old male tiger:

Discovering himself face to face with the terrible jungle being, [the young
tiger] gazed at the apparition in amazement. The first moment passed; then
he began to feel self-conscious. Uttering a forlorn bleat, he plucked a thin
leaf of grass and chewed it, while the other stared.
Suddenly the mighty intruder demanded: “What are you doing here among
these goats? What are you chewing there?” The funny little creature bleated.
The old one became really terrifying. He roared, “Why do you make this
silly sound?” and before the other could respond, seized him roughly by the
scruff and shook him, as though to knock him back to his senses. (Zimmer,
1951, p. 6)

Ultimately, the young tiger is led to discover his tigerhood:

He arose and opened his mouth with a mighty yawn, just as though he were
waking from a night of sleep—a night that had held him long under its spell,
for years and years. Stretching his form, he arched his back, extending and
spreading his paws. The tail lashed the ground, and suddenly from his
throat there burst the terrifying, triumphant roar of a tiger.
The grim teacher, meanwhile, had been watching closely and with increas-
ing satisfaction. The transformation had actually taken place. When the
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roar was finished he demanded gruffly: “Now do you know what you really
are?” (P-7)

I hope this work conveys some of the liberating force of my own encounter with the
old tiger.
(5) Yet such liberation is not enough, and by itself may indeed be dangerous. If

the baboons can escape to the savanna, then setting them free is solution enough. But
what if they must hnd a life fit for baboons within the confines of some zoo? We will
never find a way toward a human world without that compass that lies within, but
being lost as we are in unfamiliar territory our compass alone cannot show us the
way. Throughout history the roaring of tigers, seeking to regain what an unsuitable
domestication had taken from them, has been as often the occasion for destruction
as for liberation. (The roar of Hitler and those for whom he was the Führer was an
expression of both the diseased aspect of civilization and the human rebellion against
it.)
We are in unnatural circumstances and are thus subject to a confusion that we

cannot rely upon our natural being alone to dispel. The inescapability of this unnatural
condition means that we must be more (and therefore also less) than “the natural
man.” The creatures that must design a zoo for themselves must necessarily forfeit
some of their natural innocence. To escape from confusion, they must cultivate clarity
of understanding to an unnatural degree. Strangers in a strange land need a map as
well as a compass. We are thus endangered not only by “dullness of feeling” but by
inadequacy of thought as well.
The challenge facing us is to bring together the primitive and the highly sophisti-

cated. We need to discover a harmonizing integration between the sacred energies we
bring with us from our Source and the indispensable tools we have developed upon
our journey. The long and tortuous path we have traveled makes the building of these
bridges a difficult task. This work embodies my effort at such a synthesis.
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[Back Flap]
Schmookler’s theory about the role of the selection for power in social evolution

is compelling in its logic and far-reaching in its ramifications. By diagnosing the ills
of civilization, the parable of the tribes clarifies the challenges that civilized peoples
face—to remove the threat of nuclear holocaust, to lift the burden of tyranny from
the world’s peoples, to reverse the dangerous degradation of the earth’s biosphere by
human activity, and to ease the agonies of neurotic conflict.
Can mankind bring under control the social evolutionary forces described by the

parable of the tribes? By showing that the major source of the evils that plague
civilization lies not in man’s nature but in his circumstances, Schmookler’s theory
holds open the hope that history will lead to a future we want rather than to one we
do not want, or indeed to no future at all.
Photograph by Edward E Max.
Andrew Bard Schmookler, a summa cum laude graduate of Harvard College,

earned his doctorate from the Graduate Theological Union at the University of Cal-
ifornia, Berkeley, in a program specially created to accommodate his comprehensive
study of the evolution of civilization. He is currently working on a project with the
Public Agenda Foundation to clarify the nuclear defense issue for public debate and
Jacket Design by Kitty Maryatt

[Back Cover]
SEWERYN BIALER, Research Institute on International Change. Columbia Uni-

versity
“Dr Schmookler’s book is a work of great originality which asks profound questions.

‘The dilemmas that it poses in the nuclear age are central to the survival of humankind.”
JEFFREY ALEXANDER, Sociology Department, UCLA
“This is a book for now, for this period in history, for this decade, and for a general

public. It is an enormously political book in the contemporary climate of growing
concern in Europe and the United States about nuclear war. Since it is much more
European than American in its vision of decline and doom, I imagine that it will be
immediately translated and will be widely read on the Continent as well as in England
This is the kind of book—despite and because of its attention to detailed empirical
facts—that changes the life of those who read it. It had an enormous and unsettling
impact on me.”
JOSEPH MONTVILLE, career diplomat, associate editor, Political Psychology
“The Parable of the Tribes is one of the most important books of my lifetime. It

brilliantly analyzes the psychology of individuals and societies as they interact with
political, economic, and ecological systems. Schmookler’s history of intersocietal ag-
gressiveness could lead to despair of human survival, and yet he believes that human
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beings are capable of adjusting their behavior if they have the necessary intellectual
and moral leadership. This is also my most deeply held belief.”
JOHN DILLENBERGER, past president, Hartford Seminary Foundation
this book is more comprehensive than any other book I know. Nothing significant

is left out of it. Reading it, I tried to poke holes in so wide-ranging a synthesis. But
it holds together in an impressive way. Dr. Schmookler takes into account both older
and newer sensibilities and gives evidence of being one of the foremost interpreters of
our time.”
ROBERT W. 1 ULLER, past president, Oberlin College
“This work by a highly educated but still unknown author could well take its place

alongside the classics of the twentieth century. This statement may seem an exagger-
ation, but I make it without apology ” ,
UNIVERSITY OF CALIFORNIA PRESS
BERKELEY 94720

ISBN 0-520-04874—1

“The expansionist drive placed a great premium upon military strength. Because
of the country’s economic backwardness and technological inferiority to its Western
neighbors, the government sought to mobilize the resources for war by enlisting the
population directly in its service. The exploitative relation of the state to society brought
an extension of coercive controls and the growth of the centralized governmental systems”
(1981 — 82, p. 416, italics mine).
The history of India did evince for a considerable period the familiar pattern of uni-

Heation/ centralization through conquest, as noted earlier with respect to the Vedic
period. The unification culminated roughly two thousand years ago in the establish-
ment of the Mauryan Empire, which was closely knit and centralized (Bashan, 1954,
p. 57). In post-Mauryan India, what became normal was a looser, “feudal” type of
organization—or perhaps one may say disorganization. The question arises about post-
Mauryan India why a fragmented and conflict-ridden India could continue as stably
as it did.
Bashan confronts a part of this question, asking why the history of India differs so

from that of China, i.e., why “the intense militarism of ancient India did not lead to
the building of a permanent empire over the whole subcontinent” (p. 123). Part of the
answer, he says, was that “no king of India was able to develop a bureaucracy capable
of functioning without a strong guiding hand.” He contrasts it with the bureaucratic
culture developed by Confucian China (p. 123). But the main factor, he says, “which
prevented the unification of India was the martial tradition itself’ (p. 124). An earlier
military ethic in India, articulated in the classic text of the Arthasastra, regarded war
as a continuation of policy by other means, an activity whose main motive is “gain and
the building up of a great empire” (p. 125, 126). In post-Mauryan India, a new ethic
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gained predominance saying that “war should be waged for glory and homage rather
than sordid aims such as wealth and power” (p. 124). War, says Bashan, became a
sport. That ethic helped preserve Indian fragmentation.
Bashan does not ask why (unlike in Europe) the chronic conflict did not impel

Indian minds toward power-enhancing innovations. Perhaps, however, a part of the
answer can be drawn out of another aspect of Indian culture that seems kindred and
connected to the military ethicjustdescribed. It concerns the political culture and, in
particular, the political consequences of victory and defeat. “When decisively defeated
in battle,” Bashan writes, “a king might render homage to his conqueror and retain
his throne” (p. 94). “The degree of control over overlord and vassal varied much…
Many claims to homage and tribute amounted to very little” (p. 94, 95). The picture
suggested is that war was a sport, so being conquered was not intolerably burdensome.
Perhaps when even the worst can be borne, the spur of necessity is not so sharp as to
induce the dynamism of a highly inventive culture.
These reflections on India serve to underscore the nondeterministic nature of the

parable of the tribes (chap. 1, “Power versus Choice in Social Evolution”). The selection
for power can govern in the long run because it is patient and tends to work consistently
and cumulatively. In the short run, idiosyncracies of individual cultural systems can
retard the growth of power. India’s fragmentation, ultimately, contributed greatly to
its vulnerability to manipulation and domination by a comparative handful of British
men. By the time India threw off the British imperalists, India had in the process
become one of the great nations of the world. Plagued though it still is by centrifugal
forces, India stands as the dominant power of its region, developing something of an
empire of its own (see Alumni Magazine Consortium, “The Rise and Fall of Empires,
1982”).
“May God us keep,” wrote Blake, “From Single vision & Newton’s sleep.”
Nor is the evil perpetrated by apparently dispassionate, rational people, as “banal”

as it may appear on the surface. Although value neutrality is in part a vacuum, Sagan
reminds us that it is also in part a cloak. It can abet evil, therefore, in two ways—by
creating a void to be filled by the purposes of the systems in which people are embedded,
and by removing the checks against fulfillment of unacknowledged impulses buried
within people’s hearts. In a passage that resonates with Bellah’s declaration that “Just
those who feel they are most rational and pragmatic … are most in the power of deep
unconscious fantasies,” Sagan writes of Thucydides and of the Athenian character he
typifies: “Lusting for violence, feeling both shame and guilt about that lust, he insists
on a double denial; he denies that he has either that lust or a superego which condemns
it” (p. 170). “Morality,” says Sagan, “can only be repressed in the service of immorality”
(p. 180).
As long as the demonic forces can masquerade as the dictates of logic, they remain

beyond the reach of truly rational analysis. The impulses we fail to recognize can pos-
sess and destroy us. The Peloponnesian Wars that destroyed the flowering of Athenian
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culture were portrayed by Thucydides as inevitable, although “his own recital of the
facts contradicts the assumption that war could not
And at his deep neigh, like the thunder of heaven, the foe men tremble in fear, for

he fights against thousands, and none can resist him, so terrible is his charge.
(in Bashan, 1954, p. 36)
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